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ABSTRACT:

Aims: The current global business landscape demands an acute commitment of international businesses’ sustainable practices to attain a global sustainability agenda. This paper examines the intricate nexus of Multinational Enterprises' (MNEs) Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) practices, particularly environmental innovation, business ethics, CSR reporting and their environmental performance, social performance, as well as the influence of their alignment with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
Study design:  This quantitative study employed a Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM).
Place and Duration of Study:  The study used data from Refinitiv Eikon workspace for 91 MNEs from the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) in year 2023.
[bookmark: _Hlk196739804][bookmark: _Hlk196739775]Methodology: The study used secondary data from Refinitiv Eikon workspace for 91 MNEs from MENA region using the Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). 
[bookmark: _Hlk196739919]Results and Conclusion: The PLS-SEM’s results underline the potential and significant involvement of international businesses in shaping sustainable development, especially in developing and emerging countries. The findings further show that MNEs’ CSR practices particularly environmental and social performance and their adoption or alignment with the United Nations’ SDGs emerges as a pivotal approach to enhance MNEs’ contribution to MENA countries’ sustainable development and global sustainability agenda.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The rapid evolvement of international businesses (IB) in the arena of sustainable development has posed a challenge for international business and management research, especially in adapting to their speed. This has been much pronounced since the announcement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by the United Nations (UN) (United Nations, 2015), which are termed as a package of opportunities (Cambridge, 2016; Montiel et al., 2021; Eang et al., 2023),  challenges (Tsalis et al., 2020), and ‘gift’(Pedersen, 2018), for businesses, especially the Multinational Enterprises (MNEs) (Van Tulder et al., 2021).  The United Nations’ SDGs are a set of 17 goals with 169 targets which were adopted in September 2015 by 193 United Nations countries, succeeding the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) goals to be achieved by 2030 (Sachs, 2012; United Nations, 2015). While the MDGs focused on improving well-being, the 17 SDGs cut across all countries and aim at reconciling economic and social with ecological goals, linking people, planet, and prosperity through partnerships (United Nations, 2015; Kolk & Lenfant, 2015). Sustainable development has therefore been identified as a tri-dimensional concept - economic growth, social inclusion, and environmental protection (Oldekop, et al., 2016; Pillai et al., 2017; Rosati & Faria, 2019; Montiel, et al., 2021; Van Zanten & Van Tulder, 2021).  
The role of the private sector particularly Multinational Enterprises (MNEs) in implementing the 17 SDGs and the road to attaining sustainable development especially in emerging and developing countries is recognized of particular importance, (Munro & Arli, 2019; Van Zanten &Van Tulder, 2018; Lopez, 2020; Ivanaj, et al., 2021; Pizzi et al., 2021; Montiel, et al., 2023). Due to their high considerable market power, international field of action, their influence on policy, and significant financial, technological and human resources, international businesses are considered to have potential ability to contribute to sustainable development towards accomplishment of Agenda 2030 (Kolk et al., 2017; Munro & Arli, 2019; Shayan et al., 2022; Montiel, et al., 2023), through resources’ provision, efficiency, and innovation  (Berning, 2019) as well as community capacity builder, financing, product and service provision (Eang et al., 2023), and have been identified to play a critical role in achieving SDGs adoptions in host countries (Mion et al., 2020; Liou & Rao-Nicholson, 2021; Zanten & Tulder, 2021). Zhan & Santos-Paulino, (2021) and Zanten et al., (2018) specified that sustainable development cannot be achieved without the contributions of MNEs.  Aligning with the “Decade of Action” to achieve the SDGs, international businesses are actively playing a key role in SDG implementation, especially in developing and emerging countries (Aras et al., 2018; Sachs & Sachs, 2021; Van Tulder et al, 2021). For instance, multinational banks (MNBs) are actively taking part in financing the sustainable development goals in these markets (African Development Bank, 2020; Arora & Sarker, 2022; Eang et al., 2023) fostering the sustainable development agenda.
However, although the majority of studies have analyzed the relevance of MNEs from the angle of macro level, for instance; (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018; Ghauri, 2022), MNEs’ contributions to sustainable development have not been clearly articulated in the extant literature, especially on how they integrate the environmental and social performance (ES) and the role played by the same, and how the alignment with SDGs influence their contributions towards sustainable development particularly in host countries, despite of increasing studies in Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), and similar sustainability and business terms in IB literature (Kolk, 2016; Siltaloppi et al., 2021; Aghdam, 2024). That is, despite the increasing attention in sustainability, business, management research (Berrone et al., 2023; Kourula et al., 2017), the role of multinational corporations’ CSR especially environmental and social practices and their alignment to the SDGs as they expand their investment in foreign (host countries), that is Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) is yet to be fully explored (Bokpin, 2017; Pananond, 2015; Paul & Feliciano-Cestero, 2021). By tradition, economic impacts of MNEs’ FDI (Dery et al., 2021) to host countries’ businesses, labors and governments. MNEs’ FDI is a critical component for sustainable economic growth in host countries through wealth of economic impacts and opportunities. including significant job creation (employment opportunities) for local populations, hence reduced unemployment rates (World Bank, 2014; Jude & Silaghi, 2016), facilitation of technology transfer, hence enabling local businesses to access advanced technologies and innovative practices to enhance productivity and competitiveness (Osano & Koine, 2016; Hezron & Mutua, 2024). This knowledge transfer is also claimed to foster the development of new industries, diversify the economic landscape, and reduce dependency on primary or traditional sectors (Veeger & Westermann-Behaylo, 2022).  This ultimately, show that MNEs’ (inward) FDI create a robust economic environment that stimulates growth and promotes resilience in the face of global economic challenges (Kourula, et al., 2017; Kolk et al., 2017; 2018; Van Zanten & Van Tulder, 2021). Moreover, MNEs foster financial inclusion (Léon & Zins, 2020; Caselli & Somekh, 2021; Amoako et al., 2023; Úbeda, et al., 2023; 2024) and enhancing digital financial projects especially in developing and emerging countries (Stephenson et al., 2021; Úbeda, et al., 2022; 2024). Research also show that through public-private partnerships (PPP), between MNEs such as multinational banks and local governments, development agencies, and stakeholder in host countries, infrastructure, education, healthcare and other development projects are funded, which support countries’ sustainable economic development agenda (Farhad & Yoshino, 2019; Eden & Wagstaff, 2021; Stephenson et al., 2021; Bello & Kazibwe, 2022), along with socio-economic transformation in fragile economies (Kolk & Lenfant, 2015). This is the evidence that economic impacts of MNEs’ FDI to host countries’ businesses, labors and governments have taken control of the discourse in international business (IB), management and development economics (Kolk et al., 2018; Bahoo et al., 2020; Gomez-Trujillo & Gonzalez-Perez, 2020; Kim et al., 2020; Nielsen et al., 2023), with less focus on their environmental and social impacts. 
However, since the announcement of the Sustainable Development Goals by the United Nations (Sachs, 2012; United Nationa, 2015; Tsalis et al., 2020; Van Tulder et al., 2021), the discussion has progressively evolved, engaging a number of scholars from different disciplines exploring the social and ecological implications of  MNEs’ foreign direct investment (Chang, 2015; Shahbaz et al., 2015;  Ansari et al., 2019; Ben Jebli et al., 2019; Mahadevan & Sun, 2020; Duodu et al., 2021; Ochoa-Moreno et al., 2021; Xie et al., 2020; Zeeshan et al., 2021; Musah et al., 2022), with other emerging terms such as green FDI and FDI-SDGs nexus (Aust et al., 2020; Amendolagine et al., 2021; Dery, et al., 2021). In the same manner, IB scholars have actively explored the influence of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and sustainability practices on MNEs’ operations (Kolk & Lenfant, 2013; Lartey et al., 2021; Marano et al., 2017; Siltaloppi et al., 2021; Eid & Loon, 2023; Aghdam, 2024).  And the influence of CSR on MNEs’ performance and market value  (Mishra & Suar, 2010; García-Madariaga & Rodríguez-Rivera, 2017; Pham et al., 2021; Ramzan et al., 2021; Nguyen-Kim, 2024; Persakis & Al-Jallad, 2024).Nevertheless, analyses have predominantly evolved around the influence of such sustainability practices in enhancing the reputation and legitimacy of MNEs in host countries (Chiu & Sharfman, 2011; Colleoni, 2013; Marano et al., 2017; Ike et al., 2019; Awuah et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2022; Schmidtke & Lenz, 2023; Gomez-Trujillo et al., 2024), often overlooking wider environmental and societal implications (Becchetti et al., 2023; van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018; Fiaschi et al., 2017; Kolk, 2016) especially in emerging Middle East and North African countries (MENA)  (Hermes & Mainela, 2022; Wiessner et al., 2024)
Since sustainability has gained massive attention especially after the establishment of the UN SDGs, (United Nations, 2015; Habermann & Fischer, 2023), international businesses operating in multiple institutional environments are facing increased stakeholders’ pressure to align with Corporate Environmental Performance (CEP) and sustainable practices (Berrone et al., 2013; Gomez-Trujillo et al., 2020). Such pressures are attached to the nature of their country of origin and their lack of capabilities to manage complex issues in host countries (country-level institution and the firm-level characters) (Tashman et al., 2019; Yang et al.,2024). Therefore, this study investigates the nuance of international business’ environmental, social, and ethical (ESG) implications using data sample of 91 MNEs from the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. Specifically, the study seeks to investigate the intricate interplay of CSR practices of MNEs that incorporate CSR reporting, environmental innovation (EI), and business ethics (BE) and their respective impacts on corporate social and environmental performance in the host MENA countries. The analysis further explores how MNEs’ alignment with the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) influences this nexus. 
Therefore, in line with the main objective of this study which is to examine the contribution of MNEs towards sustainable development by assessing the role played by environmental, social performance, and SDGs’ alignment, the present study intends to answer the following three key research questions (RQs):
RQ1: What is the relationship between MNEs’ CSR practices (CSR reporting, environmental innovation, and business ethics) and their social and environmental performance?
RQ2: How does MNEs’ alignment with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) influence the relationship between CSR practices of MNEs and social and environmental performance?
RQ3: What is the implication of MNEs’ CSR practices and their alignment with United Nations’ SDGs to policymakers, practitioners and international business scholars?


2. Literature Review

2.1 Research Model and Framework
In the past few decades, companies, especially multinationals (international businesses), have faced high pressure regarding their contributions towards their impacts on societal and environmental aspects such as environmental pollution and global warming. International businesses have undertaken different responses to such increasing pressure include environmental innovation, with novel for reduced emissions, treatment, cleaner energy sourcing, and waste recycling, aiming at mitigating environmental damages (Cainelli et al., 2012; Gómez-Bolaños et al., 2022; Helfaya & Aboud, 2023; Dai & Zhu, 2024). The past years’ studies investigated determinants of environmental innovation and its role, as well as analyzing the nexus of environmental innovation, the amount of pollution expenditures, and its relevancy in international businesses’ performances (Brunnermeier & Cohen, 2003; Theyel, 2000). Ellimäki et al., (2023) indicated that MNEs take advantage of environmental innovation opportunities because of relatively low associated risks and knowledge inputs. As prior stated, there is an insufficiency of studies that explore the MNEs’ engagement, especially on social and environmental dimensions, accompanied by how these MNEs leverage environmental innovations (environmental dimension) (Tsai & Liao, 2017; Borsatto & Amui, 2019), towards sustainable development. The scarcity of research in these areas is partly due to the SDGs' relative novelty and limited attention paid to MNEs' role in society and environmental aspects in developing and emerging countries. Therefore, this study offers a distinguished avenue of study in international business and sustainability (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018).
The present paper examines the underexplored area of international businesses’ CSR practices in the MENA region and their impacts on ESG concerns as well as the influence of SDGs’ alignment (Habermann & Fischer, 2023). We precisely assess MNEs in MENA region as contributing to social and environmental performance through CSR initiatives. In this study, we assess environmental innovation (EI), Business Ethics (BE) and CSR reporting’s lenses, and we further examine the role of alignment with the United Nations’ SDGs in social and environmental outcomes. The employed methodology including the aligning MNEs' CSR practices with the SDGs, is adopted from (Costanza et al., 2016), originally from (Daly, 1992). In the same vein, we group the United Nations 17 SDGs into three groups that is, fair distribution (FD) to protect capabilities for flourishing economy, efficient allocation (EA) for building a living and vibrant economy and sustainable scale (SS) for staying within planetary boundaries.
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 Fig. 1. Research framework (study’s model). Source: Authors

2.2 Theoretical Literature Review
Institutional Theory
Institutional theory remains the relevant theory international business (Sahin, 2022; Saleem & Butt, 2019). Developed by DiMaggio & Powell (1983) and refined by Richard Scott (Scott, 2008), the theory emphasizes the influence of cultural, social, and legal norms in shaping organizational behaviour. Legitimacy in foreign markets by MNEs, is often attained by conforming to the established institutional environment (Peng et al., 2008). This includes adopting sustainability practices that align with local standards, regulations, and societal expectations (Xu & Shenkar., 2002). Institutional theory specifically explains why MNEs adopt sustainability practices in host countries by aligning with institutional pressures like regulations and cultural expectations (Scott, 2008). Drawing on institutional theory, (Kostova & Roth, 2002) analyzed the adoption of an organizational practice by subsidiaries of MNEs under conditions of "institutional duality” and identified the key factors to be; the institutional profile of the host country and the relational context within the MNEs.  On the multilevel theoretical model to understand why business organizations are increasingly engaged in CSR initiatives, (Aguilera et al., 2014) argued that businesses (MNEs) are pressured to engage in CSR by (many) different actors, each of them driven by instrumental, relational, and moral motives including respond to institutional pressures through CSR which is often driven by the need to obtain legitimacy (Brammer et al., 2012)
Legitimacy Theory and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Theory
Legitimacy theory explains that international businesses seek legitimacy by aligning their practices with societal values and expectations (Fombrun & Shanley, 1990). Also discusses as ‘the Multi-level theory of legitimacy’ (Bitektine & Haack, 2015; Haack, 2021) advocates that ESG practices may be used by MNEs operating in foreign markets as a strategic tool to legitimize their presence (gain legitimacy) in foreign markets (Suchman, 1995). Organizations seek to establish correspondence between the social values associated with their  the norms and activities of acceptable behavior in the large social system which they are part of in host countries (Bitektine & Haack, 2015). MNEs undertake different strategies to increase their perceived legitimacy through aligning their practices with societal values  (Dowling & Pfeffer 1975). New ventures, being heavily subjected to liabilities of newness, often engage in legitimacy strategies to overcome these liabilities. Studies such as (Marano et al. 2017; Tashman et al., 2019; Gomez-Trujillo et al., 2024) indicate that MNBs raise the sustainability flag in emerging host markets to overcome the liability of foreignness, and consequently do compensation of liabilities through the implementation of environmental and social practices (Barbaglia et al., 2023) and adopt sustainable development goals to gain legitimacy (Bhanji & Oxley, 2013; DasGupta et al., 2022). Jung, et al., (2019) indicated that new ventures appear to prefer realistically related strategies over moral and cognitive ones, and adopt flexibility with respect to moral strategies (Campbell, 2007; Adomako, 2023). Furthermore, new ventures tend to engage strongly in moral selection strategies in terms of goal formulation, while their newness of organizational technology leads to an increased focus on conformity strategies to gain legitimacy including manipulative strategies Ashforth & Gibbs (1990) also highlighted how organizations including MNEs engage in actions including sustainability and ESG initiatives to gain, maintain, and repair legitimacy
In line with legitimacy theory, the CSR theory was advocated by key scholars including Archie B. Carroll (Carroll, 1999), and focuses on the social responsibilities of firms to various stakeholders, especially in terms of ethical, environmental, and social performance. CSR theory is used to frame the role of sustainability practices as a form of social responsibility that MNEs adopt to build a positive reputation gain legitimacy in foreign emerging and developing markets (Carroll, 1999). Mcwilliams & Siegel, (2000) and Porter & Kramer (2006) explored CSR theory from the perspective of firm strategy and competitive advantage, underlining its role towards MNEs’ competitive advantage and social legitimacy
Dynamic Capabilities Theory
This theory refers to the ability of firms to build, reconfigure and integrate internal and external competencies for addressing the changing environments, advocated by David J. Teece, Gary Pisano, and Amy Shuen in 1997 (Teece et al., 1997). Eisenhardt & Martin, (2000) further defined dynamic capabilities (DCs) are a set of specific and identifiable processes such as strategic decision, and product development, making. Given the nature of developing and emerging markets like those in MENA that include poor institutional quality, institutional void among others (Buchanan et al., 2012; Meyer & Peng, 2016; Stevens, et al., 2016; Van Zanten &Van Tulder, 2018) MNEs that operate in these volatile markets need to develop dynamic capabilities to adapt their sustainability strategies to the changing environments. Dynamic capabilities enable business enterprises to create, deploy and protect their intangible assets such as brand image to support the long-run business performance in changing environments in foreign markets (Teece, 2007). MNEs with strong DCs are highly entrepreneurial and innovative, and not only adapt to business ecosystems, but also shape them through innovation and through collaboration with other institutions and enterprises (Teece, 2007)
Sustainable Development Theory
Sustainable development theory is focused on balancing economic growth, environmental protection, and social equity Brundtland Commission (1987) (WCED, 1987). The theory is particularly relevant for MNEs operating in developing and emerging countries, where sustainability practices may be essential for long-term legitimacy and competitive advantage based on the fragile nature of these markets. Since the announcements of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 (United Nations, 2015) which have presented a vivid paradigm shift toward sustainable development Gladwin et al. (1995), MNEs have integrated them in their business models (Zhan & Santos-Paulino, 2021; Gomez-Trujillo et al., 2020). Scholars have argued that MNEs implement sustainability practices to align with global sustainability goals and enhance their legitimacy in host countries (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018; Gomez-Trujillo et al., 2024). Bansal, (2005) identified that, while both institutional factors and resource-based influence corporate sustainable development, media pressures were important in early periods which force and motivate the firms to rigorously adopt and undertake sustainability practices in response to such pressures and in efforts to gain and maintain foreign legitimacy. (Bansal, 2005) assessed the evolution of corporate sustainability practices and their long-term impact on legitimacy and firms’ performance.
2.3 Empirical Literature review
There is empirical evidence on the role of MNEs in contributing to sustainable development and the accomplishment of Agenda 2030. In this regard, (Berning, 2019) found that the multinational enterprise is able to promote sustainability in three different levels; operations, products and services as well as social contributions. MNEs’ strategic decisions have economic, social, and environmental implications locally and internationally, this can be translated into a demand for the MNE to act responsibly in all these three aspects (Berning, 2019; DasGupta et al., 2022; Eang et al., 2023) which could in turn contribute to the attainment of the sustainable development goals. (Kourula et al., 2017), Kolk, et al., (2018) indicated that MNEs play an essential role in implementing SDGs through their involvement into poverty and equality (people and prosperity), energy and climate change (planet), as well as peace (peace), embarked with partnerships seeking to achieve agenda 2030 (SDGs) (Kolk et al., 2019; Del Arco, et al., 2021). Therefore, international business are potential players for sustainable development in countries where they operate (Rosati & Faria, 2019; Van Tulder, et al., 2021).
However, what has often been overshadowed is the fact that despite the increasing CSR practices among MNEs, their involvement and partnerships in environmental, social initiatives as well as the increasing sustainability concepts (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018; Montiel et al., 2021; Van Tulder et al., 2021; Aghdam, 2024), it is not enough to conclude the success story of international businesses in sustainable development initiatives if the literature has not analyzed the influence of Environmental, Social Performance (ES) and the impact of the alignment with the United Nations SDGs. Precisely, how the integration of ES and SDG contributes to sustainable development particularly in emerging and developing countries from MENA. This is because as some studies highlighted that CSR goes far beyond what is incorporated in MNEs’ business strategies to include the ethical, environmental, economic, and social obligations of international businesses (Park & Ghauri, 2015; Mohieldin et al., 2023), that is, ethical and social dimensions, ecological concerns as well a wider societal implication of MNEs (Cheung & Lai, 2023; Wang et al., 2024). Research has actively been based on firm-level outcomes rather than on ES performance perspective, which accelerate the persistent blur regarding the role of international businesses in fostering sustainable development. 
Scholars such as (Babiak & Trendafilova, 2011; Frederiksen & Nielsen, 2013; Kolk & Lenfant, 2013; Kolk, 2016; Aras, et al., 2018; Barbaglia, et al., 2023) emphasized on Corporate Social Responsibility and the interlinked concepts, for instance, sustainability, triple bottom lines, sustainable development, and corporate citizenship, indicating the growing trend in ESG. Other studies have underscored the potential link between firms’ performance and their ability to adhere to codes of ethics (Khan et al., 2024; Liu, 2023; Răpan et al., 2022; Shakil et al., 2019; Taliento et al., 2019; Yoon et al., 2018). In the same manner, both financial and non-financial disclosure have increased along with this evolving trend, demanding transparency, (Baldini et al., 2018; Leopizzi et al., 2020; Răpan et al., 2022), in response to evolving trends, the disclosure of both financial and non-financial managerial challenges as results of CSR breaches in the global value chain (GVC) which pose a threat to both global sustainability agenda and the reputation of  international businesses, (Durand & Jacqueminet, 2015; García-Sánchez et al., 2020; Asmussen et al., 2023)
Although the extant literature on the impact of MNEs practices on environment and society is still inconclusive, critical arguments have risen claiming that companies are engaged in CSR practices initiatives and tend to adopt reactive strategies regarding sustainability challenges superficial add-ons known as “greenwashing”/SDG washing with no potential impact to sustainable development (Lashitew, 2021), and adopt CSR practices as umbrellas to overcome the liabilities of foreignness (Bhanji & Oxley, 2013; Stevens, et al., 2016; Marano et al., 2017; Ritvala et al., 2021; Gonzalez-Perez, 2021). On the other hand, some studies have maintained that MNEs contribute significantly toward sustainable development through UN SDGs’ engagement which encompass economic, social, and environmental dimensions (Costanza et al., 2016; Cosma et al., 2020; Liou & Rao-Nicholson, 2021; Van Zanten & Van Tulder, 2021), indicating that their adoption represents a significant transformation to both international businesses and societies, with potential impact on the 2030 global development agenda regardless of the motives for adoption or implementation (Kolk, 2016; Montiel et al., 2021; Sachs & Sachs, 2021). Precisely, (Wiessner et al., 2024) revealed that MNEs’ adoption of SDGs into their business strategies underlines their broader contribution to sustainable development in developing and emerging countries aside legitimacy purpose (Silva, 2021; Mohieldin, et al., 2023; Aghdam, 2024)
Nevertheless, the extant literature is not clear regarding the nexus of international businesses' engagement in CSR initiatives and their implications, especially to the environmental and societal (ES) dimensions. Furthermore, the literature has no consensus on the MNEs’ alignment with the SDGs in moderating this relationship. Understanding the potential role of MNEs towards attaining sustainable development, especially in MENA region whose countries are mostly emerging is crucial. Therefore, the present study is bridging the observed gap in the literature by critically examining the relationship between multinational businesses’ CSR practices particularly social and environmental performance while assessing the moderating role of the SDGs' alignment, with the aim informing the policymakers, international business researchers, business managers, practitioners and other shareholders including the general society or public in the host countries. This study is further justified by the literature that unlike economic dimension, which has been mostly studied, environmental and societal dimensions are less studied. Exploring and unveiling this relation is deemed important, especially considering that inclusive, sustainable development is viewed as an urgent need as countries are counting down to the elapse of SDGs in 2030 and as we as approach the deadline for the Global Agenda 2030. Emerging and developing countries like those in MENA are especially relevant for this study, unlike those from the developed world, especially following the urgent need for these countries to close the sustainable development gap which is highlighted in both literature and the United Nations, as the main challenges to SDGs implementation in developing and emerging countries (Kotabe & Kothari, 2016; Fiaschi et al., 2017;  Park & Ungson, 2019; Shakil et al., 2019; Zhan & Santos-Paulino, 2021; Gómez-Bolaños et al., 2022; Ordonez-Ponce & Weber, 2022; Răpan et al., 2022). We explore this nexus by using a Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) model, which allows a thorough exploration of the relationship and variables under the study. (Hair et al., 2014; Nura et al., 2017; Ringle et al., 2023)


3. Methodology

3.1 Data Collection and Analysis
This study used data from the Refinitiv Eikon workspace. The data contain 91 Multinational Enterprises (MNEs) from MENA (Middle East and North Africa) region. CSR practices, as well as environmental and social performance variables, were selected based on the reviewed literature to best mirror the need of the present study. Refinitiv is a comprehensive and robust database from which the variables’ data are extracted to examine the relationship between the sustainability practices of MNEs (CSR reporting, EI and BE) and corporate social and environmental performance, moderated with their alignment with the United Nations SDGs (Montiel et al., 2021; Habermann & Fischer, 2023).
This study employs a robust Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) approach (Hair et al., 2014; Ringle et al., 2023), to unearth the intricate interplay between the variables as displayed in the study model in Figure 1. This model is suitable for analyzing complex interconnection among variables within the dataset (Nura et al., 2017), making it the best fit for the study as we assess the multifaceted dynamism among international corporations’ practices, social and environmental performances, and alignment with the United Nations’ SDGs at the same time. The initial step involved data cleaning and reliability and validity evaluation, given our study's observed metrics. This was followed by the Structural Model Analysis.

4. STUDY RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This study unveils important insights into the interplay between multinational enterprises’ CSR practices and their successive social and environmental performance. Interestingly, the findings underline the positive and significant relationship between MNEs' CSR practices and their associated social and environmental performance. The findings of the PLS SEM are reported in Table 1 and Figure 2 below. Regarding the CSR practices’ dimensions, the findings reveal that environmental innovation (EI) has a positive impact on the environmental performance of the MNEs. Nevertheless, we did not find satisfying evidence to conclude the existing connection between corporate social performance and environmental innovation of MNEs. Furthermore, both CSR reporting and business ethics (BE) are observed to strongly contribute to the environmental and social (ES) performance of MNEs by exhibiting a positive and statistically significant effect on MNEs’ social as well as environmental performance. As far as the interplay between MNEs’ corporate responsibility (CSR) practices and the alignment with the United Nations sustainable development goals, the results show interesting results. Unlike business ethics (BE) and environmental innovation (EI), which did not exhibit a direct relationship with MNEs’ degree of alignment with the SDGs, CSR reporting, on the showed a significant impact on MNEs’ alignment with the SDGs.
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Fig. 2. The Partial least squares structural equation (PLS-SEM) model general results.


Moreover, the findings were equally interesting when we examined the relationship incorporating each specific group of SDGs. The results for the efficient allocation (EA) of resources cluster for enhancing a sustainable economy indicated that MNEs’ embracement of SDG12 (responsible consumption and production), SDG11 (sustainable cities and communities), SDG9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure), SDG8 (decent work and economic growth), moderated the nexus between their environmental practices and Business ethics. The findings of this study deeply resonated with the explored contexts in the extant literature. The positive and significant relationship reported between international businesses’ CSR practices and environmental and social performance concurs with progressive society’s expectations from the firms, particularly MNEs (Babiak & Trendafilova, 2011; van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018; Siltaloppi et al., 2021). The unique and significant impact of CSR reporting, environmental innovation, and business ethics confirms the robust dimensions through multinational enterprises, which actually contribute to sustainability initiatives in the host countries, especially the emerging and developing ones, as explored in this study. This further portrays the diverse and multifaceted nature of MNEs’ CSR influence toward achieving sustainable development, as argued by (Kolk, 2016). The positive influence of CSR reporting on the MNEs’ alignment with the SDGs as reported in the results, supports that MNEs in the host countries play a key role in adopting and implementing SDGs beyond the governments (Wiessner et al., 2024). Furthermore, the role of SDG groups in relationship moderating underscores that the intricate balance is needed (and essential) to attain sustainable results across all dimensions, that is, environmental, social, and economic dimensions, and ultimately the achievement of sustainable development (Costanza et al., 2016; Ghauri, 2022). The findings of this study support a number of previous studies’ findings such as (Kolk, 2016; Cosma et al., 2020). 


Table 1. Reported results from the Partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) analysis
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Source: Authors’ from PLS-SEM Model



5. Conclusion

5.1 Concluding Remark and Study Implication
This study presents a comprehensive analysis using data for a sample of 91 MNEs in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region in 2023. The paper used Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) to assess the intricate relationship between MNEs’ CSR practices, namely CSR reporting, environmental innovation (EI), business ethics (BE), and corporate social and environmental (CSP) performance. The study examined the relevance of MNEs' alignment with the United Nations’ SDGs in moderating or influencing this relationship.
The results reveal that, MNEs’ environmental innovation has a positive and significant influence on environmental performance. Similarly, CSR reporting and business have a strong positive and statistically significant impact on both social and environmental performance. However, the results did not support the influence of environmental innovation on social performance. Regarding the MNEs’ corporate responsibility (CSR) practices and the alignment with the SDGs, the findings show that MNEs’ SDGs alignment was significant in moderating CSR reporting but not business ethics and environmental innovation. As far the specific SDGs’ clusters were concerned, the results of this study reveal that, efficient allocation of resources’ cluster results show that the embracing of SDG8 (decent work and economic growth), SDG9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure), SDG11 (sustainable cities and communities), and SDG12 (responsible consumption and production) by MNEs moderates the relationship between business ethics and environmental practices, unlike the fair distribution and sustainable scale clusters. This study’s findings, therefore, underscore the importance of integrating SDGs into corporate strategies to promote responsible leadership, stakeholder engagement, and ethical practices that align with global sustainability goals (Van Zanten &Van Tulder, 2018; Van Zanten &Van Tulder, 2021; Mohieldin, et al., 2023). This presents a paradigm shift in how MNEs, particularly those in emerging markets and developing economies, approach sustainability beyond regulatory compliance to a more profound commitment towards addressing global challenges such as climate change, poverty, inequality, food and energy crisis and human rights as outlined in SDGs and hence contribute to a broader sustainability agenda (Pinkse & Kolk, 2012; Van-Tulder et al., 2021). This research provides actionable insights for MNEs aspiring to improve their (corporate) social and environmental performance in alignment with the broader global sustainability agenda. The findings have important implications for policymakers, international business scholars and practitioners. It informs policymakers and scholars on the relevance and contribution of international businesses/multinational enterprises in shaping sustainable development and attaining the global agenda 2030. Remarkably, the alignment with Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) practices and United Nations Sustainable Development Goals emerges as a promising avenue for enhancing these contributions, emphasizing the potential for synergies between global development aspirations and corporate actions.
5.2 Study Recommendations 
Following the study findings and conclusion, the following are the recommendations for policymakers in MENA and other developing and emerging countries, MNEs’ managers as well as for international business scholars; 
Recommendations for policymakers
Policymakers are recommended to enforce friendly regulatory environments that supports and incentivize MNEs operating in their countries to undertake environmental, social and ethical practices and innovations, as well as CSR reporting. This would further motivate MNEs to align and support SDGs implementations initiatives, leading to sustainable development in these countries.
Recommendations for MNEs managers and Practitioners
First, MNEs are recommended to incorporate SDGs in the business strategies, which will maximize their contributions towards sustainable development in host countries. Since the results indicate that SDGs 8, 9, 11 and 12 are the most relevant, MNEs managers should therefore put more efforts in investing in practices related to inclusive growth, innovation and infrastructure, green cities supporting and cleaner/greener production and consumption respectively in the long-term corporate strategies.
Secondly, as the findings report business ethics as a strong predictor of multinational enterprises’ performance outcomes, MNEs are recommended to cultivate ethical leadership on their daily operations and proactively engage diverse stakeholders such as local communities, civil society organizations and local regulators to ensure responsible and inclusive businesses that align with global sustainability agenda.
Thirdly, the study results, underling the importance of CSR reporting, hence we recommend MNEs to prioritize sustainability reporting to enhance transparency. MNEs should integrate CSR disclosures into their core business strategies and ensure annual or quarterly CSR reporting the same as they report financial metrics on annual or quarterly reports. This is crucial in building stakeholders’ trust and gaining or maintaining legitimacy in host MENA or other emerging and developing countries. 
Finally, in order to contribute significantly to the sustainability agenda in host countries, MNEs manners are recommended to adopt a Multi-Dimensional holistic CSR framework, which balance environmental, social and governance (ESG) practices and goals unlike single-dimension approach.
Recommendations for international business scholars
Although suitability topic has gained mass researchers’ attention, studies based on developing and emerging countries are still scarce. Scholars and researchers in international business and management are recommended to PUT MORE EFFORTS in researching sustainability topics in relation to international businesses from developing and emerging countries’ contexts. Furthermore, the studies that incorporate both qualitative and quantitative are recommended to capture the deeper motivations and challenges faced by MNEs in pursuit to implement SDGs in developing and emerging countries 
5.3 Study Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research
This study sheds light on the nexus of MNEs’ CSR practices (CSR reporting, environmental innovation, and business ethics), their (corporate) social and environmental performance, and the MNEs’ alignment with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals’, influence moderating this relationship. Despite the potential insights that the results of this paper offer, the present study is not without limitations, and it is crucial to essential to acknowledge the underlying limitations and address them as opportunities for future research studies. 
First, the used data were collected in 2023 for 91 MNEs in the MENA region, which restricts our ability to establish causal relationships or analyze the relationship between the variables over a broader or extended period. Therefore, future research can utilize longitudinal data analysis to comprehensively understand this intricate relationship.
The second limitation is that this study does not control for several potential variables, such as the age, size, and industry sector of the MNEs, which can be potential on how MNEs approach CSR practices and their Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) performance, in our case environmental and social (ES) performance. The upcoming research can, therefore, incorporate these factors into the analysis, which is likely to offer more detailed insights into the varying levels of MNEs’ CSR practices and environmental and social performance, as well as their alignment with SDGs. 
Finally, this paper focuses on quantitative analysis, which provides valuable comprehension. However, future research should incorporate interviews and case studies to better understand the motivations, challenges, and experiences of MNEs that adopt such practices and implement the SDGs into their business strategies. This can provide broader insight into the underlying implementation nuances and decision-making process, thus further enriching comprehension of the phenomenon.
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Path  Coef.  Mean  S td de v  t - stats  p - value  

BE   →   CEP  0.294  0.296  0.081  3.628  0.000  

BE   →   CSP  0.373  0.371  0.093  4.004  0.000  

BE → EA  0.175  0.178  0.095  1.838  0.066  

BE   →   FD  - 0.064  - 0.062  0.093  0.686  0.493  

BE   →   SS  0.203  0.206  0.107  1.896  0.058  

CSR_R   →   CEP  0.357  0.352  0.097  3.668  0.000  

CSR_R   →   CSP  0.447  0.445  0.090  4.964  0.000  

CSR_R   → EA  0.607  0.611  0.087  6.947  0.000  

CSR_R   →   FD  0.730  0.739  0.079  9.295  0.000  

CSR_R   →   SS  0.422  0.433  0.116  3.625  0.000  

EA   →   CEP  - 0.035  - 0.058  0.226  0.153  0.879  

EA_Mod   →   CEP  0.562  0.578  0.235  2.392  0.017  

EI   →   CEP  0.253  0.259  0.082  3.083  0.002  

EI  →   CSP  0.033  0.042  0.116  0.281  0.778  

FD   →   CEP  0.178  0.212  0.181  0.984  0.325  

FD_Mod  →   CEP  - 0.215  - 0.243  0.160  1.343  0.179  

SS   →   CEP  0.099  0.086  0.145  0.679  0.497  

SS_Mod  →   CEP  - 0.315  - 0.297  0.175  1.797  0.072  

 


