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Abstract
This article provides a review of existing research on the relationship between corporate social responsibility (CSR) and accounting manipulation (AM). The main objective is to identify the gray areas and clarify the ambiguities surrounding this complex relationship.
Our study is based on a two-pronged methodology, including a theoretical literature review and a bibliographic analysis from the Scopus and Dimensions databases, covering the period from 2018 to 2023.
By examining past and contemporary findings, we find that the nature of the relationship between CSR and AM is influenced by various factors, such as management psychology, corporate resource management, the degree of sensitivity to societal and ethical issues, and governance practices. Furthermore, mixed results often emerge, due to a lack of adequate theoretical support and the multidimensional nature of the CSR concept.
To address these gray areas, future research could focus on exploratory qualitative studies. Indeed, the context in which companies operate plays a crucial role in managers' decisions regarding CSR and accounting data management.
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Introduction
Financial scandals in recent decades have exposed the fragility of financial information published by some companies, attracting the attention of researchers, regulators, investors and other stakeholders. Financial information transparency has thus become a central area of ​​corporate performance (De Villiers et al., 2017). In response, stakeholders are demanding not only greater transparency from companies, but also more socially responsible behavior. In this context, rapid technological developments and societal transformations have raised public awareness of global issues such as human rights, climate change and environmental pollution (Bebbington and Unerman, 2018). These concerns have led to a greater emphasis on the role of companies in society and the economy, and to the emergence of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) as a lever for transparency and sustainability. Companies that engage in CSR tend to produce more reliable and transparent financial and extra-financial reports (Lanis and Richardson, 2018). However, some researchers argue that CSR can be used strategically to divert stakeholders’ attention from opportunistic behaviors, notably through “greenwashing” (Cho et al., 2020).
Accounting manipulation (AM), influenced by managers’ decisions and incentives, is another area of ​​concern in corporate management. Indeed, CSR practices can influence accounting data management choices, whether to improve the company’s reputation or to meet societal expectations (García-Sánchez et al., 2020). However, the relationship between CSR and AM remains ambiguous, and the results of previous studies remain contradictory. Despite the increasing attention paid to the relationship between CSR and accounting manipulation, there is still a lack of consensus among researchers (Zheng et al., 2019). This lack of clarity fuels an ongoing debate, highlighting the need for further studies to understand this complex relationship. Thus, this study aims to answer the following question: “What is the relationship between CSR and AM?”
To answer this question, we adopted a two-part methodological approach. First, a comprehensive literature review was conducted to examine the theoretical basis of the relationship between CSR and accounting data management. Then, an empirical study was conducted using bibliographic data collected from the Scopus and Dimensions databases, covering the period from 2018 to 2023. This analysis provides an informed perspective on the relationship between these two concepts. In the following sections, we will first examine the relationship between CSR and accounting manipulation through managerial theories, then we will analyze the different theoretical facets linking CSR to accounting management practices. We will then present the methodology of the empirical study and the results obtained. Finally, we will conclude by discussing the theoretical and practical implications of our results, while suggesting directions for future research.

1. The CSR-AM relationship tested by managerial theories
The existing literature highlights two main theoretical frameworks often used by researchers to examine the relationship between Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and accounting manipulation (AM): contractual theories, which perceive the company as a set of contracts where conflicts can arise between stakeholders (Jensen & Meckling, 1976), and neo-institutional theories, which consider that organizations respond to institutional pressures to acquire legitimacy (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). These two theoretical perspectives allow us to analyze the complex relationship between societal practices and AM from different angles.

1.1. Contractual approach to the relationship between societal practices and AM
Contractual theories are based on economic and liberal approaches to organizations, in which the company is analyzed as a “nexus of formal or informal contracts” generating transaction costs. Among these theories, signaling theory (Spence, 1973) and generalized agency theory (Hill & Jones, 1992) offer a rich perspective for analyzing the interactions between CSR and AM.

1.1.1. The CSR-AM link in the light of generalized agency theory
Generalized agency theory posits that managers are agents with privileged information within the company’s contractual network, while other stakeholders, including shareholders, are less informed. Managers may engage in accounting manipulation activities in order to maximize their own interests, sometimes to the detriment of other stakeholders (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). In this sense, CSR can be seen as a way to ensure greater transparency and better control of information.
The literature suggests that corporate engagement in CSR can play a role as a governance mechanism, by reducing information asymmetries between managers and stakeholders. Sun et al. (2010) show that managers who adopt CSR practices are less likely to engage in opportunistic accounting manipulation behaviors, as CSR increases stakeholder monitoring and pressure. In addition, companies that engage in extra-financial reporting (e.g., CSR reports) improve the quality of the information disclosed, which reduces the risk of accounting data manipulation (Almahrog et al., 2018).
In this framework, agency theory suggests that CSR could serve as a control mechanism to align managers’ interests with those of other stakeholders, by reducing incentives to manipulate accounting data.

1.1.2. The CSR-AM relationship seen through signaling theory
Signaling theory, developed by Spence (1973), states that companies send signals to stakeholders through disclosed information to mitigate information asymmetries. In the context of CSR, a company can use the disclosure of extra-financial information to signal to investors and other stakeholders that it adheres to responsible and transparent practices (Gray et al., 2007). Thus, companies with high-quality reports tend to provide more reliable information on their societal and financial performance, which strengthens their legitimacy with stakeholders (Hassan & Romilly, 2018).
According to this perspective, CSR can serve as a signal of transparency to investors, by reducing the information asymmetry that favors accounting manipulation. The work of Sun et al. (2010) show that environmental disclosure as part of CSR practices is perceived as a strong signal of the quality of corporate management. In particular, in sectors where environmental issues are high, companies that adopt a CSR disclosure strategy are less likely to engage in accounting manipulation practices, as they are subject to increased pressure to disclose reliable information.
In the same vein, García-Sánchez et al. (2020) argue that voluntary disclosure of CSR information helps to build investor confidence and reduce the cost of capital, thus limiting the temptation to resort to opportunistic accounting practices. Consequently, signaling theory assumes that CSR, as a mechanism for reducing information asymmetries, could also contribute to reducing accounting manipulation practices.



1.2. Neo-institutional approach to the link between societal practices and accounting data management
According to the neo-institutional approach, companies operate in an institutional environment composed of rules, standards and societal pressures to which they must comply in order to maintain their legitimacy. Companies are therefore subject to external institutional pressures that influence their behavior, particularly in the management of accounting information and societal practices (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). In order to ensure their survival and obtain social approval, companies tend to adhere to these standards of behavior. Adherence to CSR practices is thus perceived as a strategic response to gain legitimacy with stakeholders.
In this section, we will analyze the relationship between CSR and AM through the prism of stakeholder and legitimacy theories.

1.2.1. Theoretical insights into the CSR-AM link using the stakeholder paradigm
Stakeholder theory is based on the assumption that companies are entities that interact with various stakeholders with sometimes divergent interests. Managers are encouraged to balance these interests by adopting strategies that may involve manipulating accounting data to meet the multiple and often conflicting expectations of stakeholders (Freeman et al., 2017).
Mohcine (2022) and Chawki and Ait Lemqeddem (2023) show that managing stakeholder relationships creates increased pressure on managers, thereby increasing the risk of manipulating accounts to maintain an appearance of compliance with societal and economic expectations. According to this logic, managers, in seeking to meet the conflicting demands of shareholders and other stakeholders, are sometimes forced to manipulate accounting figures to maximize their private interests.
In addition, the work of Chih et al. (2008) and Grougiou et al. (2014) suggest that increased complexity in managing stakeholder interests increases information asymmetry between managers and other stakeholders. This asymmetry creates opportunities for accounting manipulation, as managers use CSR as a facade to mask opportunistic practices. Almahrog et al. (2018) also argue that firms that adopt CSR practices to reconcile the interests of multiple stakeholders are often more prone to accounting manipulation. Managers' desire to satisfy conflicting objectives thus leads to increased information asymmetry, providing opportunities for accounting data distortion.
1.2.2. Understanding the CSR-AM relationship in light of legitimacy theory
Legitimacy theory posits that firms seek social acceptance by adhering to societal norms and expectations (Suchman, 1995). This means that firms are engaged in an implicit social contract in which they commit to socially responsible activities in exchange for legitimacy and societal approval of their actions (Pasko et al., 2020).
Firms adopt CSR practices as a means to obtain and maintain this legitimacy, using these actions to project a favorable image to stakeholders (Deegan, 2019). However, some firms may also use CSR strategically to mask opportunistic behaviors, such as accounting manipulation (Cho et al., 2020). In other words, CSR becomes an image management tool, allowing firms to maintain a façade of compliance while pursuing practices that are contrary to expected norms.
In the context of accounting management, Sun et al. (2020) argue that companies manipulating their financial results are aware that CSR can be used to maintain or strengthen their legitimacy, particularly with social and political stakeholders. CSR thus becomes a mechanism to justify certain actions or to protect themselves against social criticism, while seeking to maintain institutional support and protect their reputation. Ultimately, engaging in societal practices serves to mitigate the risks associated with the loss of legitimacy. In some cases, this incentivizes companies to adopt more responsible accounting practices, but in others, it allows accounting manipulation practices to be masked under the appearance of compliance with societal norms.


2. Controversy and bipolar polymorphism on the link between CSR and AM
The literature has suggested that, when acting as agents of shareholders, managers are motivated by personal interests in their decisions (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). Bergstresser and Philippon (2006) confirm that managers can engage in accounting data manipulation to maximize their personal gains. In parallel, Hemingway and Maclagan (2004) emphasize that societal practices are often influenced by managers' personal values, which can prompt them to act ethically or opportunistically.
Thus, previous research has focused on two main hypotheses to explain the relationship between societal practices and accounting data management: the ethical hypothesis and the opportunistic hypothesis (Kim et al., 2012).

2.1. Ethical Hypothesis: good management perspective
Firms provide financial information not only to raise debt and equity capital but also to comply with regulatory and contractual requirements. External stakeholders rely on this information to assess the amount, timing, and uncertainty of future cash flows, thereby influencing their investment and credit decisions (Mason et al., 2021). Therefore, the quality of financial information plays a crucial role in the communication between firms and their stakeholders.
Ethics is emerging as a central element of this communication process. Reynolds and Yuthas (2008) examine whether firms actually engage in “ethical communications” with their stakeholders. In this context, an editorial by Friedman (1970) discusses the need for “ethical rescue,” emphasizing that ethical concerns in corporate communications and actions are increasingly prevalent. Labelle et al. (2010) find that a high level of moral development within firms is associated with higher financial reporting quality. Similar results were observed by Chih et al. (2008), who note that firms engaged in CSR tend to smooth their earnings less and reduce their profits less.
Furthermore, Kim et al. (2012) argue that ethical concerns motivate managers to produce high-quality financial reports. Recent literature generally supports that CSR-oriented firms are less likely to manipulate their accounting figures, both through discretionary accruals and through actual earnings management (Calegari et al., 2019; Hong and Andersen, 2018; Litt et al., 2021). These studies thus provide strong evidence that ethical concerns motivate managers to adopt more transparent and higher-quality financial reporting practices.

2.2. Opportunistic hypothesis: multiple objectives perspective
This theoretical framework argues that socially responsible firms engage in AM practices more frequently than less socially responsible firms. Indeed, these firms may use their socially responsible actions as a camouflage to hide accounting manipulation activities. Petrovits (2006) demonstrates that some firms plan their contributions to philanthropic foundations in order to achieve financial objectives. Skillful managers can thus maximize both their profits and their reputation in terms of CSR (Demacarty, 2009).
Demacarty (2009) highlights that this managerial skill could explain the positive empirical link observed between CSR and financial performance. Chih et al. (2008) report that firms with a high commitment to CSR show greater aggressiveness in accounting manipulation. Jensen (2004) provides a compelling analysis of the agency costs incurred when a firm's stock is overvalued. An anticipated consequence of accounting manipulation is an increase in stock prices; manipulation may therefore lead to an overvaluation of equity. In this context, firm performance ultimately falls short of market expectations. Jensen (2004, p. 45) describes this situation as follows: "The situation facing managers and the board of directors of such a firm is one of confusion and conflicting signals that make it extremely difficult to limit the destruction of the firm's fundamental value." Moreover, CSR practices may potentially be linked to managers' pursuit of self-interest (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). A manager may engage in CSR activities to conceal the effects of misconduct within the firm (Hemingway & Maclagan, 2004). Managers may deliberately use CSR to hide their opportunistic behaviors (Cho et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2012). CSR advances can also help managers protect their jobs by avoiding scrutiny from activist stakeholders (Muriithi et al., 2022). Moreover, establishing stakeholder partnerships can be used as an entrenchment mechanism by managers to counter hostile takeover bids (Muriithi et al., 2022). Therefore, managers who seek private rewards by altering financial information have a strong incentive to actively engage in CSR initiatives to protect their position (Cho et al., 2020). Thus, according to the managerial opportunism hypothesis, CSR engagement is used as an effective strategy by a company's managers to conceal their involvement in accounting manipulation practices (Cho et al., 2020).

3. Study methodology
To elucidate the relationship between CSR and AM, this study adopts a rigorous methodological approach based on a systematic literature review. This method involves a structured and systematic review of academic publications from several recognized databases, including Scopus and Dimensions (Kuo & Chen, 2023). The operationalization of the search was carried out in English and French, thus broadening the scope of analysis.
To ensure the relevance of the included studies, the search focused on articles well referenced in the social sciences index, using specific keywords to avoid including irrelevant works. The keywords selected for this study include: “corporate social responsibility,” “CSR disclosure,” “CSR performance,” “CSR decoupling,” “earnings management,” “discretionary accruals,” and “real earnings management” (Frías-Aceituno et al., 2019). The search was limited to articles published between 2018 and 2023, ensuring that the most recent research was taken into account (García-Sánchez & Aibar-Guzmán, 2021). An additional criterion for the inclusion of articles was the number of citations, which provides an indication of their influence and relevance in the field (Hu & Liu, 2022). The final sample includes 214 articles classified into three categories: empirical articles, theoretical articles, and literature reviews. For the analysis, the data were introduced into VOSviewer, a software specialized in the visualization of co-citation and author networks, thus facilitating the exploration of relationships between studies (Lins et al., 2017). This methodology aims to provide an in-depth and nuanced understanding of the dynamics between CSR and AM, while drawing on recent work that enriches the theoretical framework of the study.

4. Results and discussion
This section presents a descriptive analysis of the results obtained from the analysis of bibliographic data on VOSviewer, as well as an overview of the relationship between CSR and AM.

4.1. Descriptive analysis of research results
The evolution of published articles on CSR and AM reveals a growing interest in understanding the relationship between CSR and earnings management, characterized by an upward trend that continues through 2022. Notably, 2022 emerged as a landmark year, showcasing a significant increase in publications within this field (Jenkins & Yakovleva, 2020).
Our bibliographic database mainly consists of articles published in academic journals recognized for their commitment to sustainability research, such as Review of Quantitative Finance and Accounting, Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, Corporate Governance: An International Review, Sustainability Accounting, Management and Policy Journal, Journal of Business Ethics, and Journal of Small Business and Entrepreneurship (Fauzi et al., 2020; Rahman et al., 2019). In addition, we included a few articles from other journals that, although less known, are considered essential for our analysis, as they provide unique perspectives on CSR and management accounting (Ranjbar et al., 2021; Violeta et al., 2022).
The results of this analysis highlight not only the growing relevance of CSR research in the accounting context, but also the diversity of methodological approaches adopted. This suggests an urgent need to explore in more depth the practical and theoretical implications of CSR on AM, while taking into account the regulatory and societal developments that influence this field (García-Sánchez et al., 2021).
4.2. Overview of the different facets of the CSR-AM Link
This section explores the existing literature on the various relationships that can shed light on the link between societal practices and AM. More specifically, we will establish a theoretical link between societal performance and AM, the level of quality of societal reporting and accounting data management, as well as the influence of the gap between societal performance and societal reporting on this link.


4.2.1. Societal performance and accounting data management
In recent years, the primary objective of companies has evolved from simple profit maximization to an approach that aims to increase shareholder wealth while protecting the interests of other stakeholders, including society and the environment (Rezaee et al., 2020). Many studies have examined the link between financial performance, particularly earnings quality, and CSR performance (Huang & Watson, 2015).
Recent research indicates that firms that prioritize social performance are less likely to engage in accounting manipulation. They typically experience better financial and stock performance and benefit from a lower cost of capital (Dhaliwal et al., 2011; Kim et al., 2012). In contrast, firms with poor CSR performance tend to publish optimistic reports, characterized by uncertainty and complexity, which allows them to mask their shortcomings and improve their reputation (Gao et al., 2016).
Furthermore, Kim et al. (2018) showed that socially responsible firms are less likely to adopt results-oriented practices, and their annual reports are often perceived as more transparent. This finding is supported by several other studies, including those of Martínez-Ferrero (2015) and Ajina et al. (2019), who suggest that these companies are better rated and enjoy greater credibility with analysts and investors. However, some work suggests that companies engaged in CSR initiatives may paradoxically be more likely to manipulate their accounting data (Prior et al., 2008; Gargouri et al., 2010; Muttakin et al., 2015). This may be explained by the fact that some companies mechanically carry out CSR activities without taking into account stakeholders’ perspectives, which is reminiscent of the “check the box” mentality deeply rooted in the business world.


4.2.2. Corporate reporting and opportunistic manipulation of accounting figures
Many studies have explored the link between CSR disclosures and accounting data management. For example, Martínez-Ferrero et al. (2015) found a positive relationship between conservative accounting practices and the degree of CSR disclosure by managers, consistent with the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) guidelines. They argue that managers seeking to reduce information asymmetry have incentives to minimize accounting manipulation and increase the transparency of their CSR disclosures to shareholders.
In this vein, Chen and Huang (2021) found that companies committed to improving the quality of their financial reporting, often measured by the amount of their audit fees, are also more likely to publish high-quality CSR reports. This indicates a direct link between the improvement of the quality of financial reporting and that of CSR reporting.
However, managers who seek to manage profits opportunistically may choose to disclose CSR information to appease stakeholders and avoid unwanted attention. Yip et al. (2011) found that managers in industries subject to intense public scrutiny are less likely to manipulate accounting data and disclose more CSR information than their counterparts in industries with less scrutiny. These findings suggest that managers who may behave opportunistically do so more frequently in environments with less stringent transparency requirements.
Furthermore, Patten and Trompeter (2003) demonstrated that firms with lower levels of CSR disclosure tend to downplay their accounting figures during periods of heightened political scrutiny. This suggests that stakeholders are less likely to scrutinize managers who disclose increased amounts of CSR information, allowing these managers to hide improprieties behind a mask of transparency.
Therefore, as Almahrog et al. (2018) and Lako and Dongmo (2023) have pointed out, it is essential to distinguish between firms that provide high-quality extra-financial information and those that adopt these practices superficially, without real commitment. Furthermore, Kim et al. (2018) argue that firms that are distinguished by greater transparency in their sustainability reporting are less likely to engage in accounting manipulation practices (AMPs).

4.2.3. Postulate on the influence of CSR decoupling on AM
The decoupling between CSR commitments and actual corporate practices is a growing concern in the corporate social responsibility literature. This phenomenon, where companies display CSR initiatives while pursuing opportunistic behaviors in their accounting practices, can have significant implications for the manipulation of accounting figures.
Recent studies highlight that CSR decoupling can be used as a tool by managers to mask earnings management behaviors (Devinney et al., 2018). For example, some researchers have observed that companies that communicate ambitious CSR commitments may actually reduce their investments in responsible practices, while continuing to manipulate their accounting data to improve their image (Bromley and Powell, 2018). This results in a phenomenon where companies simply “check the boxes” on CSR, without a real commitment to sustainable practices, which can create an illusion of compliance and accountability.
In addition, the decoupling between CSR reporting and actual results can also be reinforced by managerial incentives to maximize short-term profits. For example, managers may adopt opportunistic accounting practices while publicly engaging in CSR initiatives, to avoid the risk of intense public scrutiny (Zhang et al., 2021). This raises questions about the true intention behind CSR actions and the quality of the reports provided, as companies may use these initiatives as a smokescreen to distract stakeholders from their earnings management practices.
Previous research, such as Darnall and Edwards (2006), has also highlighted that firms that exhibit a strong decoupling between their CSR commitments and their actual practices are often subject to increasing stakeholder criticism, which can intensify pressures to manipulate accounting information. For example, managers may feel pressured to rationalize inconsistencies between their CSR reporting and actual performance, which can lead to increased manipulation of accounting data. In sum, CSR decoupling emerges as a crucial factor that can influence how firms manage their earnings. Firms that display a commitment to CSR while pursuing opportunistic behaviors in their accounting reporting may not only compromise their credibility with stakeholders, but also increase the risks of accounting manipulation.

4.3. Analysis of co-authorship and similarity of studies by country
The analysis of studies conducted by country highlights an international research network on the relationship between CSR and AM. This analysis reveals that collaboration between different countries is present, although at a medium level. Some countries form narrow groups, suggesting a transnational research dynamic among authors.
The majority of research comes from Indonesia, China, England, the United States and Spain. In contrast, research contributions in the African context remain very limited, with studies mainly conducted in Ghana, South Africa, Tunisia, Egypt, Nigeria and Morocco. This finding raises questions about the underlying reasons for this low representation, including the lack of research infrastructure and funding in these regions (Obeng and Ofori, 2020).
Furthermore, the few studies conducted in the African context often present contradictory results. Some studies suggest a positive relationship between CSR and financial performance, while others highlight opportunistic practices in accounting management, illustrating the complexity and diversity of results (Mensah et al., 2021). This heterogeneity can be attributed to varied socio-economic contexts and differences in national regulations regarding CSR and corporate governance (Mokhtar et al., 2022).
In conclusion, although research on CSR and accounting data management is active in some countries, it is imperative to strengthen international cooperation and encourage studies in less explored contexts, such as those of African countries, in order to provide a more balanced and representative view of global dynamics.

Conclusion and outlook
This review article highlights the knowledge gained and future perspectives regarding the relationship between corporate social responsibility (CSR) and accounting manipulation (AM). Based on a retrospective analysis of previous research on CSR and accounting data management, we found significant results. However, it should be noted that our study is limited to two databases, namely Scopus and Dimensions. Despite this, the significance of the results obtained remains undeniable.
The results of various studies show that corporate practices can reduce AM. However, other research presents CSR as a way for some companies to mask their opportunistic behaviors, especially in accounting data management. With the exception of the works of Sun et al. (2010) and Toukabri et al. (2014), we found no recent research that supports their conclusions.
The ambivalence of the results may arise from the complex and multifaceted nature of corporate practices. To distinguish firms that are genuinely engaged in CSR actions from those that view them as a mere greenwashing strategy, it is essential to standardize the framework for assessing both internal and external CSR actions (Hahn and Kühnen, 2013).
Furthermore, most previous research focuses on Western contexts, while studies conducted in developing economies, particularly in Africa, are rare. Given that institutional weakness is particularly pronounced in many African countries, firms may be more likely to adopt CSR activities to conceal their opportunistic management of accounting data, as demonstrated by Muttakin et al. (2015). It is therefore crucial that future studies pay increased attention to developing economies, in order to determine whether these firms are truly acting responsibly.
Furthermore, research on the relationship between CSR and AM has been largely quantitative. It would be relevant to integrate qualitative approaches to conduct a hybrid analysis, thus making it possible to distinguish between truly “green” companies and those adopting opportunistic practices (Harrison and Wicks, 2013). Since each context has its specificities, as indicated by Leuz et al. (2003), it would also be interesting to examine to what extent the CSR orientation of the board of directors can limit accounting data management practices, given that the latter is considered the central decision-making body of a company. Finally, it is essential to integrate the quality of social reporting in future studies on the relationship between CSR and accounting data management, as it could play a key role in the transparency and credibility of the information disclosed by companies.
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