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In the last ten years, incorporation of the Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) into corporate strategy and investment decisions has transitioned to the fringe of consideration to a must-have in the mainstream (Diana, 2024). There has been a period of change between 2015 and 2025, characterized by the Paris Agreement, the global COVID-19 pandemic, unprecedented changes in regulations, and the emergence of AI-based analytics. Although there is a considerable amount of literature that purports a positive relationship between vibrant ESG performance and high corporate financial performance (CFP), the connection is by no means unilateral. Initial studies flaunted the business case of sustainability, but further studies have shown a scenario of both positive and negative findings, circumstances, and non-linear dynamics, showing that the ESG-CFP relationship is complicated and relies upon hundreds of variables.
The main issue is that even though scholars and practitioners have taken a sudden surge of interest in the relationship, the specifics of how this relationship has developed, what moderates it and how it is measured are fragmented and sometimes paradoxical (Lewis and Smith, 2022). The current literature reviews have failed to keep up with the fast-changing world especially in the post-pandemic world and with the introduction of advanced tools of digital measurements. This loophole requires that a thorough systematic and more recent synthesis of the evidence needs to be carried out to bring clarity to corporate managers, investors and policymakers.
Aim
The key objective of the study is the relationship between ESG performance and corporate financial performance evolved from 2015 to 2025 across different industries.
Objectives
· To determine and assess how the relationship among the three moderators of interest (quality of governance, market maturity, and disclosure transparency) affects the ESG-CFP relationship.
· To determine the particular effect that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on the connection between ESG engagement and firm financial resilience.
· To know the extent to which various degrees of ESG investment (low, moderate, high) result in linear financial returns, diminishing returns, or increasing returns as time goes by.
· To explore how the progress of digital technologies and AI-based analytics has changed the process of measuring and then financializing the ESG performance.
Questions 
· RQ1: What role do contextual factors such as governance quality, market maturity, and disclosure transparency play in moderating the ESG–CFP relationship?
· RQ2: How did the COVID-19 pandemic influence the dynamic between ESG engagement and firm financial resilience?
· RQ3: Does the level of ESG investment (low, moderate, high) produce diminishing or amplifying financial returns over time?
· RQ4: How do advancements in digital technologies and ESG analytics affect the measurement and impact of ESG on financial performance?
[bookmark: _Toc213965867]2. Literature Review
The connection between the Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) performance and the Corporate Financial Performance (CFP) has been an issue of great scholarly attention. The initial studies had tended to construct a positive business case and proposed that high performance in ESG boosts profitability, reputation and risk management (Astuti et al., 2024). This was justified by the results of mid-2010s that companies with strong sustainability policies performed higher than their counterparts in long-run stock and accounting returns (Ye et al., 2022).
This is however not a universal consensus. Further researchers have found context-based complexities, as ESG initiatives are likely to impose a short-term cost burden that competes with profitability, especially in low-margin industries (Prodanova and Tarasova, 2023). It has also been demonstrated that the ESG-CFP connection is weaker in immature markets, lower quality disclosure, and lacks investor awareness, which creates a gap between new and developed markets (Itan et al., 2025).
The COVID-19 explosion was a severe test, and the studies have found that high-ESG companies showed financial resilience and reduced volatility, and ESG is used as a risk mitigation instrument in systemic shocks (Karagiannopoulou et al., 2023). Recent sources (2023-2025) indicate a dynamic and non-linear connection, with the financial advantages possibly dropping when the investment becomes very high and becomes more connected with industry-specific factors and AI-based analytics (Alfalih, 2023; Benvissuto, 2025).
Although this has improved, a lot of gap still exists. This developing body of literature, namely its variations in the industry, its impact after the pandemic, and the role of digital transformation, has not been comprehensively and systematically synthesized as of 2015-2025. This is the gap that this review attempts to fill.
[bookmark: _Toc213965868]3. Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc213965870]3.1. Target Population, Sample Size, and Sampling Technique
The sample of the given review will be all scholarly articles published in academic journals, written in English, and exploratory of the correlation between ESG and CFP in the 2015-2025 period. 
The systematic sampling technique will be used, as it is the norm in SLRs (Cabrera and Cabrera, 2023). The sample size will be not predetermined but will be the outcome of a comprehensive search and rigid screening. Its objective is to have as all-inclusive as possible, then narrow down the sample to any pre-determined set of eligibility criteria. The sampling is going to be done in two phases:
· Search: The search was performed in large academic databases, such as Scopus, Web of Science, and EBSCOhost Business Source Complete (Kumpulainen and Seppänen, 2022). These databases were chosen based on the fact that they are well-covered with quality business, management, and economics journals.
· Screening: Filtration of the identified records using eligibility criteria. The inclusion criteria are:
· Empirical studies that are peer-reviewed.
· Concentrate on the performance of corporate ESG and its relationship with financial performance.
· Published on the date between January 1, 2015, and December 31, 2025. Written in English.
· Exclusion criteria will be: non-empirical articles (pure theory, editorials), articles that investigated only Socially Responsible Investment (SRI) funds without any firm-level data, and articles that did not give primary results of the ESG-CFP relationship.
[bookmark: _Toc213965871]3.2. Data Collection Process
The PRISMA 2020 flow diagram will be adhered to by the data collection process, consisting of four phases, namely: Identification, Screening, Eligibility and Inclusion.
Time and Place: The search would be done in the month of December through the institutional access of the university to the above electronic databases.
How: A formal search plan will be drawn up with the help of Boolean operators and certain keywords based on the main ideas (Munasinghe and Ranasinghe, 2023). Each database will be searched using a modified search string. An example of a Scopus query would be: (TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "esg" OR "environmental social governance" OR "csr" OR "corporate sustainability") AND TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "financial performance" OR "roa" OR "ro e" OR "tobin s q" OR "stock return" ) AND PUBYEAR > 2014 and PUBYEAR < 2026 ).
Whom: It will be done by the primary researcher. A second reviewer will conduct independent screening of a random 20 per cent of the titles/abstracts as well as a 20 per cent sample of the full-text articles to ensure reliability and reduce selection biasness. Disputes will be avoided by discussing or, where there might be need, adjudicated by a third supervisor.
The Result: The end product of this procedure will be a definitive list of included studies. All the steps, starting with the original amount of records that were named to the end amount covered will be captured in PRISMA flow diagram. The information contained in each of the studies included will then be copied out into a standardized data extraction form that will be developed in Microsoft Excel. 
[bookmark: _Toc213965872]3.3. Data Analysis Methods
The synthesis that will be used in the analysis will be a narrative synthesis in order to organize the findings in terms of the research questions, making comparisons across time, industries, and contextual variables (Dhiman et al., 2023). Information will be summarized in the form of data tabulation to generalize the study features and the major results. In case enough studies with a methodologically homogeneous literature are found, then a meta-analysis will be carried out to obtain pooled effect sizes, and this will provide a quantitative description of the ESG-financial performance relationship. This secondary methods design is justified to manage the heterogeneity that is expected in the literature, both to enable a more subtle exploration of the themes and give a statistical overview where feasible.
[bookmark: _Toc213965873]4. Expected Findings
It is predicted that the SLR will validate the existence of the general positive change in the relationship between ESG-CFP over the decade, which will be less strong and accepted link between the two in the mid-2010s and between the two in the mid-2020s (Baran et al., 2022). This development has been foreseen to be uneven with industries. It is anticipated that sectors that are highly environmental (energy, materials) would indicate a greater connection between environmental performance and CFP, especially after 2020 because of regulatory and investor pressure. Technology and service sectors, on the other hand, can prove to be more interconnected using social and governance pillars.
Concerning RQ1 (Contextual Factors) the results will highlight the point that the relationship between the ESG and CFP is not linear, but moderated by contextual factors to a large extent. It is believed that good internal governance will form a significant force that will enhance the good impact of environmental and social initiatives. On the same note, financial payoff of ESG is likely to be greater and more stable in the developed markets with more rigid regulatory frameworks and enhanced demand of investors in sustainability than the emerging markets (Farooq et al., 2025).
In the case of RQ2 (COVID-19 Resilience), the synthesis is likely to be a strong indicator of the insurance hypothesis of ESG. The results will probably demonstrate that companies with high ESG ratings prior to the pandemic had higher financial resilience to the market crisis in 2020-2022, which is evidenced by reduced stock price volatility, speed of recovery, and easier access to capital. This is touted to be one of the turning points in the literature making the risk-reduction worth of ESG solid.
Regarding RQ3 (Investment Level): the review can indicate support of a non-linear relationship which can be characterized as inverted U-shape (Milovanovic, 2022). It is anticipated that both neutral, strategically oriented ESG investments would result in the greatest financial returns and negligible as well as excessive and poorly integrated ESG spending would exhibit reduced returns. This would emphasize the issue of strategic prioritization as opposed to budgetary allocation.
Lastly, regarding RQ4 (Digital Technologies): the study will expect to find a new theme in the latest (2023-2025) literature, AI-based ESG analytics fundamentally alters the measurement and assessment of ESG performance (Sirignano, 2025). It is anticipated that publications based on these sophisticated tools are identifying more robust and accurate ESG-CFP associations, which are in a better position to capture materiality, identify green washing, and offer futuristic clues, thus rendering ESG data increasingly convincing and effective to financial markets.
[bookmark: _Toc213965874]5. Limitations
Although it is a rigorous study, there are a few limitations that could arise in this proposed study. First, there can be a publication and language bias due to the limitation to peer-reviewed journals in the English language. Articles of other languages or grey literature such as industry reports, working papers of high quality will be excluded and this may exclude any findings of interest especially the emerging market which are not in English.
Second, the fact that ESG and CFP measurements in the studies vary such that the measurements are not heterogeneous is a major challenge. Other rating agencies (MSCI vs. Refinitiv) also have different methodologies as well as financial performance can be measured in different ways (ROA vs. Tobin-Q). This heterogeneity can also make such direct comparison and synthesis complicated, and a definitive, universal conclusion will be hard to reach and a purely quantitative meta-analytic method will be required to do so, and only a narrative will be needed.
Third, the research is restricted due to the use of published data and study methods of the studies that are included. It does not build causality but just reports on the correlations and relationships present in the literature it has. This review will inherit any endemic biases in the primary studies as endogeneity, omitted variable bias.
Fourth, being a systematic review, the scope is also retrospective by nature. It is a synthesis of previous and present studies and cannot reflect the disruptions to the ESG picture which are yet to take place in the future and are unpredictable. The results will be a reflection of the knowledge at that time.
As a means to address these limitations, the search strategy will as powerful as it could be given the limited resources, the heterogeneity will be clearly stated and described as a finding by its own, and conclusions will be drawn in a rather cautious way with an emphasis to the contingent and correlational character of the evidence.
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	Phase / Activity
	Month 1
	Month 2
	Month 3
	Month 4
	Month 5
	Month 6

	Phase 1: Finalization & Protocol
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- Refine Proposal & Develop Search Strategy
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Phase 2: Literature Search & Screening
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- Database Searching & Duplicate Removal
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- Title/Abstract Screening
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- Full-Text Screening & Final Selection
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Phase 3: Data Extraction & Analysis
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- Data Extraction into Standardized Form
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- Narrative Synthesis & Thematic Analysis
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Phase 4: Writing & Submission
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- Draft Writing (Chapters 1-5)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- Revision, Editing, and Formatting
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- Final Submission
	
	
	
	
	
	


[bookmark: _Toc213965876]7. Conclusion
In this proposal, an in-depth and comprehensive proposal is given to research the dynamic relationship between ESG performance and corporate financial performance between and including the years 2015 and 2025. Through the systematic literature review methodology, which is based on the PRISMA 2020 model, the proposed study will aim to transcend fragmented and highly erratic findings in an attempt to shed light on an evidence-based summary of a decade of academic research. 
The potential worth of this study is excessive. Researchers will be interested in it because it will provide an up-to-date, systematic map of the field, with knowledge already in place, controversies still unresolved, and promising directions of future research. The findings will be valuable to the corporate managers and the board in terms of how they can optimally strategically invest in ESG to enjoy the best financial and resilience depending on their industry and context. 
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