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ABSTRACT

Despite the rapid expansion of sustainability reporting frameworks
worldwide, questions continue to arise regarding whether ESG
disclosures genuinely drive sustainable corporate transformation
or merely facilitate compliance-oriented reporting practices. In
India, requlatory attention intensified following the Securities and
Exchange Board of India’s (SEBI) mandate requiring the top 1,000
listed entities by market capitalisation to submit Business
Responsibility and Sustainability Reports (BRSR) from FY 2022~
23. Collectively, these companies account for over 90% of India’s
listed market capitalisation, making ESG disclosures a critical
determinant of corporate accountability. Recent assessments
indicate that while BRSR adoption has significantly increased
reporting volumes, substantial inconsistencies remain in
disclosure quality, wverification standards, and measurable
sustainability — outcomes.  Simultaneously, India’s  digital
governance ecosystem — supported by Artificial Intelligence (Al),
blockchain-based compliance systems, cloud reporting platforms,
and RegTech solutions has expanded considerably, with the
country’s digital economy projected to contribute nearly 20% of
GDP by 2030. Despite these advancements, concerns relating to
greenwashing, fragmented ESG metrics, inadequate third-party
assurance, and uneven technological capacities among
corporations continue to challenge effective enforcement. Studies
indicate that more than 70% of global investors now incorporate
ESG considerations into investment decisions, yet empirical
evidence linking ESG disclosures with actual environmental and
social performance in India remains limited. Against this backdrop,
the present study investigates whether India’s evolving ESG
enforcement architecture and digital governance mechanisms are
capable of facilitating genuine corporate transformation rather
than mere disclosure compliance. Through a doctrinal and
analytical examination of SEBI requlations, BRSR and BRSR Core
frameworks, sustainability reports, policy documents, and
emerging literature, the study seeks to identify requlatory gaps and
enforcement deficiencies. The research is particularly significant as
India advances towards its net-zero commitment by 2070 and
strengthens sustainable finance initiatives. The findings aim to
contribute to the development of data-driven ESG governance
models, robust assurance frameworks, and digitally enabled
enforcement mechanisms necessary for long-term corporate

Vol. 5 Iss. 4 [2026] 69| Page



R. A. Babu and Dr. J. Banerjee A Comprehensive Study on ESG Enforcement and
Sustainable Corporate Transformation in India amidst the
Era of Digital Governance

sustainability and responsible economic growth.
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INTRODUCTION

Today, the concept of corporate governance and performance is
fundamentally changed and more emphatic focus is placed on the
practices of environmental responsibility, social accountability and
governance of business performance rather than just focusing on
financial performance. In recent years, the shareholder-centric approach
to corporate governance that has long been the norm has given way to a
stakeholder-focused approach towards corporate responsibility, as new
ESG frameworks take the place of previous methods of evaluating
corporate sustainability. The rising popularity of these issues like climate
change, degradation of the natural environment, social injustice, human
rights abuses, and corporate poor conduct have made the need for
heightened sustainability standards and corporate accountability
procedures more pressing. ESG governance is therefore now widely
acknowledged as an essential part of sustainable economic development,
by all governments, regulators, investors, and international institutions.

ESG reporting and disclosure to meet sustainability reporting has
experienced a rapid growth across the globe, owing to Sustainable
reporting commitments, investor requests, and changing regulatory
frameworks. Some institutional investors are now taking ESG factors into
account when making investment decisions, seeing potential to enhance
long-term investment sustainability and reduce risk. At the same time,
global efforts including sustainability disclosure projects and climate-
related reporting standards have driven the institutionalisation of ESG
governance to a swift pace across jurisdictions. Yet, the whole of the
growth is occurring amidst questions about the nature of sustainability
disclosures and whether they are really effective at creating sustainable
corporate change or if they represent only a compliance-driven reporting
exercise.

In this changing ecosystem, India is one of the fastest-growing markets,
implementing regulatory changes aimed at integrating ESG principles.
In this landscape, India has joined as one of the fast-growing jurisdictions
with ESG-driven regulatory overhauls. The entire notion of the
regulatory approach has undergone significant change owing to the
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introduction of mandatory BRSR requirements for top 1,000 listed
companies in financial year 2022-23 by the SEBI. Taken together, these
entities constitute a large percentage share of the total market
capitalisation of India, and thus, non-compliance with ESG principles
will have a positive impact on the practices of corporate governance and
investor confidence. The introduction of BRSR Core and assurance
requirements, in turn, illustrates how sustainability disclosures are
becoming increasingly voluntary, in phase with a slow movement
towards structured accountability mechanisms.

Meanwhile, digital governance has been placed at the centre of India's
wider governance landscape, impacting regulatory administration and
compliance processes all over the industries. The mash-up of Al,
blockchain technologies, cloud-based compliance solutions, data
analytics and RegTech solutions has given regulators opportunities to
become more efficient, transparent and data-driven in their regulatory
action. Digital governance mechanisms are now playing a growing role
in the production of verification, monitoring and disclosure of
sustainability-related information by corporations. This means that ESG
governance needs to be explored beyond the current regulatory onward
approach towards technology shift and digital regulatory infrastructure
to be comprehended in its entirety.

In spite of the growing sophistication of the regulation and
advancements of technology, there are still significant issues in effective
enforcement of ESG in India. However, the effectiveness of current
corporate governance systems is questioned owing to issues concerning
'greenwashing', idiosyncrasy of disclosure requirements, lack of
homogenous ESG criteria, lack of proper third-party verification systems
and unequal technological abilities - among others between corporates.
Increased disclosure requirements do not automatically provide for
environmental or social impacts. Therefore, the increasing number of
sustainability reports has spurred a critical policy discussion on the use
of ESG frameworks to create a genuine corporate transformation or to
incentivize and perpetuate disclosure-driven compliance behaviour.

In addition, while the academic literature has explored the aspects of
sustainability reporting and ESG investments in greater detail, there has
not been a focused and specialized study about how the ESG
enforcement framework relates to existing ESG digital governance
framework in the Indian context. In previous research, disclosure
instruments are often studied and the enforcement capacities,
technological integration or institutional effectiveness receive less focus.
This leaves a considerable research void, especially while India is also
making strides towards using digital public goods and working towards
long-term climate commitments as part of their sustainable finance goals.
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In this context, this research questions the potential of the developing
ESG enforcement landscape and digital governance mechanisms in India
to enable sustainable transformation of Indian companies beyond
increased disclosure requirements. A doctrinal and analytical overview
of regulatory frameworks, sustainability reporting mechanisms, policy
developments and new governance models is conducted to hope to
detect the gaps, enforcement challenges and technology enablers in the
Indian sustainability framework. However, the regulatory analysis is not
the only reason for this research, as proactive and active ESG governance
plays an increasing part in investment flows, company competitiveness,
sustainable finance and the ability to be resilient in the long run. In the
face of India's sustainability targets and its net zero promises, more
effective digitally powered enforcement systems could prove necessary
to achieve genuine and lasting corporate change, instead of mere lip-
service towards compliance to ESG standards.

LITERATURE REVIEW

1. The authors in their research!, analysed the performance
differences between high-sustainability and low-sustainability
firms and found that sustainability-oriented governance
structures improve long-term performance and stakeholder
relations. However, their analysis primarily focused on developed
markets and did not examine ESG enforcement in emerging
economies.

2. The authors in their research? ,analysed a meta-analysis of over
2,000 empirical studies and concluded that ESG performance
generally has a positive relationship with financial performance.
However, their study paid limited attention to regulatory
enforcement and corporate transformation dimensions.

3. The authors in their research?, examined ESG from a corporate
governance perspective and observed that sustainability
increasingly influences corporate decision-making. Nevertheless,
they highlighted fragmented reporting practices and limited focus
on enforcement mechanisms.

4. The authors in their research*, analysed ESG data quality and
identified inconsistencies, comparability issues, and inadequate

1 Robert G. Eccles, loannis Ioannou & George Serafeim, The Impact of Corporate
Sustainability on Organizational Processes and Performance, 60 Mgmt. Sci. 2835 (2014).

2 Gunnar Friede, Timo Busch & Alexander Bassen, ESG and Financial Performance:
Aggregated Evidence from More Than 2000 Empirical Studies, 5 ]. Sustainable Fin. & Inv.
210 (2015).

8 Stuart L. Gillan, Andrew Koch & Laura T. Starks, Firms and Social Responsibility: A
Review of ESG and CSR Research in Corporate Finance, 66 J. Corp. Fin. 101889 (2021).

4 Sakis Kotsantonis & George Serafeim, Four Things No One Will Tell You About ESG
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verification mechanisms. Their findings suggest that increased
disclosure alone may not necessarily produce better sustainability
outcomes.

5. The authors in their research’, examined the relationship between
institutional =~ frameworks and  corporate  sustainability
performance and found that fragmented governance structures
create enforcement challenges. However, the study provided
limited analysis of digital governance mechanisms.

6. SEBI, through its BRSR framework, introduced structured
sustainability disclosure requirements aimed at strengthening
ESG reporting practices in India. However, the framework largely
focuses on reporting obligations rather than enforcement
effectiveness and measurable outcomes.®

7. The researchers” on OECD literature examined ESG governance
frameworks and argued that effective sustainability oversight
requires institutional mechanisms, standardized metrics,
transparency, and independent assurance. However, most studies
predominantly focus on developed economies.

8. The researchers® on RegTech scholarship examined the role of Al,
blockchain, and automated compliance systems in enhancing
regulatory monitoring and enforcement efficiency. Nevertheless,
their implications for ESG governance within the Indian context
remain insufficiently explored.

9. The authors in their research’, analysed how sustainability
disclosures are frequently used for reputation management rather
than genuine transformation and identified weak assurance and
enforcement systems as major causes. However, digital
governance solutions remain underexplored.

10. The researches'® on the Literature on India’s sustainability
transition examined the country’s increasing commitment toward
climate governance, sustainable finance, and net-zero objectives.
However, limited research connects these developments with ESG
enforcement architecture and digital governance.

Data, 27 ]. Applied Corp. Fin. 50 (2019).

> Emma Avetisyan & Kai Hockerts, The Influence of Institutional Context on Corporate
Social Performance, 143 J. Bus. Ethics 111 (2017).

¢ Securities and Exchange Board of India, Business Responsibility and Sustainability
Reporting by Listed Entities, SEBI Circular No. SEBI/HO/CFD/CFD-SEC-
2/P/CIR/2023/122 (2023).

7 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), ESG Investing
and Climate Transition: Market Practices, Issues and Policy Considerations (2020).

8 Douglas W. Arner, Janos Nathan Barberis & Ross P. Buckley, FinTech, RegTech and the
Reconceptualization of Financial Regulation, 37 Nw. J. Int'l L. & Bus. 371 (2017).

9 Magali A. Delmas & Vanessa Cuerel Burbano, The Drivers of Greenwashing, 54 Cal.
Mgmt. Rev. 64 (2011).

10 Government of India, India’s Long-Term Low Carbon Development Strategy (2022).
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11. The authors!! in their research, examined whether mandatory
ESG disclosures influence corporate behaviour beyond formal
compliance requirements and found that enforcement
significantly improves reporting quality. However, meaningful
reporting requires strong verification mechanisms.

12. The authors'? in their research, examined the impact of
automation, Al, and real-time monitoring on regulatory
compliance and concluded that digital technologies can improve
enforcement efficiency. However, implementation challenges
persist in developing jurisdictions.

13. The authors in their research!3, analysed the drivers of
greenwashing and identified weak monitoring, poor enforcement,
and reputational incentives as primary causes. Their study
suggests that disclosure mandates alone are insufficient without
stronger accountability frameworks.

There are many resources available to discuss ESG reporting
frameworks, sustainability reporting, the costs and benefits of ESG
practices, corporate governance, and investor thinking. Moreover,
studies are starting to highlight the significance of digital governance
technologies, regulatory technologies, and sustainability assurance
mechanisms. But there is still a lot to be done with regards to how the
architecture of ESG enforcement translates into real sustainable
corporate change, especially in emerging markets like India.

The current literature mainly addresses disclosure issues and not
whether mandatory ESG frameworks drive measurable behaviour
change and organizational transformations. Moreover, the limited
scholarship explores the interplay of digital governance mechanisms
such as Artificial Intelligence, blockchain systems, cloud-based reporting
system and RegTech solutions with regulatory enforcement systems as a
means to enhance accountability and to mitigate greenwashing.

Further, there is a lack of study on the current regulatory framework in
India and its ability to move corporations from compliance reporting to
the actual integration of sustainability. Moreover, the existing literature
does not explore whether the Indian regulatory framework, specifically
the BRSR and BRSR Core mechanisms, have sufficient enforcement
power to induce a shift from compliance-driven reporting to true

1 Hans B. Christensen, Luzi Hail & Christian Leuz, Mandatory CSR and Sustainability
Reporting: Economic Analysis and Literature Review, 154 Rev. Acct. Stud. 1177 (2021).

12 Douglas W. Arner, Janos Barberis & Ross P. Buckley, The Evolution of Fintech: A New
Post-Crisis Paradigm, 47 Geo. J. Int'l L. 1271 (2016).

13 Magali A. Delmas & Vanessa Cuerel Burbano, The Drivers of Greenwashing, 54 Cal.
Mgmt. Rev. 64 (2011).
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sustainability integration. Hence, this study aims to fill these gaps by
critically evaluating the efficiency of the ESG enforcement architecture
and digitally empowered governance tools to promote sustainable long-
term corporate transformation in India.

ESG rules have pushed companies in many places to share more about
their environmental and social impact. It seems like the goal is better
accountability through required reports. But some people wonder if all
this really changes how businesses operate or if it just leads to more
paperwork that looks good on the surface.

In India the BRSR rules have made listed companies report a lot more on
these issues. That part stands out because the requirements grew quickly.
Still there are ongoing problems like uneven quality in what gets shared,
different standards that do not line up well, and not much checking to
make sure the information holds up. Greenwashing stays a concern too,
along with enforcement that feels limited in practice.

At the same time tools like Al, blockchain, and cloud systems are being
talked about as ways to track compliance better. Regulatory technology
could help regulators keep an eye on things. It feels like there is not much
research yet on how well these actually work inside India's setup though.
Maybe they strengthen real change or maybe they end up supporting the
same disclosure focus that already exists. This paper analyses whether
the combination of updated ESG rules and digital tools in India can push
companies toward actual sustainability or if it mostly keeps the system
centred on reporting alone. Some of the details around enforcement still
feel unclear in the current setup.

ANALYSIS OF ESG ENFORCEMENT AND SUSTAINABLE
CORPORATE TRANSFORMATION IN INDIA AMIDST DIGITAL
GOVERNANCE

Evolution of ESG Governance and Regulatory Transformation in India

The concept of corporate governance has changed quite a bit over the
past twenty years. Companies face more pressure now to think about
sustainability when they make decisions. Some models used to focus
mainly on shareholders but that has moved toward including other
groups and concerns like the environment along with social issues.14
India followed a similar path but started with things like Business
Responsibility Reports that were mostly voluntary. Then SEBI brought
in the Business Responsibility and Sustainability Reporting rules for the

14 Gunnar Friede, Timo Busch & Alexander Bassen, ESG and Financial Performance:
Aggregated Evidence from More Than 2000 Empirical Studies, 5 J. Sustainable Fin. & Inv.
210 (2015).
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top listed firms starting in 2022 23. Those companies make up most of the
market so the change affected a large part of how reporting works. It
seems the shift was meant to make disclosures more required rather than
optional.1®

The investors have started paying attention to these factors in their
choices too. Many now look at environmental and governance points
when deciding where to put money for longer term stability. I think more
than seventy percent of bigger institutions treat them as important but I
am not totally sure how those number breaks down in practice.1¢

Expansion of ESG Reporting, Enforcement Deficiencies and
Greenwashing Challenges

The introduction of BRSR substantially increased the volume of
sustainability disclosures among Indian companies and improved
participation following mandatory implementation. However, greater
disclosure volumes have not necessarily translated into measurable
sustainability outcomes. Concerns continue regarding inconsistent
reporting methodologies, weak verification mechanisms, difficulties in
comparability, and inadequate assurance systems. Consequently, a
significant gap remains between increased disclosure obligations and
genuine corporate transformation. 17

However, the greenwashing further complicates ESG governance by
allowing corporations to selectively emphasize sustainability
achievements while concealing operational shortcomings. Weak
verification systems, dependence upon self-reporting mechanisms, and
limited readiness for advanced assessment frameworks have increased
these risks.8Enforcement deficiencies within India further intensify
these challenges, as assurance mechanisms remain underdeveloped,
smaller firms experience resource constraints, measurement
methodologies remain fragmented, and limited penalties encourage
procedural compliance rather than substantive change. Therefore,
mandatory disclosure frameworks alone appear insufficient unless

15 Securities and Exchange Board of India, Business Responsibility and Sustainability
Reporting by Listed Entities, SEBI Circular No. SEBI/HO/CFD/CFD-SEC-
2/P/CIR/2023/122 (2023).

16 Securities and Exchange Board of India, BRSR Core - Framework for Assurance and ESG
Disclosures  for Value Chain, SEBI Circular No. SEBI/HO/CFD/CFD-SEC-
2/P/CIR/2023/169 (2023).

17 Sakis Kotsantonis & George Serafeim, Four Things No One Will Tell You About ESG
Data, 27 ]J. Applied Corp. Fin. 50 (2019).

18 Magali A. Delmas & Vanessa Cuerel Burbano, The Drivers of Greenwashing, 54 Cal.
Mgmt. Rev. 64 (2011).
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supported by stronger institutional enforcement mechanisms.1?
Digital Governance and Sustainable Corporate Transformation

The technological developments increasingly influence ESG governance
and enforcement mechanisms. Technologies such as Al, blockchain,
cloud-based reporting systems, and RegTech provide opportunities to
improve monitoring, compliance, and regulatory oversight. Al-driven
systems can analyse large datasets to identify irregularities, blockchain
technologies provide immutable verification mechanisms, and RegTech
facilitates continuous compliance monitoring beyond traditional annual
reporting structures. Given that India’s digital economy currently
contributes approximately 13 percent of GDP and is projected to
contribute nearly 20 percent by 2030, digital infrastructure is becoming
increasingly important within economic governance frameworks.20

Nevertheless, sustainable corporate transformation requires more than
disclosure compliance or technological integration. Meaningful
transformation involves integrating sustainability considerations into
governance structures, operational decision-making, risk management
systems, and supply-chain practices. Existing evidence suggests that
current ESG frameworks have been more successful in increasing
reporting quantity rather than demonstrating measurable sustainability
outcomes. Consequently, India currently remains positioned between
disclosure-oriented compliance and deeper structural integration,
raising important questions regarding whether digital governance can
facilitate genuine sustainable corporate transformation.?!

ESG ENFORCEMENT AND SUSTAINABLE FINANCE: EMERGING
MARKET DYNAMICS

The connection between sustainable finance and ESG governance has
undergone profound changes in corporate finance, attracting investors,
and setting long-term business strategies. The introduction of new
sustainable finance products, such as green bonds, sustainable finance
products linked with ESG, sustainability funds and responsible
investment portfolios, reflects the increasing integration of sustainable
finance into the financial value chain. This change is also evident in
investors. At the same time, the share of ESG assets under management
grows, and there is more evidence of the growing relevance of the
markets towards sustainability indicators. As a result, companies are

19 Emma Avetisyan & Kai Hockerts, The Influence of Institutional Context on Corporate
Social Performance, 143 J. Bus. Ethics 111 (2017).

20 Government of India, India’s Digital Economy Report and Policy Estimates (2024).

2l Hans B. Christensen, Luzi Hail & Christian Leuz, Mandatory CSR and Sustainability
Reporting: Economic Analysis and Literature Review, 154 Rev. Acct. Stud. 1177 (2021).
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increasingly considering ESG disclosures beyond just a regulatory
requirement as a way to gain a competitive advantage and attract
investment funds.??

In Indian context, Sustainable finance has gained regulatory focus with
the realization that the good governance of these factors has a direct and
strong impact on India's sustainability goals and climate targets,
responsible investment plans, and economic robustness. There remains,
however, a question over the effectiveness of disclosure mechanisms in
accurately capturing sustainability performance. Thus, effectiveness of
sustainable finance heavily relies on the ability of enforcement
institutions to verify the truth and the reliability of the reports, as well as
the measurable results of sustainable finance actions, in addition to
disclosure.?

THE FUTURE FOR ESG GOVERNANCE IN INDIA AND THE
CORPORATES

Disclosure obligations and requirements come and go, but without
accountability systems in place that can ensure compliance, track
progress and implement sustainability obligations, voluntary efforts go
largely unachieved. Corporate accountability has come into a central
place in ESG governance. The move towards mandatory sustainability
reporting frameworks shows that there has been growing awareness that
companies also need to be accountable to other stakeholders like
shareholders, employees, consumers, communities, regulators and
environmental stakeholders.?

Going forward, an improved ESG governance system in India would rely
on increased technological embedding, harmonisation of sustainability
metrics, enhanced assurance systems and better institutional
coordination. Digital economy can play a role of almost 20% of GDP in
India by 2030 and technologies like Artificial Intelligence, blockchain
systems, automated reporting infrastructure, and RegTech can play a
major role in enhancing monitoring capabilities and minimising
information asymmetry in sustainability reporting. However, it also
brings in more complexities from the regulatory side. Increased
compliance requirements could potentially have a disproportionate
impact on firms with lower tech capabilities, and have different effects
on various industries. So regulatory expansion and implementation

22 Michael E. Porter & Mark R. Kramer, Creating Shared Value, 89 HARV. BUS. REV. 62
(2011).

2 PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC), Global Investor Survey 2024 (2024).

24 United Nations, Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,
U.N. Doc. A/RES/70/1 (Oct. 21, 2015).
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capacity need to be balanced as regards future ESG governance. Whether
systems are able to make and sustain measurable and sustainable
transformations within companies is the key factor in the long-term
effectiveness of India's ESG framework.?>

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSION

The analysis shows progress in getting more disclosures out through
rules like BRSR yet monitoring stays uneven because of differences in
methods and limits on verification. Digital options like Al and
blockchain could help close some of those gaps by allowing faster checks
and better transparency. At the same time greenwashing does not go
away just because reporting increases and self-reported data leaves room
for selective pictures. The main result appears to be higher volumes of
reports rather than steady links to improved environmental or social
performance. Stronger digital enforcement combined with clearer
standards might help push things further but that still depends on how
well the pieces fit together in practice.

India has made progress with its ESG rules and companies are disclosing
more now. But the way enforcement works still seems uneven in many
cases. Reporting standards are all over the place and verification does not
always happen properly.

Further, the digital systems might improve how things get tracked and
that could help with accountability. This part has real potential. Still there
are risks like greenwashing that keep coming up. Some firms also have
better access to the needed tools than others so gaps remain. India has
made some progress with rules around ESG reporting and it shows in
how companies now share more details on sustainability. Things like the
BRSR requirements have pushed disclosures further than before. That
part seems to have worked in getting attention on environmental and
social issues. But the reports alone do not guarantee actual changes
unless monitoring gets stronger too.

The digital tools like AI and blockchain are mentioned as ways to
improve checks and make compliance easier to track in real time. Cloud
systems could help with transparency and verification but it feels like
they run into the same old problems. Fragmented standards and unequal
access to technology still limit how well this works across different firms.
Greenwashing stays a concern even with these additions. The
enforcement looks uneven because verification methods are not
consistent and third-party checks are limited. The study points out that
disclosure requirements keep growing yet outcomes stay compliance

% Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, Government of India, India’s
Digital Economy Projected to Contribute Nearly 20% of GDP by 2030 (2025).
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focused rather than leading to real transformation. I think stronger
integration between rules and actual oversight would be needed but the
details on how that happens are not fully settled here. However, further
adding more rules for reporting does not seem to fix the core problems
though. The study points to needing stronger links between regulations
and actual oversight to make real progress. It feels like long term change
depends on better checks beyond just paperwork. That part gets a bit
messy when looking at how things play out in practice.
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