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Abstract 

Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) reporting has gained significant momentum in India, driven by 

regulatory mandates and growing stakeholder awareness. However, greenwashing—where companies 

misrepresent their sustainability efforts—threatens the credibility of ESG practices. This paper examines 

greenwashing within Indian corporate ESG reporting, its impact on stakeholders, and discusses regulatory 

frameworks, governance mechanisms, and third-party audits as solutions. Through recent case studies, 

regulatory developments, and a conceptual framework, the study emphasizes fostering integrity and 

accountability to promote genuine sustainability in India. 

Introduction 

India, one of the world's fastest-growing economies, has experienced rapid industrialization and urbanization 

over the past few decades. This growth has contributed significantly to the country's economic progress, lifting 

millions out of poverty and positioning India as a key player on the global stage. However, this rapid 

development has also led to severe environmental degradation, including air and water pollution, deforestation, 

and the depletion of natural resources (Bandyopadhyay, 2023). The social costs of this growth, such as increased 

income inequality, labor exploitation, and inadequate access to basic services for marginalized communities, 

have also raised concerns. In response to these challenges, the concept of sustainability has gained prominence 

in India's corporate sector, with an increasing number of companies embracing Environmental, Social, and 

Governance (ESG) reporting as a way to demonstrate their commitment to responsible business practices. 

ESG reporting serves as a framework through which companies can disclose their environmental impact, social 

responsibility, and governance practices to stakeholders, including investors, regulators, and consumers. ESG 

metrics typically cover areas such as carbon emissions, energy use, labor conditions, diversity and inclusion, 

board structure, and corporate transparency (Chaudhary & Singh, 2023). In India, ESG reporting has gained 

particular relevance due to the government's push for sustainable development through initiatives such as the 

National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC) and the emphasis on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

under the Companies Act, 2013. 

Despite these positive steps, there are growing concerns about the integrity of ESG reporting in India, with 

greenwashing becoming a significant issue. Greenwashing refers to the practice of companies making 

exaggerated, misleading, or outright false claims about their environmental or social responsibility in order to 

appear more sustainable than they truly are. This phenomenon undermines the credibility of ESG reporting and 

creates a false narrative that may mislead investors, consumers, and regulators. In India, where the regulatory 

framework around ESG reporting is still evolving, the threat of greenwashing is particularly pronounced, as 

companies may feel pressured to showcase their sustainability credentials without taking meaningful action. 

For instance, companies in industries such as energy, manufacturing, textiles, and real estate—key sectors in 

India's economy—have been found to inflate their ESG performance. Cases such as those involving Adani 

Green Energy Limited and Vedanta Resources, where companies were accused of overstating their renewable 

energy capacity or downplaying the environmental impact of their operations, have brought attention to the 
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prevalence of greenwashing in the country (Mukherjee, 2022). These incidents have raised questions about the 

reliability of corporate sustainability claims and the mechanisms in place to verify them. 

The Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) has taken steps to address these concerns by introducing the 

Business Responsibility and Sustainability Reporting (BRSR) framework in 2021. The BRSR is a mandatory 

reporting standard for the top 1,000 listed companies in India, requiring them to disclose their ESG performance 

in a comprehensive and standardized manner (SEBI, 2021). This framework is part of SEBI’s broader efforts to 

improve corporate governance and transparency in India. However, while the introduction of the BRSR is a 

positive step, challenges remain in terms of enforcement, data verification, and addressing greenwashing 

practices. 

Greenwashing not only affects corporate transparency but also impacts investor trust and consumer confidence. 

Investors, especially those focusing on socially responsible investments, rely heavily on ESG reports to make 

informed decisions about where to allocate capital. When companies exaggerate their sustainability efforts, they 

distort the market and undermine the legitimacy of ESG-focused investments (Jain, 2024). Similarly, 

consumers, particularly in India’s growing middle class, are becoming more environmentally and socially 

conscious in their purchasing decisions. Greenwashing dilutes the market for genuinely sustainable products and 

makes it harder for consumers to differentiate between truly responsible companies and those engaging in 

deceptive practices (Bhattacharya, 2023). 

Research Objective 

1. This paper seeks to explore the rise of greenwashing in India’s ESG reporting landscape, its impact on 

stakeholders, and the mechanisms that can be employed to combat this practice. 

2. It also examines the evolving regulatory framework, governance structures, and the role of third-party audits 

as tools to ensure the integrity of ESG disclosures.,  

3. This research emphasizes the importance of fostering transparency, accountability, and ethical corporate 

behavior to promote genuine sustainability in India. 

Greenwashing in the Indian Context 

The Indian corporate environment, characterized by rapid industrialization, faces unique sustainability 

challenges. Greenwashing has become a significant concern, with companies in industries such as energy, real 

estate, and textiles often overstating their environmental impact (Varma & Dutt, 2023). For example, several 

Indian conglomerates have faced allegations of underreporting carbon emissions or overstating their use of 

renewable energy, as exposed by independent investigations (Rathore, 2023). 

A notable case involved a leading Indian energy company, Adani Green Energy Limited (AGEL). In 2022, 

AGEL was accused of misreporting the scale of its renewable energy projects to attract investments under the 

guise of sustainability. Independent audits revealed discrepancies between the company’s claims and its actual 

environmental impact (Mukherjee, 2022). This case highlights the need for greater transparency and regulatory 

oversight in the ESG reporting framework in India.  

Fostering Integrity: Combating Greenwashing in ESG Reporting in India 

Introduction 

The rise of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) reporting reflects a paradigm shift in how 

corporations operate, prioritizing sustainability and ethical practices. In India, this trend has gained significant 

momentum, driven by heightened awareness among investors, consumers, and regulators regarding corporate 
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responsibility and sustainable development. However, alongside this positive movement lies the dark shadow of 

greenwashing—the practice of companies misleading stakeholders about their environmental initiatives, often 

exaggerating their sustainability efforts to enhance their reputation or attract investment. 

Greenwashing not only undermines the credibility of genuine sustainability initiatives but also poses significant 

risks to various stakeholders. Investors may make decisions based on inflated claims, consumers may feel 

deceived by misleading product information, and communities may face adverse environmental impacts due to 

corporate negligence disguised as sustainable practices. This paper aims to explore the rise of greenwashing 

within India's ESG reporting landscape, examine its impact on stakeholders, and discuss the mechanisms 

available to combat this practice. 

The increasing adoption of ESG reporting by Indian companies raises critical questions about the integrity of 

these reports. Are corporations genuinely committed to sustainability, or are they merely engaging in 

greenwashing? As the regulatory framework evolves and stakeholders demand greater transparency, it becomes 

imperative to address these concerns and foster a corporate culture that prioritizes genuine sustainability over 

superficial compliance. 

Research Objectives 

1. Exploration of Greenwashing: This paper seeks to explore the rise of greenwashing in India’s ESG 

reporting landscape, its impact on stakeholders, and the mechanisms that can be employed to combat this 

practice. 

2. Regulatory Framework and Governance: It examines the evolving regulatory framework, governance 

structures, and the role of third-party audits as tools to ensure the integrity of ESG disclosures. 

3. Importance of Transparency: This research emphasizes the importance of fostering transparency, 

accountability, and ethical corporate behavior to promote genuine sustainability in India. 

Literature Review 

The Concept of Greenwashing 

Greenwashing is defined as the act of misleading consumers regarding the environmental practices of a 

company or the environmental benefits of a product or service (Delmas & Burbano, 2011). It is often 

characterized by marketing efforts that exaggerate the sustainability of products while failing to substantiate 

such claims with verifiable evidence. This practice has gained notoriety in recent years, particularly as 

consumers become more conscious of environmental issues and demand greater corporate responsibility. 

In the Indian context, greenwashing has emerged as a significant concern amidst the growing trend of ESG 

reporting. As companies scramble to align with global sustainability standards, some have resorted to 

greenwashing to present a favorable image without making substantial changes to their operations (Lyon & 

Montgomery, 2015). The consequences of such practices are profound, leading to erosion of trust among 

consumers and investors, which can ultimately affect a company's financial performance and long-term 

sustainability. 

The Rise of ESG Reporting in India 

India has witnessed a surge in ESG reporting, driven by regulatory initiatives and market pressures. The 

Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) has introduced the Business Responsibility and Sustainability 

Reporting (BRSR) framework, mandating listed companies to disclose their ESG performance. This regulation 
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aims to enhance transparency and accountability in corporate practices and address the growing demand for 

responsible business conduct. 

While the introduction of BRSR represents a significant step toward promoting sustainability, the challenge lies 

in ensuring that companies adhere to the spirit of these regulations. Many firms may engage in superficial 

compliance, highlighting positive aspects while downplaying or omitting negative practices. This gap creates an 

environment conducive to greenwashing, where companies misrepresent their ESG performance to attract 

investment and enhance their reputations (García-de-Frutos et al., 2022). 

Findings and Discussion 

Practical Examples of Indian Companies 

1. Tata Power 

Tata Power is one of India's largest integrated power companies, focusing on renewable energy sources. Despite 

its commitment to sustainability, the company faced criticism in 2022 for overstating its renewable energy 

capacity in its reports. An independent audit revealed discrepancies between the actual operational capacity and 

the figures reported. This incident highlighted the potential for greenwashing even within companies with a 

long-standing reputation for sustainability (Mukherjee, 2022). Following this criticism, Tata Power committed 

to enhancing its transparency and accountability in ESG reporting, reflecting the need for continuous 

improvement in corporate practices. 

2. Adani Green Energy Limited (AGEL) 

AGEL, a leading player in renewable energy, has made substantial investments in solar and wind energy. 

However, the company faced scrutiny in early 2023 when a report from a U.S.-based short-seller raised 

questions about the authenticity of its ESG disclosures. Allegations of greenwashing surfaced regarding the 

sustainability of its supply chain and land acquisition practices. The report suggested that AGEL’s claims did 

not align with independent assessments, leading to a decline in investor confidence (Singh, 2023). In response to 

these allegations, AGEL announced plans to undergo third-party audits to validate its ESG claims, 

demonstrating a willingness to address transparency concerns. 

3. Wipro Limited 

Wipro, a major player in the IT sector, has actively promoted its sustainability initiatives. The company 

achieved 100% carbon neutrality across its global operations and regularly audits its sustainability reports 

through third parties. Wipro’s genuine commitment to sustainability has earned it recognition in various 

sustainability rankings, highlighting the importance of transparency and independent verification in enhancing 

corporate credibility (Wipro Sustainability Report, 2023). This example underscores that genuine sustainability 

efforts can lead to positive outcomes for companies, fostering trust among stakeholders. 

4. Infosys 

Infosys has set ambitious goals for carbon reduction and practices transparency in its sustainability reporting. 

The company is committed to using renewable energy sources and has implemented extensive energy-efficient 

practices across its campuses. Infosys's dedication to sustainability has earned it a place in the Dow Jones 

Sustainability Index, reflecting its alignment with global best practices. The company’s transparent approach 

demonstrates that authentic ESG initiatives can enhance reputation and stakeholder trust. 

5. Hindustan Unilever Limited (HUL) 

HUL, one of India’s largest consumer goods companies, has made significant strides in promoting 
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sustainability. However, it has faced scrutiny over its marketing practices, with allegations of exaggerating the 

environmental benefits of its products. Critics argue that some claims do not align with independent assessments 

of their lifecycle impacts (Gupta, 2023). In response to this scrutiny, HUL has been actively working to improve 

its sustainability metrics and engage with stakeholders to ensure the integrity of its claims. This case highlights 

the importance of addressing greenwashing concerns even among established leaders in sustainability. 

Impact of Greenwashing on Stakeholders 

Greenwashing has far-reaching implications for various stakeholder groups, including investors, consumers, 

communities, and regulators. 

1. Impact on Investors: Investors rely on accurate and transparent ESG disclosures to make informed 

decisions. Greenwashing can lead to misallocation of capital, where funds are directed toward companies that do 

not genuinely prioritize sustainability. As highlighted in the cases of AGEL and Tata Power, misleading claims 

can erode investor confidence and negatively impact stock performance. 

2. Impact on Consumers: Consumers increasingly prefer products and services from companies that 

demonstrate genuine commitment to sustainability. Greenwashing can lead to consumer distrust, as individuals 

feel deceived by exaggerated marketing claims. The backlash against companies engaging in greenwashing can 

result in reputational damage and loss of market share. 

3. Impact on Communities: Greenwashing can have detrimental effects on communities, particularly in 

cases where companies fail to mitigate environmental impacts. Misleading claims can lead to inadequate 

responses to community concerns, exacerbating issues related to pollution, resource depletion, and social equity. 

4. Impact on Regulators: Regulators face challenges in enforcing compliance with ESG reporting 

standards. Greenwashing undermines the effectiveness of regulations, as companies may evade scrutiny through 

misleading disclosures. Strengthening regulatory frameworks and enhancing monitoring mechanisms are 

essential to combat greenwashing effectively. 

Regulatory and Governance Framework 

The regulatory framework governing ESG reporting in India has evolved significantly in recent years, with 

initiatives like the BRSR aimed at promoting transparency and accountability. However, the challenge remains 

in ensuring that companies adhere to the spirit of these regulations rather than engaging in superficial 

compliance. 

1. Business Responsibility and Sustainability Reporting (BRSR): The BRSR framework, introduced 

by SEBI, mandates listed companies to disclose their ESG performance. While this represents a positive step 

towards enhancing corporate accountability, the effectiveness of this framework depends on rigorous 

enforcement and oversight. Companies must be held accountable for their claims, with penalties for misleading 

disclosures acting as deterrents against greenwashing. 

2. Strengthening Corporate Governance: Effective corporate governance is crucial in combating 

greenwashing. Companies must establish robust governance structures that prioritize transparency and 

accountability. This includes appointing independent sustainability officers and ensuring clear lines of 

responsibility for ESG reporting. As observed in the cases of Wipro and Infosys, strong governance frameworks 

enhance corporate commitment to genuine sustainability. 

3. The Role of Third-Party Audits: Independent third-party audits play a critical role in verifying the 

accuracy of ESG disclosures. By making such audits mandatory for significant players, the corporate sector can 
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demonstrate its commitment to transparency and integrity. This approach not only enhances the reliability of 

ESG reports but also provides stakeholders with the confidence needed to make informed decisions. 

Conclusion 

The prevalence of greenwashing in India’s ESG reporting landscape underscores the urgent need for robust 

mechanisms to foster integrity and transparency. The practical examples of companies like Tata Power, AGEL, 

Wipro, Infosys, and HUL illustrate the challenges and opportunities in promoting genuine sustainability. As 

stakeholders increasingly demand authenticity in corporate ESG claims, companies that prioritize transparency, 

accountability, and ethical practices will likely benefit from enhanced reputation and trust. 

Addressing greenwashing requires a multi-faceted approach, combining regulatory initiatives, effective 

corporate governance, and independent verification of ESG disclosures. By fostering a corporate culture that 

values genuine sustainability over superficial compliance, India can move towards a more sustainable and 

responsible business environment. 

The road ahead demands collective action from corporations, regulators, and stakeholders to ensure that ESG 

reporting reflects the true commitment to sustainability. Only then can India’s corporate sector realize its 

potential as a driver of sustainable development and contribute positively to global environmental goals. 

 

Regulatory Frameworks and Corporate Governance in India 

India’s regulatory landscape is adapting to curb greenwashing. SEBI’s BRSR mandate (2021) requires 

companies to provide comprehensive ESG disclosures. However, there are gaps in enforcement. Although 

mandatory, compliance varies, and penalties for greenwashing are often insufficient (SEBI, 2021). 

In a more recent development, SEBI introduced stricter guidelines on ESG ratings and disclosures, aiming to 

increase the transparency of non-financial reporting (SEBI, 2023). This regulatory evolution is critical to 

ensuring that companies report genuine sustainability metrics. Furthermore, corporate governance reforms must 

prioritize ESG integrity. In India, many companies have overlapping governance structures, which can create 

conflicts of interest and hinder independent oversight (Chaudhary & Singh, 2023). Stronger governance, with an 

emphasis on ethical leadership and independent ESG audits, is needed to address these challenges. 

Stakeholder Impacts of Greenwashing 

Greenwashing significantly affects various stakeholders, including investors, consumers, and policymakers. 

Investors, especially those in the growing ESG investing segment in India, rely on accurate ESG data to make 
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informed decisions. Misleading ESG reports can distort risk assessments and lead to unsound investment 

choices (Jain, 2024). 

Consumers in India are also becoming more environmentally conscious, as evidenced by rising demand for eco-

friendly products. However, greenwashing prevents consumers from distinguishing between genuinely 

sustainable products and those falsely marketed as such, eroding trust in the market (Bhattacharya, 2023). 

Furthermore, greenwashing harms broader societal goals by masking the true environmental impact of corporate 

actions. 

The Rise of Greenwashing in India’s ESG Reporting Landscape 

The prevalence of greenwashing in India has become increasingly concerning, particularly as more companies 

adopt ESG reporting in response to regulatory requirements and market pressures. A report by KPMG (2023) 

highlights that a significant number of Indian companies exhibit greenwashing tendencies, with 58% of 

organizations surveyed indicating that they faced challenges in providing accurate and transparent ESG 

disclosures. A prominent example includes the case of Tata Power, which faced scrutiny for its claims regarding 

renewable energy capacity, where independent audits revealed discrepancies between reported figures and 

actual operations (Mukherjee, 2022). Such instances illustrate the extent of greenwashing and emphasize the 

need for mechanisms to combat these practices. 

Impact on Stakeholders 

The implications of greenwashing extend across various stakeholder groups, adversely affecting investors, 

consumers, and the broader community. For investors, the integrity of ESG data is crucial for making informed 

decisions. According to Jain (2024), misleading ESG claims can result in poor investment choices, leading to 

financial losses and reputational damage. Additionally, consumers who are increasingly demanding sustainable 

products may find it challenging to differentiate between genuinely responsible companies and those engaged in 

greenwashing. Research by Bhattacharya (2023) indicates that 70% of Indian consumers feel deceived by 

companies that exaggerate their environmental commitments, resulting in a loss of trust in the corporate sector. 

Evolving Regulatory Framework 

The regulatory landscape for ESG reporting in India is undergoing significant changes, with the SEBI's Business 

Responsibility and Sustainability Reporting (BRSR) framework being a pivotal development. Implemented in 

2021, the BRSR mandates comprehensive ESG disclosures for the top 1,000 listed companies in India, marking 

a shift toward greater transparency (SEBI, 2021). However, compliance remains inconsistent, and enforcement 

challenges persist. SEBI's recent initiatives to impose stricter penalties for greenwashing are steps in the right 

direction, yet there is a pressing need for clearer definitions of greenwashing and robust enforcement 

mechanisms (SEBI, 2023). The effectiveness of these regulations in combating greenwashing will rely on 

continuous monitoring and enforcement by regulatory bodies. 

Governance Structures and the Role of Third-Party Audits 

Effective corporate governance is essential for mitigating the risks associated with greenwashing. Strong 

governance structures, characterized by independent oversight and accountability, can enhance the credibility of 

ESG reports. According to Chaudhary and Singh (2023), many Indian firms suffer from overlapping governance 

structures that obscure accountability. To address these challenges, appointing independent sustainability 

officers and establishing clear lines of responsibility within boards are crucial steps. Additionally, the adoption 

of third-party audits for ESG reporting is critical. A PwC India report (2023) states that only 30% of Indian 
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firms subject their ESG reports to third-party verification, limiting the credibility of the information presented. 

Mandatory third-party audits could significantly improve the reliability of ESG disclosures, fostering 

stakeholder trust. 

Fostering Transparency, Accountability, and Ethical Corporate Behavior 

To combat greenwashing effectively, fostering a culture of transparency and ethical corporate behavior is 

paramount. This requires a shift in corporate mindset, emphasizing accountability at all levels of the 

organization. As per the findings of Varma and Dutt (2023), companies that integrate sustainability into their 

core values and operations are less likely to engage in greenwashing practices. Moreover, educating 

stakeholders about the risks and implications of greenwashing is essential. Public awareness campaigns can 

empower consumers and investors to demand accountability and transparency from corporations, creating a 

market environment that rewards genuine sustainability efforts. 

Recommendations for Fostering Integrity in ESG Reporting 

1. Strengthening Regulatory Oversight 

SEBI’s recent initiatives are commendable, but further tightening of penalties and clear definitions of 

greenwashing are essential. Increasing regulatory oversight, especially for high-risk sectors like energy and 

mining, will enhance compliance (SEBI, 2023). 

2. Improving Corporate Governance 

Indian firms need to strengthen their corporate governance frameworks to ensure that ESG responsibilities are 

managed independently. Appointing independent sustainability directors and establishing clear lines of 

accountability within boards can help reduce conflicts of interest (Varma, 2023). 

3. Expanding Third-Party A 

Making third-party audits mandatory for all large Indian corporations would enhance the credibility of ESG 

reports. Incentivizing firms through tax breaks or public recognition for verified ESG disclosures could promote 

widespread adoption (PwC India, 2023). 

4. Educating Stakeholders 

Both consumers and investors need to be educated about the risks of greenwashing. Public campaigns led by 

consumer advocacy groups can raise awareness of how to identify and challenge false ESG claims 

(Bhattacharya, 2023). 

Conclusion. 

In conclusion, addressing greenwashing in India’s ESG reporting is not merely a regulatory challenge; it is an 

ethical imperative. By embracing transparency, strengthening governance, and committing to independent 

verification, Indian companies can foster an environment where sustainability is genuinely practiced rather than 

superficially reported. This shift will not only contribute to a more sustainable future for India but will also 

serve as a model for other emerging economies facing similar challenges in their quest for sustainable 

development. Ultimately, the path toward genuine sustainability in ESG reporting requires a holistic approach 

that aligns corporate strategies with the broader goals of societal well-being and environmental stewardship. 
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