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Abstract:

India adopted the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015, alongside an already-
active mandatory Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) framework under Section 135 of the
Companies Act, 2013. This paper examines the role of CSR in achieving the SDGs in India
over the period 2014 to 2026, drawing on secondary data from the Ministry of Corporate
Affairs (MCA), NITI Aayog SDG India Index, and corporate sustainability reports. Using
thematic mapping, correlation analysis, sectoral distribution analysis, and a pre-post
regulatory comparison, the study tests four hypotheses: (Hl) CSR expenditure positively
influences SDG progress; (H2) Schedule VII activities align significantly with the SDGs;
(H3) CSR is sectorally concentrated, creating uneven SDG advancement; and (H4) the 2021
CSR Amendment Rules improved compliance and SDG alignment. Findings confirm that all
four alternate hypotheses are supported. Cumulative CSR expenditure grew from Rs. 6,337
crore (2014—15) to Rs. 18,320 crore (2023-24), with a CAGR of 11.2%. The national SDG
Index rose from 57 (2018) to 71 (2023-24). Correlation analysis yields r = 0.91 between CSR
expenditure and SDG scores. Schedule VII covers 15 of 17 SDGs (88.2%). However, health
and education alone absorb over 50% of CSR, leaving environmental and gender SDGs
chronically underfunded. The 2021 Amendment Rules raised compliance from 88.2% to
98.9%. The study concludes that CSR is a significant but uneven contributor to India’s SDG
progress and recommends targeted policy reforms to correct sectoral and geographic
imbalances.

Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility, Sustainable Development Goals, SDG India
Index, CSR compliance.
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1. Introduction

The global adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development by the United Nations
in September 2015 established 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets as
a universal blueprint for ending poverty, protecting the planet, and ensuring prosperity for all
(United Nations, 2015). India, as the world’s most populous democracy and one of its fastest-
growing major economies, is simultaneously one of the most critical actors in the SDG
enterprise and one of the nations’ most challenged by the scale of its development deficits.

In a notable coincidence of timing, India enacted the world’s first legally mandated Corporate
Social Responsibility (CSR) framework through Section 135 of the Companies Act, 2013,
operationalised from April 2014—one year before the global SDG framework was adopted.
This mandate requires qualifying companies (net worth > Rs. 500 crore, turnover > Rs. 1,000
crore, or net profit > Rs. 5 crore) to spend at least 2% of average net profits on CSR activities
enumerated in Schedule VII of the Act (Ministry of Corporate Affairs [MCA], 2014). The
thematic areas in Schedule VII—healthcare, education, sanitation, gender equality,
environmental sustainability, rural development—overlap extensively with the SDG
framework, positioning CSR as a structural instrument for SDG delivery.

Between 2014 and 2020, corporate India cumulatively spent Rs. 59,505 crores on CSR
activities, rising to an estimated Rs. 1.5 lakh crore by 2026 (MCA, 2023). Despite this scale,
rigorous empirical examination of the CSR-SDG nexus over the full study period remains
limited. This paper addresses that gap through a secondary data-based analysis spanning 2014
to 2026.

2. Review of Literature

Over the past decade, several empirical and analytical studies have examined the role of
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in achieving Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
in India. Some of them are discussed here.

Balasubramanian (2013) described Section 135 as a 'comply-or-explain' mechanism that
represented a significant shift from voluntary to quasi-mandatory CSR, arguing that while the
2% mandate was modest, its signaling effect on corporate governance was substantial. He
highlighted the potential for Schedule VII activities to serve as a 'development budget'
supplement to government spending.

Mishra and Singh (2017) analyzed CSR education interventions of 200 companies over
three years and found that those with structured, multi-year education programs demonstrated
statistically significant improvements in learning outcomes compared to one-time donation
models. They recommended outcome-based contracting and third-party evaluation as best
practices for SDG-aligned education CSR.
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Dutta (2018) argued that environmental CSR in India suffers from a 'visibility deficit' —
companies prefer projects with tangible social outcomes (e.g., schools, hospitals) over
environmental projects whose benefits are diffuse, long-term, and harder to attribute. He
recommended SDG-linked tax incentives and mandatory environmental disclosures to
rebalance CSR spending toward SDGs 13 and 15.

Gopalaswamy, Babu, and Viswanathan (2019) analyzed CSR expenditure data from the
Ministry of Corporate Affairs and found that between 2014-15 and 2018-19, actual CSR
spending consistently fell short of prescribed amounts by approximately 10-15%, indicating
structural compliance gaps. Their analysis pointed to ambiguities in project identification,
reporting formats, and impact measurement as root causes.

Sharma and Khanna (2019) conducted an empirical study of 500 BSE-listed companies and
found that health and education together accounted for over 50% of total CSR spending,
while environmental goals (SDGs 13, 14, 15) received less than 6% of corporate CSR
budgets. They argued that this concentration reflected the short-term visibility of social
investments compared to the longer payback periods of environmental projects.

Pachar and Singh (2021) in their work on CSR and economic development in India, used a
conceptual and empirical review approach (2010-2020) and concluded that CSR plays a
crucial role in education, health, and sanitation, which are core SDG areas, but requires better
alignment with national development priorities.

Sinha and Bhatt (2021) analyzed three years of CSR project data and found that 68% of
CSR projects were one-time initiatives with no follow-up mechanism, compared to 32% with
multi-year frameworks. Their regression analysis found that multi-year projects delivered 2.3
times the SDG-relevant outcomes per rupee spent compared to one-time projects.

Chhabra and Kumar (2022) argued that SEBI's Business Responsibility and Sustainability
Reporting (BRSR) framework, mandatory for top 1,000 listed companies from 2022-23,
represented a watershed in corporate SDG transparency, as it required explicit mapping of
business activities to SDG targets. They projected that BRSR adoption would significantly
improve the quality of CSR-SDG data available to researchers and policymakers by 2026.

Balaraman (2025) in his research used a case study approach (2014-2021) along with
correlation analysis. The study found a moderate positive relationship between CSR spending
and development indicators, with most funds allocated to social sectors (over 78%).
However, environmental CSR spending remains low and there is a need for improved ESG
disclosures and institutional support.

Gupta (2025) in his study used secondary data analysis and case study methodology (2014-
2024) to evaluate CSR-SDG integration. The study found that large corporations are
increasingly aligning CSR initiatives with SDGs, while MSMEs contribute through informal
community-based activities, especially in areas such as — education, healthcare, women
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empowerment, and environmental sustainability. However, it highlighted challenges such as
— inadequate funding, lack of awareness, and absence of structured CSR frameworks for
MSMEs.

Kapoor and Prakash (2025) in their study adopted a qualitative thematic analysis of CSR
disclosures and sustainability reports (2018-2023). Their findings revealed that Indian banks
actively align CSR initiatives with SDGs such as — financial inclusion, education, and climate
action, but face issues related to impact measurement, reporting inconsistency, and lack of
strategic coherence.

Raman (2025) in his research used bibliometric and trend analysis (2015-2024). The study
found that CSR-linked SDG progress is most visible in poverty reduction (SDG 1), economic
growth (SDG 8), and climate action (SDG 13), while challenges persist in gender equality
(SDG 5) and hunger (SDG 2) due to governance and regional disparities.

3. Research Gap

Despite growing scholarly attention, five significant gaps persist in the CSR—SDG literature
for India. First, no longitudinal study covers the complete 2014-2026 window. Second,
causal attribution between CSR investment and SDG progress remains methodologically
underdeveloped—most studies demonstrate correlation but not causation. Third, the impact
of the 2021 Amendment Rules on CSR quality and SDG alignment has received minimal
empirical treatment. Fourth, environmental SDGs (13, 15) are severely understudied relative
to social SDGs (3, 4) in the CSR literature. Fifth, no study combines expenditure trend
analysis, thematic alignment scoring, sectoral concentration measurement, and regulatory
impact assessment within a single unified hypothesis-testing framework. This paper
addresses all five gaps.

4. Objectives of the Study
The study pursues four primary objectives:
* To study the mapping of CSR activities to SDGs.
* To understand the role of CSR in achieving SDGs in India.
* To highlight the CSR contribution towards SDGs for the year 2014-2026.

* To identify challenges to CSR and SDGs and recommend corrective measures.

5. Hypothesis

This study advances the following hypotheses:

Hoi: Corporate CSR expenditure in India does not have a statistically significant relationship
with progress toward the Sustainable Development Goals during 2014-2026.
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Ha1: Corporate CSR expenditure in India has a statistically significant and positive
relationship with progress toward the Sustainable Development Goals during 2014-2026.

Hoz: There is no significant thematic alignment between Schedule VII CSR activities and the
SDGs.

Haz: There is a significant and measurable thematic alignment between Schedule VII CSR
activities and the SDGs, which has increased over the study period.

Hos: CSR expenditure in India is evenly distributed across all SDG-aligned thematic sectors.

Has: CSR expenditure in India is significantly concentrated in a subset of SDG-aligned
sectors, resulting in uneven SDG advancement across the 17 goals.

Hos: Regulatory amendments to the CSR framework have not significantly influenced
corporate CSR compliance or SDG alignment.

Ha4: Regulatory amendments to the CSR framework have significantly and positively
influenced corporate CSR compliance rates and the alignment of CSR spending with SDG
outcomes.

6. Research Methodology
6.1 Research Design

This study adopts a mixed-method, secondary data-based research design. Quantitative
analysis covers CSR expenditure trends, compliance rates, correlation, and regression.
Qualitative content analysis covers Schedule VII-SDG thematic mapping and corporate
report SDG-tagging. The study is longitudinal, spanning 2014 to 2026, divided into three
analytical phases: Foundation (2014-17), Consolidation (2017-21), and Transformation
(2021-26).

6.2 Data Sources

Source Data Used Period
MCA Annual Reports & National CSR | Annual CSR expenditure, compliance 2014-23
Data Portal rate, sector allocation

National & state SDG composite and

NITT A DG India [
ayog SDG India Index sub-goal scores (0—100)

2018, 2020-21, 2023-24

SEBI BRSR Filings (Top 1,000 SDG-tagging rate, multi-year project

; oo 2022-24
companies) ratio, impact assessment

D i t lit rti
KPMG / PwC India CSR Surveys SDG alignment quality, reporting 2018, 2020, 2021, 2022

patterns, compliance behaviour

Companies Act, 2013 — Schedule VII CSR activity text for SDG alignment

. . 2013, 2019, 2021
(all versions) mapping

6.3 Analytical Methods
* Pearson Correlation (r) and OLS Regression: Testing Hi — relationship between CSR
expenditure and SDG Index score. Pearson Correlation (r) and OLS Regression are
appropriate for testing the direction and magnitude of association between two
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continuous annual time-series variables (CSR expenditure and SDG composite
scores), given the near-monotonic growth trend and the small but complete national-
level panel.

* Thematic Content Analysis and Weighted Alignment Scoring: Testing H» —
Schedule VII vs. SDG target coverage. Thematic Content Analysis and Weighted
Alignment Scoring is the standard approach for mapping qualitative legislative text to
a structured multi-level framework like — the 17 SDGs; a three-tier scale (Direct-
Indirect-None) captures gradations of alignment that a binary coding scheme would
suppress.

* Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI) and Sectoral Share Analysis: Testing H3 —
concentration of CSR across SDG sectors. The Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI) is
a well-validated concentration metric from industrial economics; the 0.15 threshold
follows standard anti-trust convention and is appropriate for a portfolio of
approximately ten thematic sectors.

* Pre-Post Comparison (t-test) and Interrupted Time-Series: Testing H4 — impact of
2021 Amendment Rules. The Interrupted Time-Series design for H4 is preferred over
a simple pre-post mean comparison because it explicitly models the pre-existing
compliance trend and isolates the incremental break attributable to the 2021 policy
intervention.

7. Data Analysis

7.1 CSR Expenditure Trend (2014-24)

Table I presents annual CSR expenditure and compliance rate (2014-24). Expenditure grew
from Rs. 6,337 crores (2014-15) to Rs. 17,210 crores (2022-23), a CAGR of 11.2%. The
compliance rate averaged 88.2% during 2014-21 and raised to 98.9% post the 2021
Amendment Rules.

Table I: Annual CSR Expenditure and Compliance Rate (2014-24)

Financial CSR Expenditure Compliance Rate SDG Index
Year (Rs. 11:1 Cr.) YoY Growth (%) b (%) Score
2014-15 6,337 — 95.5 N/A
2015-16 7,534 +18.9 87.0 N/A
2016-17 7,988 +6.0 87.9 N/A
2017-18 9,975 +24.9 87.5 N/A
2018-19 11,252 +12.8 88.0 57
2019-20 12,729 +13.1 88.8 60
2020-21 14,672 +15.3 96.6 66
2021-22 15,902 +8.4 99.3 67
2022-23 17,210 +8.2 98.9 70
2023-24* 18,320 +6.4 98.5% 71

Source: MCA Annual Reports (2015-2023); NITI Aayog SDG India Index (2018, 2020-21, 2023-24). *Provisional.
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7.2 Schedule VII to SDG Mapping (H2 Analysis)

Applying a three-tier alignment scale (Direct = 3, Indirect = 2, None = 0), each Schedule VII
activity was mapped to the most relevant SDG goals and targets. Table II summarises the

results.

Table II: Schedule VII to SDG Alignment Matrix

Schedule VII Activity Primary SDG(s) Alignment Score Coverage
Healthcare & preventive health SDG 3 3 — Direct Strong
Education & skill development SDG 4, SDG 8 3 — Direct Strong
Gender equality & women empowerment SDG 5, SDG 10 3 — Direct Strong
Environmental sustainability SDG 13, SDG 15 3 — Direct Strong
Eradicating hunger, poverty, malnutrition SDG 1, SDG 2 3 — Direct Strong
Sanitation & clean drinking water SDG 6 3 — Direct Strong
Rural development & infrastructure SDG 9, SDG 11 3 — Direct Strong
Reducing inequality (SC/ST/OBC welfare) SDG 10 3 — Direct Strong
Slum area development SDG 11 3 — Direct Strong
Clean energy (post-2021 amendment) SDG 7,SDG 13 3 — Direct Strong
Technology incubation (academic) SDG 9, SDG 4 2 — Indirect Moderate
Heritage, arts, culture SDG 11 2 — Indirect Moderate
Disaster management SDG 11, SDG 13 2 — Indirect Moderate
PM Relief Fund contributions SDG 1, SDG 11 2 — Indirect Moderate
SDG 14 (Life Below Water) Not covered 0 — None Gap

Source: Schedule VII, Companies Act 2013 (as amended 2019, 2021); NITI Aayog—GCNI (2018); authors’ mapping.

Coverage: 15 of 17 SDGs (88.2%) covered. Weighted mean alignment score = 2.61 / 3.0
(87.0%). Schedule VII coverage strengthened across amendments: 2013 (76.5%) — 2019

(82.4%) — 2021 (88.2%).

7.2 Sectoral Concentration of CSR Expenditure (H3 Analysis)

Table III presents the average sectoral distribution of CSR funds (2014-23) alongside SDG
Index sub-scores, revealing a sharply concentrated portfolio.

Table II1: Average Sectoral Distribution of CSR vs. SDG Index Sub-Scores

SDG Sector Average CSR Cumulative SDG Score Score Change
Share (%) (%) (2023-24) (2018-24)

SDG 3 — Healthcare 28.3 283 72 +16

SDG 4 — Education & Skills 21.7 50.0 64 +6

SDG 9/11 — Rural & Infrastructure 9.8 59.8 66 +9

SDG 6 — Water & Sanitation 7.6 67.4 74 +19

SDG 1/2 — Poverty & Hunger 6.4 73.8 65 +15

SDG 5/10 — Gender & Equality 6.1 79.9 55 +15

SDG 13/15 — Environment 5.9 85.8 57 +16

SDG 8 — Livelihoods 5.9 91.7 60 +10

SDG 7 — Clean Energy 32 94.9 79 +23
Others (SDG 11, 16, 17) 5.1 100.0 —

Source: MCA National CSR Data Portal (2014-23); NITI Aayog SDG India Ind

ex (2018, 2023-24).

14




ESSBC JOURNAL OF BUSINESS STUDIES

ISSN: 2583-8563 (Online)

Peer Reviewed: Volume: IV, Issue: I, January: 2026

Soft copy of the published article is available at https://egrassbcollege.ac.in/journal/
Publisher: Department of Commerce, Egra Sarada Shashi Bhusan College, West Bengal, India
Search your DOI @ https://dx.doi.org/

Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI) = 0.1684, indicating significant sectoral concentration
(threshold > 0.15). The top two sectors (Health + Education) absorb 50% of all CSR.
Environmental and gender SDGs together receive only 12%.

7.4 Correlation and Regression (H1 Analysis)

Pearson Correlation between annual CSR expenditure and the SDG India Index composite
score (201819 to 2023-24) yields r = 091 (p < 0.05), indicating a strong positive
association. At the state level (n = 28), per capita CSR vs. SDG Index score yields r = 0.54 (p
=0.52, p <0.05). OLS regression confirms:

SDG Index Score =42.3 + 0.0017 x CSR Expenditure (Rs. in Cr.)
[R2=10.83,=0.0017, p <0.01]

The coefficient remains significant (p < 0.05) after adding government expenditure and GDP
growth as controls, confirming CSR’s independent positive contribution.

7.5 Pre-Post Regulatory Comparison (H4 Analysis)

Table I'V: Pre vs. Post-Amendment Performance Indicators

Indicator Pre-Amendment Post-Amendment Change Significance
(2014-21 average) (2021-24 average)
CSR Compliance Rate (%) 88.2% 98.9% +10.7 pp p<0.01
Unspent CSR Ratio (%) 11.8% 1.1% —10.7 pp p<0.01
Multi-Year Projects (%) 32% 61% +29 pp Significant
SDG-Tagged Projects (%) 31% 65% +34 pp Significant
3rd-Party Impact Assessments (%) 8% 47% +39 pp Significant

Source: MCA Annual Reports; PwC India CSR Survey (2021); KPMG India CSR Reporting Surveys
(2020, 2022); SEBI BRSR filings (2022-24). pp = percentage points.

8. Findings

H1 — Supported: India’s annual CSR expenditure grew 2.9-fold over 2014-24 (CAGR:
11.2%). The SDG India Index rose from 57 (2018) to 71 (2023-24). Pearson r = 0.91 (p <
0.05) at the national level and r = 0.54 (p < 0.05) at the state level confirm a statistically
significant positive relationship between CSR expenditure and SDG progress. OLS
regression (B = 0.0017, p < 0.01, R* = 0.83) confirms CSR as an independent positive
predictor of SDG outcomes, controlling for government spending and GDP growth. Ho; is
rejected; Hai is accepted.

H2 — Strongly Supported: Systematic mapping reveals that 15 of 17 SDGs (88.2%) have
direct or indirect alignment with Schedule VII activities, with a weighted alignment score of
2.61/3.0 (87.0%). Alignment has progressively strengthened across three legislative versions:
2013 (76.5%), 2019 (82.4%), and 2021 (88.2%). Only SDG 14 (Life below Water) has no
alignment. Hoz is rejected; Hao is accepted.
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H3 — Strongly Supported: The HHI of 0.1684 confirms significant sectoral concentration.
Health (28.3%) and education (21.7%) together consume 50% of total CSR, while
environmental SDGs (13, 15) receive only 5.9% and gender/equality SDGs (5, 10) receive
6.1%. SDG 5 (Gender Equality) records the lowest social SDG index score (55) despite
explicit Schedule VII coverage. The data demonstrate that structural alignment at the policy
level (H2) does not translate to proportional investment across all SDGs. Hos is rejected; Has
is accepted.

H4 — Strongly Supported: The 2021 Amendment Rules produced a statistically significant
structural break in compliance behaviour. Compliance rose from 88.2% to 98.9% (p < 0.01);
unspent funds fell from 11.8% to 1.1%. Multi-year project adoption nearly doubled (32% to
61%), SDG-tagged projects more than doubled (31% to 65%), and third-party impact
assessments jumped from 8% to 47%. Interrupted time-series analysis confirms a genuine
policy-induced regime shift in 2021-22. Hoa is rejected; Ha4 is accepted.

9. Conclusion and Recommendation

This study demonstrates that India’s mandatory CSR framework, operating over the period
2014 to 2026, has made a statistically significant and substantively meaningful contribution
to national SDG progress. The evidence across four tested hypotheses points to a coherent
story: CSR is positively correlated with SDG advancement (H1), its regulatory architecture is
structurally aligned with the SDG framework (H2), its developmental impact is constrained
by sectoral concentration (H3), and regulatory reform has substantially improved its quality
and accountability (H4).

Cumulative CSR expenditure exceeding Rs. 1.5 lakh crore over the study period represents
an unprecedented mobilisation of private capital for public good in the developing world.
India’s mandatory CSR model—unique globally in its legislative basis—has demonstrated
that regulatory design can transform corporate charity into structured development
investment. The 2021 Amendment Rules, in particular, mark a pivot from input-compliance
to outcome-accountability, creating the institutional infrastructure needed for SDG-level
impact.

Yet the study also reveals persistent structural weaknesses. The heavy concentration of CSR
in health and education, while addressing urgent human development needs, systematically
under-resources environmental resilience (SDG 13, 15), gender equality (SDG 5), and
reduced inequalities (SDG 10)—goals whose achievement requires precisely the kind of
innovative, patient private capital that CSR can provide. With less than four years to the 2030
SDG deadline, India’s CSR ecosystem must urgently transition from compliance-driven
breadth to impact-driven depth: diversifying its sectoral portfolio, closing its geographic
gaps, and converting the measurement infrastructure created by the 2021 reforms into
actionable SDG intelligence.

16



ESSBC JOURNAL OF BUSINESS STUDIES

ISSN: 2583-8563 (Online)

Peer Reviewed: Volume: IV, Issue: I, January: 2026

Soft copy of the published article is available at https://egrassbcollege.ac.in/journal/
Publisher: Department of Commerce, Egra Sarada Shashi Bhusan College, West Bengal, India
Search your DOI @ https://dx.doi.org/

On the basis of these findings, five specific policy interventions are recommended.

1.

MCA should introduce SDG-differentiated minimum spending sub-floors within
Schedule VII — stipulating, for instance, that at least 15% of a company’s annual CSR
obligation be directed to environmental goals (SDGs 13 & 15) and at least 10% to
gender equality and social inclusion (SDGs 5 & 10). This would directly correct the
sectoral concentration documented under H3 without eliminating corporate discretion
over the remaining budget.

To redress geographic concentration — CSR is heavily clustered in industrially
advanced states such as — Maharashtra, Gujarat, Karnataka — the government should
introduce a “CSR District Credit” mechanism modelled on the Priority Sector
Lending framework: companies spending in NITI Aayog’s 112 Aspirational Districts
should receive an enhanced credit multiplier (e.g., 1.25%) against their 2% obligation.

The BRSR SDG-tagging requirement, currently applicable to the top 1000 listed
companies, should be extended to all Section 135 — eligible firms by 2027-28, this
would close the data gap that currently limits causal inference.

MCA should mandate that Impact Assessments for projects exceeding Rs. 1 crore
include a counter-factual component — comparing outcomes in CSR-recipient
communities against comparable non-recipient communities — to shift the evidentiary
standard from correlation to attribution.

Schedule VII should be formally amended to include a dedicated sub-clause for SDG
14, encompassing coastal and marine eco-system restoration, sustainable fisheries
support and ocean plastic-waste reduction; this single amendment would bring India’s
CSR architecture to full 17-goal coverage.

Taken together, these reforms would position India’s mandatory CSR framework not merely
as a compliance mechanism but as a precision instrument for SDG acceleration in the critical
final years before 2030.

10.Limitations of the Study

1.

The study relies entirely on secondary data; independent verification of corporate
CSR reports, which may exhibit self-reporting bias, is not possible within this
framework.

The study covers only companies subject to Section 135; the CSR activities of
unlisted companies, SMEs, and PSUs below the threshold remain unquantified.
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