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Abstract: 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has evolved from a discretionary practice to a mandatory 

obligation under the Companies Act, 2013 in India. This article critically analyzes the legal implications 

of CSR initiatives, examining its historical development, international and national regulatory 

frameworks, practical implementations through case studies, and ethical considerations. The enactment of 

CSR mandates has significantly increased corporate engagement in social welfare, yet challenges persist 

in ensuring meaningful impact and ethical alignment. The article recommends enhancing accountability 

through rigorous monitoring and clear guidelines, integrating CSR with national development goals, and 

leveraging technology for transparent and effective implementation. Looking forward, the future of CSR 

in India hinges on refining legal mechanisms, fostering genuine corporate responsibility, and aligning 

business strategies with sustainable development objectives to maximize societal impact. 
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1. Introduction: 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has emerged as a pivotal ethos in modern business practices, 

signifying a company’s commitment to contribute positively to society while pursuing its economic 

objectives. The concept of CSR transcends the traditional philanthropic activities of corporations, 

encompassing a broader spectrum of responsibilities that include ethical business practices, environmental 

stewardship, and social welfare. The historical backdrop of CSR is marked by the gradual recognition of 

corporate entities as integral parts of the societal fabric, accountable not only to shareholders but also to a 

wider array of stakeholders including employees, consumers, communities, and the environment.1 

The legal framework for CSR has evolved significantly over the years, with international guidelines and 

national laws increasingly influencing corporate conduct. Internationally, instruments like the OECD 

Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises2 and the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and 

Human Rights3 have set out principles for responsible business conduct. In India, the legislative landscape 

 
1 Arpinder Singh and Saguna Sodhi, “How can CSR Amendment Rules, 2021 bring a measured impact?” EY India, 2021 

available at: https://www.ey.com/en_in/corporate-responsibility/how-can-csr-amendment-rules-2021-bring-a-measured-

impact (last visited June 17, 2024). 
2 OECD, OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises on Responsible Business Conduct (Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development, Paris, France, 2023). 
3 UNGPs, “United Nations Guiding Principles On Business and Human Rights” (United Nations Human Rights Council, 2011). 
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was notably reshaped with the introduction of the Companies Act 2013,4 which mandated certain classes 

of companies to earmark a portion of their profits towards CSR initiatives.5 This move underscored the 

transition from voluntary CSR practices to legally mandated obligations.6 

The amendment to the CSR rules in 2021 further refined the legal contours of CSR in India. It introduced 

specific changes such as a negative list for CSR activities, enhanced accountability for fund utilization, 

and mandatory registration for NGOs involved in implementing CSR projects.7 These changes reflect a 

growing emphasis on transparency, accountability, and measurable impact in corporate social initiatives.8 

The purpose of this article is to critically examine the legal implications that stem from CSR initiatives. It 

aims to dissect the interplay between legal mandates and voluntary corporate actions in the realm of social 

responsibility. Through this lens, the article will analyze how legal frameworks influence corporate 

strategies, assess the effectiveness of legal mechanisms in enforcing CSR standards, and explore the 

challenges faced by businesses in aligning their CSR efforts with regulatory requirements. 

This critical analysis will also consider ethical dimensions within the legal discourse on CSR. It will 

evaluate whether current legal provisions adequately reflect ethical considerations and how they might be 

improved to better serve societal interests. By scrutinizing these aspects, the article intends to contribute 

to the ongoing dialogue on enhancing corporate accountability and fostering sustainable development 

through law. 

 

2. CSR: Definition and Scope: 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) represents a company’s commitment to manage the social, 

environmental, and economic effects of its operations responsibly and in line with public expectations. It 

is about delivering value to shareholders while also honoring values that benefit society. 

The concept of CSR has undergone a significant transformation over the past decades. Initially, it was 

synonymous with philanthropy and companies merely donated to charities without integrating this into 

their business strategies. However, as societal expectations changed, so did the role of CSR. Carroll’s four-

part definition of CSR in 1979 laid the groundwork for what CSR would become.9 It emphasized that 

businesses have responsibilities that span beyond economic and legal obligations to include ethical and 

philanthropic duties.10 

 
4 The Companies Act, 2013. Section 135 of the Companies Act, 2013 mandates that certain companies in India, based on their 

net worth, turnover, or net profit, must establish a Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) committee. This committee is 

responsible for formulating and monitoring the CSR policy, ensuring that the company spends at least 2% of its average net 

profits from the preceding three financial years on CSR activities. The Act aims to encourage companies to contribute to societal 

development and welfare, promoting sustainability and ethical business practices. 
5 “Top 10 Corporate Social Responsibility Trends (2023),” StartUs Insights, 2023 available at: https://www.startus-

insights.com/innovators-guide/corporate-social-responsibility-trends/ (last visited June 17, 2024). 
6 Dr Vinod Kumar Bagoria, “Emerging trends in corporate social responsibility (CSR) in India,” 7 International Journal of 

Advanced Research and Development 5–9 (2022). 
7 The Companies (Corporate Social Responsibility Policy) Amendment Rules, 2021. It introduced significant changes to CSR 

regulations in India. Key amendments include mandatory impact assessment for large CSR projects, allowing excess CSR 

spending to be set off against future obligations, and specifying that unspent CSR funds must be transferred to specified funds 

within a set timeframe. These changes aim to enhance transparency, accountability, and the effectiveness of CSR initiatives, 

ensuring that corporate contributions have a meaningful impact on society. 
8 Mohammad Kaif, “Corporate Social Responsibility in India: Legal Framework & Recent Developments” Tax Guru, 2023 

available at: https://taxguru.in/company-law/corporate-social-responsibility-india-legal-framework-developments.html (last 

visited June 17, 2024). 
9 Hency Thacker, “Understanding the Four Levels of CSR” The CSR Journal (2019). 
10 Maria Roszkowska-Menkes, “Definitions of CSR,” in S. O. Idowu, R. Schmidpeter, et al. (eds.), Encyclopedia of Sustainable 

Management 1106–12 (Springer International Publishing, Cham, 2023). 
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In recent years, the concept of ‘shared value’ has emerged, where companies create economic value in a 

way that also creates value for society by addressing its challenges.11 This approach goes beyond the 

traditional focus on charity and compliance and seeks to align business opportunities with social and 

environmental benefits.12 

Legally, CSR has evolved from being an optional ethical strategy to a mandatory requirement in some 

jurisdictions. The legal framework for CSR varies across countries but generally involves a combination 

of international guidelines like the United Nations Global Compact,13 and national laws such as the 

Companies Act 2013 in India. These laws mandate certain businesses to allocate funds for CSR activities, 

thus embedding social responsibility into corporate governance.14 

The legal perspective on CSR emphasizes that while businesses must pursue profitability, they should also 

ensure their operations do not harm society or the environment. This dual focus on profit and social good 

reflects a growing recognition of the interconnectedness of business success with societal well-being. 

 

3. Legal Framework Governing CSR: 

The legal framework for Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) encompasses a myriad of international 

regulations and national laws that collectively shape corporate conduct in relation to social welfare and 

environmental stewardship. 

3.1. International Regulations: 

At the international level, CSR is influenced by a variety of instruments that set forth expectations for 

corporate behavior. The United Nations Global Compact urges businesses to adopt sustainable and socially 

responsible policies,15 while the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises offer non-binding 

principles for responsible business conduct, including human rights, employment, and environmental 

standards.16 The ILO’s Tripartite Declaration of Principles concerning Multinational Enterprises and 

Social Policy provides guidance on social policy considerations for multinational enterprises.17 The UN 

 
11 Mauricio Andrés Latapí Agudelo, Lára Jóhannsdóttir and Brynhildur Davídsdóttir, “A literature review of the history and 

evolution of corporate social responsibility,” 4 International Journal of Corporate Social Responsibility 1 (2019). 
12 Casey Schoff, “The Evolution of Corporate Social Responsibility” Ecolytics, 2024 available at: 

https://www.ecolytics.io/blog/evolution-of-csr (last visited June 17, 2024). 
13 “The Ten Principles,” United Nations Global Compact, 2000 available at: https://unglobalcompact.org/what-is-

gc/mission/principles (last visited June 19, 2024) The United Nations Global Compact outlines ten guiding principles for 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), focusing on human rights, labor, environment, and anti-corruption. These principles 

encourage businesses to support and respect the protection of internationally proclaimed human rights, uphold the freedom of 

association, eliminate forced and child labor, support environmental sustainability, and combat corruption in all its forms. By 

adhering to these principles, companies commit to ethical and sustainable business practices that contribute to broader societal 

goals. 
14 Nandini Bahl, “Corporate Social Responsibility: Legal Perspectives and Practical Challenges” Lawyers in India available at: 

https://legalserviceindia.com/legal/article-16395-corporate-social-responsibility-legal-perspectives-and-practical-

challenges.html (last visited June 17, 2024). 
15 “The Ten Principles,” United Nations Global Compact, 2000 available at: https://unglobalcompact.org/what-is-

gc/mission/principles (last visited June 19, 2024). 
16 OECD, OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises on Responsible Business Conduct (Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development, Paris, France, 2023). The OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises on Responsible Business 

Conduct provide comprehensive recommendations for responsible business practices in areas such as human rights, labor rights, 

environment, anti-bribery, consumer interests, and disclosure. These guidelines promote positive contributions to economic, 

environmental, and social progress worldwide. They encourage multinational enterprises to operate transparently, respect the 

rights of stakeholders, and avoid adverse impacts of their operations. The guidelines are a key international standard for CSR, 

aiming to foster sustainable development and ethical business conduct. 
17 ILO, “Tripartite Declaration of Principles concerning Multinational Enterprises and Social Policy” (International Labour 

Organization, 2022). It was established by the International Labour Organization (ILO) to sets out guidelines for businesses on 
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Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights outline a global standard for preventing and addressing 

the risk of adverse impacts on human rights linked to business activity.18 Additionally, the Global 

Reporting Initiative (GRI) provides a comprehensive framework for sustainability reporting, which is 

widely used by corporations to disclose their economic, environmental, and social performance.19 

A systematic literature review identified 229 international CSR instruments produced by 

intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) and international nongovernmental organizations (INGOs), 

categorized according to an adapted classification framework. These instruments serve as a reference point 

for understanding how international regulations on CSR are converging.20 

3.2. National Laws and Policies in India: 

India’s approach to CSR is unique in that it mandates CSR spending by law. The Companies Act, 2013 

under Section 135 requires certain companies to allocate at least 2% of their average net profits over the 

past three financial years towards CSR activities. Schedule VII of the Act lists eligible CSR activities, 

which encompass education, poverty alleviation, gender equality, hunger relief, environmental 

sustainability, heritage protection, among others.21 

The Companies (CSR Policy) Rules, 2014 further detail the implementation and reporting requirements 

for CSR activities.22 These rules emphasize transparency and accountability in the execution of CSR 

initiatives. India’s legislative mandate for CSR reflects its commitment to sustainable economic, social, 

and environmental practices. 

The Indian legal framework for CSR is complemented by various tax implications outlined under the 

Income Tax Act and Goods and Services Tax (GST) regulations. Companies must navigate these tax 

implications while planning and implementing their CSR activities.23 

 

4. CSR in Practice: 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in India has evolved into a robust model of sustainable 

development and community engagement, with numerous case studies highlighting both the successes and 

challenges faced by companies in implementing their CSR initiatives. 

 
social policy and inclusive, sustainable development. It addresses employment, training, working conditions, and industrial 

relations, promoting fair and equitable treatment of workers worldwide. The declaration encourages multinational enterprises 

to contribute positively to economic and social progress, ensuring that their operations respect workers’ rights and foster decent 

work environments. This framework supports the integration of social considerations into business practices. 
18 Hui Wen and George Deltas, “Global corporate social responsibility reporting regulation,” 40 Contemporary Economic Policy 

98–103 (2021). 
19 David Robles-Elorza, Leire San-Jose and Sara Urionabarrenetxea, “Regulation of CSR from International, European, and 

Spanish Viewpoints,” in S. Seifi (ed.), The Palgrave Handbook of Corporate Social Responsibility 1–23 (Springer International 

Publishing, Cham, 2020). 
20 Osman El-Said et al., “Mapping corporate social responsibility practices at the international level: systematic review and 

content analysis approach,” 13 Sustainability Accounting, Management and Policy Journal 803–25 (2022). 
21 Venkat Raj, “Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in India: A Comprehensive Guide” Tax Guru, 2023 available at: 

https://taxguru.in/company-law/omprehensive-guide-corporate-social-responsibility-csr-india.html (last visited June 18, 2024). 
22 The Companies (Corporate Social Responsibility Policy) Rules, 2014. It outlines the framework for implementing CSR 

activities as mandated by Section 135 of the Companies Act, 2013. These rules specify the criteria for CSR expenditure, the 

formation of a CSR committee, and the development and reporting of CSR policies. They require companies to focus on 

activities listed in Schedule VII of the Act, such as education, poverty eradication, and environmental sustainability. The rules 

ensure that companies integrate social responsibility into their business models, fostering transparency and accountability in 

their CSR initiatives. 
23 CMA Md Rehan, “CSR in India: A Comprehensive Guide to Regulations and Frameworks” Tax Guru, 2023 available at: 

https://taxguru.in/company-law/csr-india-comprehensive-guide-regulations-frameworks.html#google_vignette (last visited 

June 18, 2024). 
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4.1. Case Studies of CSR Initiatives: 

• Tata Group’s Social Alpha: This initiative focuses on incubating social innovations, fostering 

startups that address critical social, economic, and environmental challenges through technology and 

entrepreneurship.24 

• ITC’s E-Choupal: Revolutionizing agriculture through technology, E-Choupal empowers farmers by 

providing them with internet access for better market insights, thus improving their livelihoods.25 

• HUL’s Project Shakti: Empowering women entrepreneurs, Project Shakti has created a network of 

female micro-entrepreneurs across rural India, enhancing their income and status within their 

communities.26 

• Mahindra Group’s Project Hariyali: Aiming to nurture India’s greenery, this project has led to the 

planting of millions of trees, contributing to environmental sustainability and carbon footprint 

reduction.27 

• Infosys Springboard: Revolutionizing education through digital platforms, Infosys Springboard 

offers free online courses to students, enhancing their skills and employability.28 

4.2. Legal Challenges and Successes: 

The legal landscape for CSR in India presents both challenges and opportunities. The Companies Act, 

2013 mandates CSR spending for certain companies, which has led to a significant increase in CSR 

activities across the country. However, regulatory complexities and resource constraints pose challenges 

for effective implementation.29 

Successes include notable improvements in areas such as education, healthcare, and environmental 

sustainability. Collaborative efforts between corporations, government bodies, and non-governmental 

organizations have led to innovative solutions addressing societal issues.30 

However, there is a need for greater clarity regarding what constitutes eligible CSR spend and how 

companies can best align their initiatives with national development goals.31 The lack of standardized 

impact measurement also hinders the assessment of CSR initiatives’ effectiveness.32 

 

5. Critical Analysis: 

The enactment of the Companies Act, 2013, marked a significant shift in India’s approach to Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR). With Section 135 mandating CSR activities for certain companies, India 

 
24 Hency Thacker, “Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) as a Catalyst for Social Innovation in India” The CSR Journal, 2023 

available at: https://thecsrjournal.in/corporate-social-responsibility-csr-as-a-catalyst-for-social-innovation-in-

india/#google_vignette (last visited June 18, 2024). 
25 Consultivo Admin, “CSR Compendium - Inspiring Snapshots of Impactful CSR Projects in India” Consultivo, 2021 available 

at: https://consultivo.in/knowledge-bank/csr-projects-case-studies-india/ (last visited June 18, 2024). 
26 Hency Thacker, “Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) as a Catalyst for Social Innovation in India” The CSR Journal, 2023 

available at: https://thecsrjournal.in/corporate-social-responsibility-csr-as-a-catalyst-for-social-innovation-in-

india/#google_vignette (last visited June 18, 2024). 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Sweta Verma, “Corporate Social Responsibility- CSR Legislation in India, its Importance and Drawbacks” Legal Bites, 2024 

available at: https://www.legalbites.in/topics/articles/corporate-social-responsibility-csr-legislation-in-india-its-importance-

and-drawbacks-1000760 (last visited June 18, 2024). 
30 Trisha and Dr. Rajiv Kumar Bhartiya, “CSR: A Critical Study On Social, Legal, And Economic Issues In India,” 5 

International Journal of Research Publication and Reviews 6816–21 (2024). 
31 Sangeeta Waldron, “Corporate Social Responsibility Challenges In India” India CSR Network, 2022 available at: 

https://indiacsr.in/corporate-social-responsibility-challenges-in-india/ (last visited June 18, 2024). 
32 Varun Kumar, “Corporate Social Responsibility in India: Issues and Challenges,” 4 Law Audience Journal 14–27 (2022). 
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became one of the first countries to legislate CSR spending.33 This legal obligation has undoubtedly 

increased CSR activities; however, its effectiveness in achieving sustainable social development remains 

debatable. 

5.1. Effectiveness of Current Legal Mechanisms: 

The Companies (CSR Policy) Amendment Rules, 2021, introduced tools like Impact Assessment to 

measure and evaluate the outcomes of CSR initiatives.34 Despite these measures, studies indicate that the 

impact on targeted communities is not always significant.35 Compliance often reflects a tick-box exercise 

rather than a genuine effort towards social welfare.36 

The lack of stringent monitoring and enforcement mechanisms has led to discrepancies in implementation. 

The broad definition of CSR under Schedule VII allows companies to claim various expenditures as CSR, 

diluting the intended societal impact.37 

5.2. Ethical Considerations in CSR Enforcement: 

Ethically, CSR should embody genuine contributions to societal development and environmental 

sustainability. However, instances of ‘greenwashing’ are prevalent, where companies project an eco-

friendly image without substantial operational changes. 

The selection of CSR projects often aligns more with company interests than community needs, raising 

questions about the altruism behind such initiatives. This practice undermines the ethical foundation of 

CSR, which is to prioritize societal over business interests. 

To sum up, while India’s legal framework for CSR sets a precedent for corporate accountability, its 

effectiveness is hampered by lax enforcement and ethical ambiguities. Strengthening oversight 

mechanisms and fostering a culture of genuine corporate responsibility are imperative for realizing the 

true potential of CSR initiatives. 

 

6. Future Directions: 

The landscape of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in India is rapidly evolving, influenced by global 

trends, technological advancements, and legal reforms. As we look towards the future, it is imperative to 

consider the trajectory of CSR in India and how it can be shaped to maximize social impact while aligning 

with business objectives. 

6.1. Recommendations for Legal Reforms: 

The legal framework governing CSR in India has undergone significant changes since the introduction of 

mandatory CSR spending under the Companies Act, 2013. However, there is room for further refinement: 

• Enhanced Accountability: Strengthening the enforcement mechanisms to ensure compliance with 

CSR obligations is crucial. This includes regular audits, public disclosure of CSR activities, and 

stringent penalties for non-compliance. 

 
33 “Analysis of CSR Expenditure and Its Impact in India: Top 15 Facts,” India CSR Network, 2023 available at: 

https://indiacsr.in/analysis-csr-expenditure-impact-india-top-15-facts/ (last visited June 18, 2024). 
34 Dr. Chowdappa V A, “An Analysis of Challenges of CSR Activities in India,” 11 Journal of Research in Humanities and 

Social Science 145–9 (2023). 
35 Soumitra Pandey et al., “Building High-Impact CSR Programs in India” The Bridgespan Group, 2021 available at: 

https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/building-high-impact-csr-programs-in-india (last visited June 18, 2024). 
36 Moinak Goswami et al., The India CSR Outlook Report (ICOR) 2023 20 (India CSR, Raigarh, Chhattisgarh, 2023). 
37 Shankar Parameshwaran, “How India’s CSR Experience Can Shape ESG Strategies” Knowledge at Wharton : A business 

journal from the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania (2023). 
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• Incentivization Schemes: Offering tax incentives or other benefits to companies that exceed their 

CSR obligations could encourage more investment in social initiatives. 

• Integration with National Priorities: Aligning CSR activities with national development goals can 

lead to a more strategic approach to social welfare and economic development. 

• Promotion of Impact Assessment: Mandating impact assessments for CSR projects can help quantify 

their social benefits and guide future investments. 

6.2. Predictions for CSR Trends: 

The future trends in CSR are likely to be characterized by innovation, collaboration, and a focus on 

sustainability: 

• Technology-Driven Solutions: The use of technology in monitoring and implementing CSR projects 

will become more prevalent, allowing for greater transparency and efficiency. 

• Collaborative Efforts: Partnerships between corporations, NGOs, and government bodies are 

expected to increase, leading to more impactful CSR initiatives. 

• Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): Aligning CSR activities with SDGs will become a priority 

for businesses seeking to contribute to global sustainability efforts. 

• Local Community Engagement: There will be a greater emphasis on involving local communities in 

the planning and execution of CSR projects to ensure that they address real needs. 

Ultimately, the future of CSR in India holds great promise if guided by thoughtful legal reforms and driven 

by innovative trends that prioritize social welfare alongside business growth. 

 

7. Conclusion: 

Throughout this article, we have explored the multifaceted landscape of Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR) from a legal perspective, focusing on its evolution, current frameworks, practical implementations, 

critical analyses, and future directions in India. Initially rooted in philanthropic gestures, CSR has evolved 

into a strategic imperative for businesses, intertwining economic goals with societal responsibilities. 

The enactment of the Companies Act, 2013 marked a pivotal moment, mandating CSR spending for 

eligible companies in India. This legislative mandate aimed to institutionalize corporate contributions 

towards societal development, reflecting a paradigm shift towards responsible business conduct. 

Subsequent amendments, such as those in 2021, introduced measures to enhance accountability and 

transparency in CSR practices, yet challenges persist in ensuring meaningful impact assessment and 

ethical alignment. 

As we look to the future, the trajectory of CSR in India hinges on leveraging legal reforms to strengthen 

enforcement mechanisms and foster a culture of genuine corporate responsibility. The effectiveness of 

CSR initiatives must be measured not merely by financial disbursements but by their tangible benefits to 

communities and sustainable development goals. There is a pressing need for clearer guidelines on eligible 

CSR activities and rigorous oversight to mitigate the risk of greenwashing and ensure that CSR efforts 

align with broader national priorities. 

Moreover, the integration of technology-driven solutions, collaborative partnerships, and a sharper focus 

on sustainable development goals (SDGs) will shape the next phase of CSR practices. Engaging local 

communities and stakeholders in the design and execution of CSR projects will be crucial to addressing 

real societal needs and enhancing long-term impact. 

In conclusion, while India's legal framework for CSR represents a commendable stride towards corporate 

accountability and societal welfare, continuous refinement and proactive measures are essential to realize 
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the full potential of CSR as a catalyst for sustainable development. By embracing these challenges and 

opportunities, businesses can not only fulfill their legal obligations but also contribute meaningfully to 

inclusive growth and environmental stewardship, thereby embodying the true spirit of Corporate Social 

Responsibility in the years to come. 
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