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Abstract

In the modern corporate landscape, CSR has become an important strategic tool for
brand building. This paper explores how leading Indian companies leverage CSR initiatives
to strengthen their brand image, enhance consumer trust, and establish long-term corporate
credibility. The study examines CSR projects implemented across various sectors to identify
the branding strategies underlying these initiatives. It further analyses the role of CSR in
creating brand equity and competitive advantage while fostering positive social impact. The
paper also reviews the future CSR commitments and sustainability agendas of major Indian
corporations, emphasizing their contribution to national development and sustainable growth.
The study concludes that effective CSR practices not only fulfil social responsibilities but
also serve as a powerful branding mechanism, enabling companies to achieve business

objectives while advancing the vision of a sustainable India.
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1. Introduction

Corporate Social Responsibility has emerged as a central pillar of business
innovation, brand identity, and competitive differentiation. In India, Section 135 of the
Companies Act, 2013 created one of the world’s first statutory CSR mandates, compelling
qualifying companies to invest two per cent of average net profits in socially beneficial
activities. Leading Indian corporations have recognised that authentic CSR transcends
regulatory compliance to become a powerful instrument of brand equity creation and shared
value generation. By integrating social and environmental concerns into core business
strategies, companies strengthen stakeholder trust, enhance corporate reputation, and

contribute to long-term sustainable development. Consequently, CSR has evolved from a
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philanthropic obligation into a strategic approach that aligns business growth with societal

progress and environmental stewardship.
2. Research Methodology

This study adopts a doctrinal and qualitative research methodology. Primary sources include
the Companies Act, 2013, CSR Rules, and SEBI sustainability reporting framework.
Secondary sources comprise annual reports, sustainability disclosures, government reports,
and academic literature. The study uses comparative case analysis of Tata, Reliance, Infosys,
and Mahindra to evaluate how CSR contributes to strategic branding and sustainability

commitments.

3.Legal Framework Governing CSR in India

Section 135 of the Companies Act, 2013 constitutes a landmark in global corporate
law as one of the first legislative provisions mandating CSR expenditure. Companies meeting
the prescribed thresholds of net worth of X500 crore or more, turnover of 1,000 crore or
more, or net profit of I5 crore or more are required to constitute a Board-level CSR
Committee. Such companies must spend at least two per cent of their average net profits of
the preceding three financial years on Schedule VII activities, encompassing education,
health, environmental sustainability, rural development, and skill promotion.! The Companies
(CSR Policy) Amendment Rules, 2021 further strengthened accountability by mandating
independent impact assessments for all projects exceeding X1 crore, requiring third-party

evaluation of ongoing multi-year projects.’

SEBI’s Business Responsibility and Sustainability Reporting (BRSR) framework,
mandatory for the top 1,000 listed companies from 2022-23, extended CSR-related
disclosure obligations to comprehensive ESG metrics aligned with the Global Reporting
Initiative (GRI) and Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD).® The
Ministry of Corporate Affairs’ National Guidelines on Responsible Business Conduct further
embedded CSR within a nine-principle responsible business framework, linking social

performance directly to governance quality and market competitiveness.*

4. CSR Initiatives of Leading Indian Companies

! Companies Act 2013, s 135(5); Companies (Corporate Social Responsibility Policy) Rules 2014, r 4.

Z Companies (Corporate Social Responsibility Policy) Amendment Rules 2021, r 4(5).

® Securities and Exchange Board of India, Circular on Business Responsibility and Sustainability Reporting,
SEBI/LAD-NRO/GN/2021/22, dated 10 May 2021.

* Ministry of Corporate Affairs, Government of India, National Guidelines on Responsible Business Conduct
(2019), p. 3.
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4.1 Tata Group

The Tata Group represents the most enduring example of CSR-as-brand-identity in
Indian corporate history. Long before the statutory mandate, Tata established the Tata
Institute of Social Sciences (1936) and Tata Memorial Hospital (1941), operationalising a
philosophy of institutional social investment. In 2022-23, Tata companies collectively
disbursed over 1,300 crore in CSR expenditure, channelled through Tata Trusts and
individual company programmes.®> Key innovation-linked initiatives include Tata Strive, a
skill development programme that has trained over 1,50,000 youth in alignment with the
National Skill Development Mission and the Tata Water Mission, which deploys digital
monitoring technologies for rural drinking water access.® TCS’s BridgeIT programme
connects rural schools to digital learning infrastructure, directly exemplifying the academia—
industry collaboration dimension of the conference theme.” This multi-decade accumulation
of authentic social capital is the foundation of Tata’s consistent ranking among India’s most

trusted brands.

4.2 Reliance Industries

Reliance Foundation reported direct beneficiary outreach exceeding 60 million
individuals across 44,000 villages in 2022-23, making it one of the world’s largest private
CSR operations.® The Foundation’s six thematic focus areas - rural transformation, education,
health, sports for development, disaster response, and arts and heritage are each designed for
maximum brand resonance alongside social impact.® The Jio digital revolution reducing data
costs by over 95 per cent and democratising internet access across rural and semi-urban India
operationalised a powerful CSR-adjacent narrative of digital inclusion, advancing SDG 9
while constructing a brand identity of national technological empowerment. Reliance
Foundation’s free telemedicine services and COVID-19 relief operations further reinforced

CSR as a real-time brand investment during national crisis.

4.3 Infosys

Infosys represents the most sophisticated integration of CSR with ESG strategy
among India’s leading corporations. The Infosys Foundation, established in 1996, operates

programmes across healthcare infrastructure, education, rural development, arts, and disaster

® Tata Sons, Integrated Annual Report 2022—-23 (2023) 48.
® Tata Trusts, Annual Report 202223 (2023) 12.

" 1bid., 15.

® Reliance Foundation, Annual Report 202223 (2023) 6

® Ibid., 22.
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relief.’® The Springboard digital upskilling programme, offering free online learning to over
10 million learners, exemplifies academia—industry collaboration by bridging national skill
gaps while reinforcing Infosys’s brand as a knowledge economy enabler. For a company
whose Fortune 500 clients impose stringent supply chain sustainability standards, ESG
performance functions simultaneously as CSR discharge and business development asset in
global B2B markets.

4.4 Mahindra Group

The Mahindra Group’s ‘Rise for Good’ brand ethos is operationalised through the
Mahindra Foundation and K.C. Mahindra Education Trust (KCMET), focusing on education,
rural livelihoods, disability, and environmental sustainability."* Nanhi Kali, the Group’s
flagship girl-child education programme, has supported over five lakh girls from
marginalised communities across 12 states, making it one of India’s largest corporate-funded
female education initiatives.”> Mahindra Pride Schools, linking vocational training for rural
tribal youth to the Group’s manufacturing talent pipelines, exemplify shared value creation

through skill-development CSR.
5. Key Strategies Driving Branding

5.1 Credibility Through Targeted Geographic and Community Engagement — Tata
Group

The Tata Group follows a values-driven CSR model rooted in ethical governance, social
responsibility, and inclusive growth. Tata structures its CSR initiatives across education,
health, water, sanitation, livelihoods, environment and its geography and target-community
logic, defining target groups by gender, identity, age, disability, and occupation, and
clarifying whether activity is concentrated near operating sites or spread nationally.

Tata strengthens its brand not primarily through collaborative partnerships but through the
credibility generated by its sustained social contributions and the national and international
recognition which builds Tata’s ethical and socially responsible business conduct that
reinforce its corporate image and public trust. Through this strategy, Tata converts social
commitment into reputational capital and establishes itself as a socially responsible and

value-driven brand.

1% Infosys Limited, Environmental, Social and Governance Report 2022-23 (2023) 22.
1 Mahindra & Mahindra, Sustainability Report 2022-23 (2023) 17.
12 K . Mahindra Education Trust, Impact Report 2022 (2022) 4.
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5.2 Partnership and Infrastructure Strategy — Reliance Industries

Reliance adopts a development-oriented approach by investing in infrastructure creation and
community welfare initiatives. The company focuses on education, healthcare, rural
transformation, and livelihood enhancement. Through large-scale projects and social
investment programs, Reliance strengthens its public image while creating measurable

developmental outcomes.
5.3 Volunteerism and Collaborative Strategy — Infosys

Infosys follows a partnership-based CSR strategy that involves collaboration with
foundations, government agencies, and local institutions. Its initiatives emphasize digital
inclusion, healthcare transformation, women’s empowerment, rural development, and skill-
building. By leveraging institutional partnerships, Infosys ensures sustainability, broader

outreach, and effective implementation of social programs.

Infosys has adopted employee volunteering as a key CSR strategy, encouraging employees to
contribute their time and skills towards education, healthcare, environmental conservation,
and disaster relief initiatives. Through a strong culture of volunteerism, the company
mobilised over 48,000 volunteers who contributed more than 1,50,000 volunteer hours,
positively impacting over two lakh lives'®. This strategy promotes sustainable community
development while fostering social responsibility, empathy, and civic engagement among

employees.
5.4 Stakeholder Engagement Strategy — Mahindra & Mahindra

Mahindra & Mahindra adopts a stakeholder-centric approach that prioritizes social and
community development as essential components of sustainable growth. The company
emphasizes education, skill development, health, and environmental protection. Continuous
engagement with local communities and feedback mechanisms enables the company to align

CSR initiatives with actual social needs.

6. CSR as Business Innovation

The concept of shared value, developed by Michael Porter and Mark Kramer, argues
that businesses can create economic value by simultaneously generating social value.

According to this thesis, corporate success and societal progress are interdependent, and

3 Infosys Foundation, Infosys Foundation — Supporting Underprivileged Sections of Society, available at:
www.infosys.org (last visited June 26, 2026).


https://www.infosys.org/infosys-foundation.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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companies achieve sustainable competitive advantage when social challenges are integrated

into core business strategy rather than treated as peripheral philanthropy.

The following examples illustrate the innovation dimensions that drive the transformation of

CSR into sustained brand value.

6.1 Digital innovation: TCS BridgelT and Infosys Springboard leverage technology to scale
social impact while building talent pipelines and digital brand recognition.

6.2 Environmental innovation: Infosys’s carbon neutrality and Mahindra’s renewable
energy transition create a triple dividend of social impact, operational cost savings, and

institutional investor ESG compliance.

6.3 Healthcare innovation: Reliance Foundation’s telemedicine infrastructure and Tata
Memorial’s cancer research position parent groups as contributors to India’s public health

architecture.

6.4 Skill development: Tata Strive, Mahindra Pride Schools, and Infosys Springboard
address India’s skill gap while feeding corporate talent pipelines.

6.5 Community development: Village adoption, water missions, and agricultural support
programmes simultaneously address developmental deficits and expand consumer markets in

aspirational rural demographics.

These dimensions align with Porter and Kramer’s shared value thesis:** When
Reliance’s Jio democratises internet access, it expands Reliance’s own consumer base; when
Tata Strive trains skilled workers, it feeds manufacturing talent pipelines. This alignment of
social investment with business interests is the essence of shared value CSR that is
simultaneously authentic and strategically rational. Alignment of corporate CSR programmes
with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals™ creates an international

accountability framework resonant with global investors.

7. Sustainability Commitments and Future Trends

Tata Group companies have undertaken several impactful programmes to promote
sustainable development. The JalAadhar Integrated Watershed Programme implemented in

drought-prone regions of Maharashtra, targeting communities near the plants within a 5 sq.

4 Porter and Kramer, (n 1) 68.

15 United Nations General Assembly, Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,
Resolution A/RES/70/1 (2015) 14.
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km radius, resulting in savings of 50,000 litres of water daily, 320 saplings planted, focuses
on increasing groundwater levels, improving water-use efficiency, and enhancing farmer
income through activities such as trench creation, desilting of water bodies, farm pond
construction, micro-irrigation, crop diversification, and water management. By FY20, more
than 5,000 hectares had undergone soil and water treatment under 6,648 hectares of
watershed management. Similarly, Tata Consulting Engineers implemented water
management and income generation programmes in tribal villages of Malghar and Hateri in
Jawhar Block, Palghar, Maharashtra, benefiting 203 families through solar water installations
that save 50,000 litres of water daily and reduce electricity costs. Additional interventions
such as water wheels, vegetable cultivation, and Thai Guava plantations improved both
livelihoods and environmental sustainability. Further, Tata Capital’s “The Green Switch”
project addressed energy inequality by electrifying 598 households across 13 tribal hamlets in
Maharashtra through decentralised solar off-grid systems, positively impacting 3,408 lives.

Sustainability through CSR extends beyond environmental conservation to include
biodiversity protection and wildlife welfare, as reflected in the Vantara (Star of the Forest)
initiative. Launched by Reliance Industries and Reliance Foundation, Vantara is a pioneering
wildlife rescue, treatment, rehabilitation, and conservation project spread across 3,500 acres
within the green belt of the Jamnagar Refinery Complex in Gujarat'®. Designed as a carefully
curated natural habitat, the initiative provides a safe and enriching environment for injured,
abused, endangered, and threatened animals from India and across the world. Vantara
combines welfare-focused and science-driven care through world-class veterinary facilities,
multi-specialty wildlife hospitals, specialised nutrition, and expert rehabilitation services to
support both lifelong care and reintegration of native species into natural habitats where
possible. The initiative also strengthens global conservation efforts through scientific
breeding programmes, habitat restoration, and partnerships with international organisations to

protect endangered species and preserve ecosystems.

Infosys strengthened its environmental and community-focused CSR initiatives through
large-scale conservation and volunteer engagement programs. In 2025, the company launched
agroforestry projects and planted approximately 4,07,000 saplings to support carbon
sequestration and ecological restoration. Infosys Foundation volunteers further contributed to

reforestation by creating over 200,000 seedballs for afforestation projects across India. The

16 Reliance Industries Limited, Reliance Foundation — Corporate Social Responsibility, available at:
https://www.ril.com/about/corporate-social-responsibility/reliance-foundation (last visited June 26, 2026).
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company also undertook restoration of Annojiguda Lake through a community-led clean-up
drive, removing two truckloads of garbage and sewage waste to improve the local ecosystem.
In animal welfare, Infosys Hyderabad DC volunteers supported Blue Cross of Hyderabad by
providing care for around 120 shelter animals. Through the Clean India campaign, more
than 1,000 Infosys volunteers participated in community initiatives including promoting
waste segregation in Bengaluru, improving sanitation and hygiene in Bhubaneswar, and

conducting city cleaning drives across Hyderabad, Chennai, and Pune'’.

The Mahindra & Mahindra strengthened sustainable agricultural practices by collaborating
with international expert Mr. Bothma and scientists from the National Research Centre for
Grapes (NRCG), while organising educational tours that encouraged knowledge sharing and
benefited more than 300 farmers. To address environmental concerns, Mahindra undertook
greenhouse gas (GHG) assessments and implemented emission reduction strategies, including
minimising plastic use in packaging and conducting extensive tree plantation programmes.
Between 2016 and 2019, the company planted 9,700 endangered trees and reinforced
responsible water management through an Internal Assurance Statement on water
stewardship, committing to recharge at least 75% of the water consumed in its operations.
Further advancing its environmental commitments, Mahindra planted 6,799 saplings in FY
2024-25 in partnership with Sankalp Taru, taking the cumulative plantation count to 1,73,814
since FY 2013. Through Project Hariyali, Mahindra has strengthened its commitment to
environmental sustainability with the initial target of planting one million trees by 2008 to
increase the green cover. As part of this continuing effort, around 5,000 trees were planted in
2020-21 around Mahindra World City, Jaipur, contributing to carbon sequestration,
biodiversity conservation, and supporting the company’s broader Environmental, Social, and
Governance (ESG) and sustainability objectives. These examples span different reporting
years and are included to illustrate continuity in CSR strategy rather than temporal

comparison.

8. Conclusion

This paper has demonstrated that Corporate Social Responsibility in India has
traversed a remarkable arc from colonial-era philanthropy, through statutory mandate, to

strategic business innovation. The future effectiveness of Corporate Social Responsibility in

" Mahindra Lifespaces, CSR Strategy and Governance, available at:
https://www.mahindralifespaces.com/sustainability-impacts/csr-strategy-governance/ (last visited June 26,
2026).
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India will depend not merely on statutory expenditure requirements but on measurable social
outcomes, transparent reporting mechanisms, and the integration of CSR into long-term

corporate strategy.

As Indian corporations increasingly align CSR commitments with broader
sustainability and ESG objectives, success will be determined by their ability to create
enduring environmental and social value. This transition is reflected in emerging corporate
targets such as Tata Group’s commitment towards achieving carbon neutrality by 2050 and
large-scale renewable energy ambitions aimed at developing an end-to-end renewable energy
ecosystem capable of enabling at least 100 GW of solar energy capacity by 2030. Such
initiatives demonstrate that contemporary CSR is evolving beyond philanthropy into a
strategic framework that links business innovation, sustainability leadership, and national
development goals. Companies that embed accountability, measurable impact, and
sustainability within their corporate identity will emerge as the architects of a resilient and

sustainable India.
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