
INDIAN JOURNAL OF
LEGAL REVIEW

VOLUME 6 AND ISSUE 4 OF 2026

INSTITUTE OF LEGAL EDUCATION



 
 
 

 

INDIAN JOURNAL OF LEGAL REVIEW  

APIS – 3920 – 0001 | ISSN - 2583-2344 

(Open Access Journal) 

Journal’s Home Page – https://ijlr.iledu.in/ 

Journal’s Editorial Page - https://ijlr.iledu.in/editorial-board/  

Volume 6 and Issue 4 of 2026 (Access Full Issue on - https://ijlr.iledu.in/volume-6-
and-issue-4-of-2026/) 

Publisher 

Prasanna S, 

Chairman of Institute of Legal Education  

No. 08, Arul Nagar, Seera Thoppu, 

Maudhanda Kurichi, Srirangam, 

Tiruchirappalli – 620102 

Phone : +91 73059 14348 - info@iledu.in / Chairman@iledu.in  

 

© Institute of Legal Education 

Copyright Disclaimer: All rights are reserve with Institute of Legal Education. No part of the 
material published on this website (Articles or Research Papers including those published 
in this journal) may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any 
means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, 
without the prior written permission of the publisher. For more details refer 
https://ijlr.iledu.in/terms-and-condition/  

https://ijlr.iledu.in/
https://ijlr.iledu.in/editorial-board/
https://ijlr.iledu.in/volume-6-and-issue-4-of-2026/
https://ijlr.iledu.in/volume-6-and-issue-4-of-2026/
mailto:info@iledu.in
mailto:Chairman@iledu.in
https://ijlr.iledu.in/terms-and-condition/


 

 

521 | P a g e             J o u r n a l  H o m e  P a g e  –  h t t p s : / / i j l r . i l e d u . i n /     

INDIAN JOURNAL OF LEGAL REVIEW [IJLR – IF SCORE – 7.58] 

VOLUME 6 AND ISSUE 4 OF 2026  

APIS – 3920 - 0001 (and)   ISSN - 2583-2344 

Published by 

Institute of Legal Education 

https://iledu.in 

 

OPERATIONALIZING THE 2030 AGENDA: BIOSPHERE CONSTRAINTS, STATE 
LOCALIZATION, AND THE FUTURE OF CORPORATE ACCOUNTABILITY 

AUTHOR - SHANTANU MISHRA* & DR. JUHI SAXENA** 

* STUDENT AT AMITY LAW SCHOOL LUCKNOW, AMITY UNIVERSITY UTTAR PRADESH LUCKNOW CAMPUS 

** ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF LAW AT AMITY LAW SCHOOL LUCKNOW, AMITY UNIVERSITY UTTAR PRADESH 
LUCKNOW CAMPUS 

BEST CITATION – SHANTANU MISHRA & DR. JUHI SAXENA, OPERATIONALIZING THE 2030 AGENDA: BIOSPHERE 
CONSTRAINTS, STATE LOCALIZATION, AND THE FUTURE OF CORPORATE ACCOUNTABILITY, INDIAN JOURNAL 

OF LEGAL REVIEW (IJLR), 6 (4) OF 2026, PG. 521-532, APIS – 3920 – 0001 & ISSN - 2583-2344. 

 

ABSTRACT 

The transition to the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) represents a 
structural paradigm shift from the preceding Millennium Development Goals, demanding a deep 
integration of macroeconomic growth, social inclusion, and absolute environmental protection. This 
paper critically examines the comprehensive architecture of the SDGs, utilizing theoretical 
frameworks such as the "Wedding Cake" model and the Water-Energy-Food (WEF) Nexus to 
demonstrate that economic and societal ambitions are fundamentally constrained by the carrying 
capacity of the Earth's biosphere. To illustrate practical implementation, the study analyses India's 
localized execution of the goals through its Voluntary National Review (VNR) and NITI Aayog's SDG 
India Index, which structurally maps abstract global targets to actionable domestic administrative 
schemes. Additionally, the research evaluates the indispensable role of the private sector in bridging 
the critical financing gap, contrasting the strategic opportunities for multinational enterprises with 
the systemic reporting and resource barriers faced by micro, small, and medium enterprises 
(MSMEs). The paper highlights the fragility of corporate accountability governed by international soft 
law instruments—such as the UN Global Compact and UN Guiding Principles—warning against the 
pervasive threat of selective compliance and "SDG-washing". Finally, the analysis outlines the 
conceptual convergence and operational distinctions between macroscopic SDGs and microscopic 
Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) criteria, concluding that authentic sustainable 
development requires corporations to transparently integrate granular ESG risk metrics with broad 
SDG impact targets to fundamentally restructure their global value chains. 

Keywords: Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), SDG Localization, Corporate Accountability, ESG 
Metrics, SDG-washing 

 

Introduction 

The transition toward a sustainable global 
political economy represents one of the most 
structurally complex governance and 
operational challenges of the twenty-first 
century. At the absolute centre of this systemic 
transition is the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, an exhaustive normative 

framework designed by the United Nations to 
harmonize macroeconomic growth, deep social 
inclusion, and absolute environmental 
protection. For the corporate sector, the advent 
of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
signifies a monumental paradigm shift. It forces 
a departure from the traditional, peripheral 
models of corporate social responsibility (CSR), 
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which often functioned as philanthropic add-
ons, toward a model of deep, strategic 
integration in which global developmental 
priorities dictate the core mechanisms of 
business operations and value chain 
management. 

This chapter critically examines the 
comprehensive architecture of the SDGs. It 
begins by charting the historical evolution of 
global development frameworks, analyzing the 
transition from the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) to the current 2030 Agenda, and 
identifying the theoretical shifts that mandated 
universal applicability. Subsequently, the 
analysis dissects the profound, transversal 
interrelationships among the 17 goals, utilizing 
advanced academic paradigms such as the 
"Wedding Cake" model and the Water-Energy-
Food (WEF) Nexus to demonstrate how 
ecological boundaries constrain economic 
ambitions. By focusing specifically on India's 
national assimilation of these goals through its 
Voluntary National Reviews (VNR) and the 
localization frameworks engineered by NITI 
Aayog, the chapter demonstrates how abstract 
macroeconomic targets are mathematically 
translated into micro-level state imperatives 
and programmatic interventions. Furthermore, 
this chapter evaluates the indispensable role of 
the private sector, dissecting the mechanisms 
of corporate accountability under international 
soft law, exploring the pervasive risks of 
symbolic compliance or "SDG-washing," and 
fundamentally delineating the conceptual 
convergence and operational distinctions 
between the SDGs and Environmental, Social, 
and Governance (ESG) metrics. 

Background   From MDGs to SDGs (2015) 

The conceptual and operational genesis of the 
Sustainable Development Goals cannot be 
accurately understood without critically 
evaluating the structural successes, 
methodological constraints, and fundamental 
philosophical limitations of their predecessors, 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 
Established at the turn of the millennium in 2000 

with a target expiration date of 2015, the MDGs 
consisted of eight primary goals and twenty-
one associated targets aimed largely at 
eradicating extreme poverty, combating 
infectious diseases, and improving basic 
human welfare in the world's most vulnerable 
regions.1036 

While the MDGs catalyzed unprecedented levels 
of international financial cooperation and 
achieved remarkable empirical successes, their 
legacy is highly contested in academic and 
policy circles. On a quantitative level, the 
progress driven by the MDG framework was 
substantial; the global cohort of individuals 
living in extreme poverty, defined then as 
subsisting on less than US$1.25 per day, was 
slashed by more than half, falling from 1.9 billion 
people in 1990 to approximately 836 million by 
2015. Similarly, the proportion of undernourished 
populations in developing territories declined 
sharply from 23 percent in the early 1990s to 13 
percent by 2014, and targeted health indicators, 
such as child undernutrition, improved 
markedly. However, an analysis of the 
demographic realities reveals that these gains 
were distributed highly unevenly. The success of 
the MDGs was heavily correlated with a nation's 
demographic transition phase. For example, 
countries classified as "pre-dividend" nations 
characterized by high fertility rates and extreme 
baseline deprivations saw child mortality rates 
fall from 184 per 1,000 live births in 1990 to 84 in 
2015.1037 While this represents absolute progress, 
the mortality rate in these pre-dividend nations 
remained three to five times higher than in 
early- and late-dividend countries, leaving a 
massive unfinished agenda concentrated in 
specific global pockets. Furthermore, 
infrastructural goals such as access to 
improved sanitation remained largely stagnant 
for these pre-dividend nations, hovering below 
30 percent at the close of the MDG period in 
2015. 

 

 
1036 World Health Organization, Health in 2015: from MDGs to SDGs 14 (2015). 
1037 World Bank, Global Monitoring Report 2015/16: Development Goals in an Era 
of Demographic Change 14 (2015). 
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The 17 SDGs   Overview and Interrelationship 

The 2030 Agenda is operationalized through an 
expansive matrix of 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals, which encompass a broad and highly 
ambitious spectrum of macroscopic objectives. 
These range from the absolute eradication of 
poverty (SDG 1) and zero hunger (SDG 2), to the 
guarantee of quality education (SDG 4), gender 
equality (SDG 5), the promotion of decent work 
(SDG 8), responsible consumption and 
production (SDG 12), and urgent climate action 
(SDG 13). However, academic consensus heavily 
emphasizes that the true efficacy of the SDG 
framework lies not in the isolated pursuit of its 
individual components, but in the intricate, 
transversal interrelationships among them. 
Achieving one goal is frequently contingent 
upon, synergistic with, or occasionally in tension 
with progress in several others. SDG 17 
(Partnerships for the Goals) acts as the central 
transversal node of the entire framework, 
explicitly recognizing that interconnected global 
crises demand multi-stakeholder collaboration, 
robust blended financing mechanisms, and 
equitable technology transfers between the 
Global North and South. 

The Wedding Cake Model of Sustainability 

To accurately conceptualize the absolute 
interdependence of the SDGs and correct the 
flawed premise that environmental, social, and 
economic goals are competing pillars, 
researchers Johan Rockström and Pavan 
Sukhdev introduced the highly influential "SDG 
Wedding Cake" model in 2016. This structural 
paradigm completely overhauls traditional 
neoclassical economic perspectives, mapping 
16 of the SDGs into a three-tiered hierarchical 
model comprising the Biosphere, Society, and 
Economy, all unified by a vertical axis of 
Partnerships (SDG 17).1038 

The foundational layer of the cake is the 
Biosphere, which encompasses SDG 6 (Clean 
Water and Sanitation), SDG 13 (Climate Action), 

 
1038 Thrivability Matters, "Achieving Sustainability: Are the UN SDGs 
Connected?", available at: https://thrivabilitymatters.org/achieving-
sustainability-are-the-un-sdgs-connected/ (last visited Mar. 26, 2026). 

SDG 14 (Life Below Water), and SDG 15 (Life on 
Land). The premise of this foundational tier is 
absolute: all human civilization, societal 
development, and economic activity are strictly 
bounded by planetary limits. Without a stable, 
functioning, and resilient biosphere, the 
subsequent tiers mathematically cannot 
survive. The middle layer constitutes Society, 
incorporating SDGs relating to poverty, hunger, 
health, education, gender, energy, sustainable 
cities, and peace (SDGs 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 11, and 16). 
Finally, the apex of the cake is the Economy, 
containing the goals related to work, innovation, 
reduced inequalities, and consumption (SDGs 8, 
9, 10, and 12) 

This visual and theoretical model dictates a 
clear, non-negotiable normative hierarchy: 
economic growth must serve society, and both 
society and the economy must operate 
exclusively within the carrying capacity of the 
Earth's biosphere. Rockström and Sukhdev 
specifically highlight "food" as a pervasive, 
transversal variable that penetrates all three 
layers, deeply intertwining agricultural 
economics, human health, poverty alleviation, 
and ecological stability. A core insight from this 
model, with corporate relevance, is the danger 
of selective adoption. Corporations or 
policymakers that prioritize economic goals, 
such as the aggressive pursuit of SDG 8 (Decent 
Work and Economic Growth), while neglecting, 
externalizing costs to, or actively undermining 
the biosphere goals, are engaging in a 
fundamentally flawed interpretation of 
sustainable development.1039 

The Water-Energy-Food (WEF) Nexus 
Scholarship 

The physical interconnectivity of the goals is 
further operationalized in academic literature 
and policy planning through frameworks such 
as the Water-Energy-Food (WEF) Nexus.1040 The 
WEF Nexus is a holistic, systems-thinking 
framework that addresses the deep, physical 

 
1039 European Commission, Addressing the Water–Energy–Food–Ecosystems Nexus 
to achieve the SDGs 12 (2021). 
1040 Min et al., Insights from the case studies on the Water-Energy-Food Nexus and its 
STI implications for the SDGs in Mekong region 1 (2024). 
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interdependencies among water security (SDG 
6), energy access (SDG 7), and food production 
(SDG 2), while constantly managing the 
overarching, exacerbating threat of global 
climate change (SDG 13). 

The nexus approach recognizes that these 
resources are inextricable. Massive volumes of 
water are required to generate energy (cooling 
thermal plants, hydro-power), vast amounts of 
energy are needed to extract, treat, and 
transport water, and both massive inputs of 
water and energy are fundamental 
prerequisites for agricultural food production. 
Consequently, policy interventions or corporate 
investments in one sector inevitably trigger 
ripple effects, both positive synergies and 
negative trade-offs in the others. Current global 
demographic pressures make this integrated 
management an existential requirement; an 
estimated 2.2 billion people globally lack safely 
managed drinking water, 789 million lack 
access to electricity, and nearly 2 billion 
experience moderate to severe food insecurity. 
By employing the WEF Nexus approach, often 
expanded to the WEFE Nexus to include 
Ecosystems, policymakers and multinational 
enterprises can anticipate trade-offs and 
engineer mutually beneficial interventions. For 
example, corporate investment in decentralized 
solar-powered irrigation optimizes both clean 
energy use and agricultural yields without 
depleting local water resources or causing the 
thermal pollution associated with traditional 
power grids. Elements of the WEFE nexus are 
inherently woven into 14 of the 17 SDGs, proving 
that successful implementation requires 
advanced, multi-variable systems thinking.1041 

Academic Critiques and Implementation 
Paradoxes 

Despite the robust theoretical architecture 
offered by models such as the Wedding Cake 
and the WEF Nexus, the SDG framework faces 
sustained academic critique for its practical 

 
1041 "Academic critiques of Sustainable Development Goals framework and 
implementation challenges", Journal of Environmental Planning and Management 
(2025). 

implementation and inherent philosophical 
contradictions. Scholars have identified a series 
of interrelated paradoxes that threaten the 
realization of the 2030 Agenda. 

First is the paradox of universality versus 
national sovereignty. While the goals are 
explicitly global and universal in their design, 
their implementation relies entirely on voluntary 
national adoption and localization. This 
structural reality creates a persistent danger of 
selective compliance, in which sovereign 
governments and corporate entities focus 
predominantly on politically convenient or 
easily attainable goals while aggressively 
ignoring structurally difficult yet vital 
objectives.1042 

Second, critics highlight a fundamental, 
perhaps irreconcilable, tension between the 
continuous pursuit of infinite economic growth 
and the necessity of absolute environmental 
sustainability. The SDG framework's reliance on 
continuous economic expansion, enshrined in 
SDG 8, has historically been the primary driver 
of the very ecological degradation and 
resource depletion that the biosphere goals 
(SDGs 13, 14, 15) desperately seek to reverse. 

Furthermore, the framework’s heavy reliance on 
rigid statistical metrics and reporting 
mechanisms can lead to an implementation 
"metrics paradox." Within this paradox, the 
deeply complex, qualitative, and ethical 
dimensions of justice, structural inequality, and 
systemic discrimination are overshadowed by 
quantitative numerical targets that fail to 
capture the lived realities of marginalized 
populations on the ground. Finally, researchers 
warn that the ambiguity, vagueness, and 
breadth of certain SDG targets can render them 
"empty signifiers." These terms have lost their 
specific, enforceable meanings. They are now 
widely used in corporate marketing, public 
relations, and political rhetoric, serving to 

 
1042 "Barriers to the implementation of the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals", MDPI Sustainability (2020). 
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confuse, distract, or obscure the lack of 
substantive, critical action.1043 

India's Voluntary National Review (VNR) and 
SDG Commitments 

Recognizing that localized, granular 
implementation is the absolute linchpin of 
global macroeconomic success, the United 
Nations established the High-Level Political 
Forum (HLPF) on Sustainable Development. The 
HLPF serves as the foremost international 
platform to facilitate annual follow-ups, 
requiring member states to present their 
progress through Voluntary National Reviews 
(VNRs). Holding approximately one-sixth of the 
entire global human population, India's 
developmental trajectory is mathematically 
decisive; the aggregate success or failure of the 
global 2030 Agenda is inexorably tied to India's 
domestic outcomes. 

India presented its highly detailed second VNR 
in July 2020. Titled 'Decade of Action: Taking 
SDGs from Global to Local', the review 
encapsulated a strategic and philosophical 
paradigm shift in domestic governance. The 
2020 VNR marked a transition from a traditional, 
centralized "whole-of-government" approach to 
a much broader, inclusive "whole-of-society" 
strategy. Recognizing that state action alone is 
mathematically and operationally insufficient to 
finance and execute the SDGs, the Indian 
framework mandates the active, structured 
participation of sub-national governments, 
local municipalities, civil society organizations, 
the private corporate sector, and, importantly, 
marginalized demographic groups. The VNR 
itself was formulated through an expansive 
participatory process, encompassing deep 
national consultations across 14 diverse 
population groups often characterized in SDG 
parlance as "Leave No One Behind" (LNOB) 
groups to ensure that the perspectives of the 
most vulnerable dictated policy priorities. 

India’s national integration of the SDGs relies 
heavily on semantic and policy convergence 

 
1043 NITI Aayog, India Voluntary National Review 2020: Decade of Action: Taking 
SDGs from Global to Local (2020). 

with its existing sovereign development agenda, 
which is primarily guided by the overarching 
political philosophy of Sabka Saath, Sabka Vikas 
(Collective Efforts for Inclusive Growth).1044 A 
central, highly innovative feature of India's 
commitment, as detailed in the VNR, is the use 
of Multidimensional Poverty indicators. Moving 
beyond simplistic, univariate monetary metrics 
of poverty, the multidimensional approach 
tracks holistic, concurrent deprivations in health, 
education, housing, labor, and standard of 
living. This multidimensional methodology 
directly captures the cross-cutting nature of the 
SDGs, explicitly demonstrating the structural 
interlinkages across poverty (SDG 1), hunger 
(SDG 2), health (SDG 3), education (SDG 4), 
gender (SDG 5), clean energy (SDG 7), 
economic growth (SDG 8), and reduced 
inequalities (SDG 10).1045 

NITI Aayog's SDG India Index and Mapping 
Framework 

To effectively operationalize its VNR 
commitments and address the country's sheer 
geographic scale, administrative complexity, 
and immense demographic diversity, the 
Government of India adopted a rigorous 
strategy of "localization". This vital process is 
spearheaded by NITI Aayog, the government’s 
premier public policy think tank, which 
recognized early on that translating global 
goals into localized administrative action was 
the only viable path to success. NITI Aayog 
successfully engineered a framework that 
stimulates "competitive and cooperative 
federalism" by meticulously measuring, 
benchmarking, and ranking the performance of 
all Indian States and Union Territories (UTs). 

The SDG India Index Methodology 

The primary architectural instrument for this 
localization effort is the SDG India Index, first 
launched in 2018 as a baseline report and 
continuously refined since. The Index functions 

 
1044 Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHI), Highlights: 
Voluntary National Reviews 2020 10 (2020). 
1045 Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, India's Long-Term 
Low-Carbon Development Strategy 5 (2022). 
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as a comprehensive, cross-cutting diagnostic 
tool that aggregates highly granular data 
across environmental, social, and economic 
parameters.1046 

The statistical methodology supporting the 
Index is rigorous. Raw data, provided by various 
central ministries and sub-national 
governments, is extracted and then 
mathematically normalized, transforming 
disparate metrics into a standardized 
comparative score ranging from 0 to 100. In this 
framework, a score of 100 indicates that a 
specific State or UT has fully achieved the 
national targets set for 2030. Goal-wise scores 
are computed as the arithmetic mean of the 
normalized scores of all relevant indicators 
mapped to each specific SDG. Finally, an 
overarching composite SDG India Index score is 
generated for each State and UT by averaging 
these individual Goal scores, providing a 
holistic, easily digestible snapshot of sub-
national progress. Notably, Goal 14 (Life Below 
Water) is deliberately excluded from the 
composite national calculation to ensure 
fairness, as its marine-centric indicators apply 
exclusively to India's nine coastal states and 
would skew the rankings of landlocked 
regions.1047 

The complex statistical architecture that feeds 
the Index is overseen by the Ministry of Statistics 
and Programme Implementation (MoSPI). MoSPI 
developed and maintains the National Indicator 
Framework (NIF), which translates the global UN 
indicators into an actionable, India-specific 
context. As detailed in the 2024–2025 progress 
reports, the NIF currently comprises 284 highly 
specific national indicators, with MoSPI 
consistently releasing time-series data covering 
more than 95 percent of these metrics annually 
on National Statistics Day. This rigorous tracking 
mechanism has demonstrated measurable 
macro-level progress for the nation: India's 
overall composite SDG score improved 
significantly from a baseline of 57 in 2018 to 66 

 
1046 Press Information Bureau, SDG India Index 2023-24 Methodology (2024). 
1047 MoSPI, Sustainable Development Goals – National Indicator Framework Progress 
Report, 2024 (2024). 

in the 2020–21 assessment, and eventually 
reached 71 in the 2023–24 report.1048 

Mapping Targets to Government Interventions 

A critical administrative innovation embedded 
within the NITI Aayog framework is the explicit 
structural mapping of abstract, global SDG 
targets directly to Centrally Sponsored Schemes 
(CSS) and on-the-ground government 
interventions. By implementing this mapping, 
sustainable development ceases to be an 
academic or parallel-tracking exercise; instead, 
it becomes deeply embedded in the state's 
primary economic disbursements, 
administrative budgets, and bureaucratic 
priorities.1049 

The profound efficacy of mapping these 
schemes is evident in the specific empirical 
outcomes registered in the most recent Index 
reports. For instance, large-scale national 
interventions such as the Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 
(MGNREGA) and the Pradhan Mantri Awas 
Yojana (PMAY) are directly linked to the 
fulfillment of SDG 1 (No Poverty) and SDG 11 
(Sustainable Cities and Communities). Progress 
tracked by the 2023-24 Index highlights the 
success of these targeted interventions: the 
proportion of the population living in 
multidimensional poverty plummeted from 
24.85 percent in 2015–16 to 14.96 percent in 
2019–21, with projections indicating a further 
decline to 11.28 percent in 2022-23. This 
correlates with the successful execution of 
schemes, such as offering employment to 99.7 
percent of persons demanding work under 
MGNREGA, and ensuring 95.4 percent of 
households live in robust (pucca/semi-pucca) 
houses under housing initiatives. Similarly, the 
alignment of flagship healthcare schemes like 
Ayushman Bharat with SDG 3 (Good Health and 
Well-being) resulted in health insurance 
coverage expanding rapidly from 28.7 percent 
of households in 2015-16 to 41 percent by 2019-
21. 

 
1048 NITI Aayog, Mapping of the Ministries for Goals and Targets (2024). 
1049 Press Information Bureau, India achieves milestones in SDG 1 and 11 (2024). 
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By fundamentally infusing an outcome-oriented 
philosophy into fiscal planning and 
bureaucratic implementation, India’s mapping 
framework turns the lofty aspirations of the 
SDGs into actionable, measurable, and highly 
localized administrative duties. This structured 
approach provides a highly scalable, proven 
blueprint for other developing nations seeking 
to internalize the 2030 Agenda.1050 

Corporate Accountability Under International 
Soft Law 

The transition toward global sustainability 
targets inherently demands the massive 
integration of the private sector, but regulating 
the behavior of transnational corporations 
across distinct sovereign jurisdictions remains a 
complex legal and geopolitical challenge. 
Because traditional binding international law 
(hard law) governs relations exclusively 
between sovereign states, corporate 
accountability regarding sustainable 
development, environmental preservation, and 
human rights operates primarily in the realm of 
"soft law." Soft law mechanisms rely on 
voluntary adoption, normative peer pressure, 
stakeholder expectations, and market dynamics 
rather than legally binding, state-enforced 
punitive measures. Three foundational 
frameworks govern this space, establishing the 
parameters for corporate SDG engagement: 
The United Nations Global Compact (UNGC), the 
UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human 
Rights (UNGP), and the ISO 26000 standard. 

The United Nations Global Compact (UNGC) 

Launched by the UN Secretary-General in 2000, 
the UNGC is a purely voluntary, membership-
based initiative designed to promote universal 
principles of good corporate citizenship. It asks 
participating corporations to embed Ten Core 
Principles covering human rights, labor 
standards, environmental protection, and anti-
corruption into their strategic operations and 
global supply chains. It is critical to note that the 
UNGC operates as a collaborative learning 

 
1050 SOMO, Corporate Responsibility Instruments: A Comparison of the OECD 
Guidelines, ISO 26000 & the UN Global Compact 8 (2013). 

platform and a vehicle for public commitment 
rather than a regulatory or auditing body; it 
explicitly states that it lacks the mandate, 
resources, or structural design to police, 
monitor, or objectively measure its participants' 
actual operational performance.1051 

Accountability within the UNGC is maintained 
primarily through a set of transparency-
focused "Integrity Measures". The central 
mechanism of this accountability is the 
requirement for participating businesses to 
submit an annual "Communication on Progress" 
(COP). This document details the specific efforts 
the corporation has undertaken to internalize 
the Ten Principles and support broader societal 
priorities, such as the SDGs. While a corporation 
can face the consequence of being publicly 
delisted from the compact for repeatedly failing 
to communicate its progress or for egregious, 
heavily publicized violations, substantive, 
independent investigation of corporate abuses 
is exceedingly rare. Conceptually, the UNGC 
historically operated on a "sphere of influence" 
framework, a concept suggesting that a 
company's responsibility diminishes 
sequentially the further an issue is 
geographically, legally, or organizationally from 
its immediate workplace and direct operational 
control. 

The UN Guiding Principles on Business and 
Human Rights (UNGP) 

Endorsed unanimously by the UN Human Rights 
Council in 2011, the UNGP revolutionized the 
conceptual and legal foundation of corporate 
accountability. It introduced the highly 
authoritative "Protect, Respect, and Remedy" 
framework. Under this sophisticated paradigm, 
states retain their fundamental, binding legal 
duty to protect human rights from third-party 
abuse. Still, corporations are recognized to 
possess a distinct, independent, and universal 
responsibility to respect human rights wherever 
they operate. The critical third pillar emphasizes 

 
1051 UN Global Compact, Integrity Measures, available at: 
https://unglobalcompact.org/about/integrity-measures (last visited Mar. 26, 
2026). 
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the absolute necessity of providing access to 
effective remedies (both judicial and non-
judicial) for victims who suffer corporate-
related harms. 

Crucially, the UNGP explicitly abandoned the 
UNGC's spatial "sphere of influence" concept, 
replacing it with a rigorous "impact-based" 
approach. The core operational mechanism 
demanded by the UNGP is "human rights due 
diligence," an ongoing, proactive risk 
management process in which companies 
must continually identify, prevent, mitigate, and 
account for their actual and potential adverse 
impacts. Importantly, this responsibility is not 
confined to the corporate headquarters; it 
extends systematically throughout a company's 
business relationships and value chains, 
encompassing complex, opaque transnational 
supply networks regardless of physical or legal 
proximity to the parent company. 

ISO 26000: Guidance on Social Responsibility 

Introduced by the International Organization for 
Standardization, ISO 26000 provides exhaustive, 
highly detailed guidance on how businesses 
and organizations of all sizes can operate in a 
socially responsible manner. Unlike highly 
familiar, auditable management standards 
such as ISO 9001 (Quality Management) or ISO 
14001 (Environmental Management), ISO 26000 
is strictly voluntary guidance. It is explicitly 
neither intended nor designed for formal 
certification. Any corporation or consultancy 
claiming to be "ISO 26000 certified" is actively 
misusing the standard and violating ISO 
policies. 

The framework conceptually aligns with the 
UNGP, strongly advocating that organizations 
conduct extensive due diligence across seven 
core subjects of social responsibility, which 
encompass labor practices, the environment, 
fair operating practices, human rights, and 
consumer issues. However, as a mechanism for 
external accountability, it is limited. It lacks a 
substantive external complaint mechanism for 
actual violations of social or environmental 
norms; complaints can only be filed regarding 

fraudulent misuse or false certification claims 
associated with the ISO brand itself, not the 
company's substantive actions. 

These soft law instruments serve as vital 
precursors and normative scaffolding for 
contemporary corporate engagements with the 
SDGs. By embracing the UNGC principles and 
conducting rigorous UNGP-style due diligence 
across their value chains, global businesses 
ensure that their pursuit of newly emerging, 
SDG-driven market opportunities does not 
inadvertently cause structural harm or human 
rights abuses elsewhere in their vast supply 
networks. 

Role of the Private Sector in Achieving SDGs 

The realization of the 2030 Agenda cannot be 
achieved solely through traditional public funds, 
domestic taxation, and state intervention. Early 
projections emerging from the 2015 Addis 
Ababa Financing for Development conference 
highlighted a vast, seemingly insurmountable 
monetary chasm; achieving the goals requires 
an annual investment of "trillions, not billions" of 
dollars. However, contemporary financial 
analysis reveals that the fundamental issue is 
not a global scarcity of capital. Global wealth, 
significantly bolstered by the macroeconomic 
shifts of the COVID-19 pandemic, exceeds an 
astonishing US$430 trillion; the total capital 
required to achieve the SDGs definitively 
represents little more than 1 percent of this 
cumulative global wealth.1052 

The core obstacle to realizing the goals is 
profound structural misalignment. Vast pools of 
capital concentrated in the private sector, 
institutional investment funds, and 
philanthropic institutions do not instinctively 
flow toward sustainable geographies or 
equitable development priorities. Consequently, 
engaging the private sector, which is 
responsible for providing nine out of ten jobs in 
developing countries, is not merely an 
ideological preference but a strict 

 
1052 Dr. Teodorina Lessidrenska, "SMEs and SDGs: Challenges and 
Opportunities", OECD Development Matters (2019). 
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mathematical and operational imperative to 
bridge the financing gap.1053 

Strategic Alignment and the Triple Bottom Line 

For massive Multinational Enterprises (MNEs), 
the SDGs represent a vast matrix of both 
systemic risks and unprecedented market 
opportunities. Aligning core corporate 
strategies with the SDGs enables modern 
businesses to operationalize the "Triple Bottom 
Line" (TBL) concept. This framework calls for the 
concurrent measurement of financial, social, 
and environmental performance. Historically, 
the TBL framework has been viewed by 
corporate leadership as an unsettling, overly 
complex departure from simple, shareholder-
focused fiduciary duty. The SDG framework 
elegantly demystifies this complexity by 
providing an internationally standardized, 
universally recognized blueprint for defining, 
measuring, and benchmarking non-financial 
goals.1054 

Companies strategically embracing the SDGs 
recognize significant long-term commercial 
value: alignment fosters product innovation, 
mitigates rapidly evolving regulatory risks, 
attracts impact-oriented capital investments, 
and generates a durable competitive 
advantage by answering the growing demands 
of consumers and stakeholders for ethical 
operations. However, practical, deep-level 
integration is frequently hindered by severe 
internal organizational friction. Academic 
studies consistently cite barriers, including 
deep-seated cultural resistance to cross-
sectional structural changes, limited specialized 
human resources, and the persistent, systemic 
difficulty of reconciling short-term quarterly 
financial costs with long-term, unquantifiable 
societal benefits. 

The Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprise (SME) 
Dilemma 

While highly capitalized, highly visible 
multinational corporations dominate the public 

 
1053 "Practical challenges for SMEs in SDG implementation", Journal of Small 
Business Management (2023). 
1054 Thomson Reuters, "SMEs Sustainability Reporting" (2024). 

discourse on corporate sustainability, the 
actual, ground-level achievement of the SDGs 
relies disproportionately on Micro, Small, and 
Medium Enterprises (MSMEs). MSMEs form the 
structural backbone of the global economy, 
contributing up to 33 percent of Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) and accounting for a massive 45 
percent of all formal employment in emerging 
market economies.1055 In fact, in developing 
regions, MSMEs create four out of every five new 
formal jobs, making them the direct, 
indispensable engine for achieving crucial 
economic and social goals, particularly poverty 
reduction (SDG 1) and decent work (SDG 8). 

Despite their critical, undeniable 
macroeconomic importance, SMEs face severe 
systemic barriers to SDG implementation and to 
generating compliant sustainability reporting. 
Unlike highly capitalized MNEs with dedicated 
sustainability departments, SMEs suffer from a 
chronic, structural deficit of financial resources, 
specialized ESG knowledge, and the 
sophisticated technological infrastructure 
necessary to construct rigorous, data-driven 
sustainability reports.1056 The sheer, 
overwhelming volume of Key Performance 
Indicators (KPIs) associated with global 
reporting frameworks places an extreme 
asymmetric burden on smaller entities. 

Furthermore, SMEs frequently lack direct 
operational control over their own 
environmental footprints. For example, a small 
business leasing commercial real estate 
typically has zero authority over the building's 
core energy efficiency or infrastructure, 
requiring complex, often fruitless negotiations 
with landlords to mitigate basic environmental 
impacts. The vast disparity in resources and 
structural leverage indicates that SMEs cannot 
independently navigate the complexities of the 
2030 Agenda; they require robust external 
guidance, industry-specific, simplified 
standards, and highly collaborative support and 

 
1055 "Examining greenwashing and SDG-washing", Sustainability Accounting, 
Management and Policy Journal (2022). 
1056 Tokyo Century, "Differences between the SDGs and ESG" (2023). 
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capacity-building from their larger, well-
resourced supply chain partners.1057 

The Threat of "SDG-Washing" and 
Greenwashing 

As corporate alignment with the SDGs has 
rapidly evolved from a niche practice into a 
mainstream stakeholder expectation, a 
significant and pervasive vulnerability has 
emerged in the literature: the phenomenon of 
"SDG-washing." Analogous to greenwashing, 
where companies deploy misleading or entirely 
fabricated environmental claims as a public 
relations strategy to deflect regulatory scrutiny, 
SDG-washing occurs when corporations 
superficially embrace the SDGs by categorizing 
their existing, business-as-usual initiatives 
under colorful SDG labels without actively 
implementing big, intentional changes to their 
core business models. 

SDG-washing is often carried out through a 
deliberate strategy of "cherry-picking." A 
corporation may aggressively publicize and 
financially support its positive contributions to a 
specific, easily attainable, and highly visible 
goal (e.g., funding a local community education 
program to claim alignment with SDG 4) while 
deliberately obscuring the massive negative 
externalities its core supply chain inflicts on 
other, structurally difficult goals (e.g., generating 
massive carbon emissions contravening SDG 13, 
or utilizing poor labor practices that directly 
violate SDG 8). This selective disclosure 
effectively exploits the deeply interconnected 
nature of the SDG framework, creating a 
sophisticated illusion of holistic sustainability. 

SDGs and ESG   Convergence and Distinction 

The modern corporate and financial landscape 
is currently navigated using two distinct but 
increasingly intertwined vernaculars: the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 
Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) 
criteria. While frequently used interchangeably 
in public discourse, corporate marketing, and 

 
1057 Longwave Financial, "SDG and ESG", available at: 
https://www.longwavefinancial.com/sustainable-financial-advisor-blog/sdg-
and-esg (last visited Mar. 26, 2026). 

even by some policymakers, they serve 
fundamentally different functions, operate at 
vastly different scopes, and address entirely 
different manifestations of risk. Understanding 
their conceptual convergence and 
fundamental operational distinctions is 
essential for accurate corporate accountability 
and investment strategy. 

Conceptual Distinctions in Scope and Origin 

The most fundamental distinction between the 
two frameworks lies in their origins, target 
audiences, and operational scopes. The SDGs 
are a globally negotiated, highly normative 
macroeconomic blueprint adopted by the 
United Nations, theoretically applicable to 
sovereign nations, civil society organizations, 
and businesses worldwide. They define the 
ultimate macroscopic targets the world 
collectively wishes to achieve by 2030. In this 
sense, the SDGs represent an outward-looking 
vision of global impact, asking how an entity's 
actions affect the broader world.1058 

Conversely, ESG is a microeconomic, firm-
centric concept originating entirely within 
capital markets and the financial sector. It 
represents a set of highly specialized methods, 
operational processes, and evaluation criteria 
used primarily by investors, asset managers, 
and rating agencies to assess a specific 
corporation's operational resilience, long-term 
viability, and internal risk management. 
Environmental criteria strictly track localized, 
firm-specific metrics such as a corporation's 
energy efficiency, waste management, and 
carbon emissions; Social criteria assess internal 
labour practices, supply chain human rights, 
and workforce diversity; Governance evaluates 
executive compensation structures, board 
composition, anti-corruption policies, and 
shareholder rights. 

In strict analytical terms, ESG serves as an 
inward-looking risk-mitigation tool that 
evaluates how external macroeconomic factors 
(such as climate change regulations or social 

 
1058 Institute of Sustainability Studies, "How Leadership Can Align Business 
Goals with the UN SDGs" (2024). 

https://ijlr.iledu.in/
https://iledu.in/
https://www.longwavefinancial.com/sustainable-financial-advisor-blog/sdg-and-esg
https://www.longwavefinancial.com/sustainable-financial-advisor-blog/sdg-and-esg


 

 

531 | P a g e             J o u r n a l  H o m e  P a g e  –  h t t p s : / / i j l r . i l e d u . i n /     

INDIAN JOURNAL OF LEGAL REVIEW [IJLR – IF SCORE – 7.58] 

VOLUME 6 AND ISSUE 4 OF 2026  

APIS – 3920 - 0001 (and)   ISSN - 2583-2344 

Published by 

Institute of Legal Education 

https://iledu.in 

unrest) threaten the firm's internal financial 
stability and valuation.1059 The SDGs represent 
an outward-looking impact assessment that 
evaluates how the firm's internal actions 
threaten or support the stability of the global 
environment and society. Furthermore, while the 
SDG framework provides 17 highly standardized, 
universally agreed-upon goals, ESG lacks a 
single, universal standard. Ratings generated by 
different, competing ESG agencies can vary 
wildly due to proprietary algorithms and 
differing weighting systems, leading to deep 
inconsistencies and opening the door wide to 
the greenwashing phenomenon previously 
discussed. Because the SDG criteria are 
standard, stable, and clearly defined at a 
global, intergovernmental level, some scholars 
argue that they offer a much more objective 
measure of true sustainability than highly 
fragmented, market-driven ESG scores. 

Convergence in Corporate Strategy and 
Empirical Data 

Despite these fundamental philosophical and 
structural differences in scope, SDGs and ESG 
are undergoing a rapid and profound 
conceptual convergence in modern corporate 
boardrooms. It has become glaringly apparent 
to institutional investors that a company cannot 
sustain long-term ESG stability and financial 
returns in a macro-environment characterized 
by extreme poverty, ecological collapse, 
resource scarcity, and social unrest, the exact 
macroscopic crises the SDGs aim to prevent. 
Consequently, global UN goals are increasingly 
shaping internal corporate ESG priorities. In 
contrast, the highly granular, auditable data 
generated by corporate ESG reporting 
mechanisms is utilized to demonstrate 
substantive progress toward the broader, 
abstract SDGs. 

For instance, a corporation pursuing SDG 13 
(Climate Action) and SDG 5 (Gender Equality) 
as macro-objectives will utilize traditional ESG 

 
1059 "Demystifying the relationship between ESG and SDG performance: 
Study of emerging economies", 18 Investment Management and Financial 
Innovations 436 (2021). 

frameworks to track specific, verifiable metrics 
such as its absolute, audited carbon footprint 
reduction (the 'E' in ESG) and the exact 
statistical distribution of women in executive 
leadership roles and gender pay parity (the 'S' 
and 'G' in ESG). 

This conceptual linkage is heavily supported by 
emerging empirical evidence. A comprehensive 
academic analysis of 1,500 top-listed firms 
across major emerging economies, specifically 
Brazil, India, and China, demonstrated a highly 
significant positive correlation between firm-
level ESG disclosure scores and broader 
country-level SDG performance over 10 years. 
Within this extensive dataset, firms exhibited a 
growing trend toward robust ESG disclosures 
over the decade, with an impressive 75 percent 
of sampled Brazilian firms, 54 percent of Indian 
firms, and 32 percent of Chinese firms actively 
engaging in the practice, placing a heavy 
emphasis on Governance disclosures. More 
importantly, the study used Dumitrescu-Hurlin 
panel causality tests, which revealed strong 
causality from high firm-specific environmental 
disclosure scores to higher national SDG 
achievement scores, demonstrating that a 
firm's localized environmental rigor directly 
translates into broader national sustainable 
development. For institutional investors and 
corporate strategists, a deep understanding of 
the overlap between internal ESG operational 
data and external SDG global targets unlocks 
sophisticated strategies that are both 
financially robust and structurally 
transformative for society at large. 

Conclusion 

The architecture of the Sustainable 
Development Goals represents a monumental 
quantum leap in global governance and 
development theory, decisively moving beyond 
the geographically siloed, donor-driven, 
charitable paradigms of the MDG era toward a 
universal, systemic recognition of planetary 
limits. As graphically illustrated by the influential 
Wedding Cake model and operationalized by 
the WEF Nexus, the 2030 Agenda dictates an 
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unyielding biological reality: societal prosperity 
and economic expansion are intrinsically bound 
to and absolutely constrained by the health and 
carrying capacity of the Earth's biosphere. 

While the SDGs offer a comprehensive, 
universally agreed-upon theoretical framework, 
their actualization is heavily, if not entirely, 
contingent upon rigorous localized execution 
and massive corporate participation. India's 
implementation strategy, spearheaded by NITI 
Aayog, serves as a potent, highly scalable case 
study in administrative localization. By utilizing 
the data-driven SDG India Index to foster 
competitive federalism, tracking progress 
through the 284 indicators of the National 
Indicator Framework, and explicitly mapping 
abstract global goals to large-scale domestic 
interventions such as MGNREGA and PM Awas 
Yojana, India effectively grounds the aspirations 
of the international community in immediate, 
actionable domestic political realities. 

Concurrently, the burden and expectation 
placed upon the global private sector are 
immense. Bridging the multi-trillion-dollar 
financing gap requires mobilizing vast reserves 
of corporate capital, but deep structural 
disparities within the economy complicate this 
critical mobilization. SMEs, the true, ubiquitous 
engines of global employment and GDP, require 
substantial, systemic financial and technical 
support to navigate complex reporting 
frameworks designed primarily for the vast 
resources of MNEs. Furthermore, corporate 
accountability within this landscape remains 
highly fragile. Because international 
enforcement relies almost entirely on voluntary 
soft-law mechanisms such as the UN Guiding 
Principles on Business and Human Rights and 
the UN Global Compact, the environment is 
incredibly ripe for "SDG-washing" and 
impression management. Unless global 
corporations move decidedly beyond selective, 
symbolic adoption and instead utilize the 
rigorous intersection of granular ESG risk 
metrics and broad SDG impact targets to 
fundamentally and transparently restructure 
their global value chains, the 2030 Agenda risks 

devolving into a global exercise in corporate 
marketing rather than the transformative, 
desperately needed survival strategy it was 
fundamentally designed to be. 
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