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[bookmark: _Toc232082392]1. Introduction and Background
Increasing pressure on airlines to reduce environmental damage and promote sustainability transparency has driven the growing importance of Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) reporting in the aviation industry. Aviation-related high levels of carbon emission are one of the contributing areas of climate change, since planes are consuming lots of fuel and emitting carbon. This sector accounted for approximately 2.5% of global energy-related CO₂ emissions in 2023 (IEA, 2025). The International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) stated that aviation emissions could triple by 2050 if stronger sustainability measures are not implemented (ICAO, 2025). The fact that these concerns have raised the significance of ESG disclosures among the airline businesses around the world.
As a result, airlines have implemented decarbonisation measures including fleet modernisation, aircraft and operating optimisation, which aim to achieve these reductions. IndiGo, as one of the leading airlines in India, has developed a strategy to become a sustainability airline by having sustainability reporting and taking proper initiatives on environment. It has started deploying Airbus A320 neo family aircraft that reportedly result in almost a 20% cut to CO₂ emission when compared to the previous generation aircraft models (Chandra, 2023). IndiGo has also introduced measures to reduce fuel consumption to enhance environmental performance, including: Optimization of operations, including route optimization, and use of less auxiliary fuel.
As ESG disclosures have risen, though, the practice of green washing has also generated concerns, companies could overreport ESG outcomes without actually matching environmental impact. Another study by Conesa and Mortes (2025) has demonstrated that aviation is responsible for approximately 2-3% of global CO₂ emissions, however aviation emissions have a long-term climate impact. Hence, monitoring and assessing whether the above disclosures by IndiGo on environmental, social and governance targets are actually genuine emission cuts have grown in importance. This research is timely because they have come to expect more transparency and measurability of sustainability performance from airlines by investors, regulators and consumers alike.
[bookmark: _Toc232082393]2. Research Problem Statement 
ESG reporting is a frequent use in aviation, but there is a worry that aviation companies might sound good on sustainability reports even if it does not translate to real carbon reduction. This is significant for IndiGo, as its investment in new-generation aircraft has helped cut down its CO₂ footprint by around 17.3% since FY16 (Goindigo, 2025). Recently, it has approximately 78% of its aircraft fleet consisting of new-generation aircraft. However, the primary issue of ESG disclosure and real decarbonisation can often be at odds. The disclosure-performance gap area has received scant scholarly interest in the Indian airline industry. This research will, therefore, assess whether IndiGo's ESG reporting actually indicates that the company is reducing its carbon footprint or whether it represents a risk for Green washing.
[bookmark: _Toc232082394]3. Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
[bookmark: _Toc232082395]3.1 Research Aim
The main aim of this research is to critically analyse the relationship between ESG disclosures and actual carbon footprint reductions in IndiGo within the Indian airline industry. This study is designed to measure for how much the sustainability information given in ESG reports is truly indicative of the decarbonisation performance and environmental benefits of the operations.
[bookmark: _Toc232082396]3.2 Research Objectives
· To critically review the ESG disclosure frameworks in the Indian aviation industry
· To analyse the ESG reporting patterns of IndiGo in context to scope emissions boundaries, and sustainability claims
· To analyse ways in which IndiGo presents ESG disclosures in relation to its reported carbon reduction efforts in the Indian aviation industry
· To propose a strategic framework for Indian airlines to bridge the gap between sustainability compliance and actual carbon reduction, while minimizing the risk of green washing
[bookmark: _Toc232082397]3.3 Research Questions
· What is the utility of ESG disclosure frameworks in the Indian aviation industry in terms of scope emissions boundaries, and sustainability claims? 
· How IndiGo presents ESG disclosures in relation to its reported carbon reduction efforts in the Indian aviation industry?
· How can Indian airlines like IndiGo Bridge the gap between sustainability compliance and actual carbon reduction, while minimizing the risk of green washing using a strategic framework?
[bookmark: _Toc232082398]4. Preliminary Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc232082399]4.1 ESG in the Aviation Industry
ESG has emerged as a critical component of airline management. It is because of the current needs of the world to demonstrate that airline companies manage their environmental, social and governance (ESG) commitments as well as their financial results. The study of Caraveo Gomez Llanos et al. (2024) revealed that the social pillar of ESG in this industry is all about working towards better labour practices, safety for each one of the passengers, community involvement, along with inclusive business practices. This will not only benefit employees, but also consumers. Despite extensive initiatives, this industry is observed to be facing challenges related to staff shortages and the demand for inclusive workplaces that requires a huge investment to be made on employee training, and improving workplace safety (Del Villar et al. 2024). 
The environment side is particularly relevant in aviation where the use of fuel is a key factor in aircraft operations and where carbon emissions from aircraft operation are relevant. Global aviation is facing new pressures from international commitments like entities through the CORSIA (International Civil Aviation Organisation’s CORSIA) and its novelty programme on aviation emissions control based on monitoring, reporting, verification and offsetting. Price experiences and academic research further indicate that there is an ongoing increase in detail in the sustainability reporting of airlines and that reporting quality varies between companies (Rüger and Maertens, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc232082400]4.2 Carbon Footprint Reduction Strategies in Airlines
Airlines mainly reduce carbon footprint through fleet modernisation, fuel efficiency, route optimisation, operational improvement and sustainable aviation fuel. Malina et al. (2022) explained that aviation decarbonisation is driven by a mix of policies, new technologies, operational measures and cleaner fuels. For IndiGo, it is important due to their shift towards new generation Airbus planes, fuel efficient operations and operational efficiency. These are the actions that can result in emissions reductions due to lower fuel consumption per flight by older aircraft. However, the real issue is whether these operational improvements are clearly supported by measurable carbon reduction data in IndiGo’s ESG disclosures. IndiGo has referred to cases of increased pollution as an “unfortunate by-product of growth” (Goindigo, 2026). Taking this into account, this airline company has taken steps to ensure that it controls pollution, by prioritising sustainable development. As a major part of this initiative, it has aimed to fund installation of 5000 biogas units, which will significantly reduce carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas emissions. Apart from improving the air quality, this will help create a “more positive economic and health impact for individuals and families across rural India” (Goindigo, 2026). 
[bookmark: _Toc232082401]4.3 ESG Disclosure and Green washing Debate
One of the biggest challenges with ESG reporting is that companies can report seriously good sustainability data but not demonstrate significant change with regard to the environment. This can lead to a green washing danger. In aviation, this concern is firmer as airlines tend to speak about carbon neutral, sustainable fuel or emission reduction, which might be based on offsetting or future emission reduction instead of the present reduction. Dale et al (2025) maintained that aviation sustainability claims place a high burden on assessing the claims for sustainability in aviation in isolation, such sustainability benefits may be exaggerated when market regulation and technology constraints are not better understood. As a result, disclosing ESG data alongside measured performance should be reviewed. However, ESG and BRSR reports (FY 2024–25) of IndiGo were found to have not disclosed the exact risks that have significantly brought all its operations to a complete standstill in the last year (LinkedIn, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc232082402]4.4 Theoretical perspectives and conceptual framework
Dmuchowski et al. (2023) have showed the impact and sustainable investment of ESG Model in context to 2008’s massive macroeconomic shift. This model shows that high ESG performance is closely related to long-term corporate financial stability, particularly regarding stock prices. This structured framework can, therefore, be used by companies to assess its sustainability measures and simultaneously manage non-financial risks and opportunities.
In addition, the Legitimacy Theory posits organizations to be required to constantly ensure operations within set boundaries and norms of respective societies. It is the society that actually approves a business to operate, hire employees, and use resources, in exchange for certain products or services (Ellram et al., 2022). As a result, airlines are required to pass public as well as regulatory scrutiny protocols in context to their environmental footprints. 
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Figure 1: conceptual framework
[bookmark: _Toc232082403]4.5 Research Gap
Existing research is mainly based on global or European airlines and aviation policy, and general sustainability reporting (Rüger and Maertens, 2022; Martín-Domingo et al., 2025). In India, very limited literature is available on ESG transparency for aviation companies. What is more important to note is that not many studies have attempted to measure carbon footprints and relate them to indigo’s ESG, with some studies being that of RATLEY and NAVLAKHA (2026) and Shaikh et al. (2025). This leaves plenty of room for investigation specific to IndiGo.
[bookmark: _Toc232082404]5. Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc232082405]5.1 Research Philosophy
This research will apply interpretivism research philosophy. It is because this study will be conducted by theoretically analysing ways in which IndiGo presents its ESG disclosures, along with its operational sustainability and carbon reduction practices. Use of this philosophy will enable exploring of meanings, context, and subjective perspectives from available literature. Interpretivism research philosophy is used in studies that conducts qualitative thematic synthesis and is, therefore, highly subjective (Gamage, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc232082406]5.2 Research Approach
The study will use an inductive research approach, as the objective of this study is to investigate whether the ESG disclosures of IndiGo comply with its actual carbon footprint reduction in the Indian aviation industry. This approach is highly suitable in a systematic literature review (SLR) that aims to explore any emerging phenomenon. Being a bottom-up method, the inductive research approach helps to develop broad generalizations from specific or raw data, thereby giving scopes to identify and interpret new patterns (Kumar and Ujire, 2024). In this study, public reports, sustainability documents, and academic peer-reviewed articles will be examined to describe carbon footprint and ESG disclosures of IndiGo. It is assumed for this research approach to be of high importance in analysing whether claims of carbon reduction have been vaguely discussed by IndiGo in its earlier CSR reports. Recent sustainability obligations have, however, made IndiGo to shift toward specific metrics, as mandated by SEBI’s BRSR framework. As inspired by Shaikh et al. (2025), it is a fact that regulatory pressure in India has fundamentally changed the depth of carbon disclosures of airline companies.
[bookmark: _Toc232082407]5.3 Research Design
In accordance with the ideas of Furidha (2023), descriptive qualitative research design is one of the most commonly used methods that enables comprehensive answers to the "what," "who," and "where" of phenomenon, by focusing on easily available data. Descriptive qualitative research design will be used in studying the phenomenon. The design will be suitable because it facilitates the analysis of sustainability variables, operational efficiency practices and employee perception of ESG performance. Systematic comparison of disclosure practices with real operational carbon reduction indicators by qualitative research is to be carried out. The idea of making this a SLR is suitable in this context, as this type of research design is likely to assist in broadly observing existing academic sources across the entire aviation industry such that actual trends can be synthesized. 
[bookmark: _Toc232082408]5.4 Data Collection Method 
As inspired by Cheong et al. (2023), secondary qualitative data collection is all about relying on previously collected, non-numerical data for exploring and interpreting new research questions. This is a type of desk-based method, which is cost-effective and requires assessing the original data’s validity, and context. In this secondary study, qualitative data will be collected using the SLR framework. The process of data collection will start with reviewing and sorting relevant peer-reviewed articles, books and online sources. ESG reports, environmental, social, and governance reports of IndiGo, as well as its annual reports and aviation sustainability literature, will be specifically prioritized to provide background information. A contextual understanding of operational decarbonisation strategies will, therefore, be obtained from secondary data. Since there are high chances for secondary data to have personal bias, therefore, any such means will be eliminated (Cheong et al. 2023). For this, the process of gathering data will start with defining parameters that peer-reviewed journal articles or online sources must have. 
With this, the inclusion criteria will ensure that sampled sources are published between 2020 and 2026, as it will be essential to include most updated information on indigo’s ESG disclosures and carbon reduction in India. This will, furthermore, include sources being written in English. Any means of duplicate studies, personal opinion pieces, non-peer-reviewed blog posts or sources with premium access will be excluded. The next step will be to select accurate academic databases. For this, one of the most preferred publicly accessible web search engines, namely Google Scholar, will be used. Singh et al. (2023) stated that Google Scholar enables easy collection, synthesis, and analysis of available data, rather than generating fresh primary data. However, it is common to get numerous studies on this. With an aim to refine and specify the search, a precise search string will be used using Boolean operators (AND, OR). This will help to group searched keywords into thematic clusters.
[bookmark: _Toc232082409]5.5 Data Analysis
Data collected will be analysed using Braun and Clarke's six-phase thematic analysis method (Braun et al., 2023). This is considered to be a flexible qualitative data analysis method for identifying, analysing, and interpreting recurring patterns within data. Being an inductive, and descriptive qualitative study, emphasis will be laid upon Indigo’s ESG reports, BRSR filings, and some recent sustainability statements, followed by some precise labels (codes) to meaningful broader segments, known as themes. A total of 4 pre-defined themes that align with the research questions will be prepared. This will help in interpreting contextual information and come to a valid conclusion. The result shall assist to have more clarity about the awareness the Indian airline industry has towards sustainability initiatives (Mertler et al. 2025). In the next step, the conceptual context of each one of the prepared themes will be finalized. A detailed analysis will help in addressing the link between ESG disclosure and actual carbon reduction practices of IndiGo. The last and final synthesis stage of data analysis will be to narratively comment on vivid data extracts. It has been shared by Byrne (2022) that the final thematic analysis needs to be such that it goes beyond simple description and critically evaluates applicability of the themes in real-world context of IndiGo’s ESG reporting and true emission declines.
[bookmark: _Toc232082410]5.6 Ethical Considerations
During this study, no personal identifying information will be used, considering this to be a secondary study. Ethical considerations in this study will, therefore, be limited to retaining the original meaning of secondary data sources that are already available. Contribution of past authors will also be acknowledged by means of proper in-text citations. At the same time, it will be ensured that collected sources of data are easily available over the internet and not something that is collected from any archives. 
[bookmark: _Toc232082411]6. Research Risks and Limitations
One of the significant risks in conducting this secondary ESG analysis is differentiating substantive operational changes and ESG compliances made by IndiGo. It is so because airline companies often emphasize secondary improvements to divert the focus from rising concerns of GHG (greenhouse gas) emissions. This, in turn, leads to risks of green washing in this sector. In addition to this, choosing the secondary data collection method will depend on existing data sources, which cannot be controlled by the researcher. Time constraints may, further, limit broad data collection and deeper renditions of comparisons with industry. 
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