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Abstract

The study presents a rigorous longitudinal analysis of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Action
Plans at Trent Limited, a leading Indian retail enterprise under the Tata Group, spanning from Fiscal
Year 2023-24 to Fiscal Year 2026-27. By systematically applying Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase
thematic analysis framework to official corporate disclosure datasets, the research maps a substantial
budget expansion and identifies three core latent, conceptually robust themes: (1) Structural
Empowerment and Human Capital Lifecycles, (2) Regenerative Ecologies and Nature-Based
Adaptation, and (3) Epistemic Governance and Systemic Capacity Building. The analysis reveals a
strategic transition within the firm from short-term, localized, and transactional project expenditures to
highly integrated, multi-year developmental alliances. This article evaluates the drivers, configurations,
and organizational outcomes of this strategic maturation, offering evidence-grounded insights for
corporate boards, governance committees, and sustainability practitioners seeking to optimize social
capital utility within emerging markets.

Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility, Trent Limited, longitudinal thematic analysis, fast fashion
industry.

1. Introduction

The global fashion and apparel industries are increasingly scrutinized for the linear "take-make-dispose"
patterns that characterize high-velocity fast-fashion business models. According to a landmark Union
Ministry of Textiles report, “Mapping of Textile Waste Value Chain in India,” the nation generates
approximately 70.73 lakh tonnes of textile waste annually. The primary environmental burden lies
downstream, with post-consumer disposal accounting for 58% of all textile waste. This downstream
imbalance raises critical questions regarding how the retail apparel industry addresses post-consumer
externalities through Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). To address these systemic environmental
and socioeconomic deficits, Section 135 of the India Companies Act, 2013, mandates that specified
corporate entities channel at least 2% of their average net profits toward board-approved CSR initiatives.
Evaluating how major market leaders deploy this mandated capital is of paramount environmental and
corporate importance.
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Within the Indian retail sector, Trent Limited (a Tata Enterprise), which drives rapid-turnaround
concepts such as Westside and Zudio operates a fast-growing corporate footprint that directly intersects
with both upstream agricultural supply chains (cotton cultivation) and downstream consumer lifecycles.
As Trent’s mandatory CSR allocations scale alongside corporate profitability, a key strategic question
emerges: how does a rapid-turnaround retail giant transition its expanding mandatory capital from short-
term, compliance-driven outlays to sophisticated, systemic, and regenerative developmental networks.

2. The Literature Gap

Existing research on corporate social responsibility in emerging economies has heavily focused on

compliance-driven frameworks or descriptive case studies of public-sector units. There remains a

significant literature gap regarding the strategic maturation of CSR within fast-growing, retail

conglomerates. Specifically, previous literature fails to model how rapid-growth retail enterprises,
operating under mandatory spending regulations like India's Section 135, manage the organizational and

strategic complexities of scaling their social investments. This study addresses this gap by conducting a

longitudinal thematic analysis of Trent Limited's CSR spending patterns from FY24 to FY27, tracking

how corporate governance structures mature to match the financial scale of their mandatory allocations.

To guide this inquiry, the study formulates four core Research Questions (RQSs):

e RQ1: How has Trent Limited’s budgeted CSR capital allocation expanded and redistributed across
strategic development themes during the longitudinal period of FY?24 to FY27?

« RQ2: What latent strategic themes characterize Trent Limited's operational transition from short-
term, localized compliance projects to integrated, multi-year developmental alliances?

e RQ3: In what ways do Trent Limited’s environmental and nature-based adaptation initiatives under
Theme 2 align with or address the broader supply chain and ecological footprints associated with
high-volume apparel models?

o« RQ4: How do Trent Limited leverage institutional infrastructure, pedagogical systems, and inde-
pendent evaluation to transition toward a model of "epistemic corporate governance"?

3. Methodology

This study adopts a rigorous longitudinal qualitative research design utilizing content-driven thematic

analysis to identify, analyse, and report structural patterns across a corporate social disclosure corpus.

3.1. Data Sources and Corpus

The primary data source consists of the official Corporate Social Responsibility Annual Action Plans of

Trent Limited approved by its Board of Directors for four consecutive fiscal years: FY2023-24,

FY2024-25, FY2025-26, and FY2026-27. This empirical material is supplemented by Trent’s GRI-

aligned Sustainability Reports covering the operations of FY22-23 and FY23-24, which provide

contextual data on materiality matrices, stakeholder engagements, and climate-risk assessments.

3.2. Analytical Framework

To analyze this longitudinal corporate disclosure corpus, the Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase

thematic analysis framework is used. Rather than treating this framework as a generic descriptive tool,

the study streamlined its application to focus directly on strategic corporate transitions:

1. Familiarization: A deep immersion in the FY24, FY26, and FY27 CSR Annual Action Plans and
the FY23-24 Sustainability Report to understand the breadth of interventions.
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2. Coding: Identifying recurring program types such as Higher Education, Water Resource Develop-
ment, and Institutional Healthcare.

3. Generating Initial Themes: Grouping codes into preliminary categories (e.g., "Education Support"
or "Environmental Conservation").

4. Reviewing Themes: Aligning these categories with Trent’s "Be People Conscious" and "Be Re-
source Efficient” sustainability pillars.

5. Defining and Naming Themes: Elevating descriptive categories into academic, latent themes that
capture strategic shifts, such as the transition from "Vocational Training' to 'Structural Empower-
ment.’

6. Producing the Report: Synthesizing the data into a narrative that charts the evolution from a donor-
centric model to one of systemic governance.

3.3. Data Extraction and Initial Coding: Grounding the Analysis

Academic rigor requires grounding analysis in empirical corporate data to ensure absolute fidelity to the

source. Table 1 extracts primary data points across the study period to identify the strategic "codes"

signalling shifts in corporate intent.

Table 3.3.1: Selective Program Coding and Grounding Analysis

Program Name Stated Modality/Quote from Board|Initial Code Fiscal
Action Plans Year
Skills@School Training in  new-age skills, gainfullyVocational Transitioning|FY24
impacts government school children
Water-Resource Renovation of existing water recharge and{Resource Conservation |FY24
Development conservation structures
Trent  Scholar  —Collaborate on joint research systems tolKnowledge Building &|FY26/27
Doctoral Fellowship |[create a scientific talent pool Vertical Integration
\Water Security/Align with State Water availability issue|Ecological Resource|FY26/27
Initiative with water neutrality approach Management
CARA Initiative Nature-based, regenerative  agriculture|Regenerative FY26/27
program advancing sustainable cotton/Agriculture
farming
Skilling Oncology|Establishment of nurses' accommodation|Institutional ~ Capacity|FY26/27
Personnel and oncology skilling center Building
Program MEL Review, strengthen and evolve... context-[Epistemic Governance [FY27
responsive, and ready for informed
expansion

The coding reveals a stark shift: the emergence of "Trent Scholar” as a dominant initiative across the
lifecycle. While early efforts focused on external, academic support (such as project-specific grants
like Project Nanhi Kali in partnership with Mahindra), later interventions emphasize the creation of
"scientific talent pools” and "informed expansion”, moving from a model of financial aid to one of direct
human capital development and vertical industry integration.
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4. Empirical Findings

4.1 The qualitative and quantitative synthesis of Trent's CSR Action Plans reveals a programmatic
expansion. Over the four-year longitudinal horizon, Trent's budgeted CSR expenditure scaled up by 7.8
times, rising from ¥3.95 Crore in FY24 to %30.87 Crore in FY27. This financial scale-up was
accompanied by a structural shift across the three defined latent themes, reflecting a clear corporate
pivot away from transactional, short-term, project-specific grants toward integrated, multi-year
developmental investments.

Table 4.1: Conceptual Theme & Program Mapping (FY24-FY27) (Figures in X Crore)

Conceptual Theme & Program|FY23-24 (FY24) FY24- |[FY25- |[FY26-
Mapping 25 26 27
(FY25) (FY26) |(FY27)
Theme 1: Structural2.10 233 (1791 |[17.34
Empowerment &  Human
Capital Focus: Individual
skilling, employment pathways,
formal  certifications,  higher
education.
Representative Programs: Karta Initiative / Trent Scholars; Project
Nanhi Kali (Mahindra); Skills@School
(Salaam Bombay); Crafting a Better Planet
(Kaarigar Clinic); Sewing & Apparel
Designing (Bhansali Trust); Apprenticeship
Programs (SaathiRe / Direct NAPS);
Oncology Healthcare Skilling (Tata Cancer
Care Foundation).
Theme 2: Regenerative|1.75 0.06 3.79 |5.49
Ecologies &  Nature-Based
Adaptation Focus: Water
neutrality, climate resilience,
regenerative farming,
conservation.
Representative Programs: Water Resource Development (Cinl,
Dahod); Soil Conservation Charlotte Lake
(BEAG); Cotton, Agriculture &
Regeneration for Adaptation (CARA);
Water Security Initiative (CInl,
Maharashtra); Animal Welfare & Critical
Care.
Theme 3: Epistemic|0.10 9.85 0.46 8.04
Governance & Systemic
Capacity Building Focus: Public
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educational  assets, educator
pedagogy, program evaluation &
MEL, care infrastructure.

Representative Programs: Setting up School (Trent School, Vapi);
Montessori  Educator Training (IMF);
English Educators Workshops; Program
Monitoring, Evaluation & Learning (MEL -
SoulAce); Pediatric Nursing Assistance
(Children of the World); Wayanad Disaster
Relief (TCIT).

Total Budgeted CSR Spend %3.95 12.24 R22.16 R30.87

All figures are in Indian Crore Rupees (INR Crore). The thematic classifications were mapped based on
qualitative content analysis of program descriptions, manner of execution, and specific Schedule VII
activities.

CHART 4.1

Strategic CSR Budget Scaled 7.8x From FY24 to FY27, Prioritising Human Capital and Regenerative Cotton/Water Initiatives
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4.2. Theme 1: Structural Empowerment and Human Capital Lifecycles

Human capital development remains Trent’s primary financial and operational focus, expanding by 8.3

times from %2.10 Crore in FY24 to X17.34 Crore in FY27, with an intermediate peak of ¥17.91 Crore in

FY26. The structural maturation within this theme is characterized by a deliberate transition from

localized, basic vocational projects to highly institutionalized, career-aligned training pipelines.

e Early Phase (FY24): The theme was dominated by small-scale, short-term initiatives, such as pro-
ject-specific sewing training for marginalized women through the Bhansali Trust and basic school
vocational repair programs through the Salaam Bombay Foundation.

e Mature Phase (FY26-FY27): Trent redesigned this portfolio to construct a continuous, long-term
human capital pipeline. This strategy is anchored by:

1. The Trent Scholars Program (via Karta Initiative India Foundation): Scaled from 0.53 Crore
in FY24 to %33.26 Crore in FY27 to support economically challenged, high-potential scholars with
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living fees, laptops, career coaching, and elite university placements (such as FLAME, Ashoka,
McGill, and UCL).

2. The Direct NAPS-aligned Apprenticeship Program: Budgeted at ¥4.50 Crore in FY26 and %6.00
Crore in FY27, which formalizes retail-sector employment by delivering structured, on-the-job train-
ing (OJT) and digital skilling beyond the National Skills Qualification Framework (NSQF).

3. Specialized Oncology Healthcare Skilling Program: Budgeted at ¥9.00 Crore in FY26 and 26.36
Crore in FY27 in partnership with the Tata Cancer Care Foundation. This program establishes cru-
cial infrastructure, including nurses' accommodation and a dedicated training center within the Sri
Venkateswara Institute of Cancer Care & Research (SVICCAR) in Tirupati.

Theme 2: Regenerative Ecologies and Nature-Based Adaptation

Environmental sustainability, while historically subject to volatile funding, underwent a profound

conceptual transformation. The qualitative data demonstrates a clear shift from reactive, local

conservation to systemic, active, nature-based agricultural and hydrological adaptation. From FY26
onward, this theme was structured around two main initiatives:

1. The CARA (Cotton, Agriculture, and Regeneration for Adaptation) Initiative: Budgeted at
X1.03 Crore in FY26 and 32.46 Crore in FY27. Partnering with the Collectives for Integrated Liveli-
hood Initiatives (CInl) in Gujarat, this initiative advances nature-based, regenerative cotton farming
systems that actively restore soil health, carbon sink capacity, and ecological balance.

2. The regional Water Security Initiative: Budgeted at *2.76 Crore in FY26 and %3.03 Crore in
FY27 in Maharashtra, designed to achieve local water neutrality. Rather than pursuing generalized
conservation, this hydrological initiative employs an active water-neutrality approach, mapping and
aligning project interventions with specific, state-documented groundwater depletion and water
availability issues.

Theme 3: Epistemic Governance and Systemic Capacity Building

System-level governance and educational infrastructure spending grew exponentially, rising 80.4 times

from a nominal %0.10 Crore in FY24 to X8.04 Crore in FY27.

o Early Phase (FY24): This theme was represented only by modest nursing care support for aban-
doned and traumatized children (%0.10 Crore in FY24).

e Infrastructure Asset Creation (FY25 & FY27): Trent made massive capital and institutional in-
vestments to establish durable educational assets, allocating ¥9.50 Crore in FY25 and %7.50 Crore in
FY27 specifically for setting up the physical school facilities of the Trent School in Vapi, Gujarat.

o Epistemic Governance & Systems Building (FY27): Crucially, the findings reveal that Trent did
not stop at physical asset creation but actively began funding the institutional governance and peda-
gogical systems required to sustain them. In FY27, this took three forms:

1. Professionalized ""Train the Trainers™ Interventions: English Teacher Workshops to equip teach-
ers with advanced pedagogical skills.

2. Formative Career-Readiness Skilling: Programs like Leap for Word and Speech & Debate In-
dia, scaling to X1.03 Crore across 12 Jawahar Navodaya Vidyalayas (JNVs) in Maharashtra and Gu-
jarat.

3. Third-Party Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning (MEL): A formal contract with SoulAce
CSR Consultancy. The explicit, Board-approved purpose of this MEL program is to "review,
strengthen, and evolve the program so that it is effective, context-responsive, and ready for informed
expansion,” representing a high degree of epistemic corporate governance.
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5. Discussion:

The empirical findings of this study demonstrate how Trent Limited transitioned its mandatory CSR

allocations from compliance-driven philanthropic spending to strategic, institutionalized, and

regenerative ecosystems. We structure the discussion around the four guiding research questions.

5.1. RQ1: Financial Scale-Up and Redistributive Trends

The 7.8 times expansion of Trent's CSR budget (from X3.95 Crore to 330.87 Crore) highlights the direct

financial impact of India’s mandatory 2% profit allocation on fast-growing companies. While early

allocations were highly concentrated, the longitudinal trend demonstrates a balancing act between
human capital development (themel), consistently commanding the largest share, infrastructure-heavy

governance assets (Theme 3), and environmental stabilization (Theme 2).

5.2. RQ2: Transition from Transactional to Generative Models

The qualitative evidence reveals a strategic paradigm shift. In the early phase, Trent acted as a passive

funding partner for localized, short-term, third-party programs. For example, funding the Bhansali Trust

for basic sewing training or the Salaam Bombay Foundation for school repairs represented transactional

CSR low-risk, low-governance compliance. By FY26 and FY27, Trent transitioned to multi-year,

strategic alliances where it took active ownership. The Trent Scholars Program, the direct NAPS-aligned

Apprenticeship Program, and the SVICCAR Oncology Skilling project are designed to build continuous

talent pipelines that feed directly into the regional and national economic fabric.

5.3. RQ3: Resolving the Fast-Fashion Ecological Footprint Disconnect

The analysis flagged a potential disconnect between the Introduction’s focus on the massive 70.73 lakh

tonnes of annual textile waste in India and the subsequent environmental findings. However, a deeper

supply-chain analysis resolves this tension.

The apparel industry's ecological footprint is not solely a downstream landfill problem; it is deeply

rooted in upstream agriculture and manufacturing water consumption. Cotton is a highly water-intensive

crop, and its cultivation accounts for a significant portion of apparel's environmental impact.

e By investing in the CARA (Cotton, Agriculture, and Regeneration for Adaptation) Initiative,
Trent directly addresses the upstream agricultural foundation of its apparel business. Regenerative
cotton farming restores soil organic carbon, reduces pesticide runoff, and lowers carbon intensity.

« Similarly, the Water Security Initiative in Maharashtra targets groundwater depletion. Because
textile dyeing and finishing are notoriously water-intensive, regional water-neutrality programs stra-
tegically balance the hydrological footprint of Trent’s supply-chain activities.

Thus, rather than a disconnect, Theme 2 represents a supply-chain vertical integration strategy, where

Trent utilizes mandatory CSR capital to neutralize its environmental liabilities at the primary production

level (cotton farming) and regional extraction level (water basins).

5.4. RQ4: The Pivot to ""Epistemic Governance"

Theme 3 demonstrates that mature CSR requires more than brick-and-mortar funding. While building

physical facilities for the Trent School in Vapi created essential social assets, Trent's subsequent

investments in English Teacher Workshops and formative-grade career readiness represent a shift
toward pedagogical and systemic governance.

Crucially, the formal integration of SoulAce CSR Consultancy for Monitoring, Evaluation, and

Learning (MEL) represents a high degree of epistemic governance. By embedding third-party, metrics-

driven evaluation directly into the board-approved action plans, Trent creates an iterative feedback loop.
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CSR is no longer evaluated merely by "capital spent” (input metrics), but by "systemic capabilities built"
(impact and learning metrics).

6. Limitations and Future Research Directions

While this study provides a highly grounded, longitudinal model of strategic CSR maturation, certain

critical limitations must be highlighted:

e Planned Budget Allocations vs. Executed Audits: The primary dataset analysed consists of Board-
approved CSR Annual Action Plans, which reflect planned, budgeted allocations. While these doc-
uments represent the strategic intent and governance priorities of the board, they do not necessarily
reflect the final audited expenditures or real-world execution. Future research should pair these lon-
gitudinal plans with audited post-facto financial reports to evaluate the budget-utilization rates and
identify operational execution gaps.

e Absence of Direct Downstream Post-Consumer Circularity: Despite the introduction highlighting
that 58% of India's textile waste is downstream post-consumer disposal, Trent’s CSR programs over
the study period do not feature explicit post-consumer take-back schemes, circular textile recycling,
or downstream waste-sorting initiatives. Future research should monitor whether Trent, through its
"Be Resource Efficient™ pillar, eventually channels CSR capital to address downstream circular
economy structures within its retail concepts (Westside and Zudio).

e Single-Enterprise Case Study: While Trent Limited is a highly dynamic market leader in the Indian
retail space, generalizing these strategic patterns to other emerging-market retail firms requires cau-
tion. Comparative longitudinal studies across multiple Indian and global fashion retailers are rec-
ommended to validate the generalizability of this strategic maturation model.

7. Conclusion

The longitudinal thematic analysis of Trent Limited’s CSR trajectory from FY24 to FY27 reveals an
evolution into a highly rigorous, "epistemic"” system of governance. Trent has moved from philanthropic
outlays toward a strategy of systemic intervention that prioritizes human capital lifecycles, regenerative
ecologies, and permanent institutional capacity. This transition aligns community engagement directly
with the firm’s core sustainability pillars: "Be People Conscious" and "Be Resource Efficient". Based on
the FY27 trajectory, the future of corporate responsibility at Trent marks a benchmark for the retail
industry, demonstrating that "responsible growth” is not a regulatory trade-off but a fundamental
prerequisite for long-term societal and business resilience.
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