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African organizations struggle to translate environmental, social and governance (ESG)
commitments into results amid uneven regulation, informality, and financing frictions.
Using Olam International’s Africa operations as an illustrative case and grounded
analysis of secondary sources, this study presents an Africa-specific framework and a
concise path for adoption. The guidance covers governance alignment, materiality-led
prioritization, supplier traceability pilots, community engagement mechanisms,
transition-oriented financing options, and disclosure readiness. This study outlines
metrics, partner archetypes, and risk mitigants tailored to African realities. This article
offers guidance for multinationals and African SMEs, highlights transferability across
sectors and countries, and closes with policy pointers to align corporate ESG with local

development priorities.
INTRODUCTION

ESG is a basket of indicators that assess corporate ethical-
ity, sustainability, and governance practices. Across African
markets, the promise of ESG often stalls at execution. Or-
ganizations face uneven regulatory enforcement, high in-
formality, financing frictions, and varying social conditions
across locations. These factors complicate “lift-and-shift”
adoption of global standards and push managers to search
for context-fit, measurable roadmaps. Recent studies rein-
force this need for pragmatism, which Africa-focused schol-
arship has highlighted the centrality of capable, values-dri-
ven leadership to embed sustainability in daily decisions,
while also urging managers to convert principles into ac-
tion in institutionally thin contexts (Wolf-Gillespie & de
Klerk, 2025). Being familiar with materiality tools, sustain-
ability teams repurpose them to anticipate and manage
geopolitical exposure, from supply chain disruptions to dis-
closure pressure, offering managers a concrete bridge be-
tween risk sensing and ESG priority setting (Habegger,
2024).

Beyond the organizations, Africa’s social conditions,
norms, identities, and community expectations shape le-
gitimacy and value creation; ignoring them raises the risk
of implementation failure, whereas structured “moralized
value creation” strategies can align corporate action with
local expectations and development needs (Odek, 2024).
With the transition of international financial markets to-
wards sustainable financing, African businesses must cali-
brate with ESG frameworks to gain investor trust and con-
sent to operate in global markets. Regional Economic
Communities and the African Continental Free Trade Area
(AFCFTA) offer prospects for policy harmonization and sug-

gest hybrid models for corporate performance and sustain-
ability (Songi & Dias, 2019).

To address the ESG execution gap in African markets,
this article presents an Africa-specific adoption path
grounded in an illustrative case of Olam International and
triangulated secondary evidence. The route follows six
steps: strategy alignment, materiality-led prioritization,
supplier traceability pilots, partner-enabled community en-
gagement, transition-oriented financing options, and dis-
closure readiness. Each step pairs with indicative metrics
and role for public agencies, DFIs, and community organi-
zations. Based on this, the study posits the following re-
search question based on these objectives.

Research Question: How can African firms align with
forthcoming ESG frameworks to ensure compliance and lever-
age them for strategic benefits in international business?

This article emphasizes leadership for sustainability ex-
ecution in Africa, the use of materiality for risk governance,
and the translation of principles into context-fit managerial
actions. The study contributes to consolidating the path
with clear roles and indicative metrics.

CASE STUDY AND RESEARCH DESIGN: ESG
INTEGRATION IN A WEST AFRICAN
AGRIBUSINESS

CASE BACKGROUND

To explore existing ESG adoption within the regulatory and
institutional conditions, we have selected Olam Interna-
tional, a leading agribusiness firm with a presence across
sub-Saharan Africa. This research selected Olam because it
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Figure 1. ESG initiatives by OLAM

Source: Olam reports

integrated its operations with ESG principles despite many
constraints, such as regulatory gaps, weak enforcement
mechanisms, and fragmented governance. Olam sets an ex-
ample for other African firms on how global sustainability
standards can be adhered to by taking simple initiatives like
renewable energy investment, issuing green bonds, engag-
ing in community health through green finance, and en-
hancing supply chain efficiency by leveraging technology.
The main aim of this case-based study is to formulate an
actionable and replicable ESG framework for African firms
that can be applied in their efforts to implement sustain-
ability practices in a similar business environment, thus
contributing both to academics and hands-on policy devel-
opment.

Figure 1 demonstrates how African firms can lead ESG
adoption under institutional constraints.

METHODOLOGY

The study employs a qualitative case study method to gen-
eralise the sustainability practices adopted by Olam and
replicate them for other organisations working in similar
regulatory conditions in sub-Saharan Africa. It is cognisant
of earlier theoretical sampling logic (Yin, 2009) for Olam as
a representative illustration.

Olam International acted as a model case study for ESG
adoption in the agribusiness sector for this qualitative case
study design. The methodology employed was multi-di-
mensional, including data collection from secondary
sources like ESG disclosures and annual sustainability re-
ports from the Olam official websites, published articles
(2017-2023), relevant industry whitepapers, and indepen-
dent sustainability directories (FTSE4Good, MSCI ESG Rat-

Fair Labor Practices
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Anti- Corruption
Initiatives

ings). Using a grounded theory approach, the study in-
vestigated the data about the sustainability practices of
Olam International, categorised them into thematic clus-
ters, and synthesised the existing African ESG framework.
This method usages empirical observations to derive a
framework for components, ensuring contextual and the-
oretical importance. This study focuses on a systematic
analysis of secondary data available on open source, de-
tecting trends and practices in ESG adoption. The research
cross-verifies ESG performance metrics through data tri-
angulation from different independent sources to enhance
the reliability and validity of findings. This integrated ap-
proach helps in capturing real-world context while develop-
ing meaningful theory. It ensures the findings made sense
for one case and could apply to similar business settings
across Africa.

ESG FRAMEWORK: STRATEGIC GUIDELINES FOR
AFRICA

The propose ESG framework in Table 1 offers a structured,
context-specific roadmap for facilitating Environmental,
Social, and Governance adoption across African enter-
prises. The framework provides four critical domains rep-
resenting the most prominent institutional and operational
voids impeding ESG advancement in Africa. These domains
encompass structural, financial, and socio-cultural essen-
tial challenges in sustainability transitions in emerging
economies.

This framework engages with and extends existing inter-
national business theories by contextualizing them within
the African ESG landscape, such as drawing on institutional
theory, which demonstrates how firms respond to institu-
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tional voids, such as weak regulatory enforcement and frag-
mented governance, by developing alternative governance
mechanisms and aligning with global ESG norms. Build-
ing on resource dependence theory highlights how African
firms adapt their strategies to secure external ESG-linked
capital in resource-constrained environments. The frame-
work extends IB theory by addressing how systemic con-
straints unique to emerging economies shape ESG adop-
tion.

REGULATORY AND GOVERNANCE CONTEXT

In this context, we address weak enforcement, fragmented
ESG standards, and governance corruption. The ESG frame-
work of the study advocates harmonization through
AfCFTA, standardized reporting protocols, and policy in-
centives to drive compliance. Strengthening transparency,
accountability, and anti-corruption initiatives is essential
to building institutional trust. The path forward lies in con-
tinuous cross-border collaboration and alignment with
evolving regional ESG norms.

FINANCIAL AND INVESTMENT CONTEXT

Under this context, the study addresses challenges African
firms face in accessing ESG-related capital, such as resource
scarcity, limited infrastructure, and low awareness. It sug-
gests leveraging global interest in green investments, pro-
moting ESG-linked products, impact financing, and carbon
markets, as well as strengthening local green bond markets.

OPERATIONAL AND TECHNOLOGICAL CONTEXT

This domain discusses overcoming barriers to ESG adoption
in Africa, including high implementation costs, limited dig-
ital infrastructure, and technical skills, by investing in ad-
vanced technologies like blockchain, promoting regener-
ative practices supported by Public-Private Partnerships
(PPPs) and NGO involvement, and establishing continent-
wide technology standards.

CULTURAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT

This domain suggests addressing internal resistance to
change, traditional business practices, and limited ESG
awareness among leadership and employees through com-
prehensive training, strong ESG leadership, and integrating
ESG values into corporate culture. The long-term solution
is embedding ESG principles into organizational norms and
reinforcing them through strategic engagement.

A comparative analysis, as shown in Table 2, highlights
the African ESG framework’s distinctiveness — strong fi-
nancing focus, regional and cultural specificity, and align-
ment with African regulatory efforts, unlike global tools
like GRI or SDG Compass.

STRATEGIC PATH FOR ESG ADOPTION IN
AFRICA

In this section, the study presents an ESG roadmap for
African enterprises, integrating sustainability objectives
with strategic competitiveness. In the hybrid theoretical
foundation, institutional theory explains how African firms
respond to weak regulatory infrastructures by self-regulat-
ing and mimicking global ESG norms. In contrast, stake-
holder theory emphasizes inclusive engagement with com-
munities and investors. Resource dependence theory
frames the reliance on external capital for ESG mobiliza-
tion, and legitimacy theory captures the long-term strate-
gic goal of aligning ESG actions with global expectations
to gain credibility, funding, and market access. These the-
ories explain how ESG strategies emerge, adapt, and suc-
ceed in complex African business environments. Figure 2
illustrates a strategic pathway, emerging into a structured
roadmap for holistic ESG implementation in African busi-
nesses, based on the Olam International case study.

STEP 1: ESG ADOPTION AND STRATEGY FORMULATION

The starting point is to build ESG awareness and its ben-
efits, formulate a sustainability strategy focusing on ex-
ecutive development, risk assessment, and align corporate
goals with international standards for any African organi-
zation. Olam International launched sustainability leader-
ship training programs for ESG integration across its supply
chain.

STEP 2: ESG IMPLEMENTATION AND GOVERNANCE
ALIGNMENT

Taking a cue from Olam’s successful agroforestry and re-
generative agriculture execution, it displays a balance be-
tween immediate environmental impact reduction and
long-term sustainability. Thus, organisations must inte-
grate ESG principles into their operations, emphasizing
strong governance mechanisms, sustainability imperatives,
and ethical business practices.

STEP 3: SUSTAINABLE FINANCING AND INVESTMENT
MOBILIZATION

Green financing access, like green bonds and ESG invest-
ment options, is vital for effective ESG implementation.
Olam secured $500 million in funding green through sus-
tainability-centred loans, leading Africa’s sustainable fi-
nance transition.

STEP 4: ESG PERFORMANCE TRACKING AND
TECHNOLOGY INTEGRATION

ESG performance measurement systems are created and ex-
ecuted to review the performance periodically, leveraging
digital tools like Al analytics and blockchain to enhance
supply chain traceability and reporting. Olam’s ground-
breaking blockchain traceability system has elevated its op-
erations to global ESG requirements.
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Table 1. ESG FRAMEWORK TABLE FOR AFRICA

Context

Regulatory &
Governance

Financial &
Investment

Operational &
Technological

Cultural &
Organizational

Barriers

Weak
enforcement
mechanisms

Fragmented
ESG standards
across regions

Corruption and
EELS
governance
practices

Limited
availability of
financial
resources

Resource
scarcity and
inadequate
funding
infrastructure

Lack of
awareness
about
sustainable
finance
products

High
implementation

Opportunities

Harmonization of ESG
standards through the
AFCFTA

Regional partnerships
for improved
governance

Increasing global and
regional regulatory
focus on ESG

Rising market for
green bonds and
sustainability-linked
finance

Increased
international investor
interest in ESG-
compliant firms

Access to global ESG
investment networks

Adoption of blockchain
and advanced digital

Strategies

Establish
standardized ESG
reporting
protocols

Advocate policy
incentives for
ESG compliance

Enhance
transparency and
accountability
mechanisms

Expand access to
green finance

Utilize impact
investments and
carbon credit
markets

Promote ESG-
linked financial
products

Develop
sustainability-
linked lending
instruments.

Invest in digital
technologies for

Solutions

AFCFTA to harmonize
regulations

Seek governmental policy
incentives and regulatory
support

Establish robust
governance frameworks

Implement anti-
corruption measures

Facilitate green financing
through Development
Financial Institutions
(DFls)

Develop local green bond
markets

Conduct educational
initiatives for sustainable
finance awareness

Secure governmental and
NGO support for

Path Forward

Collaboration with
regulatory bodies

Continuous adaptation to
evolving ESG regulations

Active participation in
regional governance
forums

Strengthen financial
partnerships with global
ESG investors.

Regular alignment with
emerging sustainable
finance standards

Develop comprehensive,
sustainable finance
evaluation frameworks

Continuous investment in
technological

costs solutions for ESG supply chain technology projects advancements
transparency transparency

Insufficient Technological Implement Formulate public-private Expansion of digital
technological innovations facilitating regenerative partnerships (PPPs) to literacy and
infrastructure better ESG integration agriculture enhance technology infrastructure

practices infrastructure. improvement programs
Limited Growing technological Build Provide technical training Establish and advocate
technical skills infrastructure support technological and capacity-building industry-wide technology
and expertise from global partners infrastructure to programs standards

support ESG

integration

Improve

operational

sustainability

Cultural
resistance to
ESG-related
changes

Persistence of
traditional
business
practices

Limited internal
ESG expertise
and knowledge

Increased awareness
and acceptance of ESG
principles

Improved brand
reputation through
ESG alignment

Competitive
advantage through
ESG initiatives

Conduct
comprehensive
ESG training
programs

Encourage
corporate
leadership
toward ESG goals

Integrate ESG
principles into
organizational
culture

Establish clear
ESG performance
metrics.

Implement extensive ESG
training and awareness
campaigns

Promote strong ESG
leadership internally and
externally

Incentivize ESG-aligned
corporate behaviors

Maintain ongoing
stakeholder dialogue and
collaboration initiatives

Institutionalize ESG
practices in
organizational culture
through regular
assessments

Continuous improvement
and refinement of ESG
strategies

STEP 5: STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT AND COMMUNITY
IMPACT

land parcels and policymakers optimises stakeholder en-
gagement, resulting in sustainable cocoa farming and im-

proved socio-economic conditions for Olam International.
It requires strong engagement with local communities and

the regulatory environment for effective ESG adoption and
implementation. Engagement with farmers holding small
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Table 2. Comparative Perspective: Global Vs African ESG Framework

Criteria Our African ESG Framework GRI SDG Compass
Focus on Financing Strong (Green Bonds, DFls) Weak Weak
Regional Specificity High (Africa-specific) Global Global
Cultural Context Included Yes No No
Regulatory Alignment Regional Harmonization (AfCFTA) Global Guidelines UN SDGs Alignment

ESG Awareness and Strategy Formation

Build ESG Awareness, leadership buy-in, develop strategy, aligned
with global standards

(Case: Olam’s ESG leadership training)

|

~
Implementation and Governance alignment
Embed ESG mto operations, governance, and ethics
(Case: Olam’s agroforestry and regenerative practices)
/

1 ]

Sustainable Financing and Investment Mobilization

Secure green bonds, impact investment, and new capital

(Case: Olam’s $500 M sustainability-linked loan)

iy

ESG Performance Tracing and Technology Integration

Use digital tools (AT, blockchain) for momtoring

(Case: Olam’s blockchain traceability systems)
< J/

)

Stakeholders Engagement and Community Impact )
Engage commumities, smallholders, policymakers
Case: Olam’s Farmer and policy partnerships)
‘ /
Long-Term Compliance and Reporting )
Maintain standards, regular audits, tr; t reporting, and
market recogmtion
(Case: Olam’s FTSE4Good & MSCI ESG rating)
/

Figure 2. Strategic path for ESG adoption in Africa

STEP 6: LONG-TERM COMPLIANCE AND REPORTING

Gaining trust in the market by any firm means not just do-
ing business; it requires a deep, ongoing assurance of in-
ternational ESG standards and regular audits. Our case of
Olam exemplifies this dedication through its strong MSCI
ESG Rating and its place in the FTSE4Good Index, which
signals responsible and transparent business practices.

This article provides a strategic path for a holistic,
replicable framework for ESG adoption in Africa, balancing
theoretical rigor with practical insights. With the help of
the Olam case, this article demonstrates how firms can
achieve robust governance, investor confidence, and sus-
tainability-driven growth in African markets.

CONCLUSION

This research follows a qualitative case study approach to
building an ESG framework for African organisations, as
confirmed by the Olam International case. The given frame-
work helps managers sequence activities, specify who does
what, and highlight near-term indicators. This research is
design for institutionally thin settings where informally,
uneven enforcement, and financing frictions often derail
ESG programs. The framework integrates institutional and
stakeholder perspectives with risk and financing consider-
ations to clarify how ESG can create operational resilience
and legitimacy in African contexts. This research provides
theoretical insights and offers a well-structured practical
roadmap for African businesses and policymakers to ad-
dress regional ESG challenges. By grounding the findings
and the framework in real-world situations, the study en-
sures its relevance and adaptability, making it a valuable
tool across sectors and institutional settings throughout
the continent.
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