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Corporate environmental governance has emerged as a critical global priority amid escalating environmental challenges. In recent years, many countries have implemented laws such as “Supply Chain Laws” and “Corporate Due Diligence Laws” to strengthen corporate environmental accountability. In China, the introduction of the Administrative Measures for the Legal Disclosure of Corporate Environmental Information in 2021 marked a significant shift toward mandatory corporate environmental governance. This study traces the evolution of China’s corporate environmental governance policies through a policy text analysis of 140 documents issued by the central government between 1982 and 2023. The analysis identifies three distinct developmental stages: (1) the pollution control phase (1982–2006), characterized by command-and-control measures; (2) the social responsibility advocacy phase (2007–2020), emphasizing voluntary and market-based mechanisms; and (3) the mandatory environmental obligations phase (2021–present), introducing stricter regulatory requirements. While the current framework reflects principles of collaborative governance, significant challenges remain, including weak communication channels, free-rider problems, and limited extraterritorial application of environmental policies. This study provides a comprehensive analysis of China’s corporate environmental governance policies, offering insights and actionable recommendations to enhance their effectiveness and contribute to global discussions on sustainable corporate governance.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Corporate environmental governance has garnered increasing attention from governments worldwide as a critical pathway for addressing environmental crises, such as widespread environmental degradation and the intensification of extreme weather events. Corporations are key agents of economic development and significantly influence environmental protection regulations under government oversight. Strengthening corporate environmental governance not only curbs pollution, but also promotes cleaner production processes, and raises public awareness about environmental responsibility. Over the past 3 decades, governmental bodies and societal actors have progressively recognized the significance of corporate environmental governance, guiding corporate actions through policy formulation and enforcement mechanisms.
The concept of corporate environmental governance can be traced back to the 1930s, when Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) was first introduced (Agudelo et al., 2019). Over time, CSR expanded to encompass a broad spectrum of concerns, including labor rights, social welfare, and environmental protection. CSR gained international recognition in 2011 with the adoption of the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (United Nations Human Rights Council, 2011). In recent years, the focus of national legislation has shifted towards strengthening corporate due diligence obligations, with many countries enacting laws under names such as “Corporate Code of Conduct,” “Due Diligence Law,” and “Supply Chain Law,” thus ushering corporate environmental governance into a new phase. China, as one of the largest countries in the world, hosts numerous corporations of varying scales. Analyzing its corporate environmental governance policies and exploring future development trends is therefore crucial.
Policies serve as crucial guidelines for corporate behavior, and the text of these policies forms the backbone of their content (Zhang and Ma, 2017). Since the enactment of the Environmental Protection Law in 1979, China’s CSR governance policies have evolved significantly. Between 1979 and 2023, China issued over 100 policies related to CSR governance, including corporate environmental standards, social responsibility guidelines, and enforcement notices. These policies have been instrumental in shaping China’s legal framework for corporate environmental governance, reflecting national goals and conditions. In this context, key questions of this research arise regarding how corporate environmental governance policies are defined, how they have evolved over time, and what issues persist between policy enactment and implementation.
From a policy tool perspective, this study systematically analyzes relevant policies through textual analysis, identifying key phases in the evolution of corporate environmental governance in China. Additionally, the study explores the challenges of policy implementation and offers potential avenues for improvement. By doing so, it aims to support the future development of corporate environmental governance policies tailored to China’s specific circumstances. The findings are expected to provide both theoretical insights and practical recommendations for policymakers in China and other countries.
This paper is organized into seven chapters. The introduction (Chapter 1) and literature review (Chapter 2) provide an overview of the development of corporate environmental governance policies and current research status. Chapter 3 outlines the theoretical foundation, research framework, and methodology. Chapter 4 presents a quantitative analysis of corporate environmental governance policies, classifying them and exploring various dimensions of environmental policy texts. Chapter 5 details the evolution of China’s corporate environmental governance policies, identifying key characteristics and stages of development. Chapter 6 examines the transition process across different phases, the compliance and effectiveness of the relevant policies, and identifies the key challenges within China’s current policy framework. It also presents policy recommendations to address these issues. The final chapter (Chapter 7) offers a concluding summary of the findings.
2 LITERATURE REVIEW
National policy serves as a crucial mechanism for guiding the development of enterprises, particularly in the context of environmental governance. Environmental policy, in particular, plays an essential role in managing pollution and mitigating environmental degradation (Wei and Hu, 2021). With the evolution of environmental policy and the growing public awareness of corporate environmental responsibility, both international and Chinese scholars have increasingly turned their attention to the interaction between environmental policy and corporate development. This growing body of research seeks to understand how national policies influence corporate environmental governance and how enterprises adapt their strategies in response to regulatory changes.
2.1 International research on corporate environmental governance
International research on environmental policy and corporate development can broadly be divided into two main categories. The first category focuses on the mechanisms through which national policies influence corporate environmental governance (Glicksman and Markell, 2018; Liu, 2021; OECD, 2007; Wang et al., 2021). This body of work often integrates both qualitative and quantitative methods to analyze the dynamic relationship between national policies and specific areas of corporate development. For example, research has shown that market-based environmental policies—those that leverage market mechanisms—tend to have a significant impact on corporate environmental innovation, whereas policies that fail to incentivize research and development may limit the scope of corporate innovation (Liao, 2018). Tilt’s analysis of Australia’s environmental policies highlights that while corporate environmental disclosure levels have improved under regulatory influence, the content and quality of disclosures still lag behind other countries. This gap is often attributed to corporate resistance, which can be mitigated through enhanced public participation (Tilt, 2001). Additionally, Dechezlepretre and Sato’s research on the impact of national environmental policies on corporate competitiveness provides a valuable reference for both policymakers and business stakeholders (Dechezlepretre and Sato, 2017).
Another category focuses on specific environmental policies. For instance, empirical studies on environmental policies, such as those examining the role of environmental taxes, suggest that while such policies can reduce pollutant emissions, their overall impact is limited (Chen et al., 2022). Some literature also delves into how companies develop and implement their own environmental policies (Jose and Lee, 2007). For instance, Jose and Lee conducted a textual analysis of environmental disclosure documents from the world’s 200 largest companies, offering key recommendations for future policy development. Similarly, Alnajjar’s analysis of CSR disclosure documents from the top 500 U.S. companies revealed a significant correlation between CSR disclosure effectiveness and corporate profitability, as well as between company size and the nature of the disclosures (Alnajjar, 2000).
2.2 Chinese research on environmental policies and corporate performance
In China, research on environmental policy and corporate development has largely focused on the impact of corporate environmental policies on overall environmental performance, as well as the pathways through which these policies influence corporate outcomes in different sectors. In recent years, there has been growing interest in examining how environmental policies affect the development of green technologies and the green transformation of enterprises. A review of the relevant literature in China reveals that current research primarily centers on three key areas: the impact of environmental policies on environmental quality, the relationship between environmental policies and corporate performance, and the role of environmental policies in promoting green innovation and transformation.
First, the effects of environmental policies on environmental quality are explored. Scholars have employed econometric analyses to assess the effects of various environmental policy instruments on China’s carbon productivity (Fan and Zhang, 2023). Other studies applied differential game theory to determine the optimal policies for controlling corporate pollution (Liu et al., 2021; Zeng et al., 2016; Zheng, 2019; Xu and Tan, 2023). Some studies also investigate the impact of different environmental policies on corporate governance (Hu et al., 2017; Jin, 2017; Lin et al., 2015; Liu, 2015; Zhang, 2016). For example, certain studies have explored how environmental policies can best allocate resources. These analyses propose strategies to enhance China’s comprehensive system of environmental policy instruments, while also considering corporate perspectives (Lu and Yan, 2022; Wang et al., 2016).
Second, research on the relationship between environmental policies and firm performance predominantly focuses on the dual impact of such policies on corporate environmental performance and economic performance. In terms of environmental performance, scholars have employed micro-empirical methods to analyze the correlation between local government environmental policy innovations and corporate environmental performance. Some studies have also examined the impact of environmental enforcement mechanisms, such as the “river chief system,” on corporate performance (Li et al., 2023). Other analyses explore the relationship between environmental law enforcement, corporate supervision, and pollution reduction (Shen and Zhou, 2017). For small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), studies have shown that administrative environmental policies tend to have a greater impact on environmental performance than economic policies (Long et al., 2018). Regarding economic performance, research has focused on topics such as corporate social responsibility, the impact of corporate collusion on economic performance, the role of government subsidies in promoting environmental investment, and the relationship between environmental information disclosure and the cost of equity financing (Deng et al., 2022; Ye et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2021).
Finally, research on the role of environmental policies in driving green innovation and corporate transformation has garnered increasing attention. Studies have found that China’s current carbon tax levels promote investment in environmental R&D and innovation (Hong et al., 2022). Moreover, the relationship between incentive-based environmental policies and green technological innovation tends to follow an inverted U-shaped curve, whereas punitive environmental policies exhibit a positive U-shaped relationship with green innovation (Wang et al., 2022). However, stringent environmental policies may inhibit pollution-intensive enterprises from investing in technological innovation (Tian and Han, 2021). The regional impact of environmental policies on innovation also varies, with differences observed between China’s eastern, central, and western regions (Zhang et al., 2021). Both domestic and international environmental policies have been shown to positively impact renewable energy technology innovation in China, although there is often a time lag in realizing these effects (Li et al., 2021). Additionally, corporate environmental responsibility has been found to mediate the relationship between media attention and green innovation, highlighting the role of external scrutiny in driving corporate environmental efforts (Li et al., 2022; Yang et al., 2023). Other scholars have examined how China’s green credit policy (Si and Cao, 2022; Wang and Wang, 2021) and green tax system (Wang et al., 2022) influence corporate environmental performance, noting that environmental policies facilitate the green transformation of enterprises by altering the cost-benefit analysis of green initiatives (Wang et al., 2022; Ye and Wu, 2023; Haken, 1984; Hu, 2016).
2.3 Gaps in existing research
In summary, a review of both Chinese and international literature reveals several key insights. First, while research on corporate environmental governance in China has largely focused on specific areas—such as the impact of environmental policies on corporate green innovation, corporate performance, and environmental quality—there is a notable lack of comprehensive, historical analysis of China’s corporate environmental governance policies. Second, although the methodologies employed in existing studies incorporate both qualitative and quantitative analyses, Chinese research has generally underutilized textual analysis methods when compared to international studies. As a result, there is still considerable room for expanding the scope of research in this area.
In response to these gaps, this study adopts a policy tool perspective, conducting a textual analysis of China’s corporate environmental governance policies from 1982 to 2023. By examining the evolutionary characteristics of these policies, the study identifies key features and developmental stages, analyzes internal and external factors that constrain improvements in corporate environmental governance, and provides policy recommendations for optimizing China’s governance framework. This approach offers a new perspective for the study of corporate environmental governance policies, contributing both to theoretical understanding and practical policymaking.
3 THEORETICAL FOUNDATION AND RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 Collaborative governance theory
What constitutes an effective corporate environmental governance policy? Academic discussions on this topic have primarily revolved around fostering responsible corporate behavior, enhancing public participation, and optimizing government legislative strategies. Collaborative governance theory offers valuable insights in this context.
The concept of collaborative governance, or synergistic governance, originates from the field of synergetic, which was pioneered by German physicist Hermann Haken in 1974. Initially developed to study the self-organization of non-equilibrium systems (Haken, 1984), synergetic has since evolved into a multidisciplinary framework, incorporating elements of governance theory from the social sciences. At its core, collaborative governance theory seeks to transcend the limitations of governance led solely by the government, market, or society. Instead, it emphasizes the need for structural coupling and resource sharing among these key actors to maximize the effectiveness of governance, particularly in addressing complex social issues (Hu, 2016). In China, the theory has been applied primarily in areas such as emergency management, network regulation, and governmental oversight (Gao and Zhang, 2021; Gui and Pan, 2022; Li, 2012; Liu, 2018; Shen and Chen, 2017; Wu, 2015; Xu and Huang, 2020; Zhang et al., 2022). Within environmental governance, collaborative governance theory has proven useful in examining approaches to pollution control and related governance methods (Wei and Zhao, 2016).
This theory operates on the premise that social systems are inherently complex and multifaceted, characterized by both competitive and cooperative dynamics. The nature of these dynamics may shift based on the stage of development. For governance to be effective, policy formulation must account for the contributions of all stakeholders involved, fostering cooperation between them to optimize overall outcomes. In modern society, as various social subsystems become increasingly specialized and diverse, achieving synergy between these subsystems presents a greater challenge. Therefore, policymakers must carefully design policies that maximize the synergistic effects of these specialized subsystems, while respecting their unique development trajectories. Collaborative governance theory thus provides a strong theoretical foundation for improving China’s corporate environmental governance policies, helping to achieve more holistic and effective governance outcomes.
3.2 Collaborative governance theory and corporate environmental governance policies
In line with the principles of collaborative governance, an effective corporate environmental governance policy should encourage collaboration among key stakeholders—government, social forces, and enterprises. Such policies should adhere to the following principles and requirements to fully harness the potential of synergistic governance:
First, it is essential to guide all stakeholders toward establishing unified governance objectives. Collaborative governance theory asserts that a successful corporate environmental governance policy must foster alignment among stakeholders by promoting common environmental goals. Goal setting is the foundation upon which governance mechanisms operate and provides direction for stakeholders to take concrete actions. However, in practice, complex public affairs often involve conflicting interests among stakeholders, leading to goal misalignment or deviation. Therefore, an effective policy should employ incentives and other mechanisms to align the interests of the government, society, and enterprises, ensuring that individual and public interests are compatible and reinforcing each other.
Second, the establishment of robust information communication channels is crucial. Information asymmetry poses a significant barrier to social governance, leading not only to market failures (Li and Li, 2021) but also hindering collaboration among governance actors, thus reducing the effectiveness of governance. If participants in the governance process operate under disparate communication systems or exacerbate information asymmetry, the potential for collaborative governance is greatly diminished. Accordingly, collaborative governance theory advocates for policies that promote open information channels, dismantle communication barriers, and reduce transaction costs among stakeholders. Effective information exchange between governments, enterprises, the public, and social organizations is key to enhancing coordination and preventing resource waste (Gao and Zhang, 2021).
Third, the issue of “free-riding” must be effectively addressed. In the context of collaborative governance, various stakeholders must work together to maximize the benefits of governance. However, due to the diversity of interests among actors, free-riding—the avoidance of responsibilities while still benefiting from the collective effort—is a common issue (Mankiw and Taylor, 2020). Collaborative governance theory therefore stresses the need for government intervention to ensure that all stakeholders contribute decently. In the context of corporate environmental governance, policies should be designed to allocate responsibilities fairly, using a combination of positive incentives and punitive measures to balance power and responsibility. This approach ensures that each governance actor fully contributes to the overall effort, maximizing the effectiveness of corporate environmental governance.
In the subsequent sections, this paper will analyze the evolution of corporate environmental governance policies in China, drawing on the principles of collaborative governance theory. Additionally, it will propose recommendations for improving future policies to enhance the effectiveness and sustainability of corporate environmental governance.
3.3 Categories of corporate environmental governance policies
3.3.1 Description of policy categories
Building on existing literature, this paper categorizes corporate environmental governance policies enacted by the Chinese government into three major types (see Table 1): command-and-control regulations, market-based incentives, and voluntary participation initiatives (Li and Li, 2021).
TABLE 1 | Categories of relevant policy instruments.
[image: Table 1]Command-and-control regulations are characterized by mandatory government-imposed requirements, which rely on administrative directives to manage corporate environmental practices. Examples include the “Three Simultaneous Requirements” system, which mandates that environmental protection facilities be designed, constructed, and operated alongside the main project, and the “Compliance Deadline Policy,” which sets fixed deadlines for corporate compliance. This category also includes punitive measures, such as mandatory pollution fines (Wang et al., 2022). In contrast, market-based incentive policies, which began to emerge in China during the 1990s, utilize economic mechanisms that operate based on cost-benefit principles. These policies aim to internalize environmental costs for corporations, encouraging them to adopt sustainable practices. Notable examples include the “Sewage Fee,” Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA), and the “Corporate Environmental Target Responsibility System.” By providing financial incentives, these policies motivate companies to implement lower-emission practices and uphold higher environmental standards. Voluntary participation initiatives, typically guided by the government or industry associations, encourage companies to adopt environmentally friendly practices at their discretion. The key distinction between market-based incentives and voluntary initiatives lies in the element of choice, as voluntary mechanisms allow companies the autonomy to opt-in, whereas market-based policies still impose economic consequences.
In China, these three categories of environmental policy tools—command-and-control, market-based, and voluntary—are widely employed to regulate corporate pollution and enhance environmental governance. By integrating these tools, the government creates a comprehensive framework for promoting sustainable business practices.
3.3.2 Mechanisms of action for different corporate environmental governance policies
The three types of corporate environmental governance policies—command-and-control, market-based incentives, and voluntary participation initiatives—employ distinct mechanisms to achieve environmental goals.
As shown in Figure 1, Command-and-control policies function by setting clear, legally enforceable standards that define optimal environmental practices. These regulations prescribe specific production methods and outline the legal penalties for non-compliance (Ambec and Barla, 2002; Greaker, 2006; Mohr, 2002). Through direct regulatory oversight, they ensure adherence to environmental standards, often by imposing fines or other sanctions on violators. Market-based incentives, in contrast, influence corporate behavior by leveraging economic factors. These policies create a system of rewards and penalties, giving environmentally responsible companies a competitive advantage (Acemoglu et al., 2012; Hart, 2004). For instance, carbon tax policies encourage businesses to adopt clean technologies, as doing so reduces their tax burden and improves their market position. Voluntary environmental policies, on the other hand, rely on indirect incentives to stimulate corporate participation. Companies may benefit from enhanced consumer preference for eco-friendly products, improved reputations, increased employee engagement, and lower financing costs by demonstrating environmental responsibility (Baron, 2007; Brekke and Nyborg, 2008; Kotchen, 2006; Lyon and Maxwell, 2003). Unlike market-based incentives, which still involve a degree of compulsion, voluntary policies offer companies greater flexibility, as participation is not mandated by law.
[image: Figure 1]FIGURE 1 | Mechanisms of corporate environmental governance policies.
These three categories of policies work in concert to foster improved corporate environmental governance in China. As corporate governance practices improve, they, in turn, provide positive feedback to policymakers, helping to refine and enhance the effectiveness of environmental governance policies.
3.4 Data collection and research design
3.4.1 Data collection and selection
This study relies on data collected from the “Peking University Law Database (PKU Law Database)”, using the keywords “enterprise,” “social responsibility,” “environmental protection,” and “green” to identify relevant policy texts. A total of 416 policy documents on corporate environmental governance, issued by the central government of China between 1982 and 2023, were initially downloaded. These documents underwent preliminary screening and data processing.
To ensure the relevance and authority of the selected documents, the study focuses exclusively on national-level corporate environmental governance policies issued by authoritative bodies, such as the National People’s Congress and its Standing Committee, the State Council, and ministries and commissions under the State Council. This selection includes laws, central regulations, and departmental regulatory documents. Working documents with lower legal validity were excluded, as they do not represent formal national policy. By limiting the scope of the analysis to these authoritative sources, the study ensures both the reliability and the universality of its findings. After this process, a total of 140 national corporate environmental governance policy texts were selected for analysis, as shown in (Table 2).
TABLE 2 | Selected list of national-level corporate environmental governance policy documents included in the study.
[image: Table 2]3.4.2 Research methodology
This study uses textual analysis to examine 140 selected corporate environmental governance policies. The analysis begins by applying NVivo14, a qualitative data analysis software, to code the policy texts, converting qualitative language into quantifiable data for objective analysis. This approach allows for a systematic and quantitative evaluation of the policy documents. Following this digital analysis, the study integrates qualitative research methods to investigate key issues such as the evolution of corporate environmental governance policies, emerging trends, and the alignment of these policies with collaborative governance theory. Based on these insights, the study offers recommendations for enhancing China’s corporate environmental governance policy framework, with implications that are also valuable on a global scale.
4 TEXTUAL ANALYSIS OF CORPORATE ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE POLICIES
4.1 The issuance of China’s corporate environmental governance policies
China’s legal system has a rich historical tradition with unique characteristics. The recent 2023 amendment to the Legislation Law of the People’s Republic of China clarifies the authority of legislative and governmental bodies to issue various legal instruments, including laws, administrative regulations, local regulations, and rules. At the top of this hierarchy, the National People’s Congress and its Standing Committee have the exclusive right to create and amend laws, granting them the highest legal authority. Meanwhile, the State Council has the power to draft administrative regulations for issues requiring detailed interpretation in conjunction with existing laws or matters that fall within its public administration responsibilities. These administrative regulations obtain their validity from the broader legal framework.
In the meanwhile, ministries and commissions under the State Council can establish rules within their specialized areas, referred to as departmental rules. Importantly, despite the variations in names and jurisdictional scope, all laws, administrative regulations, and rules are legally binding and enforceable in judicial processes, underscoring the robustness of China’s legal framework. Furthermore, ministries and commissions under the State Council have the authority to issue regulatory documents, classified as “soft laws.” Unlike legally binding laws, soft laws, such as regulatory documents, are voluntary and nonbinding in court. Although they lack enforceability, these documents serve as guidance tools and reflect potential legislative trends, carrying less weight than laws enacted by the National People’s Congress, administrative regulations from the State Council, or departmental rules by State Council institutions.
From 1982 to 2023, the distribution of corporate environmental governance policy documents issued by the central government reveals distinct periods of heightened activity. As shown in Figure 2, the majority of policy documents were issued during the periods from 2000 to 2009 (64 documents) and from 2010 to 2019 (57 documents). This surge in policy issuance correlates with the increased emphasis on environmental protection and corporate governance during China’s Tenth through Thirteenth Five-Year Plans. The importance of corporate environmental governance during these periods reflects the government’s growing focus on sustainable development. It is worth noting, however, that the data for policies issued after 2020 remains incomplete as this study extends only until 2023.
[image: Figure 2]FIGURE 2 | Number of corporate environmental governance policies issued in various periods.
Regarding the issuing bodies, 20 of the corporate environmental governance policy documents were jointly formulated by multiple agencies, including the Ministry of Ecology and Environment, the Ministry of Finance, the State Administration of Taxation, and the National Development and Reform Commission. These joint issuances account for 14.29% of the total. In contrast, single-department issuances make up the remaining 85.71%, with the Ministry of Ecology and Environment being the leading issuer, responsible for 108 documents (77.14%). This dominance highlights the central role of the Ministry of Ecology and Environment in shaping China’s corporate environmental governance policies. However, the involvement of other agencies, such as the Ministry of Finance and the State Administration of Taxation, underscores the necessity of multi-agency collaboration in addressing the complex challenges of environmental governance. This aligns with the principles of collaborative governance, where multifaceted cooperation is essential for effective policy implementation.
From the perspective of document classification, corporate environmental governance policies in China primarily consist of laws, opinions, notices, announcements, and replies. Laws, exemplified by the “Environmental Impact Assessment Law of the People’s Republic of China” (2018), hold the highest legal authority but constitute the smallest portion, accounting for only 0.71%. Next are implementation measures related to corporate environmental governance, categorized as departmental and military regulations. These carry slightly lower legal authority and represent a moderate proportion, accounting for 3.57%. Furthermore, there is a significant volume of supplementary documents, such as notices on tax incentives for environmentally friendly enterprises, replies regarding the implementation of specific environmental policies, guiding opinions aimed at enhancing corporate environmental governance, and announcements on compliant enterprises and relevant matters, comprising 95.71% of the total. As illustrated in Figure 3, the structure of corporate environmental governance policies in China is primarily composed of laws, implementation measures (departmental regulations), and supplementary provisions (normative documents), reflecting a pyramid-like distribution in terms of authority and quantity, consistent with typical patterns. However, the relatively limited number of binding and authoritative legal documents suggests that China’s corporate environmental governance policies are still in the process of development, indicating that timely legislative advancements should be pursued in the future.
[image: Figure 3]FIGURE 3 | Types and proportions of corporate environmental governance policies.
4.2 Specific types of China’s corporate environmental governance policy tools
As mentioned above, an analysis of the dimensions of China’s corporate environmental governance policy texts from 1982 to 2023 reveals three main categories: command-and-control policies, market-based incentives, and voluntary participation policies. As shown in Figure 4, command-and-control policies dominate, accounting for 58.57% (82 documents) of total documents. Market-based incentive policies account for 29.29% (41 documents). And voluntary participation policies, which account for 12.14% (17 documents).
[image: Figure 4]FIGURE 4 | Number of corporate environmental governance policies by type.
The predominance of command-and-control policies reflects China’s reliance on regulatory measures to govern corporate environmental behavior, while market-based incentives and voluntary participation serve as supplementary tools. Together, these three types of policies complement one another, addressing different aspects of corporate environmental governance while working in tandem to achieve broader environmental goals.
Additionally, as shown in Figure 5, by coding and analyzing the three types of policy texts, the differences between them become more apparent. Command-and-control policy texts primarily focus on the implementation and supervision of national policies, reward and penalty assessment systems, the establishment of environmental standards. The top three most frequent terms in this category are “pollutants,” “pollution sources,” and “person in charge.” Market-based incentive policy texts mainly revolve around national tax incentive policies, the guidance and promotion of social norms, reward and penalty mechanisms with a benefit-driven approach, and specific environmental protection projects. The top three most frequent terms in this category are “limited company,” “pollutants,” and “income tax.” Voluntary participation policy texts mainly focus on sustainable development guidelines, national development plans, corporate management, and supporting measures. The top three most frequent terms in this category are “consumers,” “suppliers,” and “host country.”
[image: Figure 5]FIGURE 5 | Comparison of coding types and quantities for different corporate environmental governance policies (The arrangement from top to bottom corresponds to command-and-control policy, market-based incentive policy, and voluntary participation policy, respectively).
Overall, the classification and dimensional analysis of China’s corporate environmental governance policies indicate alignment with the principles of collaborative governance. These policies encompass a wide range of stakeholders, including government entities, enterprises, and market actors, and are designed to encourage collaboration in improving environmental governance. The policies excel in setting consistent governance goals across stakeholders, using both negative incentives (such as penalties) and positive incentives (such as market-based rewards) to guide participants toward higher standards of environmental governance.
5 ANALYSIS OF THE STAGES OF EVOLUTION OF CHINA’S CORPORATE ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE POLICY
5.1 Evaluation of the characteristics of different evolutionary stages
By examining the development of China’s corporate environmental governance policies from 1982 to 2023, it is possible to identify distinct evolutionary stages and regulatory models. Understanding these stages is crucial for predicting future trends and improving policy frameworks. Through a comprehensive quantitative and qualitative analysis, it becomes evident that China’s corporate environmental governance has undergone three distinct phases from 1982 to 2023.
As shown in Table 3, across these three stages, the regulatory model of corporate environmental governance has evolved. Initially dominated by command-and-control approaches, the governance model has gradually incorporated market incentives and voluntary participation, reflecting a more synergistic relationship between different policy instruments. As market-based and voluntary mechanisms have increased in prominence, the overall reliance on administrative orders has diminished, creating a more balanced and integrated framework for corporate environmental governance.
TABLE 3 | Analysis of developmental phases of corporate environmental governance policies.
[image: Table 3]5.2 Comparison of highlights of policy texts at different stages
Using NVivo software to conduct text analysis and comparative research on 140 corporate environmental governance policy documents, we can identify the key regulatory themes within each evolutionary stage. In the centralized pollution control phase (1982–2006), policy texts predominantly focused on the supervision and monitoring of environmental protection facilities, the establishment and enforcement of environmental standards, and the development of reward and punishment systems for enterprises. The policies of this period were primarily geared toward ensuring compliance with national regulations, with an emphasis on controlling heavily polluting industries.
In the social responsibility advocacy phase (2007–2020), while maintaining regulatory oversight of corporate compliance with national environmental policies, the policy texts expanded to include guidelines on CSR, sustainable development, and alignment with national development plans. The state placed increasing importance on guiding enterprises to adopt CSR philosophies, with policies emphasizing the creation of benefit-oriented mechanisms and the establishment of a sustainability-oriented corporate ethos. Although the regulations during this phase were still largely non-binding, the shift in focus toward integrating CSR into corporate practices represented a significant evolution in China’s environmental governance framework.
Since 2021, the mandatory environmental obligations phase has introduced policies with a much sharper focus on enforcing defined environmental obligations for enterprises. Although only a few years have passed since the onset of this phase, early policy texts already reflect a clear shift toward enforcing mandatory environmental information disclosure, as well as addressing issues like supply chain accountability and compliance with national development plans. As shown in Figure 6, the analysis of policy documents during this phase reveals an increasing emphasis on corporate responsibility for environmental reporting and transparency, marking a significant departure from the previous emphasis on voluntary participation and soft law measures.
[image: Figure 6]FIGURE 6 | Comparison of regulatory focus at different evolutionary stages of corporate environmental governance policies.
6 FURTHER EXPLORATION OF CORPORATE ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE POLICIES
6.1 The transition across different stages
The textual analysis of policy documents highlights the progression of China’s approach to corporate environmental governance, evolving from the pollution control phase (1982–2006) to the mandatory environmental obligation phase (2021–present). This transformation has been profoundly shaped by the dynamics of China’s economic and social development.
First, economic factors have played an important role in this transformation. The relationship between economic growth and environmental change has been widely explored (Bhattarai, 2000; Anderson and Leal, 2001; Lahey and Doelle, 2012; Jaeger et al., 2023), with the Environmental Kuznets Curve serving as a key example. This curve suggests that environmental degradation initially increases with economic development but eventually decreases as countries reach higher levels of income. In China’s case, rapid economic growth, particularly in technology sectors such as the expansion of electric vehicle markets, has driven a corresponding shift in environmental policies, transitioning from pollution control to incentive-based and voluntary approaches.
In parallel, social development has been another significant driver of policy change. During the pollution control phase (1982–2006), China’s environmental policies were shaped by the country’s economic reform and opening up, which led to industrial expansion and, consequently, rising pollution levels. The policies of this phase predominantly focused on command-and-control measures to curb environmental damage. With the social responsibility advocacy phase (2007–2020), the focus expanded to include not only pollution control but also the promotion of CSR. Influenced by international CSR frameworks, China’s environmental policies broadened from focusing solely on pollution control to incorporating broader social issues such as labor protection and community welfare. The shift to the mandatory environmental obligations phase (2021–present) aligns with international trends in corporate due diligence laws, and reflects China’s efforts to demonstrate its growing global responsibility as a major player in environmental governance.
6.2 The compliance and effectiveness of relevant policies
The compliance and effectiveness of these policies are critical concerns in assessing their true impact.
While the issuance of environmental policies has undoubtedly played a role in improving environmental protection in China, particularly with the introduction of implementation measures that are both specific and comprehensive, there have been challenges in achieving full compliance. The pollution control policies, in particular, were not fully enforced by relevant companies for a prolonged period. One reason for this non-compliance was that the penalties for violating environmental regulations were not sufficiently stringent to deter companies from engaging in polluting activities. Additionally, local government agencies, in some instances, allowed such non-compliance to continue, prioritizing economic growth over environmental protection. However, despite these challenges, the introduction of over a hundred relevant policies has contributed to shaping corporate environmental behavior, even if the full impact is not yet realized.
Moreover, the effectiveness of these policies has been influenced by the legislative tools employed. For example, the information disclosure law, which mandates companies to publicly disclose their environmental protection measures, has been an effective driver in encouraging corporate transparency and improving environmental performance. Additionally, many policies have shifted from relying solely on punitive measures to incorporating more motivational approaches. Tools such as green loans, incentives for companies to adopt environmentally friendly practices, and initiatives aimed at increasing public awareness about the benefits of choosing eco-friendly products have all proven to be valuable strategies for encouraging better environmental practices.
These methods have collectively enhanced environmental protection in China. Nonetheless, there remains room for improvement, particularly in the consistency and enforcement of regulations, to ensure that environmental policies lead to sustained and meaningful changes in corporate behavior.
6.3 The further development of relevant policies
Despite advancements in China’s environmental governance, several challenges persist, particularly regarding the authority of policies, non-conformity with collaborative governance theory, and the inadequacy of supply chain regulations.
6.3.1 Strengthening legal authority
One key issue facing China’s corporate environmental governance is that many relevant documents are issued as notifications, which carry relatively low legal authority. This often limits the enforceability of these policies, reducing their potential to drive significant changes in corporate behavior. Although recent policies in the mandatory environmental obligations phase have highlighted corporate environmental information disclosure, there is still no comprehensive framework mandating disclosure across all corporations. This gap undermines transparency and accountability.
To address this issue, it is crucial to issue more legally authoritative documents that regulate corporate environmental governance. Specifically, the National People’s Congress should enact more relevant laws, and the State Council should issue additional administrative regulations. One such example is the Administrative Measures for the Legal Disclosure of Corporate Environmental Information (2021), which represents a positive step toward addressing these issues. However, there remains a need for further regulations of this nature to strengthen the legal framework.
6.3.2 Addressing non-conformity with collaborative governance theory
Collaborative governance theory emphasizes the need for cooperation among government, enterprises, communities, and other stakeholders to achieve effective governance. While China’s policies have made progress in aligning these actors toward common governance objectives, there are two critical areas where improvement is needed: the establishment of efficient communication channels and the mitigation of free-riding behavior.
First, efficient communication mechanisms must be implemented to address information asymmetry. While China’s Administrative Measures for the Legal Disclosure of Corporate Environmental Information (2021) mandates the centralized disclosure of environmental information, enforcement remains inconsistent across regions, particularly in smaller cities. Even in areas with more robust systems, the disclosed information often lacks depth and is limited to basic compliance statements rather than meaningful data (Guangzhou Municipal Bureau of Ecology and Environment). This deficiency impedes transparency and undermines efforts to assess corporate environmental practices effectively. Future policies should focus on enhancing the design and functionality of disclosure platforms, establishing clearer standards for disclosure content, and implementing more rigorous review processes. These efforts, aligned with collaborative governance theory, will help dismantle communication barriers, reduce inefficiencies, and foster stronger collaboration between government, enterprises, and the public.
Second, free-riding remains a significant obstacle in the implementation of collaborative governance. Some companies take a “wait-and-see” approach, relying on others to lead the way in enhancing industry environmental standards. Similarly, some consumers hesitate to support eco-friendly products, assuming that others will shoulder the cost burden. To combat this, future policies should integrate stricter enforcement mechanisms, such as tiered penalties for violators, and expand subsidies for the adoption of green technologies. Governments should also consider strengthening monitoring and evaluation systems to ensure ongoing oversight of corporate behavior and to ensure that corporate environmental commitments are met. Differentiated incentives, such as tax breaks or subsidies for companies that comply with environmental standards, and penalties for non-compliance, will encourage proactive engagement. Furthermore, promoting green finance could alleviate the financial burden on companies investing in environmental protection, while public education campaigns could increase consumer demand for sustainable products. Expanding the mandatory environmental information disclosure system will also foster greater transparency, enabling enhanced social oversight.
6.3.3 Developing corporate environmental governance policies with extraterritorial reach
As corporate environmental governance becomes increasingly globalized, it is essential for countries to develop policies with extraterritorial effects. Several nations, including those in the European Union and North America, have introduced measures such as supply chain laws and carbon border adjustments to hold companies accountable for their environmental impacts beyond their borders. In comparison, China’s current supply chain regulations are still insufficient. While China has made strides by implementing information disclosure requirements for domestic firms and encouraging higher environmental standards for Chinese multinational corporations, there is a need for a more comprehensive and operational framework for extraterritorial governance (Tian, 2024; Tian et al., 2023).
Therefore, China should closely examine international models, such as the EU’s Supply Chain Act, and adapt them to its national context. A systematic framework for extraterritorial corporate environmental governance could include strengthening mandatory information disclosure requirements for both domestic companies and their foreign subsidiaries. Furthermore, the government should encourage academic and industry research to better understand the unique characteristics of corporate environmental governance, ensuring that policies remain innovative, practical, and aligned with global environmental trends. This approach will help enhance the competitiveness of Chinese enterprises in the international market and ensure China’s compliance with global environmental standards.
7 CONCLUSION
In conclusion, this study provides a comprehensive analysis of the evolution of China’s corporate environmental governance policies, identifying three distinct stages from 1982 to 2023: pollution control, social responsibility advocacy, and mandatory environmental obligations. While significant progress has been made in aligning these policies with collaborative governance theory, challenges persist, including weak enforcement authority, insufficient information disclosure mechanisms, free-rider problems, and limited extraterritorial application of regulations. Addressing these gaps through enhanced communication channels, stronger incentives, and globally aligned governance frameworks is essential to improving policy effectiveness. The findings and recommendations presented in this study not only contribute to refining China’s policy framework but also offer valuable insights for the global discourse on corporate environmental governance.
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orders to curb corporate pollution

1. Spanned 24 years, forming the primary
phase;

2. Command-and-control policies prevailed,
focusing on administrative penalties and the
establishment of mandatory standards;

3. While consistent with the global trend of
carly-stage environmental policies centered
on pollution control, it lagged behind the
international shift toward corporate social
responsibility;

4. Short-term success in curbing corporate
pollution, but lacked the flexibility necessary
for long-term governance.

“Guiding Opinions on Enhancing the Social
Responsibility of State-owned Enterprises”

Promoted and guided enterprises to
voluntarily undertake social responsibilities,
including environmental protection

1. Spanning 13 years, this was a crucial phase in
corporate environmental governance in China;
2. Struck a balance between command-and-
control policies and market-based incentives,
with a focus on encouragement policies;

3. Aligned with the international movement
towards promoting corporate social
responsibility;

4. Made significant contributions to spreading
the concept of corporate social responsibility,
but struggled with challenges related to
associated corporate environmental
governance.

“Administrative Measures for Mandatory
Disclosure of Environmental Information by
Enterprises”

Transitioned corporate environmental
responsibilities from encouraged to mandatory
obligations

1. Currently in its early stages, this represents
the future direction of China's corporate
environmental governance policies;

2. Command-and-control, market-based
incentives, and voluntary participation policies
are advancing concurrently;

3. Echoes international trends, including the
newly issued supply chain laws and carbon
border adjustment mechanisms;
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Imposition of Bans
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xamples

Implementing strict regulations to mandate the cessation of
environmentally harmful production technologies and prevent
activities that cause significant environmental harm.

Enacting stringent emission and technology standards for enterprises,
as well as quota regulations to bolster environmental protection
efforts.

Enforcement of Penalty Measures

Emissions Trading Systems

Environmental Tax Regimes

1014001 Environmental Certification
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Green Financing Schemes

Detailing enforcement measures including “mandatory remediation
deadlines,” “monetary penalties,” and “license revocation” to clearly
define the repercussions for environmental violations by enterprises.

Developing market-driven emissions trading systems that leverage
economic incentives and profitability to motivate enterprises towards
adopting cleaner technologies.

Introducing innovative tax measures such as carbon taxes to
encourage the adoption of environmentally friendly technologies and
lower the costs associated with emission reductions.

Promoting the adoption of the ISO14001 international environmental
management standards to enhance corporate environmental
‘management practices voluntarily.

Establishing a voluntary certification for green businesses to attract
consumers with a preference for green products, thus facilitating the
green transition of enterprises.

Creating favorable green financing options to support
environmentally sustainable transformations of enterprises through
reduced financing costs.
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