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1. INTRODUCTION  
Sustainable finance is the incorporation of environmental, social and governance (ESG) principles in financial 
decision-making processes, aiming to provide long-term value and help achieve sustainable development. In 
the last 20 years, ethical investment has evolved from being a choice for individual socially conscious investors 
into a USD multi-trillion industry, attracting institutional investors, sovereign wealth funds, development banks 
and central banks as well. 
 
With the growing pressure from regulations, the pandemic's impact on social disparities, and the sense of 
urgency caused by climate change, investments have never been made in such a new way. The global 
sustainable finance market size was valued at USD 6,306.08 billion in 2024 and is expected to grow to USD 
27,874.46 billion by 2033, according to IMARC Group (2024). The investment strategies that integrate ESG 
considerations are previously thought to be incompatible with profit maximisation are now empirically linked 
to competitive risk adjusted returns. The research by Mordor Intelligence, which surveyed 700 ESG equity 
funds, revealed that 73% of them performed better on a volatility-adjusted basis in 2024 compared to 
traditional benchmarks. 
 
This article explores the genesis and evolution of sustainable finance, the key tools in play, geographic spread, 
performance qualities, regulatory landscape, ongoing hurdles and future trends at the cutting edge of 
sustainable finance. The analysis is based on information from recognised international organisations, such as 
the Climate Bonds Initiative (CBI), the International Finance Corporation (IFC), the European Central Bank 
(ECB) and the Bank for International Settlements (BIS). 
 
2. Conceptual Foundations of Sustainable Finance 
 
2.1 Defining Sustainable Finance 
Sustainable finance covers a wide range of financial products, services and financial practices for the financing 
of sustainable economic activities. It is based on three pillars: Environmental (carbon emissions, biodiversity, 
resource efficiency), Social (labour standards, community development, human rights), and Governance (board 
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 accountability, transparency, anti-corruption). These comprise the ESG framework, a screening approach and a 

risk assessment paradigm that can be used together. 
 
2.2 Historical Evolution 
The roots of sustainable finance lie in the 1970s, when the U.S. shareholder activism movement started to 
demand action from businesses about social and environmental matters. Established in 2006 by the United 
Nations' Principles for Responsible Investment (UN PRI), which initially included six signatories, the UN PRI 
now includes over 5,000 signatories representing over USD 120 trillion in assets under management (UN PRI, 
2024). The Paris Agreement of 2015 was a turning point, establishing a global agreement to keep global 
warming within 1.5°C of pre-industrial and marking a point at which climate became a financial risk. Since 
then, the number of sustainable finance frameworks has grown, including the Sustainable Finance Disclosure 
Regulation (SFDR) of the European Union, the Task Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) and 
the UN’s Principles for Responsible Investment. 
 
3. The size and growth pattern of the market. 
Sustainable finance has been booming on a global scale for all the key instruments and geographies. This 
trajectory has been recorded by several independent research organisations, though there are definitional 
differences in the figures and they are bound to rise further, but in the right direction. 
 

Table 1: Global Sustainable Finance Market – Key Estimates (2024–2034) 
 

Source Market Size (2024) Projected Size CAGR 

GM Insights (2025) USD 5.87 Trillion USD ~35 Trillion (2034) 19.8% 

IMARC Group (2024) USD 6,306.08 Billion USD 27,874 Billion 

(2033) 

17.06% 

Grand View Research (2024) USD 754.43 Billion USD 2,589.9 Billion 

(2030) 

23.0% 

Precedence Research (2025) USD 7.95 Trillion USD 42.68 Trillion 

(2035) 

18.3% 

Fortune Business Insights (2025) USD 39.08 Trillion 

(ESG) 

USD 180.78 Trillion 

(2034) 

18.80% 

 

Source: Compiled from GM Insights, IMARC Group, Grand View Research, Precedence Research, Fortune Business 

Insights (2024–2025). 

 

This variation across research organisations is partly due to differing definitions of sustainable finance, ranging from 

the narrow definition of only products labelled as sustainable debt, such as green bonds, to a broader one that also 

includes sustainable equity funds, impact investments, and sustainable-linked loans. Whatever the exact figure is, in 

2024, institutional investors have more than 78% of global sustainable finance assets (SkyQuest, 2025). Anchor 

participants such as pension funds, sovereign wealth funds and insurance companies have been rising, owing to their 

fiduciary responsibilities to manage long-term risks related to climate change. 

 

The EU has the most extensive and detailed regulatory framework, supporting Europe's dominance of the ESG assets 

market at about 38.4-44.0% of global assets in 2024-2025. North America is the second largest market, with the 

United States alone having USD 6.5 trillion in investments that are sustainability- or ESG-labelled by the end of 2024 
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 (IMARC Group, 2024). Although accounting for only 23.6% of the market, the Asia-Pacific region is the largest 

market, with clean energy investments growing by 170% in China since 2018 (IFC, 2025). 

 

4. Sustainable Finance's Core Instruments 

 

4.1 Green Bonds 

Green bonds are the flagship of the sustainable finance sector: bonds whose funds are used for projects that have 

environmental benefits, such as renewable energy, water management, energy efficiency and sustainable transport. In 

2024, the annual value of green bond issuance reached over USD 577 billion, bringing total issuance to over USD 3 

trillion (CBI, 2025). Sustainable bond issuance is estimated at USD 700 billion globally in 2024 (including green, 

social and sustainability-linked bonds) as compared to the estimated USD 2 trillion needed per year to support the 

global energy transition. 

 

Sovereign green bonds have proven to be a very dynamic component. Poland's share of the total green bond issuance 

has more than triled, reaching 20% in total green bond issuance and USD 50 billion in 2024 alone since the first 

sovereign green bond issuance in 2016. Top sovereign issuers are France, Germany, the UK, and Italy, and between 

2018 and 2024, sovereign bond issuance in emerging markets has accounted for around USD 800 billion in total 

issuance of GSSS (Green, Social, Sustainability, Sustainability-linked) bonds (IFC, 2025). 

 

Table 2: Green Bond Market – Key Statistics (2024) 

 

Metric Figure 

Annual Green Bond Issuance (2024) USD 577 Billion – USD 700 Billion 

Cumulative Global GSSS Bond Issuance (2018–2024) USD 5.1 Trillion 

Share of Total Fixed Income Issuance (2024) ~2.2% – 3% 

Sovereign Green Bond Share (2024) ~20% of Green Bond Market 

Emerging Market Cumulative GSSS Bonds (2012–2024) USD ~850 Billion 

Annual Investment Needed for Climate Goals USD 2 Trillion (estimated) 

Source: Climate Bonds Initiative, IFC (2025), IEEFA (2025), BIS Quarterly Review (2025). 

 

4.2 The Social Bond and Sustainability-Linked Instruments 

In addition to green bonds, the sustainable debt market also includes social bonds, proceeds dedicated to projects that 

create a positive social impact, such as providing affordable housing, access to healthcare, and employment, and 

sustainability-linked bonds (SLBs) which are not limited in usage of proceeds but instead link the financial terms of 

the bond, such as the coupon or maturity, to the issuer's performance of pre-agreed environmental, social and 

governance (ESG) targets. Sustainability-linked bond issuance more than trebled from USD 10 billion in 2019 to over 

USD 160 billion in 2023 and is poised to grow exponentially in the next six years (Fortune Business Insights, 2025). 

Overall, the GSSS bond market exceeded USD 1 trillion in annual issuances in 2024 (IFC, 2025). 

4.3 for ESG-Integrated Equity Funds and ETFs. 

The equity funds are the key asset class in the sustainable finance market, having 45.78% to 48% of the market share 

in 2024 (Grand View Research, 2024; Mordor Intelligence, 2025). There has been a significant increase in the 

popularity of exchange traded funds (ETFs) focused on ESG.There has been a tremendous surge in popularization of 
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 exchange traded funds (ETFs) with an ESG theme. The multi-asset segment is the fastest-growing sub-segment in the 

institutional investor universe, with growth projected to rise at a CAGR of 13.22% to 2031 as institutional investors 

look to diversify exposure across public equity, private credit, and infrastructure in a single sustainable mandate 

(Mordor Intelligence, 2025). 

4.4 Sustainability-Linked Loans (SLLs) 

There has also been a resurgence in the integration of sustainability provisions into major financial institutions' 

lending models. As of 2025, HSBC has committed to USD 750 billion in sustainable finance by 2030, while Deutsche 

Bank has allocated USD 540 billion and ING Group has set up USD 162 billion in sustainable lending. In 2024, 

Standard Chartered launched sustainable versions of its Borrowing Base Trade Loans, which are linked to ESG 

criteria and incentivize companies based on their emissions reductions and adoption of renewable energy. 

5. ESG performance and risk adjusted returns 

One question that has been on the mind of financial practitioners for long has been whether sustainable investing 

comes at a price of sacrificing financial outcomes. Contrary to this assertion, a growing body of research and 

institutional evidence indicate otherwise. According to Mordor Intelligence, an analysis of 700 ESG equity funds 

revealed that 73% performed better than traditional equity indices on the volatility adjusted basis in 2024. ESG 

metrics seem to serve as good proxies for management quality, regulatory readiness, and supply-chain strength, which 

are all factors that contribute to stable cash flows and reduced drawdown risk. 

Furthermore, 88% of the institutional investors said that they have increased their use of ESG information in 2024 

(IMARC Group, 2024), which reflects the shift of ESG integration from an ethical overlay to a core analytical tool. 

The level of shareholder support for ESG resolutions has increased to 28% in 2024, indicating a general trend of 

institutional shareholders being more keen to engage in directing corporate governance and sustainability policy 

(BlackRock Stewardship Report, 2024, cited in Mordor Intelligence, 2025). 

These institutional findings are supported by academic research. It has been found that ESG leaders' financing costs 

(greenium), drawdowns during market stress events and Sharpe ratio are lower than conventional peers. This is 

leading pension fund and endowment managers to view ESG integration as a fiduciary duty and not a portfolio option. 

6. Regulatory Architecture 

Sustainable finance has been subject to rapid transformation of the regulatory landscape, especially within a European 

context. The EU's Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation (SFDR), the EU Green Bond Standard, the EU 

Taxonomy Regulation and the EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) are the world's most 

extensive sustainable finance legal framework. Under "disorderly transition" scenarios, potential losses to banks, 

representing 70% of euro-area assets, were estimated by the European Central Bank (ECB) at up to USD 75.6 billion 

(as cited in Mordor Intelligence, 2025). This has pushed banks to increase their green lending books and decrease the 

amount of fossil fuel exposure. 
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 China's Green Bond Endorsed Project Catalogue has successfully unified the definition of green bonds and minimised 

greenwashing risk in Asia. The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has also introduced the Green Finance Guidelines in 

2024 that further strengthens definitions and investor confidence in India (Earth5R, 2025). Political polarization of 

ESG in the U.S. context differs from that in the EU: only 7 states had legislation explicitly encouraging ESG 

investing, while 22 had laws at least expressing some disapproval of ESG investing (IMF Climate Finance Monitor, 

2024). 

The TCFD framework has led to mandatory climate-related financial disclosures globally. As of 2025, all listed 

corporations in the European Union were required to provide all financial disclosures related to environmental, social 

and governance (ESG) issues. 

7. Challenges and Criticisms 

7.1 Greenwashing 

The most often quoted obstacle to sustainable finance is ‘greenwashing', which is defined as misleading or 

inadequately disclosing a financial product or business plan in relation to its environmental or social benefits. The 

number of greenwashing incidents increased by 35% in the year from September 2022 to September 2023, with a 70% 

rise in incidents for financial services companies (RepRisk, as cited in IMF Climate Finance Monitor, 2024). The 

OECD report, cited by Earth5R (2025), finds that almost 40% of green-labeled corporate debt was used to refinance 

existing financing instead of to finance new investments for decarbonisation, thus reducing the environmental impact 

of the green bond market. 

7.2 Definitional Inconsistency 

One of the weaknesses in the global sustainable finance ecosystem is the lack of a global taxonomy. There are varying 

approaches across different markets and even different rating agencies in the same market as to the definition of a 

green investment, a social investment, or a sustainable investment. Such definitional disintegration makes cross-border 

capital flows difficult, makes life more complex for fund issuers in terms of compliance costs, and makes it harder to 

compare performance meaningfully between funds and geographies. Although the EU Taxonomy and the China Green 

Bond Catalogue are all good initiatives, they still have a rather local character. 

Data Quality and Disclosure Gaps, 7.3. 

Collecting reliable, comparable and verifiable ESG data continues to be light, especially in emerging markets where 

reportability is still in its infancy and enforcement is limited. There is a wide range of difference between the ESG 

scores provided by major agencies (MSCI, Sustainalytics and Refinitiv) in terms of the methodologies, weights and 

data they use. This makes the investor pool confused and the ESG ratings a less credible tool for decision making. 

7.4 Political Headwinds 

Near-term roadblocks to market expansion include the political opposition to ESG investing in some states in the 

United States. There has been a polarisation of ESG as a politically charged concept and some asset managers have 
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 rebranded their ESG products, or curbed their public statements to mitigate risk in anti-ESG jurisdictions. However, 

this anti-ESG sentiment hasn't been a major headwind to the steady rise of sustainable finance as a whole, as the 

motives behind investor demand are largely structural. 

8. Other Relevant Information 

8.1 Artificial Intelligence and ESG Analytics 

AI and machine learning are driving the process of sustainable finance and are now enabling faster processing, 

analysis and optimisation of ESG data. With the power of artificial intelligence, companies can monitor their ESG 

metrics in real time, identify indicators of greenwashing, and better model financial risks related to climate change. 

Sustainability tracking IoT is a market that has converged digital infrastructure and sustainable finance and is 

estimated to grow from USD 900 million in 2023 to more than 8% CAGR until 2032 (GM Insights, 2025). 

8.2 Biodiversity and Nature Finance 

One frontier aspect of sustainable finance is nature-based finance or ‘biodiversity finance'. Sumitomo Mitsui Trust 

Bank announced in February 2025 the introduction of its ‘Impact Finance for Nature' programme, which is based on 

the Taskforce on Nature-related Financial Disclosures (TNFD) standards. Goldman Sachs Asset Management 

(GSAM) established the Goldman Sachs Biodiversity Bond Fund in March 2025, with a goal of investing in a global 

portfolio focused on the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for conservation of biological diversity. These 

developments are indicative of the sustainable finance ecosystem moving beyond carbon-centric frameworks to a 

broader scope of accounting for natural capital. 

8.3 Democratisation of Sustainable Investing marks the next step in having a say in the sustainable investment 

process. 

Sustainable finance, which was largely the domain of institutional investors in the past, is now also available to retail 

investors via ETFs, robo-advisors and digital investment services. The sustainable finance segment of ETFs/Index 

funds is expected to have the highest forecast CAGR (Grand View Research, 2024). Sustainable funds in the world 

had collected USD 3.6 trillion in assets under management (IFC, 2025) up to 2024. In 2024, 73% of the survey 

respondents who were members of the SIA in the U.S. stated that the sustainable finance market would continue to 

expand in the next few years (IMARC Group, 2024). 

8.4 Net-Zero Commitments and Transition Finance 

To date, approximately 6,000 companies worldwide have made a net zero commitment, accounting for 92% of global 

GDP and 88% of emissions as of 2024 (Fortune Business Insights, 2025). One of the most important emerging areas 

of sustainable finance is financing the transition from high-carbon to low-carbon activities, also known as transition 

finance. Transition finance instruments work to decarbonize companies in hard to abate industries (steel, cement, 

shipping, aviation), noting that these industries are not able to switch to clean technologies overnight, but need to be 

financed through a gradual transition. 
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 10. India's role in Sustainable Finance 

India is an interesting and growing global market for sustainable finance. The RBI's 2024 Green Finance Guidelines 

have instituted a regulatory regime for green bond and sustainable loans in India. The IBEF states that by just 2023, 11 

sustainable investment funds were launched in India alone, and 96% of the total assets under management (AUM) of 

this category belong to actively managed funds (Cervicorn Consulting, 2024). Governments have increasingly 

engaged in labelled debt to fund climate aligned infrastructure, and India has followed suit in the sovereign green bond 

market. 

There has been significant momentum in clean energy investment so far in India, which is in line with India's goal of 

500 GW of renewable energy capacity by 2030 as stated in its Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs). 

However, India is not without its problems—small sample sizes of data, shallowness of institutional investors and the 

lack of a comprehensive taxonomy of green and social finance that can be used to meet the developmental goals of 

India, while still reflecting its particular requirements and opportunities. 

10. Conclusion 

Sustainable finance has truly become a financial paradigm shift from a niche moral investment approach to a global 

finance mainstream practice. CEF - Climate, Environment, Social and Sustainable Finance is one of the most 

impactful and far-reaching shifts in the allocation of capital in financial history, fuelled by climate necessities, 

regulatory requirements, and empirical evidence of competitive financial performance. These all form a strong and 

developing green bond market, ESG equity funds, sustainability-linked instruments and rapidly evolving regulatory 

framework. 

However, there are substantial and ongoing challenges in the sustainable finance sector, including, but not limited to, 

definitional fragmentation, data quality issues, and greenwashing. The challenges are not just technical, they have 

implications for market integrity, investor trust and the real world consequences for sustainable capital flows for the 

planet and its people. This will need more international coordination of taxonomies and reporting standards, more 

effective supervisory systems and a higher level of accountability in ESG rating systems. 

The road towards sustainable finance is clearly on the path of further growth and mainstreaming. The emergence of 

AI-driven tools and solutions for analytics, biodiversity finance and transition finance will further ensure that 

sustainable finance is increasingly addressing all environmental and societal challenges facing the global economy. 

Substantively grasping the principles, instruments and emerging frameworks of sustainable finance is no longer an 

option but an imperative for practitioners, academics, policy makers and investors. 
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