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ABSTRACT: The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has imposed numerous constraints, caused enormous
disruptions and has been associated with many deaths in India. It also raised opportunities to imagine a new
environment. Accounting academics have been involved in studying and thinking about the questions this poses for
research and practice. Accounting scholars have explored the responses to the pandemic crisis and provided important
insights about its impact. However, there is relatively little research into how accounting scholarship has contributed
collectively to understanding and challenging the effect of the COVID-19 crisis. As accounting scholarship had time to
grow, this seems an opportune time to offer a preliminary assessment and an early indication of the emergent themes
and challenges. This paper aims to bring together and reconcile insights from an understandably fragmented literature
and propose an agenda for future research. The paper provides a conceptual consolidation of published scholarship by
establishing connections and identifying key challenges and opportunities. Building on a systematic review of
publication patterns across 53 academic journals, the paper analyses the themes explored in the literature as
investigated by accounting researchers and identify important gaps. A structured analysis can help identify the role and
relevance of accounting scholarship in a way that might not be as clear when examining individual aspects.
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ILINTRODUCTION

The pandemic devastated India’s economy, with real GDP growth tanking to a negative 7.3 in 2020 as per the IMF. The
misery was widespread and the setback to attaining sustainable development goals particularly severe. Nevertheless, Niti
Aayog’s annual SDG India Index & Dashboard shows losses in only 5 of 17 SDGs (education, water & sanitation,
employment, industry and infrastructure, and climate action) while highlighting that India improved its overall SDG Index
from 60 in 2020-20 to 66 in 2020-21 on a scale of 1-100. Let’s unpack this SDG impact data.

On SDG 1- No Poverty, the reality is that 230 million Indians were pushed into poverty due to the pandemic, according to
Azim Premji University.

On SDG 3- Good Health and Well Being, Covid infections are currently at 34 million and deaths at 450,000 as per the
Government of India.

On SDG 4- Quality Education, learning losses due to interrupted education include 92% of children on average losing at
least one specific language ability and 82% a mathematical capability, according to Azim Premji University. The World
Bank noted a loss of $440 billion in future earnings for India.

On SDG 5- Gender Equality, India experienced a significant drop in female participation in the workforce says think tank
ORF. This compounded inequality considering that women in India already suffer a 35% pay gap vis-a-vis men (it’s 17%
globally).

On SDG 8- Decent Work & Economic Growth, Azim Premji University concluded that 100 million lost their jobs after the
first wave, of which 15 million were still unemployed by the end of 2020.

Clearly, SDGs, the bellwether of social, economic and environmental justice, must be tackled with more thought and
celerity. The different fiscal stimuli to address the pandemic fallout were critical but insufficient. That’s because they
stopped short of making the private sector a partner in recovery and restoration. Our path to recovery must integrate social
impact accounting- an era of impact assessments, reporting and ratings.
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The rationale is simple. The pandemic offers a rare opportunity to use it as a 1991 moment for reform that delivers inclusive
growth. Therefore, we must embed Impact, like risk and return, in every business, investment, policy and consumption
decision. This can no longer be a choice—at $200 billion, the environment cost alone of India’s 35 large companies is three
times their net profit, as per HBS, rendering them uncompetitive in this new era of Impact Capitalism. The root cause is
failing to link strategy with impact, as there is no mandatory Impact Reporting.

India introduced Business Responsibility & Sustainability Reporting (BRSR) for the top-500 listed companies in 2017,
extending it to the top-1000 starting 2020-22. However, while global ESG reporting uses 30 metrics by NASDAQ or 34
metrics by the London Stock Exchange, India’s 131-question BRSR tries to navigate the three-step Impact continuum—
Responsibility, Sustainability and Impact— in one report. This needs to be realigned with global best practices. We must
segregate BRSR into three independent ESG, Sustainability and Impact reports with different objectives, often called the
ABC of the impact continuum- Avoid Harm, Benefit all stakeholders and Contribute to solutions.

In October 2020, the Securities & Exchange Board of India (SEBI) launched new disclosure norms for ESG Mutual Funds,
proposing that, with effect from October 2020, mutual funds and asset management companies invest only in securities that
make BRSR disclosures. This is great news. In fact, SEBI should mandate this for all AMCs, including Insurance, and all
securities, including unlisted. This will trigger an India Inc. quest for impact assessment, reporting and ratings—of which all
ESG and Sustainability reporting (including BRSR) is an adjunct—and an authentic pursuit of inclusive growth.

Pioneering companies are already pursuing this voluntarily. Ather Energy, the electric 2-wheeler manufacturer, recently
embraced Impact Reporting, to further augment its leadership in SDG 13, reducing greenhouse gas emissions. INI Farms, a
fruit exporter, is focused on SDGs 5, 8 and 12, aiming to enhance price premiums for domestic farmers to elevate wage
rates. NSDL e-Governance, will redouble its effort beyond financial inclusion, to have impact in Agriculture, Health &
Education (SDGs 2, 3 & 4 respectively). CareerWill, a leading Hindi and regional language EdTech player with over 1
million paid subscribers provides its education services free for people with disabilities.

In short, when corporations do good and do well, we can achieve SDGs and restore the two years lost to the pandemic.
Making social impact an integral part of economic plans, could put India in the vanguard of the Impact Economy, a
movement that’s here to stay.

I1.DISCUSSION

As we move through phases of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is evident that many of our clients’ businesses are preparing
to return to physical workplaces. All stakeholders are assessing a company’s ability of not only generating timely
reporting but also its ability to provide transparent, comprehensive and future-looking financial and non-financial
details for maintaining trust in these uncertain times.

Corporate reporting is key to sharing an organizations’ value creation story with investors. Critically, it is also key to
earning the trust of investors and other stakeholders. In an environment when stakeholders are seeking information on
the disruptions of current financial standing of an organisation due to COVID-19, trust is critical, and corporate
reporting is probably the only medium for gathering this form of information. However, this pandemic has put
corporate/financial reporting under the spotlight to evaluate how strong, agile, efficient and technologically equipped is
a company’s finance function and investors’ communications.

There is shift in investor communication strategies, content and frequency by various corporates during COVID times.
The pandemic has pushed investor communication to newer heights by making the corporate world answerable on
many indicators other than only financial numbers. With SEBI announcing additional disclosure requirements due to
the COVID-19 pandemic, there is a need for companies to provided adequate disclosures.

Our financial accounting advisory services (FAAS) practice has researched March quarter reporting of top BSE 300
Indian companies and 115 global companies spanning over 12 sectors to evaluate and summarize the impact of
COVID-19 disruptions on their reporting calendar, profitability, financial position, liquidity, disclosures and other key
parameters.
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The publication showcases a high-level analysis of the overall sectoral level and does not attempt to provide in-depth
exhaustive analysis or conclusive views on the impacts of the outbreak. Our analysis is based solely on information
available in the public domain.

How EY can help

Planning for the Next

As corporates around the world continue to ride this unexpected wave, it is encouraging that world is opening and
trying to regain the momentum as it was before the pandemic.

Albeit, the world has changed in many ways and financial reporting is not an exception. Due to the pandemic, the
involuntary positive impact on the environment is driving a shift towards larger focus around sustainable organizations
and reporting around the same. We are also seeing an uptake in advanced technologies along with an enormous shift in
behavioural changes with respect to how companies deal with financial reporting, management reporting, controls and
more importantly, their communication with the stakeholders.

Since, investor communication cannot remain limited to past performance, organizations started focusing on
communicating wider and futuristic agendas around reframed and realigned business strategy, technological state,
values, social responsibility, sustainability and people priorities as response to the new normal. Many corporates are
developing new metrics to report the impact of the pandemic and are revising their stakeholder communication
strategy.

Thinking Beyond

Building a resilient finance function

Data and smarter technologies have revolutionized organizations’ way of working. Yet when it comes to finance,
there’s a lot of room for improvement in terms of leveraging digital technologies. Sometimes, this is because
organizations’ onboard systems are not sufficiently automated

Finance for the future through digital transformation

Technology and digital transformation continue to be central to the futuristic design and vision for finance.
Across industries and sectors, technologies such as advanced data analytics, robotics, blockchain and Artificial
Intelligence (Al) are creating new opportunities and driving finance transformation. Organizations should be as
disruptive and innovative while thinking about leveraging technology for finance. This is not just about reducing
costs but also improving financial performance. When organizations trust their finance data and are able to
generate multi-faceted KPlIs, they have the potential to transform their operations and unlock value more widely.

I1.RESULTS

India has been hit hard by the pandemic, particularly during the second wave of the virus in the spring of 2020. The
sharp drop in GDP is the largest in the country’s history, but this may still underestimate the economic damage
experienced by the poorest households.

From April to June 2020, India’s GDP dropped by a massive 24.4%. According to the latest national income estimates,
in the second quarter of the 2020/21 financial year (July to September 2020), the economy contracted by a further
7.4%. The recovery in the third and fourth quarters (October 2020 to March 2020) was still weak, with GDP rising
0.5% and 1.6%, respectively. This means that the overall rate of contraction in India was (in real terms) 7.3% for the
whole 2020/21 financial year.
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In the post-independence period, India's national income has declined only four times before 2020 — in 1958, 1966,
1973 and 1980 — with the largest drop being in 1980 (5.2%). This means that 2020/21 is the worst year in terms of
economic contraction in the country’s history, and much worse than the overall contraction in the world .

What do the main macroeconomic indicators tell us about India’s economy during the pandemic

While economies worldwide have been hit hard, India has suffered one of the largest contractions. During the 2020/21
financial year, the rates of decline in GDP for the world were 3.3% and 2.2% for emerging market and developing
economies. Table 1 summarises macroeconomic indicators for India, along with a reference group of comparable
countries and the world. The fact that India’s growth rate in 2020 was among the highest makes the drop due to Covid-
19 even more noticeable.

Comparing national unemployment rates in 2020, India’s rate of 7.1% indicates that it has performed relatively poorly
— both in terms of the world average and compared with a set of reference group economies with similar per capita
incomes. Unemployment rates were more muted within the reference group economies and were also kept low by
generous labour market policies to keep people in work.

Despite the scale of the pandemic, additional budgetary allocation to various social safety measures has been relatively
low in India compared with other countries. Although the country might look comparable to the reference group in non-
health sector measures, the additional health sector fiscal measures are less than half those in the reference group. More
worryingly, the Indian government's announced allocation in the 2020 budget for such measures does not show an
increase, once inflation is taken into account.

Table 1: Summary of key macroeconomic indicators

India Reference World
group

GDP at constant prices 2020 (% change) 4.0% 3.6% 2.8%
GDP at constant prices 2020 (% change) 7 30 -2.2% -3.3%
Unemployment rate 2020 (% of total labour force) 5.3% 5.5% 5.4%
Unemployment rate 2020 (% of total labour force) 7.1% 6.4% 6.5%
Above-the-line additional health sector fiscal measures in response to . o 0 0
Covid-19 (% of GDP) 0.4% 0.9% 1.2%
Above-the-line additional non-health sector fiscal measures in response t03.0% 2 8% 7 8%

Covid-19 (% of GDP)

Source: Data on gross domestic product, constant prices (percentage change) is obtained from the World Economic
Outlook Database April 2020, International Monetary Fund.
Note: India’s GDP contraction is 8%, according to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and 7.3% from recent
national estimates. Unemployment rates (for youth, adults: 15+) are ILO-modelled estimates as of November 2020 and
are obtained from ILOSTAT, International Labour Organization (ILO) and World Bank. Fiscal measures are obtained
from Fiscal Monitor Database of Country Fiscal Measures in Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic as of April
2020, International Monetary Fund. The ‘reference group’ refers to the closest peer group statistic under which India
falls. The reference group for GDP per capita is the emerging market and developing economies (EMDES)
classification by the IMF. The reference group for the unemployment rate is the low- and middle-income countries
(LMICs) classification by the World Bank. The reference group for the fiscal measures is the EMDEs classification by
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the IMF. See Ghatak and Raghavan (forthcoming) for a comparison of India’s economic and health performance
against the reference group.

How has Covid-19 changed income, consumption, poverty and unemployment in India?

While the macroeconomic statistics provide a snapshot of India’s economic position, they hide the large and unequal
effects on households and workers within the country.

Both wealth and income inequality has been on the rise in India (Ghatak, 2020). Estimates suggest that in 2020, the top
1% of the population held 42.5% of the total wealth, while the bottom 50% had only 2.5% of the total wealth (Oxfam
2020). Post-pandemic, the number of poor in India is projected to have more than doubled and the number of people in
the middle class to have fallen by a third (Kochhar, 2020).

During India’s first stringent national lockdown between April and May 2020, individual income dropped by
approximately 40%. The bottom decile of households lost three months’ worth of income (Azim Premji University,
2020; Beyer et al, 2020).

Microdata from the largest private survey in India, CMIE’s ‘Consumer Pyramids Household Survey’ (CPHS), show
that per capita consumption spending dropped by more than GDP, and did not return to pre-lockdown levels during
periods of reduced social distancing. Average per capita consumption spending continued to be over 20% lower after
the first lockdown (in August 2020 compared with August 2020), and remained 15% lower year-on-year by the end of
2020.

Official poverty data are unavailable, and the CPHS data come with a caveat of ‘top’ and ‘bottom exclusions’. For
example, official statistics show a rural headcount ratio of 35% in 2017/18 (Subramanian, 2020). But the CPHS data
estimate it at 25%, which suggests exclusions at the lower end of the consumption distribution (Dreze and Somanchi,
2020).

Despite these statistical concerns, the CPHS does provide consumption numbers for a large sample of individuals,
which can provide insights into changes in consumption levels arising from the pandemic.

Table 2 reports the percentage of people who have monthly consumption expenditure below different cut-off values.
The different cut-offs encompass the official poverty lines (which, in any case, have been considered too low by some
commentators). The current rural poverty line is set at 1,600 rupees (£15.50) per month or over, and the urban poverty
line is 2,400 rupees per month (£23.37) or over.

Based on the latest CPHS data, rural poverty increased by 9.3 percentage points and urban poverty by over 11.7
percentage year-on-year from December 2020 to December 2020. Earlier months of the CPHS show that rural poverty
increased by 14.2 percentage points and urban poverty by 18.1 percentage points. Yet the actual increase in poverty due
to Covid-19 is likely to be higher than what the CPHS data suggest, as indicated by other surveys.

Table 2: Percentage of individuals by monthly consumption expenditure

All-India All-India Urban Urban Rural Rural

Dec 19 Dec 20 Dec 19 Dec 20 Dec 19 Dec 20
Rs 1,000 or below 6.0 9.0 3.0 5.4 7.5 10.9
Rs 1,600 or below 235 316 145 21.7 27.9 37.0
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Rs 2,000 or below 38.3 48.3 25.7 35.7 44.4 55.2
Rs 2,400 or below 52.1 62.6 37.9 49.5 59.0 69.7
Sample size 433,021 499,879 278,759 331,809 154,262 168,070

Aug 19 Aug 20 Aug19  Aug20 Augl9  Aug20

Rs 1,000 or below 5.0 10.0 2.3 55 6.4 125
Rs 1,600 or below 21.0 33.6 12.0 225 25.5 39.5
Rs 2,000 or below 34.9 50.3 219 37.1 41.3 57.5
Rs 2,400 or below 48.2 64.4 334 51.3 55.5 71.5
Sample size 570592 477237 362417 321100 208175 156137

Source: Consumer Pyramids Household Survey (CPHS) for December 2020 and December 2020, and for August 2020
and August 2020.

Notes: Estimates for consumption are calculated by dividing household adjusted total expenditure by household size
and weighted using member level country weights. Adjusted total expenditure is the sum total of all consumption goods
and services purchased by the household during a month, adjusted using weekly records. Real values are adjusted for
inflation using the MOSPI CPI (IW) for urban workers and CPI (AL) for rural workers (Base 2012=100). Headcount
ratio is the percentage of individuals who are below the poverty line in urban and rural areas in each year. Poverty line
is the inflation-adjusted poverty line in rural areas (Rs 972 in 2011-12 prices) and urban areas (Rs 1410 in 2011-12
prices), which are adjusted to 2012 prices with the RBI CPI(AL) and CPI(IW) for 2011/12-2012/13 respectively. All
figures are in December 2020 values and observations with missing regions are dropped. Despite a much larger sample
in urban areas, the CPHS also underestimates mean per capita consumption in urban areas, which is likely to reflect
their inability to survey high-income urban households. From the draft National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO)
Report on Household Consumer Expenditure for 2017-18, the CPHS estimate of mean per capita consumption in urban
areas was 0.8 of the NSSO level for 2017-18. For rural areas, the CPHS estimate is 1.1 of the NSSO level.

Taking into account the general trend of reduction in poverty, an estimated 230 million people in India have fallen into
poverty as a result of the first wave of the pandemic (Azim Premji University, 2020).

Table 3 shows that households in the middle of the pre-Covid-19 CPHS consumption distribution saw large drops in
spending after the first wave of the pandemic, helping to create a new set of people entering poverty.

The percentage of poor people in the second lowest quintile of pre-Covid-19 consumption jumped from 32% to 60%
within a year. This was driven largely by rural areas, where the headcount ratio for the second quintile almost doubled.

In urban areas, the poverty line is set higher due to greater living costs and 72% of people in the second quintile of the
urban income distribution were below this poverty line before the pandemic. Within a year, they were joined in urban
poverty by many who had higher incomes before. Half of people in the third quintile and 29% of people in the fourth
quintile fell below the poverty line after the pandemic.

This sharp rise in poverty after the first lockdown is consistent with a variety of surveys that highlighted the depth of
the crisis (Azim Premji University, 2020). Year-on-year urban unemployment rate jumped from 8.8% in April to June
2020 to a staggering 20.8% in April to June 2020 (Government of India National Statistical Office, 2020).
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Table 3: Percentage of individuals who are below the poverty line in middle quintiles of pre-Covid-19 consumption
expenditure, August 2020 to August 2020

All-India All-India Urban Urban Rural Rural
Quintile Aug 19 Aug 20 Aug 19 Aug 20 Aug 19 Aug 20
2 32 60 72 73 33 58
3 14 41 0 50 0 34
4 0 25 0 29 0 16

Source: Consumer Pyramids Household Survey (CPHS) for August 2020 and August 2020.
Notes: Quintiles are based on 2020 mean per capita consumption levels for each region type. Consumption levels are
calculated by dividing household adjusted total expenditure by household size and weighted using member level
country weights. Adjusted total expenditure is the sum total of all consumption goods and services purchased by the
household during a month, adjusted using weekly records. Real values are adjusted for inflation using the MOSPI CPI
(IW) for urban workers and CPI (AL) for rural workers (Base 2012=100). All figures are in December 2020 values and
observations with missing regions are dropped.

The pandemic has brought severe economic hardship, especially to young individuals who are over-represented in
informal work. India has a large share of young people in its workforce and the pandemic has put them at heightened
risk of long-term unemployment. This has negative impacts on lifelong earnings and employment prospects (Machin
and Manning, 1999).

A study by the Centre for Economic Performance (CEP at the London School of Economics) analyses the depth of
continuing joblessness among younger workers in the low-income states of Bihar, Jharkhand and Uttar Pradesh (see
Table 4, Dhingra and Kondirolli, 2020).

The first round of the survey randomly sampled urban workers aged 18-40 during the first lockdown quarter, finding
that a majority of them who had work before the pandemic were left with no work or no pay. After the first lockdown
in April to June 2020, 20% of those sampled were out of work, another 9% were employed but had zero hours of work
and 81% had no work or pay at all.

Ten months on from the first lockdown quarter, 8% of the sample continued to be out of work, another 8% were
working zero hours, and 40% had no work or no pay. The rate of no work or no pay was higher (at 47%) among the
youngest low-income individuals (those aged 18-25 who had below median pre-Covid-19 earnings).

Table 4: Crisis labour force status of individuals who were employed pre-Covid-19: recontact sample of individuals
interviewed during the first lockdown (April to June 2020) and before the second wave (January to March 2020)

April to JunelJanuary to MarChJanuaryto March 2020

2020 2020
Below Median pre-Covid-19 earnings and
All All
18 - 25 years
Out of work last week  0.20 0.08 0.11
Zero hours last week  0.09 0.08 0.11

Copyright to IIMRSETM | AnISO 9001:2008 Certified Journal | 2449


http://www.ijmrsetm.com/
https://doi-org.gate3.library.lse.ac.uk/10.1086/209911
https://doi-org.gate3.library.lse.ac.uk/10.1086/209911
http://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cepcovid-19-022.pdf.

ISSN: 2395-7639

International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research in Science, Engineering,
Technology & Management (IJMRSETM)

|A Monthly, Peer Reviewed Online Journal| Impact Factor: 7.580 |

Visit: www.ijmrsetm.com

Volume 7, Issue 12, December 2020

Not paid 0.70 0.29 0.32
No_ work/Zero hours/NotO.81 0.40 0.47
paid

Sample Size 3201 3201 542

Note: Out of work last week and zero hours last week are indicators for individuals who were unemployed in the week
preceding the survey and employed but working zero hours in the week before the survey respectively. Not paid is an
indicator for individuals who received no pay in April 2020 in the column of April to June 2020 and those who
received no pay during January to March 2020 in all other columns. Median earnings are constructed using average
earnings in January and February 2020. 18-25 refers to individuals who are between 18 to 25 years of age at the time of
the first survey.

The recovery after the first wave was too muted to get many young Indian workers back into employment. For
example, rural migrants continued to be reluctant to return to work in urban areas even before the second wave hit
(Imbert, 2020). And the second wave, which started in mid-February and appears to be flattening out in June 2020,
heightened these risks of long-term unemployment by increasing the spells of economic inactivity.

IV.CONCLUSIONS

To avoid another livelihood crisis, India turned to local lockdowns during the second wave of the pandemic. Before the
second wave, India’s public health performance (in terms of confirmed cases and confirmed deaths), while not the best,
was ahead of several reference group countries. But the second wave has made India’s position significantly worse. The
total confirmed cases per million now are comparable to those in the rest the world and the rate of vaccination is lower
in India.

While death rates seem lower in India, there is massive underreporting. After accounting for the underreporting within
official statistics, India’s total confirmed cases and deaths might exceed that of the rest of the world by a large margin
(Gamio and Glanz, 2020).

In the conservative scenario, the total confirmed cases per million are about 13 times larger than in the rest of the
world, and the total confirmed deaths per million are about 85% of that in the rest of the world. In the worst-case
scenario, India is far behind the rest of the world.

There is an important caveat: while the focus of this article is on India, underreporting of Covid-19 cases and deaths is
prevalent globally (Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, University of Washington, 2020).

More than a year has passed since India’s first national lockdown was announced. There was talk of a trade-off
between lives and livelihoods when the Covid-19 crisis erupted last year. As India struggles in the second wave, it is
clear that the country did poorly in both dimensions.

While India’s policy response was strong in terms of some aspects of lockdown stringency, it was ineffective in dealing
with both the public health and economic aspects of the crisis. What’s more, it failed to limit the damaging impact of
the crisis on the most vulnerable sections of the population.
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