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This study examines how firms respond to environmental, social, 
and governance (ESG) awards by adjusting their ESG decoupling. 
Using an institutional perspective, we argue that firms receiving 
ESG awards face heightened legitimacy pressures. Under these 
conditions, firms may seek to maintain legitimacy through either 
symbolic alignment, by emphasizing outward ESG narratives, or 
substantive alignment, by aligning ESG disclosure with underly-
ing ESG performance. Using a panel dataset of U.S.-listed firms 
from 2013 to 2023, we find that ESG awards are associated with a 
significant reduction in the magnitude of ESG decoupling. 
Further, decomposition of ESG decoupling into its directional 
manifestations, namely, greenwashing and brownwashing, 
reveals an asymmetric adjustment. However, the reduction in ESG 
decoupling is driven primarily by improvements in ESG perfor-
mance rather than by changes in ESG disclosure. Additional 
analysis shows that award-winning firms strengthen both their 
internal and external ESG focus. By identifying ESG awards as a 
recognition-based non-market antecedent of ESG decoupling, 
this study contributes to the research on ESG decoupling, institu-
tional pressures, and legitimacy maintenance. The findings also 
offer implications for policymakers, managers, and award-
granting bodies.
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