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Abstract  
This article concerns itself with Social and Environmental Accounting (and) Reporting (SEAR) and related aca-
demic literature. In particular, the focus is on the works which have adopted an “engagement approach” to ex-
plore SEAR practices. The purpose of the paper is to analyze, through a literature-review based method, the ex-
isting literature in order to propose a pedagogic-suggestive “mapping” of the “state of the art” of the existing li-
terature. Drawing on Thomson’s (2007) work, the present paper aims to provide an illustrative-heuristic taxono-
my of the current works to assist scholars, who are interested in SEAR issues, to identify gaps and contradictions 
which may then be addressed. 
 

 
1 - Introduction 

This paper concerns itself with Social and Environ-
mental Accounting (and) Reporting and related prac-
tices. In this context the term Social and Environ-
mental Accounting and Reporting (SEAR or SER, 
hereafter) is widely used to refer to corporate ac-
counting and self-reporting processes through which 
quantitative and qualitative information about social 
and environmental effects are accounted and dis-
closed (Gray et al, 1995a, b; 1996; Hibbit, 2004; Con-
trafatto, 2004). Different media (annual reports, 
stand-alone social and environmental accounts, web-
sites, etc) are used to communicate this information to 
a broader group of stakeholders.  

Historically, SEAR has attracted the attention of 
academic accounting research since the mid-1970s 
(Gray, 2002; Rusconi, 2006; Contrafatto, 2009). 
Originally this attention represented an initial interest 
for what appeared to be a ‘new topic’ worthy of con-
sideration. However, with the exception of a few pio-
neering experimentations, no systematic research 
agenda emerged. By the mid-1990s, social and envi-
ronmental issues unexpectedly gained their relevance. 
Since then research in the field of SEAR has experi-
enced steady growth with attention being particularly 
paid to issues related to external reporting (Deegan, 
2002). In addition, there has been a significant in-
crease in the number of academic researchers em-
bracing the issues, in the level of consideration being 
given by governmental institutions (see, for example, 

the EU and UN)1 and professional (accounting) bod-
ies, and, indeed, in the number of organizations pro-
ducing different kinds of social and environmental 
reports2. According to Bebbington et al (2009: 590), 
who quote Wheeler and Elkington (2001), SEAR, 
“has moved from a fringe activity pioneered by so-
cially conscious but non-mainstream companies into a 
credible and serious practice embraced by a number 
of major corporations” (emphasis added). In the last 
decade SEAR literature has been constantly enriched 
with the contributions provided by more systematic 
and extensive empirical research projects which have 
been conducted, via several methodological and theo-
retical frameworks, to explore social and environ-
mental accounting and reporting practices in different 
sectors and/or industries across the world. As a result 
of this, SEAR literature has extended its boundaries to 
embrace areas and fields which, until a few years ago, 
seemed unreachable.  

                                                 
1Several legislative initiatives have been undertaken 
in the past few years by the European Union. In this 
regard refer, for example, to the EU Modernisation 
Directive (2003/51/EC). Furthermore, a few regula-
tory and legislative requirements, although unsystem-
atic, have recently been passed in several EU coun-
tries in order to regulate organizations’ activities for 
accounting and reporting social and environmental 
impacts (see the KPMG International Survey of Cor-
porate Social Responsibility Reporting, 2005).  
2 See, for example, the KPMG International Survey of 
Corporate Social Responsibility Reporting, 2005. 
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This paper focuses on the international3 aca-
demic SEAR literature. In particular, the present pa-
per aims to add to the existing works which in the 
past (see for example Mathews 1997; Bebbington, 
2001; Gray, 2002), and in more recent years (see for 
example Thomson, 2007), have been involved in re-
viewing the increasingly wide literature on SEAR. 
The present paper, however, explicitly considers a 
specific area of this literature: i.e. the works which 
have adopted an “engagement approach” (Adams and 
Larrinaga, 2007) to explore SEAR practice. The pur-
pose of the study is to analyze, through a literature-
review based method, the existing literature in order 
to propose a pedagogic-suggestive ‘mapping’ of the 
‘state of the art’ of current works. In particular, draw-
ing on Thomson’s (2007) work, the present paper 
aims to achieve three tasks: i) to provide an illustra-
tive-heuristic taxonomy of the current works to assist 
scholars who are interested in studying SEAR issues 
through ‘engagement research’; ii) to highlight con-
tradictions and gaps in current explanations; and iii) 
to identify some potential research avenues which 
could be undertaken.  

 The remainder of the paper is structured in three 
sections. The following section provides some back-
ground to conceptualize the ‘engagement research’ 
approach and to understand its rationale. In the third 
section, the literature which explicitly adopts an ‘en-
gagement approach’ to investigate SEAR issues is 
analyzed in order to identify the present ‘state of the 
art’ and to propose an illustrative taxonomy of the 
current works. Finally, the fourth section highlights 
some of the lacunae in the existing literature. It is 
from the existence of these gaps that some potential 
research avenues are proposed in the conclusion of 
the analysis.  

2 - Engagement Research: definition, con-
ceptualization and rationale      

The expression ‘engagement research’ (hereafter, ER) 
has been used in accounting disciplines (management 
accounting, social and environmental accounting, etc) 
largely to indicate a particular ‘way’ to approach and 
study organizational phenomena. The term ‘engage-
ment’, from the French word ‘engager’ meaning to 
pledge, dates back to the early 17th century when it 
was used to refer to a “legal or moral obligation” to-
wards something or somebody (Oxford Dictionary of 
Advanced Learners). In other words, engage-ment, 
from the verb ‘engage’ and the suffix ‘ment’, indi-
cates ‘the act of doing or being” involved in particular 

                                                 
3 In this paper the analysis will explicitly focus on the 
academic works published in international, mainly 
Anglo-Saxon, journals.   

initiatives. From this perspective, engagement re-
search delineates a specific approach4 to study organ-
izational practices, including SEAR, that requires an 
iterative, “reflexive and empathetic” (Adams and Lar-
rinaga, 2007: 335) involvement of the researcher with 
organizations and with organizational members in the 
process of investigation.  

According to Adams and Larrinaga (2007: 335), 
engagement research reduces the “distance” of the re-
searcher from the research field allowing the re-
searcher to take the “standpoint of participants and 
(to) engage in an ongoing process of negotiation lead-
ing to a more reflexive form of research with a deeper 
understanding of the research process” (emphasis 
added). It could be argued that engagement research 
represents a potent approach to explore organizational 
phenomena, from the ‘inside’, and to produce a more 
grounded and contextualized comprehension of the 
rationale through which actors behave and individ-
ual/organizational action is being constructed (Adams 
and Larrinaga, 2007).  

In the context of SEAR, engagement research has 
the potential to provide valuable means to enhance the 
descriptive and theoretical understanding of the proc-
esses and dynamics of SEAR. As Adams and Larri-
naga (2007: 335) note “engagement research” is a 
“privileged” approach which can be used to explore 
SEAR at the level of organizations and its interactions 
with other organizational processes. Engagement re-
search is “privileged” because it has the potential to 
enable “dramatic change” in organizations and organ-
izational practices towards greater social and envi-
ronmental accountability and responsibility (ibid.: 
340). If this is the case, rather than being just a re-
search strategy to instrumentally adopt in relation to a 
researcher’s needs, engagement research represents an 
ambitious project that is infused with a structural re-
search agenda5. Through this approach researchers 
and academics can actively “partake in the process of 
organizational change” (Adams and Whelan, 2009) 
towards a less unsustainable way of conducting opera-
tions and business. In other words, as asserted by Ad-

                                                 
4 Adams and Larrinaga (2007: 335) conceptualize en-
gagement research as “a method” to investigate or-
ganizational phenomena. In contrast, in the present 
paper we define “engagement research” as an “ap-
proach”, a “way” of seeing and understanding the 
process of research and to embrace phenomena to in-
vestigate. While engagement research implies the 
adoption of a few specific “interpretive research 
methods” (ibid.: 341), it cannot reasonably be defined 
a “research method” per se. 
5 For a discussion about the potential role of SER to 
‘activate change in organization and business at large’ 
refer, for example, to Gray (2002) and Contrafatto 
(2009). 
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ams and Larrinaga (2007: 340) engagement research 
could be conceived “as the urgent response to the so-
cial and environmental crisis and the exploitative na-
ture of operations by most organizations with regard 
to society and the environment”. 

In more recent years increasing calls (Adams, 
2002; Gray, 2002; Parker, 2005; Dey, 2007) have 
been made for more fieldwork into SEAR, through 
engagement with organizational participants, as a 
means to explore lacunae and contradictions with 
current explanations. As a response to these argu-
ments, a growing body of researchers have variously6 
engaged with organizations’ members to study differ-
ent aspects related to social and environmental report-
ing behaviour. In the following section existing works 
are reviewed in depth with the purpose of proposing 
an illustrative taxonomy. 

3 - SEAR and Engagement Research: an 
illustrative literature review    

“When one writes a literature review …[…]…, s/he is 
automatically betraying the “originals” and black 
boxing a series of ideas in a set of categories chosen 
by the writer […]. The review sets up a scenario, as-
signs a role to writers and their articles and, in the 
end, prepares the stage for the entrance of the main 
protagonist of the story, which is often our own arti-
cles and ideas” (Quattrone, 2004: 242-243). 
 
In this section an illustrative review of the literature, 
which has involved some forms of academic engage-
ment with organizations’ members in exploring 
SEAR, is undertaken with the purpose of ‘mapping 
the state of the art’. At this stage, the ‘issues and fo-
cus of the analysis’ are used as criteria to preliminary 
classify the body of literature7 into four classes: (see 
figure n°1): 1) those studies which have examined 
mainly motives and drivers for the initiation and sus-
tainment of SER (Buhr, 2002; O’Dwyer, 2002; 
Spence, 2007; Belal and Owen, 2007; Bebbington et 
al, 2009; Farneti and Guthrie, 2009); 2) research ex-
ploring the contextual and internal factors, including 
managerial attitudes, which influence the nature and 
extent of social and environmental reporting and 
might contribute or limit change in organizations 
(Adams, 1999; 2002; Adams and McNicholas, 2007; 

                                                 
6 The adverb is explicitly used to refer to the different 
methodological choices, focus and level of analysis 
that have been adopted by this research. 
7 It is important to note that the literature has not been 
classified in relation to the individual work but rather 
in relation to the issues explored in each paper. As a 
consequence it is possible that the same paper, which 
may focus on two different aspects, is classified in 
more than one class. 

Bebbington et al, 2009); 3) studies which have fo-
cused on potential and actual possibilities of SEAR to 
stimulate, activate and produce some kind of organ-
izational change in practices, structures, performance 
and/or values (Gray et al, 1995c; Larrinaga-Gonzales 
and Bebbington, 2001; Larrinaga-Gonzales et al, 
2001; Adams and McNicholas, 2007; Dey, 2007; Al-
belda et al, 2007); and 4) studies which have specifi-
cally analysed the managerial perceptions and views 
about SEAR and related practices (Belal and Owen, 
2007; Farneti and Guthrie, 2009)8. 

In the following, each individual paper, within 
the above mentioned classes, is described, reviewed 
and analyzed. 

3.1 - SEAR, engagement research and “mo-
tives/drivers” for its initiation 

In more recent years an increasing body of researchers 
has sought to investigate, through interviews and 
meetings with managers, the motives and drivers 
which lead organizations to initiate and undertake 
SEAR. In doing so, these papers have attempted to 
interpret the ‘motives and drivers’, i.e. why organiza-
tions, in their specific institutional contexts, adopt and 
sustain practices of social reporting by moving be-
yond the analysis of social and environmental disclo-
sures in various accounts (annual reports or stand-
alone social reports). 

O’Dwyer (2002), for example, conducted twenty-
nine in-depth qualitative interviews in late 1997 with 
senior executives, including financial directors and 
CEOs (Chief Executive Officers), of twenty-seven 
Irish Plc companies to interpret managerial percep-
tions of the motives for corporate social disclosures 
(CSD). In particular, insights from legitimacy theory9 
(see for example Lindblom, 1993) were explicitly 
adopted to “develop a more complete, complex and 
critical story of the motives for CSD” (O’Dwyer, 
2002: 411).  

 

                                                 
8 By paraphrasing Lowndes (1996) each class func-
tions as a “vignette”: i.e. an illustrative and sketchy 
representation rather than a definite and delimited 
group. As “the borders of one vignette blurs with 
those of another” (Lowndes, 1996: 184), the elements 
of one class may overlap with those of another class. 
For example, the elements of the first class (i.e. mo-
tives and drivers for SEAR) may easily overlap with 
the elements of the second class (factors which impact 
on the nature and extent of SEAR). For an example 
see the paper of Bebbington et al, 2009.  
9 For a review of legitimacy theory and its use in the 
Social and Environmental Accounting Literature, re-
fer to Deegan (2002) and Contrafatto (2009). 
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Figure 1. Graphical representation of “engagement research” papers which explore SEAR 
 
 

 

 

While, as noted by O’Dwyer (2002: 427), the analysis 
evidenced “any motives outside those of a symbolic 
self-interested nature”, it also illuminated “the com-
plexity and occasional confusion” (O’Dwyer, 2002: 
411) at the basis of the motives which drive organiza-
tions to voluntarily report social and environmental 
disclosures.  

On the other hand, Buhr (2002) adopted a struc-
turation framework (see Giddens, 1984) to investigate 
the motives which drove two Canadian companies 
(operating in the pulp and paper industry) to the ini-
tiation and publication of the first environmental re-
port. In particular, the study focused on two key re-
search questions: “1) what has motivated these re-
ports? And 2) By what processes have they come 
about?” (Buhr, 2002: 18). The empirical data, col-
lected through open-ended interviews undertaken in 
1993, was largely interpreted through the lens of the 
signification and legitimation dimensions of the struc-
turation framework (Giddens, 1984). Buhr (2002) 
identified a plethora of motivations for the initiation 
of environmental reports which showed an “anxiety” 
for “acting” in producing the first environmental re-
port with the aim of filling “a legitimation gap be-
tween stakeholders’ perception of the corporation and 

the corporation’s actual performance” (Buhr, 2002: 
25). 

The environmental reports, therefore, were pre-
pared and disclosed because the two companies felt a 
need to provide information about the actual activities 
and performance with regard to the natural environ-
ment in an attempt to “repair” public misperceptions 
and inform stakeholders (customers, employees, 
shareholders, investment analysts, etc). In addition, 
this process of searching for “a deserved state of le-
gitimacy”, was supplemented by a mimetic mecha-
nism (for a conceptualization of the mimetic process 
refer to DiMaggio and Powell, 1991) through which 
organizations tended to imitate the actions of other 
peer companies in adopting practices and structures 
(e.g. environmental reporting) with a highly symbolic 
and mythic status. 

Belal and Owen (2007)10 analyzed, among oth-
ers, the managerial perceptions of the motivations un-
derlying the process of social and environmental re-
porting through a series of in-depth interviews with 

                                                 
10 The paper will be discussed in more detailed in sec-
tion 3.4. 
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senior managers of twenty-three Bangladeshi compa-
nies. Overall, the views expressed by the interviewees 
evidenced that the main drivers for the process of un-
dertaking SER were related to the attempt to improve 
“corporate image and to manage the perceptions of 
economically powerful stakeholders” (Belal and 
Owen, 2007: 487).  

Likewise, Farneti and Guthrie (2009)11 con-
ducted an empirical analysis to explicitly explore the 
preparers’ views as to the motivations to disclose sus-
tainability information. However, in contrast to Belal 
and Owen (2007), Farneti and Guthrie focused on a 
group of “better practice” organizations (Farneti and 
Guthrie, 2009: 89) operating in the Australian public 
sector. According to Farneti and Guthrie, the main 
purpose for disclosing sustainability information was 
to inform a variety of internal stakeholders, mostly 
employees.  

A more critical perspective to investigate the mo-
tives behind SEAR was adopted by Spence (2007). 
The author conducted an empirical investigation, un-
der the banner of Gadamer’s (1989) historical herme-
neutics (see Crotty, 1998) and via a discourse analysis 
methodology, to explore the motivations underlying 
the initiation and sustainment of SER and to ascertain 
the “ideological implications of these motivations” 
(Spence, 2007: 856). More specifically, twenty-five 
in-depth semi structured interviews were undertaken 
in 2004 with representatives (mainly managers and 
directors) of large corporations in the UK to investi-
gate both the motivations for reporting social and en-
vironmental information and the “managerial percep-
tions of conflict between economic and socio-
environmental criteria” (ibid.: 856). In particular, the 
study explored two main research questions: i) what 
are the corporate motivations underlying the decision 
to initiate and undertake social and environmental re-
porting? ii) How do managers conceive and address 
the conflicts between economic and socio-
environmental issues?  

The empirical evidence was interpreted via La-
clau and Mouffe’s (1985) discourse theory to produce 
a more theoretically-grounded explanation of how 
SER (came) comes to be a powerful organizational 
practice that “discursively aligns business interests 
with extra business interests” (ibid: 856). The paper 
reported that the motivations underlying the decision 
to produce and disclose social and environmental in-
formation were largely related to the “business case” 
and profit-seeking. In addition, with regard to the 
conflicts between society and business these were ra-
tionalized as unavoidable and ineluctable but at the 
same time reconcilable and curable. In other words, 
while interviewees recognized the existence of con-
flicts between economic and socio-environmental is-
                                                 
11 The paper will be discussed in more detailed in 
section 3.4. 

sues they envisaged, in coherence with the business 
case, the possibility to “achieve a balance.[…]. by 
joining these two elements in a chain of equivalence, 
where they are presented as mutually re-enforcing in 
the broad sense” (ibid: 873). 

Finally, Bebbington et al (2009) reported the re-
sults of an investigative project, undertaken in 2003, 
whose purpose was to explore in more detail the proc-
ess and dynamics leading to the initiation of sustain-
able development reporting (SDR). In particular, the 
paper focused on “the organizational and institutional 
factors/drivers” and their role in driving a sample of 
New Zealand companies to the initiation of sustain-
able development reporting. As explicitly asserted by 
Bebbington et al, the analysis was “motivated” by the 
existence of “contradictions and gaps” with the cur-
rent explanations about “how and why” SEAR (in-
cluding SDR) is initiated. To address the existing la-
cunae, insight from new institutional theory (Di-
Maggio and Powell, 1991) was used to investigate 
empirical data and to produce a more theoretically-
informed narrative of “how various factors combine 
at a point in time to create a dynamic for the publica-
tion of a report (Bebbington et al, 2009: 589). In other 
words, the paper focused on two main research ques-
tions: 1) why and how do organizations initiate a 
SDR? 2) What is the role/influence of institutional 
and organizational dynamics in the initiation of a 
SDR?  

The analysis was undertaken at an organizational 
level and focused on the behaviour of a sample of six 
New Zealand companies that were members of the 
New Zealand Business Council for Sustainable De-
velopment (NZBCSD). As reported by the authors, 
the decision to initiate a SDR seemed to be the result 
of a more “complex and subtle” process by which a 
range of institutional influences (i.e. regulative, nor-
mative and cognitive) combined with organizational 
factors (e.g. role and attitude of CEO/chair; govern-
ance processes; etc) to influence the decision making 
for SDR. Bebbington et al’s analysis revealed that, 
“rather than being a rational activity” activated to 
achieve designed outcomes, SDR was an “appropriate 
and right thing to do” as part of the process of “fitting 
in” the context in which companies operated (ibid.: 
612-615).  

3.2 - SEAR, engagement research and “in-
fluencing factors” 

A second group of studies has mainly focused on the 
(internal) corporate organizational factors which im-
pact on the extent, nature and sophistication of SER 
and, therefore, on its potential to activate some forms 
of organizational change within organizations. 

Adams (2002) conducted a series of qualitative 
semi-structured interviews in 1998 with managers of 
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three British and four German companies in the 
chemical and pharmaceutical sectors with the purpose 
of identifying internal organizational variables (in-
cluding processes and attitudes) which might be rele-
vant for understanding differences in terms of “qual-
ity, quantity, extensiveness and completeness of 
SER” (Adams, 2002: 224). In particular, the paper 
focused on two related research questions: i) what 
corporate and internal organizational factors are rele-
vant to SER? ii) How and to what degree do these 
factors influence the nature and extent of SER?  

The empirical findings showed that a number of 
internal factors need to be considered, including: i) 
organizational structures and policies; ii) internal 
processes; and iii) the attitude, views and perceptions 
of managers. The nature, extent and completeness of 
SER is likely to be influenced, for example, by: i) the 
involvement of communication and/or public relation 
departments; ii) the level of stakeholder engagement 
in the process of reporting; and iii) the extent to 
which companies follow specific guidelines (e.g. 
AA1000; GRI) or considers other organizations’ re-
ports (see also Adams, 1999).  

In addition, Adams (2002) identified a group of 
factors, classified as “attitudes and views of manag-
ers”, relevant for understanding SER. In particular, 
Adams (2002) highlighted the following factors: i) 
attitudes to reporting bad news; ii) views and attitudes 
about regulation and (social) environmental verifica-
tion; iii) views on reporting in the future (e.g. change 
in issues reported, media of reporting, etc); and iv) 
perceptions about costs and benefits of social and en-
vironmental reporting12. 

Adams and McNicholas (2007)13 adopted action 
research methodology to investigate, among others, 
factors that might impact (hinder or inhibit) the de-

                                                 
12 In the Italian literature about SEAR some works 
have recently been conducted to explicitly explore the 
issues related to factors which impact on SER. Con-
trafatto (2005), for example, conducted a case study, 
drawing on the theoretical model of Adams (2002), to 
investigate further internal organizational factors 
which might influence the quality, extent and nature 
of SER. The empirical findings highlighted the exis-
tence of a number of drivers, defined as “managerial 
beliefs and hopes” about SER, which, in the case 
study organization, were significant for understanding 
the features and characteristics of SER in terms of 
language, style, focus and emphasis of the report. The 
study concluded with proposing a more elaborated 
model than Adams’s (2002) to be used as a theoreti-
cal framework to inform future research about factors 
and drivers which impact on SER. 
13 More detailed information about the theoretical and 
methodological issues will be discussed in section 
3.3. 

velopment of SER and therefore its potential to pro-
duce effects on the organizational context. In their 
case study looking at an Australian government-
owned authority operating in the water industry, the 
authors found that the following factors stimulated the 
initiation of SER: i) the role of organizational key ac-
tors (owner, CEO and managers) and their strong 
value-based commitment (also see Albelda et al, 
2007); ii) the influence played by the “nature of own-
ership” (i.e. state-owned authority); iii) the role of 
Victorian Water Commission which exerted relevant 
pressures on the organization; and iv) the initiatives 
undertaken by relevant peer competitors whose be-
haviour contributed to activate a mimetic process in 
the organization (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991). How-
ever, in contrast to these “promoting factors”, the au-
thors identified two major “inhibiting factors”: i) the 
lack of resources including time and economic; and ii) 
the lack of the necessary experience of the managers.  

As mentioned above, similar results are reported 
by Bebbington et al (2009: 611) who identified a 
range of “internal organizational and contextual fac-
tors” which influence the nature of SER and the sub-
sequent decision-making. In particular, with regard to 
‘promoting factors’ the authors highlighted: i) the 
type of organizations’ ownership; ii) the role exerted 
by the CEO and/or chairman; iii) the presence of an 
environmental/sustainability committee; iv) the nature 
of governance processes; and v) the presence of active 
strategic position. On the other hand, Bebbington et al 
(2009) reported that the absence of a clear focus and 
scope of the reporting process was perceived by most 
of the interviewed managers as an inhibiting factor. 
Finally, in only one case, the ‘large size’ of the com-
pany, which has generally been regarded as a promot-
ing variable for reporting (Gray et al 1995a; Con-
trafatto, 2009), was seen as an hindering factor for the 
process of the initiation of SER14. 

3.3- SEAR, engagement research and “or-
ganizational effects” 

A third group of studies mainly concentrate on the 
actual or potential effects that SEAR, and related 
practices, may produce (or do produce) on different 
aspects of organizations: structures, practices, per-
formance and values.  

Gray et al (1995c) focused on the actual and po-
tential role, if at all, of environmental accounting (and 
accountants) to stimulate organizational change in 
terms of leading to “green conceptions of organiza-

                                                 
14 It would be interesting to explore the contextual 
and corporate circumstances where the “large size” of 
a company represents an obstacle for the initiation and 
implementation of social and environmental account-
ing and reporting. 
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tions” (Gray et al, 1995c: 232). In the early 1990s the 
authors conducted a series of interviews with twenty-
one companies in the UK and New Zealand, mostly 
operating in the extractive and manufacturing sectors, 
to explore two related issues: i) how and to which de-
gree organizations changed in response to environ-
mental agenda; and ii) the role of “accountants and 
accountings in the development of organizational en-
vironmental agendas” (ibid.: 212).  

The empirical data was investigated through 
theoretical insights from two frameworks: a) Laugh-
lin’s (1991) model of organizational change; and b) 
Llewellyn’s (1994) model of “organizational bound-
ary management”. In particular, Laughlin’s (1991) 
model identifies two orders of change: i) mor-
phostatic, not profound and deep change; and ii) 
morphogenetic, a form of change that “penetrates” 
the “genetic” (Gray et al, 1995c: 216) fibre of the or-
ganization. With regard to the first research issue (i.e. 
“how and to which degree organizations changed”), 
the study found that the response of organizations to 
environmental issues did not result in any morphoge-
netic change but in a “minor reorientation at best” 
(ibid: 232). However, with regard to the second issue 
(i.e. “the role of environmental accounting and ac-
countants”), the authors recognized the potential role 
of environmental accounting and reporting in stimu-
lating major changes in the direction of more struc-
tural (morphogenetic) changes within organizations.  

Drawing on the study of Gray et al (1995c), Lar-
rinaga-Gonzales et al (2001) conducted an empirical 
investigation in nine Spanish manufacturing compa-
nies with the purpose of exploring the impact of envi-
ronmental accounting and reporting on organizational 
change. In particular, the work focused on three main 
research questions: i) how do organizations respond 
to the environmental agenda, if at all? ii) Which kind 
of change occurs? iii) Do Gray et al’(1995c) findings 
apply in a different business context (like the Spanish 
one) characterized by different values (e.g. secrecy)? 
The data was collected through several research 
methods: i) fifteen semi-structured interviews with 
senior managers and corporate environmental offi-
cers, carried out in April/May 1997; ii) question-
naires; and iii) document analysis.  

The empirical evidence was analysed using in-
sight from Laughlin’s (1991) model of organizational 
response to accounting interventions. Larrinaga et al 
(2001) found that the effects of environmental report-
ing on organizational change in their case studies 
were not structural (morphogenetic). The findings of 
this paper, therefore, seem to confirm those reached 
by Gray et al (1995c) that environmental accounting 
produced only morphostatic changes in the organiza-
tions studied. 

In contrast to the above described studies that 
analyse the behaviour of a cluster of organizations in 
different industries, the work of Larrinaga and Beb-

bington (2001) investigated the role of environmental 
accounting in promoting organizational changes by 
explicitly focusing on an individual case and in a spe-
cific industry. In particular, extensive field work with 
a large Spanish electricity utility was undertaken over 
a two year period (from 1992 to 1994) to explore (in 
depth) the dynamics and effects of the introduction of 
environmental accounting practices as a part of the 
“greening project”. More specifically three related is-
sues were explored: i) how and which initiatives did 
the company adopt to respond to the environmental 
agenda? ii) What effects did environmental account-
ing interventions produce on organizational change? 
iii) What factors and elements contributed to or de-
tracted from the success of the “greening project”? 
Data was collected through a series of methods in-
cluding: i) seventeen semi-structured interviews with 
personnel of the Environmental Management De-
partment and Accounting Department; ii) casual con-
versations and observations; and iii) analysis of com-
pany documents (e.g. annual reports and other non-
financial documents).  

The empirical evidence, interrogated through the 
lens of the theoretical models of “organizational 
change” (Laughlin, 1991; Llewellyn, 1994; Duncan 
and Thomson, 1998) and “institutional appropriation” 
(Bebbington, 1999), showed that in the case study 
“accounting interventions into the life of the organiza-
tion failed to stimulate substantive organizational 
changes” (Larrinaga and Bebbington, 2001: 287, em-
phasis added). While there were some improvements 
in environmental performance, the environmental 
agenda and environmental accounting did not produce 
any structural or profound changes in the “underlying 
rationale of the organization” which remained firmly 
and exclusively anchored to “generate profit, primar-
ily from expanding energy sales” (ibid.: 287). Accord-
ing to Larrinaga and Bebbington (2001) the “greening 
project” failed to produce the desirable (or necessary) 
“ substantial changes” in the case study essentially for 
two reasons:  
i) the necessary “assemblage of events, structures 

and conditions that would have made” the change 
realizable and effective did not occur (ibid: 287); 

ii)  the environmental accounting did not act as a 
“binding mechanism” (Llewellyn, 1994) and did 
not “reproduce the underlying rationale of the or-
ganization” (Larrinaga and Bebbington, 2001: 
287). 
The potential of SER to act as a catalyst for 

change in organizations’ performance and practices 
was the focus of the action research study undertaken 
by Adams and McNicholas (2007). In particular, they 
focused on “the potential of the sustainability report-
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ing process to lead to improved sustainability per-
formance”15 (ibid.: 398, emphasis added).  

The empirical findings collected through differ-
ent methods (observations, meetings with organiza-
tional members and interviews) were analyzed using 
the integrated model of planned change developed by 
Lewin (1947). In contrast to previous studies about 
the impacts of SER on organizations (see for exam-
ple, Larrinaga et al, 2001), Adams and McNicholas 
(2007) found some tangible effects produced by SER 
on organizational life. As outlined by the authors 
“.[…]. the process of developing a sustainability re-
porting framework did result in some organizational 
change. The most significant impact was the integra-
tion of sustainability issues into the strategic planning 
process and an increased focus on KPIs (i.e. Key Per-
formance Indicators) not previously reported” (ibid.: 
399). Furthermore, in their case study (i.e. a govern-
ment-owned authority), sustainability reporting 
played a relevant role as it acted as a facilitator of 
change in the organizational culture and value system 
by “introducing and reinforcing sustainability princi-
ples throughout the organization” (Adams and 
McNicholas, 2007: 398).  

Dey (2007), similarly to Adams and McNicholas 
(2007), also accounted for tangible, although unin-
tended and unexpected, impacts on different aspects 
of an organization’s life: structure, performance and 
value system. Dey (2007) conducted an ethnographic 
study to investigate the outcomes of social accounting 
intervention in Traidcraft Plc, a UK-based fair-trade 
organization during the mid-1990s. Drawing on the 
theories of change/appropriation, the author, specifi-
cally, sought to address two issues: i) the potential of 
social accounting to mobilize or to contribute to 
change; and ii) the consequences on organizational 
change of social accounting. Dey (2007: 442) found 
that social accounting “played a crucial –and perhaps 
pivotal- role in driving through organizational 
change”.  

In Traidcraft there was strong evidence of dein-
stitutionalization (for a conceptualization of deinstitu-
tionalization refer to Oliver, 1992) and organizational 
transformation in the “disappearance” of what Dey 
(2007) called the “Old Traidcraft” with its moral-
based value system and the “emergence” of the 
“new” entity with its commercial and financial real-
ity. As a result of the process of deinstitutionalization, 
there was not only a modification in the organiza-
tion’s overall structure but as well a profound change 
in the value system and interpretive schemes which 
differentiated the Old from the New Traidcraft. In this 
process, social accounting “played a significant role 
in shaping organizational change” (Dey, 2007: 443).  
                                                 
15 For a conceptualization of the notion of “sustain-
ability and sustainable development” refer to Beb-
bington, 2001. 

Finally, in contrast to previous studies which 
have considered SEAR practices, Albelda et al (2007) 
specifically investigated the role and the effects of 
environmental management systems (EMS) on pro-
moting organizational change. In particular, the study 
focused on the Eco-Management and Audit Scheme 
(EMAS) and explored its potential to act as a catalyst 
for the embedment of environmental values and issues 
that promote organizational change towards improved 
environmental performance (Albelda et al, 2007). 
More specifically, four catalysts for change were de-
rived from the analysis of EMAS: i) training and 
awareness building; ii) continuous environmental im-
provement; iii) integrating stakeholders’ interests; and 
iv) organizational learning (Albelda et al, 2007: 405).  

The analysis was conducted at the level of indus-
trial sites rather than organizations and involved ten 
Spanish sites that had obtained EMAS registration. 
Data and information were collected through: i) semi-
structured interviews with environmental managers 
and management accountants, undertaken between 
2004 and 2005; ii) analysis of corporate documents 
(e.g. environmental statements; newsletters, etc); and 
iii) observations during the empirical investigation. 
As reported by Aldelda et al (2007), the empirical 
evidence highlighted the potent role of EMAS to 
promote the embedding process of environmental 
principles and consequently to produce tangible ef-
fects towards enhanced environmental performance in 
the EMAS sites.  

3.4 - SEAR, engagement research and 
“managerial views and perceptions” 

A fourth group of studies has specifically focused on 
managerial perceptions and views about SEAR and 
related issues such as: i) the current state and future 
prospects; and ii) the relevance of so-
cial/environmental accounting and auditing standards. 

Belal and Owen (2007), as seen above, carried 
out a series of qualitative interviews with managers 
from twenty-three large multinational and domestic 
(private and public) Bangladeshi companies (across 
different industries such as pharmaceutical, chemical, 
oil and gas, etc), during the period between December 
2001 and March 2002, to investigate managers’ per-
ceptions about SEAR, its current status and its related 
practices. The purpose of the analysis was to ascer-
tain, through a critical examination of managerial per-
ceptions, “some of the driving forces behind the cur-
rent state of, and future prospects for, CSR (Corpo-
rate Social Reporting) in the Bangladeshi context” 
(Belal and Owen, 2007: 473, emphasis added). In par-
ticular, interviews focused on four key issues: 
i) managerial perceptions about the need and moti-

vations for social and environmental reporting; 
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ii)  managers’ views about which groups comprise 
key stakeholders and their role in the reporting 
process; 

iii)  the perceived relevance and pertinence of exist-
ing social accounting and auditing standards; 

iv) managerial perceptions of the key drivers for cur-
rent and future reporting practices. 
In particular, as noted by the authors, while the 

main motivation driving the current process of social 
and environmental reporting was represented by the 
attempt to manage and increase organizational legiti-
mation, some of the key drivers for future reporting 
practices seemed to be the increasing pressure from 
external forces (i.e. pressures from international buy-
ers and requests from parent companies) and the 
adoption of international social accounting and audit-
ing standards. With regard to the latter point, the au-
thors reported serious concerns about the effects of a 
“passive compliance strategy” with standards and 
codes issued for the needs of western developed 
countries, and its limitations in producing real and 
positive changes in corporate behaviour and perform-
ance (Adams and Larrinaga, 2007).       

In addition, in 2007, Farneti and Guthrie (2009) 
conducted a series of semi-structured interviews with 
those involved in the processes of sustainability re-
porting (i.e. preparers) of a group of Australian public 
sector organizations to explicitly investigate their 
views and attitudes about sustainability reporting and 
related practices. Specifically, the analysis focused, 
among others, on the following themes: i) perceptions 
of the motivations for disclosing sustainability infor-
mation (SI); ii) media adopted to communicate SI; iii) 
the role played by “key individuals” in promoting the 
initiation of sustainability reporting; and iv) organiza-
tional units involved in the process of sustainability 
reporting.  

In particular, with regard to these issues the fol-
lowing findings were reported: 
i) the main perceived motivation for disclosing SI 

was to inform the “internal stakeholder”; 
ii)  different media, and not only the annual report, 

were used to report; 
iii)  the essential role exerted by those individuals 

(generally one) who steered the sustainability re-
porting process from inside; 

iv) the environmental units were those organiza-
tional structures mostly involved in the process 
of sustainability reporting. 

3.5 - SEAR and Engagement Research: an 
illustrative taxonomy 

In the sections described above, an illustrative review 
of the papers that involve some form of engagement 
with organizational participants in the process of ini-
tiation, preparation and development of SER has been 

undertaken. The purpose of the analysis has been to: i) 
sketch the issues investigated; ii) identify the theoreti-
cal and methodological choices undertaken; iii) out-
line the countries and sectors of analysis; and iv) re-
port the findings obtained.  

In the following, an illustrative taxonomy will be 
proposed to classify the existing works (see table 1). It 
should be noted that, this is explicitly a personal in-
terpretation and codification of a selection of articles 
within the literature and as such devoid of any scien-
tific truth. Drawing on Thomson’s (2007) experimen-
tation16 this classification will be made under the fol-
lowing themes:  
i) article topic(s): papers are classified and grouped 

in relation to the themes which are addressed 
(e.g. environmental accounting/reporting, sus-
tainability accounting and reporting, corporate 
social reporting/disclosure, etc); 

ii)  focus of analysis: works are grouped in relation 
to the specific issues that are explored; 

iii)  theoretical and evaluatory framework: the pur-
pose is to highlight the theories or theoretical 
models which have been (eventually) adopted for 
the empirical investigation; 

iv) methodology and methods: information about the 
methodological choice and research methods is 
reported; 

v) context of the analysis: geographical location, 
sector, industry and timescale; 

vi) level of analysis: works are classified in relation 
to the specific level of resolution; 

vii)  results and findings: the main results and findings 
of each paper will be reported. 

 
i) Article Topic 
Under this label papers are classified and grouped in 
relation to the subject and themes which are addressed 
by each study: e.g. environmental accounting; envi-
ronmental reporting; sustainability accounting and 
reporting; etc. In general, from the analysis there is a 
prevalence of papers (eight out of thirteen) that ad-
dress the topic relating to the processes of report-
ing/disclosing social and environmental information. 
Only four papers, in contrast, have explicitly explored 
the theme related to the processes of social and envi-
ronmental accounting. Finally, just one paper (i.e. Al-
belda et al, 2007) has considered the subject con-
nected with the environmental management system.  

In addition, it is possible to see a relationship be-
tween the time period when the research was con-
ducted and the topic of the analysis. 
                                                 
16 Thomson (2007) undertook an extensive review of 
academic articles within the wider sustainability ac-
counting literature with the purpose to represent, 
through mapping, the current state of the art of 
knowledge and understanding in the sustainability ac-
counting terrain.      
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Table 1. Taxonomy of  “engagement research” papers which explore SEAR. 

 

 TOPIC FOCUS 
THEORETICAL  
FRAMEWORK 

METHODOLOGY 
AND METHODS 

 
CONTEXT 

- LOCATION 
- INDUSTRY 
- TIME 

LEVEL OF 
ANALYSIS 

RESULTS  
AND FINDINGS 

 

Gray et al, 

1995c 

 

Environmental 
accounting and 
(accountant) and 
organizational 
behaviour. 

How and to what 
degree organizations 
change in response 
to environmental 
agenda and account-
ing? 

Models of organiza-
tional behaviour and 
change: 
i. Laughlin (1991); 
ii. Llewellyn (1994). 

- Field work method-
ology; 

- Interviews and ques-
tionnaires. 

 

- UK and New 
Zealand; 

- Extractive and 
processing 
sectors; 

- Early 1990s. 

Behaviour of a 
cluster/sample 
of organizations. 

The response of organiza-
tions to  environmental is-
sues did not result in any 
morphogenetic (deep) 
change. 

Larrinaga et 
al, 2001 

Environmental 
accounting and 
(accountant) and 
organizational 
behaviour. 

How do organiza-
tions respond to en-
vironmental agenda? 
Which type of 
change? 

Models of organiza-
tional changes: 
i. Laughlin (1991); 
ii. Gray et al (1995c). 

- Field qualitative 
methodology (descr-
interpretive); 

- Interviews, content 
analysis and ques-
tionnaires. 

- Spain; 
- Manufacturing 

companies; 
- Mid- 1990s. 
 

Behaviour of a 
group of organi-
zations in a spe-
cific context. 
 

The effects of environmental 
reporting on organizational 
change were not structural-
morphogenetic thus confirm-
ing Gray et al (1995c)’s re-
sults. 

Larrinaga 

and Bebbing-

ton, 2001 

Environmental 
Accounting and 
organizational 
behaviour. 

What effects did en-
vironmental ac-
counting interven-
tions produce on 
organizational 
change? What fac-
tors and elements 
contributed to or 
detracted from the 
success of the 
“greening project”? 

Models of organiza-
tional change and 
institutional appro-
priation: 
i. Laughlin (1991); 
ii. Llewellyn (1994); 
iii. Duncan and 
Thomson (1998); 
iv. Bebbington 
(1999). 

- Field case study 
methodology; 

- Interviews, casual 
conversations, ob-
servations and 
document analysis. 

- Spain; 
- Electricity  

sector (utility); 
- Early 1990s 

(1992-1994). 

Behaviour of an 
individual/single 
case study, rep-
resented by a 
Spanish electric-
ity utility. 

Accounting interventions 
failed to stimulate substan-
tive organizational changes. 
Two reasons were provided: 
i) absence of the necessary 
assemblage of events, struc-
tures and conditions; ii) envi-
ronmental accounting did not 
act as a binding mechanism. 
 

Adams, 2002 

Corporate Social 
and Ethical Re-
porting (CSER) 
and its nature, 
extensiveness 
and quality. 

What and to which 
extent do some in-
ternal (organiza-
tional) factors influ-
ence the nature, ex-
tent and quality of 
CSER? 

No theoretical 
framework is explic-
itly adopted to theo-
rize empirical find-
ings. 

- Field qualitative 
methodology; 

- Interviews and ob-
servations. 

 

- UK and Ger-
many; 

- Chemical and 
pharmaceuti-
cal sectors; 

- 1998. 
 

Cluster of 7 or-
ganizations. 
 

Many internal factors impact 
on the nature and extent of 
CSER: i) organizational 
structures and policies; ii) 
internal processes; and iii) 
the attitude and perceptions 
of managers. 
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O’Dwyer, 

2002 

Corporate Social 
Disclosure 
(CSD) and its 
motives. 

Why do companies 
disclose social and 
environmental in-
formation? 
 

Legitimacy Theory: 
- Lindblom (1993). 
 
 

- Field qualitative 
methodology; 

- Interviews. 
 

- Ireland; 
- Cross-industry; 
- 1997. 

Behaviour of a 
group of 27 or-
ganizations. 

While CSD could be part of 
legitimation strategy this is 
“misguided” as perceived as 
incapable to achieve a le-
gitimacy state. 

Buhr, 2002 

Environmental 
Reporting (ER) 
and motives for 
its initiation. 

What has motivated 
the initiation of en-
vironmental reports? 
By what processes 
have they come 
about?” 

Structuration theory: 
- Giddens (1984). 
 

- Field case study 
methodology; 

- Interviews. 
 

- Canada; 
- Pulp and Paper 

industry; 
- 1993. 

Behaviour of 
two companies 
operating in the 
pulp and paper 
industry. 

Environmental reports were 
prepared and disclosed in the 
attempt both to “repair” pub-
lic misperceptions and in-
form stakeholders. 

Adams and 

McNicholas, 

2007 

Sustainability 
Reporting (SR), 
influencing fac-
tors and organ-
izational change. 

What is the potential 
of SR to promote 
change in organiza-
tional performance? 
Which factors might 
impact (hinder or 
inhibit) on SR? 

Integrated model of 
planned change: 
- Lewin (1947). 
 

- Action research 
methodology; 

- Interviews, meetings 
and observations. 

- Australia; 
- Water Industry 

(Governed 
owned author-
ity); 

- 2003. 

Behaviour of 
one single or-
ganization. 
Analysis of the 
intra-
organizational 
dynamics. 

The introduction of SR pro-
duced tangible effects on 
organizational life, including 
profound impact on the cul-
ture and value systems. 

Dey, 2007 

Social Account-
ing Bookkeep-
ing (SAB) and 
organizational 
change. 

How and why SAB 
was undertaken? 
How did SAB im-
pact on organiza-
tional change? 

- Theories of change 
and institutional 
appropriation (Lar-
rinaga and Bebb, 
2001); 

- Institutional theory 
Oliver (1992). 

- Ethnographic meth-
odology; 

- Interviews and ob-
servations. 

 

- UK; 
- Social enter-

prise organiza-
tion; 

- 1994/95 and 
1997. 

 

Behaviour of 
one single or-
ganization and 
intra-dynamics 
analysis. 
 

SAB played a crucial role in 
driving and shaping organ-
izational change. As a result 
tangible, although unin-
tended effects on organiza-
tions (performance, struc-
tures, values) took place. 

Albelda et al, 

2007 

Environmental 
Management 
Systems (EMS) 
and organiza-
tional change. 

What is the role of 
EMS in promoting 
organizational 
change? 

EMAS (Eco-
Management and 
Audit Scheme) is 
used as theoretical 
model. 

- Field qualitative 
methodology; 

- Interviews, observa-
tions and documents 
analysis. 

- Spain; 
- Cross-

sectional; 
- 2004-2005. 

Analysis was 
conducted at 
level of indus-
trial sites rather 
organization. 

EMAS has/had a potent role 
in promoting the embedding 
process of environmental 
principles and to produce 
effects toward enhanced en-
vironmental performance. 

Spence, 2007 

Social and Envi-
ronmental Re-
porting (SER) 
and its motives. 

What are the moti-
vations for SER? 
How do managers 
conceive the con-
flicts between eco-
nomic and socio-
environmental is-
sues? 

Discourse Theory: 
- Laclau and Mouffe 

(1985). 
 

- Discourse Analysis 
methodology; 

- Interviews. 

- UK; 
- Large corpora-

tions; 
- 2004. 

Analysis of a 
cluster of or-
ganizations. 

Motivations underlying the 
decision for SER were 
largely related to the “busi-
ness case”. Conflicts be-
tween economic and socio-
environmental issues are ine-
luctable but reconcilable. 
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Belal and 

Owen, 2007 

Corporate Social 
Reporting 
(CSR) and 
managerial 
views and per-
ceptions. 

What are the mana-
gerial perceptions 
about CSR and re-
lated issues (e.g. 
motivations, stake-
holders engagement,  
accounting and au-
diting standards, 
drivers of the current 
and future report-
ing)? 

No theoretical 
framework is explic-
itly adopted to theo-
rize empirical find-
ings. 

- Field qualitative 
methodology; 

- Interviews with 
managers. 

- Bangladesh; 
- Large multina-

tional and do-
mestic compa-
nies across in-
dustries; 

- 2001-2001. 

Analysis of the 
managerial 
views. 

Main motivation driving cur-
rent CSR is represented by 
the attempt to manage le-
gitimation. Key drivers for  
future reporting are: i) in-
creasing pressures from ex-
ternal forces; ii) adoption of 
international social account-
ing and auditing standards. 
Inadequacy of current stan-
dards and codes to produce 
“real change” in corporate 
behaviour. 

Farneti and 

Guthrie, 

2009 

Sustainability 
Reporting (SR) 
and managerial 
views. 

What are the mana-
gerial views about 
SR and related is-
sues (e.g. motiva-
tions, media for dis-
closing, role played 
by key drivers, etc)? 

No theoretical 
framework is explic-
itly adopted to theo-
rize empirical find-
ings. 

- Field qualitative 
methodology; 

- Interviews with pre-
parers. 

- Australia; 
- Public Sector 

organizations; 
- 2007. 
 

Analysis of the 
managerial 
views. 

The main perceived motiva-
tion for disclosing was to 
inform internal stakeholders. 
Different media are used to 
report. SR process is cham-
pioned by key individuals 
inside organizations. Envi-
ronmental units are those 
structures mostly involved. 

Bebbington 

et al, 2009 

Sustainable De-
velopment Re-
porting (SDR) 
and drivers for 
its initiation. 

Why and how do 
organizations initiate 
a SDR? What is the 
role/influence of in-
stitutional and or-
ganizational dynam-
ics in the initiation 
of a SDR? 

New Institutional 
Theory: 
- DiMaggio and 

Powell (1991); 
- Scott (1995). 

- Field qualitative 
methodology; 

- Interviews, observa-
tion and meeting par-
ticipations. 

 

- New Zealand; 
- Large compa-

nies across dif-
ferent indus-
tries; 

- 2003. 

Analysis is at 
the organiza-
tional level of a 
group of six 
companies. 

The decision to initiate SDR 
was the result of a “complex 
and subtle” process by which 
a range of institutional influ-
ences (regulative, normative 
and cognitive) combined 
with organizational factors 
(e.g. role/attitude of CEO, 
governance processes, etc) to 
create the dynamics for SDR 
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For example, research conducted in the early 1990s 
seems to privilege the ‘environmental’ topic either in 
the form of reporting or accounting while those stud-
ies undertaken after the mid-1990s also include the 
‘social and/or sustainability’ theme. It is plausible to 
suggest that these patterns rather than being casual 
may reflect specific “fashions” (Thomson, 2007) and 
emphasis which over time has been placed upon ei-
ther the environmental or the socio-environmental 
and ethical issues. While the early and mid-1990s saw 
the advancement in the interest for mainly environ-
mental issues, with the turn of the decade ‘social as-
pects’ regained their prominence beside the environ-
mental agenda.  
 
ii) Focus of the analysis 
As we have seen above (section 3.1) existing works 
could be grouped into four groups, in relation to the 
“focus of analysis”. Some of these works have exam-
ined either the internal organizational variables which 
influence the nature, extent, quality and extensiveness 
of SER, or the motives which drive organizations to 
initiate, implement or sustain the process of social 
and environmental accounting and accountability. 
Further, other researchers have concentrated on the 
potential and actual effects of social accounting on 
different aspects of organizational life: structures, 
practice, performance and culture. Finally, other 
works have explicitly investigated ‘managerial per-
ceptions and views’ about SEAR and its attributes. 
 
iii) Theoretical frameworks  
Relatively speaking, several theoretical frameworks 
have been explicitly adopted by (social) accounting 
scholars to explore, through an engagement approach, 
SEAR and related issues. In general, there is a preva-
lence of studies which have drawn on theories of or-
ganizational change, for example: i) Lewin’s (1947) 
theory of planned change; ii) Laughlin’s (1991) 
model of organizational transition and transformation; 
iii) Llewellyn’s (1994) model of organizational 
boundary management; and iv) theories of institu-
tional appropriation (see Larrinaga and Bebbington, 
2001). Insight from these theories have been used to 
ascertain whether and to what degree social and envi-
ronmental accounting and reporting interventions 
produce any substantial changes in organizational 
realms such as practice, structures, performance and 
value systems. In two cases (i.e. Bebbington et al, 
2009; Dey, 2007) institutional insights have been ex-
plicitly used to investigate respectively the dynamics 
(drivers) leading to the initiation of SER and the ef-
fects of social accounting intervention on existing or-
ganizational systems.  

In addition, two other theories (i.e. structuration 
and legitimacy) have been adopted to interpret the 
motives for the decision to initiate and undertake so-
cial environmental reporting and disclosure. In only 

one case, a more critical perspective was used to ana-
lyse the issues related to SER. In particular, drawing 
on the discourse theory framework, Spence (2007) 
investigated the motivations underlying SER in order 
to ascertain the “ideological implications” of these 
motivations (Spence, 2007: 856).  

Finally, in three circumstances no theoretical 
frameworks were used a priori to analyse the empiri-
cal evidence. Rather, this empirical evidence was used 
as a basis to elaborate theoretical models (see for ex-
ample Adams, 2002) to support the theoretical under-
standing of SEAR, its factors and underlying dynam-
ics. 
 
iv) Methodology and Methods 
A wide array of field work methodologies, spanning 
from extensive qualitative analysis (e.g. Gray et al, 
1995c) to in-depth ethnographic (e.g. Dey, 2007) and 
action research studies (Adams and McNicholas, 
2007), were adopted to carry out the empirical inves-
tigation. In terms of research methods all the works, 
which have been reviewed, have used interviews as a 
primary mean to gather data and information. In gen-
eral interviews have been conducted with the manag-
ers of the departments directly or indirectly involved 
in SEAR (e.g. Environmental Affair Department, Ac-
counting Department, etc). In addition, other research 
methods (such as observations, visits and meeting par-
ticipations, documents analysis and questionnaires) 
have largely been adopted to supplement and enrich 
the information and data gathered through interviews. 
 
v) Context of the analysis     
Under this category papers have been classified in re-
lation to three aspects: i) country where the analysis 
was conducted; ii) industry; and iii) time period of the 
analysis.  

With regard to the location of the analysis, a 
prevalence of studies (9 out of 13) were conducted in 
English-speaking countries, with most of the research 
localized in the UK and Australia/New Zealand. In 
only one case, research has been conducted in the 
context of North America, specifically Canada. A few 
studies were localized in continental Europe, mainly 
Spain. In addition, only one paper considered the con-
text of developing countries such as Bangladesh.  

With regard to the industry-factor most of the 
studies considered large corporations that operated in 
the manufacturing and processing sectors (e.g. chemi-
cal, pharmaceutical, extracting, etc). However, at-
tempts have been made to extend the analysis to in-
clude entities that operate in other sectors/contexts, 
such as the public sector (e.g. Farneti and Guthrie, 
2009), the public utility (e.g. Larrinaga and Bebbing-
ton, 2001) and social economy (e.g. Dey, 2007).  

Finally, with regard to the time period, the analy-
sis has covered the whole period starting from the 
early 1990s (e.g. Gray et al, 1995) until the mid- 
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2000s. As the findings cover such a long time period, 
these represent a useful database through which to 
investigate the evolution and modification of SEAR 
patterns over time and the relevance and incidence, if 
at all, of the “temporal factor”.  
 
vi) Level of the analysis 
With the exception of the study conducted by Albelda 
et al (2007), which focused on the industrial site 
rather than organizations, most of the existing works 
have explored SEAR practices at the organizational 
level of either individual or group of organizations. 
However, a few works (e.g. Adams and McNicholas, 
2007; Dey, 2007) have attempted to explore the intra-
organizational dynamics related to the process of ini-
tiation and implementation of SEAR as well.  
 
vii) Results and Findings 
The findings reported by the different studies high-
light the heterogeneity, complexity and contradictory 
nature of SEAR and related practices. The task of 
providing a systematic and overall framework within 
which to synthesize the obtained results has not been 
easy. However, an attempt has been made to identify 
common patterns and reasons for the observed con-
tradictory explanations. 

 SEAR seems to be a phenomenon influenced by 
a multitude of organizational, contextual and institu-
tional factors. These factors drive decision-making 
about the initiation of SEAR but as well the charac-
teristics (nature and extent) of SEAR. Although diffi-
cult to empirically explore, it is this “reflexive and 
iterative” interplay between these institutional, con-
textual and organizational drivers that creates the 
conditions for the “ignition” of the process of SER 
(Bebbington et al, 2009). In addition, these factors 
exert a relevant impact on the nature and quality of 
SEAR and ultimately on its relevance to promote 
change in the organizational realm. It is plausible to 
assert that the comprehension, though partial and lim-
ited, of this “assemblage of factors” (Duncan and 
Thomson, 1998) represents a sine qua non to investi-
gate SEAR, its underlying motives and its ac-
tual/potential effects towards improved social and en-
vironmental performance. It could be suggested that 
the combining effects of these factors and their im-
pact on SEAR may explain some of the contradic-
tions which emerge in the current literature of social 
and environmental accounting. If this is so, more 
work should be conducted to explore in a more con-
textualized way the conditions that stimulate or con-
strain SEAR and its possibilities to promote benign 
effects on organizations and society at large. 

 
  

4 - Conclusions and Possible Future Re-
search  

In the present paper, in response to the “invitation” 
made by Thomson (2007), a specific area of SEAR 
literature has been reviewed in depth. In particular, a 
selection of existing works that have adopted an “en-
gagement approach” to explore SEAR practices have 
been analyzed. The purpose of this article was to map 
the ‘state of the art’ and to propose an illustrative-
heuristic, rather than an exhaustive-definitive, classifi-
cation to “represent knowledge” and to stimulate the 
“construction of knowledge” (Thomson, 2007) 
through which to support researchers in identifying 
issues and gaps which may be addressed. In other 
words, by paraphrasing Thomson (2007), this classifi-
cation performs a pedagogic function to assist the 
conservation and sharing  of knowledge, and to in-
crease the understanding of SEAR.  

As can be observed by the above review and 
classification (see table 1), although engagement re-
search in the field of social and environmental ac-
counting has increased over the past few years, there 
are still gaps and issues which need to be further ex-
plored with future research. Therefore, a few sugges-
tions will be proposed.  

Firstly, some research may be oriented to inves-
tigate further the issues related to the potential and 
actual role of SEAR to mobilize profound organiza-
tional change. In particular, more contextualized, in-
depth and prolonged research projects should be con-
ducted in order to investigate how and to what extent 
the different organizational and institutional factors 
combine to create the ‘pre-conditions’ to stimulate 
more benign and profound changes in organizations. 
In doing so, the research projects would contribute to 
the existing literature by addressing some of the con-
tradictions with current explanations about the organ-
izational effects of SEAR interventions.  

Secondly, there is a need to further investigate 
managerial attitudes, views and perceptions about 
SEAR and related issues in order to explore whether 
and to what degree these have a relevant impact on 
the decision-making about SEAR and its nature. In 
the writer’s opinion, there is a need to move beyond 
the existing mostly descriptive works which have re-
ported a detailed analysis of the managerial percep-
tions, without, however, proposing more theoretically-
informed explanations of empirical findings. 

Thirdly, there is an urgent need to extend the lo-
cation in which research has been conducted. As seen 
above, there is a prevalence of research localized in 
the English speaking countries (UK, Australia, New 
Zealand). Therefore, research in the field of social and 
environmental accounting conducted in different con-
texts, other than Anglo-Saxon, characterized by dif-
ferent conceptions about business and the role of or-
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ganizations within it, would be beneficial. In particu-
lar, such research projects could be localized not only 
in Western Europe, but also in Eastern Europe and in 
the context of emerging and developing countries. In 
addition, it is suggested that there is a need for more 
comparative (or multi-national) studies conducted in 
different contexts to investigate how and to what ex-
tent the ‘country of origin’ of the entities impacts 
upon the nature and role of SEAR.  

Finally, more attention should be devoted to al-
ternative sectors and entities and their contribution 
towards sustainable development. With regard to the 
sector, more research drawing on different theoretical 
and methodological frameworks, should be conducted 
in the non-profit (e.g. social economy, social commu-
nities, cooperatives) and public sectors, given the 
prominent role that these have in the economic and 
social development of current societies. With a simi-
lar view, future research projects should consider al-
ternative entities rather than large organizations, 
mostly corporations. It is also suggested that there is 
an ‘urgent’ need to extend the analysis to include the 
behaviour of medium and small enterprises, to inves-
tigate the managerial and entrepreneurial attitudes, 
given the prominence that these have in the creation 
of economic and social wealth. This is of particular 
importance in the Italian context whose industrial and 
economic structure is characterized by the prevalence 
of small-medium enterprises (Onida, 2004). 

In this concluding section, relying on the classi-
fication reported above, possible future research ave-
nues have been suggested. The purpose of this analy-
sis has not been to prepare an exhaustive list of the 
issues to be addressed but rather to provide, meta-
phorically, the researchers of Economia Aziendale 
with a ‘description of the points of interest’ (i.e. what) 
and ‘a road map’ (i.e. how) to decide which ‘route’ to 
take. Similar to a tourist who wishes to visit and dis-
cover a city, the choice of SEAR ‘issues’ (i.e. what) 
to explore and the ‘ways’ (i.e. how) to conduct the 
analysis will be ultimately influenced by the personal 
preference, aspiration and credo of each researcher.            
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