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Abstract 

Sustainability accounting addresses practices such as environmental management, reporting, 
and Sustainability Management Accounting (SMA), with the aim of extending conventional 
accounting to capture the broader impacts of organizational activities across environmental, 
social, and economic contexts. However, its effectiveness in fostering genuinely sustainable 
outcomes remains a topic of debate. As integrating sustainability into corporate strategy and 
governance has become increasingly significant for organizations, accounting is positioned as 
a central field in supporting and advancing this agenda. This theoretical essay discusses the 
ecosystem perspective as an analytical lens for sustainability accounting, drawing on concepts 
from business, innovation, entrepreneurial, and knowledge ecosystems, which emphasize 
interdependence, multi-actor collaboration, and contextual embeddedness. Through a 
preliminary review of the limited literature at this intersection, the essay synthesizes existing 
contributions and identifies underexplored opportunities. We argue that an ecosystem-based 
approach enables a more comprehensive understanding of how sustainability accounting 
practices are developed and implemented, extending beyond environmental metrics and 
targets to include social, institutional, and relational dimensions. The study also highlights the 
role of sustainability reporting, SMA, and managerial control mechanisms within inter-
organizational networks, offering theoretical advancement and guidance for future research 
and practice in sustainability accounting. 
 
Keywords: Sustainable Development Goals; Management Accounting; Business Ecosystem. 
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1 Introduction 

Integrating sustainability-related practices into corporate strategy and governance is 
more imperative than ever (Comoli, Tettamanzi, and Murgolo, 2023). This view is in line 
with the broader understanding that corporations play a decisive role in shaping the future of 
the planet (Chopra et al., 2024). Initiatives led by international organizations, such as the 
United Nations Climate Change Conference and the International Sustainability Standards 
Board – ISSB (2023a, 2023b), have been fundamentally important in promoting essential 
sustainable actions within the business environment, particularly in enhancing the recognition, 
measurement, and reporting of sustainability-related information. 

Due to the relevance of the topic and of actions towards sustainability in the various 
organizational areas, the growing concern within the field of accounting stands out here, with 
research related to topics such as environmental management accounting, green accounting, 
socio-environmental responsibility, and environmental-economic accounting (Singhania, 
Chadha and Anisha, 2025). Garcia-Torea, Larrinaga and Luque-Vílchez (2023) argue that the 
effect of adopting practices related to sustainability accounting on the effective development 
of a sustainable organization has a strong contextual character, e.g., it depends on the 
organization’s relationship with the environment in which it operates. In this context, we 
position ourselves within the view that the ecosystem framework can facilitate the analysis of 
an entity’s value chain and enhance the understanding of the implications of sustainability 
accounting. 

The ecosystem approach has been widely used in management literature, expanding its 
application beyond the ecosystem in the natural and biological sense, but as a practice of 
action and communication between the various actors that interact with each other (Moore, 
1993). Aligned with this perspective, the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) 
introduces the concept of the value chain, which it defines as “the full range of interactions, 
resources and relationships related to a reporting entity’s business model and the external 
environment in which it operates” (ISSB, 2023a, p. 24). This definition emphasizes the 
interdependence of the entity, the necessity of multi-actor collaboration within the network, 
and the contextual embeddedness of its operations in broader social, economic, and 
environmental systems (Moore, 1993; Prahalad and Hart, 2010). 

The introduction of the ecosystem metaphor into the field of management was shaped 
by academic contributions that initially focused on the concept of the business ecosystem, 
which deals with the interdependent relationships between organizations (Moore, 1993; 
Scaringella and Radziwon, 2018); followed by the innovation ecosystem, which broadens the 
discussion to technological interdependence and complementary innovations (Adner, 2006); 
the entrepreneurial ecosystem, which seeks to analyze the systemic and interdependent 
relationships between various actors and resources within specific geographical and 
institutional contexts as drivers of entrepreneurial activity (Prahalad and Hart, 2010); and, 
more recently, the knowledge-based ecosystem, which analyses flows of knowledge in 
addition to flows of capital or products (van der Borgh, Cloodt and Romme, 2012). 

Given the limited recurrence of studies situated at the intersection between 
sustainability accounting and ecosystemsi, we developed this theoretical work with the aim of 
synthesizing the points already explored in the field, while primarily seeking to pave the way 
for a new interdisciplinary research agenda within the context of accounting. In doing so, we 
aim to demonstrate the relevance of the ecosystem concept to accounting sciences for 
understanding an entity’s value chain and for enhancing sustainability-related information in 
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organizational reporting. We argue that both streams can contribute to the development of a 
fruitful research field and practice that addresses the contextual factors influencing the 
development and use of sustainability accounting mechanisms. Within this scope, we 
particularly explore the potential of sustainable reporting (Bais, Nassimbeni and Orzes, 2024; 
Chopra et al., 2024; Du Toit, 2024) and Sustainability Management Accounting (SMA) 
(Burritt, Schaltegger and Christ, 2023; Schaltegger et al., 2022). 

Accordingly, this theoretical essay aims to develops a framework to discuss what has 
already been explored – and what remains to be developed – through an ecosystem-based 
approach to sustainability accounting. The ecosystem perspective enables the integration of 
the organization, its stakeholders, and the environment, highlighting how these elements can 
be addressed collectively. This contributes to the theoretical advancement of sustainability 
accounting by introducing a new analytical perspective (Grant and Pollock, 2011). 

Despite this introductory section, the remainder of this theoretical paper is organized 
as follows: Section 2 presents a theoretical background, embracing the main discussions about 
sustainability accounting (2.1), ecosystem metaphor and (2.2), and its different applications; 
followed by its evolution related to sustainability (2.3). Section 3 presents what has been 
discussed and what remains to be explored, offering a research agenda and guidelines for 
future studies. Section 4 concludes the paper, highlighting the implications for theory and 
practice. 

 

2 Theoretical background 

2.1 Sustainability Accounting 

There is an ongoing scholarly debate regarding the extent to which the adoption of 
sustainability accounting effectively drives organizations toward the implementation of 
genuinely sustainable practices. Garcia-Torea, Larrinaga and Luque-Vílchez (2023) highlight 
empirical studies that report a positive association (e.g., Gunarathne and Lee 2015; Narayanan 
and Boyce, 2019), suggesting that sustainability accounting practices can foster and support 
organizational transformation. However, their review also references studies that identify a 
negative relationship (e.g., Brown and Dillard, 2014; Tregidga, Milne and Kearins, 2014), 
indicating that such practices may, paradoxically, inhibit substantive change.  

This scenario would propose that the adoption of sustainability accounting may serve 
primarily as a mechanism to meet stakeholder demands over a given period, with the 
underlying intent of maintaining the status quo within organizations through a discourse that 
is disconnected from actual practice (Garcia-Torea, Larrinaga and Luque-Vílchez, 2023). 
Within this context, advancements in global sustainability standards in accounting have 
increasingly emphasized the importance of collectively reporting sustainability-related 
information on governance, strategy, risk management, and metrics and targets, thereby 
enhancing transparency, comparability, and fair presentation, while also providing a useful 
basis for decision-making (ISSB, 2023a). 

In alignment with this more optimistic view, it is important to underscore that, beyond 
facilitating communication with external stakeholders, sustainability accounting can be 
understood as a strategic tool. Primarily through the provision of information that supports 
decision-making processes (Singhania, Chadha and Anisha, 2025), it helps organizations 
become less susceptible to anthropogenic disruptions (Comoli, Tettamanzi, and Murgolo, 
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2023). Managerial control mechanisms can be applied in this context, influencing not only 
employee behavior but also the partners’ behavior throughout the value chain (Hübel and 
Wenzig, 2025). In these cases, cultural control mechanisms are fundamental to the successful 
implementation of sustainability-related control practices, as argued by Baker, Cohanier and 
Gibassier (2018). Nonetheless, it is essential to recognize that addressing environmental and 
social dimensions requires alternative conceptual frameworks that move beyond the 
limitations of conventional accounting paradigms (Singhania, Chadha and Anisha, 2025). 

According to Comoli, Tettamanzi, and Murgolo (2023), the integration of 
sustainability-related practices into corporate strategy and governance has gained significant 
relevance in response to contemporary dynamics and the new requirements set by the General 
Requirements for Disclosure of Sustainability-related Financial Information (IFRS S1) and 
Climate-related Disclosures (IFRS S2). Globally, these standards have been fostering a 
mindset in enterprises that extends beyond strategy and governance to encompass risk 
management, metrics, and targets (ISSB, 2023a, 2023b). This view is consonant with the 
broader understanding that corporations play a decisive role in shaping the future of the planet 
(Chopra et al., 2024). Complementarily, Singhania, Chadha and Anisha (2025) argue that this 
topic should also be addressed by a range of actors at both the micro and macro levels, 
including governmental instances. 

Unsurprisingly, the discourse surrounding sustainability accounting has become 
increasingly interdisciplinary, highlighting both the transversality of the topic and its 
foundations in applied social sciences (Azevedo, Souza, Portulhak, and Figari, 2025). 
Singhania, Chadha and Anisha (2025), in their meta-analysis, identify several key thematic 
domains within this field: environmental management accounting; biodiversity accounting; 
water accounting; human rights accounting; accounting for planetary boundaries; social 
accounting; triple bottom line accounting; carbon accounting; green accounting; and 
environmental-economic accounting. Azevedo, Souza, Portulhak, and Figari (2025) further 
corroborate this, highlighting that research in sustainability accounting primarily focuses on 
regulatory impacts, reporting and disclosure, the creation of long-term value, sustainable 
innovation, and organizational performance. Nevertheless, due to the influence of the 
Sustainable Development Goals and the IFRS Sustainability Disclosure Standards, the 
importance of these key themes has been increasingly recognized in society, paving the way 
for the adoption of sustainability accounting practices within organizations (United Nations, 
2015). 

2.1.1 Ecosystem Accounting 

The use of the ecosystem concept within the context of sustainability accounting – the 
central focus of this study – is not an innovative approach. However, the ontology underlying 
this usage most often refers (in simplified terms) to the natural ecosystem – the one typically 
studied in science classes. According to the review conducted by Comte et al. (2022), the 
literature on Ecosystem Accounting has expanded significantly over the past 15 years. This 
body of work is marked by thematic diversity (e.g., water accounting, land accounting, carbon 
accounting), as well as by recurring conceptual debates, particularly around the development 
of multiple frameworks. 

In this regard, the System of Environmental-Economic Accounting – Ecosystem 
Accounting (SEEA-EA) framework, adopted by the United Nations Statistical Commission 
(UNSC) in March 2021, has emerged as the most widely disseminated model. It is closely 
aligned with policy agendas, especially given its integration with the System of National 
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Accounts (Comte et al., 2022). This approach is grounded in the understanding of ecosystem 
services as monetary flows (Singhania, Chadha and Anisha, 2025).  

According to Comte et al. (2022), the SEEA-EA framework is particularly notable for 
its ability to capture the economic and human impacts on both current and future capacities of 
natural ecosystems. As the authors explain: “Through the adoption of a systems perspective 
on environmental assets, information organized within the context of SEEA EA is able to 
provide an indication of impacts (both positive and negative) of economic and other human 
activity on the environment and can highlight the potential trade-offs among the different 
combinations of ecosystem service” (Comte et al., 2022, p. 10). 

Two important considerations should be emphasized. First, the application of 
ecosystem accounting does not inherently imply a commitment to a sustainability agenda. In 
other words, it is how the recorded information is utilized that determines whether it 
effectively contributes to sustainability (Comte et al., 2022). Second, and as previously noted, 
the ecosystem concept referred to here does not constitute the core focus of this study. 
Instead, the emphasis lies on the so-called ecosystem metaphor (Moore, 1993), a concept 
widely adopted in the management literature – an idea that will be explored further in Section 
2.2 of this Theoretical Framework. 

2.1.2 Sustainability Reporting 

Building on the notion that an ecosystem perspective entails the exchange of 
information among multiple actors (Moore, 1993), the preparation and dissemination of 
sustainability-related reports emerge as a key element to consider, as they are grounded in the 
principle of organizational communication with stakeholders. This practice began to take 
shape in the 1990s, initially with a strong emphasis on environmental concerns, but has 
gradually evolved toward a broader perspective that incorporates social and governance 
dimensions (Bais, Nassimbeni and Orzes, 2024; Du Toit, 2024). Sustainability reporting is 
now widely regarded as a new market standard (Chopra et al., 2024), becoming a critical 
component of corporate strategy (Du Toit, 2024) and decision-making (ISSB, 2023a). 

Beyond regulatory compliance, the primary aim of these reports is to facilitate 
effective communication with stakeholders (Du Toit, 2024). They serve as a guiding tool for 
investors and other actors seeking to make more socially and environmentally responsible 
decisions. In addition, Chopra et al. (2024) argue that sustainability reporting should be 
understood as a powerful mechanism in the pursuit of sustainable development. In their view, 
organizations must embed such reports at the core of their operations and strategic planning, 
moving beyond a purely compliance-oriented approach. Du Toit (2024) further contends that, 
ultimately, robust sustainability reporting can lead to long-term financial benefits, particularly 
through enhanced stakeholder trust and reputational gains. This reflects a broader context of 
increasing pressure from investors, regulators, and other stakeholders on organizations to 
improve transparency and accountability. 

Looking ahead, a key trend in this field is the growing integration of information 
technologies to enhance transparency and effectiveness in sustainability reporting (Bais, 
Nassimbeni and Orzes, 2024; Du Toit, 2024), improve the quality and accessibility of 
disclosed sustainability information, support managerial decision-making, and enable 
accountants to contribute more effectively to ensuring sustainable practices and reporting 
(Azevedo, Souza, Portulhak, and Figari, 2025). Furthermore, Bais, Nassimbeni and Orzes 
(2024) emphasize the importance of understanding how inter-organizational relationships 
influence the preparation and dissemination of these reports. 
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Both academic literature and practice converge around the notion of an increasing 
organizational commitment to sustainability reporting. Within this context, the role of 
management accounting becomes particularly relevant. This accounting perspective is 
characterized by its focus on internal organizational processes and the measurement and 
evaluation of information to support decision-making, ultimately aiming to enhance 
competitiveness (Turner et al., 2017). Accordingly, the next subsection addresses 
Sustainability Management Accounting (SMA), a framework that has evolved from 
Environmental Management Accounting (EMA) and represents one of the most extensively 
explored areas within the broader field of sustainability accounting (Singhania, Chadha and 
Anisha, 2025). 

2.1.3 Sustainability Management Accounting 

The EMA framework was developed by Burritt, Hahn and Schaltegger (2002) and 
consists of sixteen quadrants that reflect a range of analytical dimensions: monetary versus 
physical information; short-term versus long-term focus; past-oriented versus future-oriented 
data; and routine versus ad hoc information. In addition to its theoretical contributions to the 
field, the model has demonstrated strong practical relevance, with its primary aim being the 
provision of high-quality information to support organizational decision-making (Burritt, 
Schaltegger and Christ, 2023). A number of empirical studies have identified a positive 
relationship between EMA practices and both financial and environmental performance 
(Asiaei et al., 2022; Bertello et al., 2022; Gerged, Zahoor and Cowton, 2024; Gunarathne and 
Lee, 2015). 

In the early 2020s, the EMA framework was revisited to incorporate elements that also 
emphasize the social dimension. It is from this revised perspective that the concept of SMA 
emerges (Burritt, Schaltegger and Christ, 2023; Schaltegger et al., 2022). This framework can 
be understood as a set of managerial tools designed to support organizations in addressing 
economic, environmental, and social challenges in an integrated manner (Singhania, Chadha 
and Anisha, 2025).  

As will be discussed in the third section of this paper, the adoption of the ecosystem 
metaphor within the context of sustainability accounting has primarily occurred in studies 
grounded in the SMA/EMA framework (e.g., Rosa et al., 2023, 2025; Xu et al., 2025). The 
following subsection provides a detailed explanation of this concept, along with its conceptual 
derivations as employed in management literature. 

2.2 The Ecosystem Metaphor 

After the introduction of the “ecosystem” metaphor into the management field (Moore, 
1993), the early development of research in this field was shaped by scholarly contributions 
that initially focused on the concept of the business ecosystem (Moore, 1993), followed by the 
innovation ecosystem (Adner, 2006), the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Prahalad and Hart, 
2010), and more recently, the knowledge-based ecosystem (van der Borgh, Cloodt and 
Romme, 2012). In the next topics, we will discuss these concepts separately.  

2.2.1 Business Ecosystems 

The concept of the business ecosystem has gained increasing prominence in academic 
and managerial discourse as a framework for understanding the complex interrelations among 
organizations in dynamic environments (Scaringella and Radziwon, 2018). Coined by Moore 
(1993), the term describes a network of interdependent entities – including suppliers, 
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customers, competitors, regulators, and complementors – that co-evolve capabilities around a 
shared set of innovations, knowledge, or value propositions. Drawing an analogy from 
biological science, business ecosystems behave similarly to natural ecosystems, highlighting 
the adaptive and co-evolutionary processes among firms. This suggests that survival and 
competitiveness depend not only on internal capabilities but also on the health and 
adaptability of the broader ecosystem (Moore, 1993).  

A broadly recognized work addressing business ecosystems was developed by Iansiti 
and Levien (2004). The authors advanced the concept by introducing ecosystem roles (such as 
keystones, dominators, and niche players) and emphasizing the systemic performance of 
ecosystems. Another perspective describes it as an economic community supported by 
interacting organizations and individuals that produce goods and services of value to 
customers, who are also members of the ecosystem. These member organisms include 
suppliers, lead producers, competitors, and other stakeholders who coevolve their capabilities 
and roles, aligning with the direction set by one or more central companies (Li, 2009). 

From a strategic perspective, business ecosystems differ from traditional supply chains 
or industry sectors in three important ways. First, by cross-industry dynamics, in which 
ecosystem actors may operate in diverse industries but remain interconnected through value 
co-creation (Adner and Kapoor, 2010). Second, by co-opetition, regarding the simultaneous 
collaboration and competition between ecosystem members, fostering innovation but also 
introducing relational complexity (Ritala and Tidström, 2014). Third, by sharing value 
proposition, as ecosystems are often centered around a collective goal (Jacobides, Cennamo 
and Gawer, 2018). Thereby, this perspective expands the value chain concept applied to 
sustainability-related financial information, which encompasses the resources, relationships, 
and interactions among diverse stakeholders that influence resource flows and operational 
processes, while adding complexity to value creation and capture within environmental, 
regulatory, and socio-economic contexts (ISSB, 2023a). 

As already mentioned, in recent years, the literature has diversified to include other 
“types” (or variants) of ecosystems, reflecting the growing relevance of collaborative, 
adaptive networks in various contexts. Each variant underscores a shift from firm-centric to 
network-centric thinking, where competitive advantage emerges from ecosystem orchestration 
rather than firm-level efficiency alone.  

2.2.2 Innovation Ecosystems 

The concepts of “business” ecosystems and “innovation” ecosystems are closely 
related but distinct in their focus, structure, and purpose. While business ecosystems 
emphasize strategic interactions and competitive positioning among firms in a broader 
network, innovation ecosystems, in contrast, focus more on technological interdependence 
and complementary innovations (Adner, 2006). 

In the context of rapidly evolving technological landscapes and increased inter-
organizational interdependence, the innovation ecosystem has emerged as a critical 
framework to understand how firms collaboratively generate and capture value. The term 
describes a dynamic and co-evolving community of diverse actors-firms, research institutions, 
government agencies, and users – who interact around a focal innovation or platform to 
create, diffuse, and apply new knowledge or technologies (Adner, 2006; Autio and Thomas, 
2014). 
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Unlike traditional linear models of innovation, the ecosystem approach highlights that 
innovation outcomes are not solely the result of a single firm’s internal capabilities but are 
shaped by the alignment and complementarity of multiple stakeholders. As such, innovation 
ecosystems are defined by mutual dependencies, shared value propositions, and complex 
coordination mechanisms (Scaringella and Radziwon, 2018). Furthermore, this type of 
ecosystem is driven by firms and often involves a lead firm that guides its development, 
distinct from entrepreneurial or knowledge ecosystems where different entities take a guiding 
role (Zahra and Wright, 2011). 

In doing so, innovation ecosystems are typically centered on a focal firm or platform 
that provides the foundational architecture upon which complementary innovations are 
developed (Jacobides, Cennamo and Gawer, 2018). In this sense, ecosystems oriented to 
innovation add a multidirectional perspective, enabling a more nuanced understanding of 
strategic choices under conditions of technological uncertainty and interdependence. Thus, the 
innovation ecosystem perspective expands the value creation logic from a firm-centric to a 
system-centric approach (Adner, 2006).  

In sum, the innovation ecosystem framework offers a powerful lens to understand the 
collective, distributed, and adaptive nature of innovation in contemporary economies. It is 
worth mentioning that innovation ecosystems benefit from entrepreneurs who act as agents of 
change and help bring innovations to market by building new business models and entering 
unexplored markets. In such a context, we will now enter the entrepreneurial ecosystem 
approach. 

2.2.3 Entrepreneurial Ecosystems 

Entrepreneurship has gained significant academic and policy attention as a key 
mechanism for stimulating regional and national economic growth. Its contribution extends 
beyond job creation, including strengthening regional competitiveness, promoting social 
innovation, and driving structural transformation within local economies (Audretsch et al., 
2019). However, entrepreneurial activity is far from being a purely individual endeavor. 
Rather, it emerges through continuous interaction with the external environment, shaped by 
institutional, socio-economic, and cultural conditions (Brown and Mason, 2017; Fuentelsaz, 
Maicas and Montero, 2025. 

Understanding how different regions enable or hinder entrepreneurial activity requires 
an appreciation of the local context and the broader systems in which entrepreneurs operate. 
The development of supportive environments for entrepreneurship typically results from 
deliberate actions by both public policymakers and private sector stakeholders. These actors 
collectively influence the institutional arrangements, infrastructure availability, financial 
accessibility, and the social networks that underpin entrepreneurial behavior (Malecki, 2018; 
Theodoraki, Dana and Caputo, 2022). 

In response to these complexities, the concept of entrepreneurial ecosystems has 
become increasingly prominent in both academic and policy discussions. Moving beyond 
firm-level or individual-level perspectives, the entrepreneurial ecosystems framework 
emphasizes the systemic and interdependent relationships among various actors and resources 
embedded within specific geographic and institutional contexts (Feldman, Siegel and Wright, 
2019; Vedula and Kim, 2019). This perspective views entrepreneurial success as an emergent 
outcome of these dynamic interactions rather than the result of isolated decisions (Stam, 
2015). 
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Entrepreneurial ecosystems are characterized by a diverse array of components, 
including but not limited to educational institutions, investors, support organizations like 
incubators and accelerators, government agencies, and market actors. The synergistic 
interaction among these entities facilitates knowledge exchange, resource mobilization, and 
opportunity recognition (Brown and Mason, 2017; Isenberg, 2010). Moreover, the 
configuration and effectiveness of these components are deeply influenced by localized 
cultural values, regulatory frameworks, and social norms, leading to significant spatial 
disparities in entrepreneurial activity (Audretsch et al., 2019; Juma, Olabisi and Griffin, 
2023). 

Given the inherent heterogeneity across regions, scholars increasingly advocate for 
context-sensitive and place-based strategies in ecosystem development. Rather than 
replicating standardized models, policymakers are encouraged to design interventions that 
reflect local conditions, institutional histories, and cultural characteristics (Theodoraki, Dana 
and Caputo, 2022). This contextual sensitivity is seen as critical for building resilient and 
adaptive entrepreneurial systems (Isenberg, 2010). 

In short, the entrepreneurial ecosystem framework offers a multidimensional lens to 
understand the complex, context-driven processes that shape entrepreneurship. Recognizing 
the centrality of capital (financial, human, and social) is essential for designing effective 
strategies to nurture and sustain entrepreneurship at the regional level. 

2.2.4 Knowledge Ecosystems 

In front of an increasingly knowledge-based economy, the capacity to generate, share, 
and apply knowledge is essential for sustainable innovation and competitive advantage. The 
concept of the knowledge ecosystem has emerged as a theoretical lens to understand how 
diverse actors and institutions interact to co-create and distribute knowledge across 
organizational and disciplinary boundaries (Carayannis and Campbell, 2012; Clarysse et al., 
2014). It builds upon and extends the ecosystem metaphor used in business and innovation 
studies, emphasizing the flows of knowledge rather than solely the flows of capital or 
products. 

Knowledge ecosystems bridge business and territorial approaches, focusing on the 
generation and exchange of knowledge, particularly tacit knowledge (Clarysse et al., 2014). 
These ecosystems are also characterized by open collaboration, cognitive diversity, and the 
use of digital platforms and knowledge infrastructures to facilitate interaction and co-creation 
(Bejjani, Göcke and Menter, 2023). 

The concept of “knowledge ecosystems” is grounded in theories of open innovation 
(Chesbrough, 2006), Complex Adaptive Systems (CAS) (Holland, 1992), and triple helix and 
quadruple helix innovation models, which integrate university–industry–government–civil 
society relationships (Carayannis and Campbell, 2012). Especially in sectors like 
biotechnology, artificial intelligence, and smart cities, knowledge ecosystems support 
interdisciplinary collaboration and agile knowledge transfer, critical for solving complex 
problems (Tsujimoto et al., 2018). 

In such a type of ecosystem, the emergent entrepreneurial typology known as 
“knowledge-intensive entrepreneurship” (KIE) emerged. KIE, as a consequence, refers to 
entrepreneurial activities that are grounded in the intensive use of scientific, technological, 
and advanced knowledge, often stemming from academic research, R&D, and high-tech 
sectors (Fischer et al., 2022). From a regional innovation systems perspective, KIE plays a 
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pivotal role in linking local knowledge production with global innovation networks (Malerba 
and McKelvey, 2020). Consequently, regions with dense and interconnected knowledge 
ecosystems tend to see more robust KIE activity, which contributes to economic 
diversification, high-value job creation, and long-term innovation capacity (Malecki, 2018). 

Knowledge ecosystems play a central role in addressing sustainability challenges by 
mobilizing, integrating, and applying diverse forms of knowledge across sectors, disciplines, 
and institutions (Malerba and McKelvey, 2020). In turn, sustainability concerns influence the 
structure, governance, and goals of knowledge ecosystems, promoting more inclusive and 
purpose-driven forms of innovation.  

2.3 Sustainable Oriented Ecosystems 

Historically, scholarly debates and policy interventions concerning ecosystems have 
predominantly concentrated on their economic contributions, emphasizing metrics such as 
employment generation, startup activity, and regional competitiveness. However, with the 
intensification of global environmental crises and rising social inequalities, there has been a 
growing and underexplored call for reorienting ecosystem strategies to explicitly incorporate 
sustainability principles (Audretsch et al., 2024; Volkmann et al., 2021). 

The various variants of ecosystems are inherently shaped by the continuous interaction 
of diverse stakeholders, institutional structures, and resource flows (Malerba and McKelvey, 
2020). Despite this clear dependence on contextual factors, sustainability considerations have 
remained marginal in mainstream ecosystem frameworks. The dominant narrative has focused 
primarily on economic outputs, often overlooking the environmental footprint and social 
consequences generated by entrepreneurial processes (Bertello et al., 2022; Raposo, 
Fernandes, and Veiga, 2022). As Bischoff (2021) points out, much of the policy agenda 
linked to ecosystems continues to operate within narrow economic performance parameters. 

An early conceptual effort to shift this perspective was proposed by Sharma et al. 
(2020), who introduced the notion of Sustainable Entrepreneurial Ecosystems (SEEs). This 
model advocates for a more integrated vision of ecosystem development, where economic 
viability, environmental responsibility, and social equity are pursued in tandem. According to 
this perspective, sustainability is not an external goal but a fundamental design feature 
embedded in the ecosystem’s governance and support mechanisms (Sharma et al., 2020). 

SEEs are distinguished by institutional arrangements that proactively support 
entrepreneurship with social and environmental purposes. These ecosystems create favorable 
conditions for ventures that seek to address sustainability challenges, such as social 
enterprises, green technology startups, and community-based innovation initiatives (Raposo, 
Fernandes, and Veiga, 2022; Theodoraki, Dana and Caputo, 2022). This often requires 
reconfiguring traditional support structures to accommodate new forms of financing, such as 
impact investing, and policy instruments focused on sustainability outcomes.  

In summary, scholars advocate for a broadened theoretical lens that moves beyond 
economic growth as the sole performance metric. There is a need to incorporate 
multidimensional indicators that reflect environmental quality, social inclusion, and economic 
resilience (Volkmann et al., 2021). This shift aligns with international development priorities, 
such as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which promote 
integrated approaches to addressing complex global challenges. Advancing the integration of 
sustainability within an ecosystem perspective presents an opportunity to redefine the role of 
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management governance in promoting not only economic renewal but also social well-being 
and environmental stewardship. 

 

3 Discussions 

This section is structured into two parts. The first summarizes the key findings and 
details of the approaches adopted in the four previously identified articles related to the 
intersection between sustainability accounting and ecosystems. The second presents a 
theoretical essay that outlines potential synergies for understanding sustainability accounting 
through an ecosystem-based perspective. 

3.1 Sustainability Accounting and Ecosystems: What has been discussed 

The first study identified at the intersection of these themes was conducted by Rosa et 
al. (2023). In this paper, the authors investigate the relationship between participation in green 
innovation ecosystems, the use of environmental management controls, digitalization, and 
water performance, focusing on Brazil’s food service industry. Based on survey data collected 
from managers, the authors employed Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling 
(PLS-SEM) as the primary analytical technique.  

One of the key findings relevant to the thematic intersection was the identification of a 
significant and positive relationship between restaurant involvement in green innovation 
ecosystems – defined through interactions with other ecosystem actors such as universities, 
industry, government, society, and the environment – and the use of both diagnostic and 
interactive environmental management controls. According to the authors, multi-agent 
cooperation can facilitate the implementation of such mechanisms, particularly through the 
sharing of human, financial, and technological resources. In this regard, the role of the 
Brazilian Micro and Small Business Support Service (SEBRAE) – an organization dedicated 
to fostering entrepreneurship and transforming businesses into key agents of sustainable 
development in the country – was especially highlighted. 

The second study was developed by Xu et al. (2025), which is based on a survey 
conducted with Chinese firms from the manufacturing, energy, architecture, and agriculture 
sectors. The authors also utilized PLS-SEM as their main analytical technique, complemented 
by Necessary Condition Analysis (NCA). This study explored the relationship between EMA 
implementation and green product and process innovation. Although the authors did not 
explicitly adopt an ecosystem construct, the inclusion of co-creation and cross-functional 
coopetition as mediating variables strongly resonates with ecosystem logic – particularly the 
notion of value creation involving multiple stakeholders, especially suppliers. The study also 
adopts an institutional perspective, categorizing EMA implementation processes as coercive, 
normative, or mimetic. One of the most relevant conclusions is that EMA implementation 
fosters green innovation – particularly process innovation – not only within the firm but also 
across the supply chain. 

The third article, Rosa et al. (2025), includes two of the four co-authors from the first 
study and examines the effect of coopetition within green innovation ecosystems in the 
Brazilian hotel industry. The focus is on environmental management practices (e.g., 
implementation of environmental management systems, carbon footprint measurement and 
control, practices to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and actions to mitigate global 
warming) and digital innovation targeting carbon emissions. Once again, PLS-SEM was used 
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as the analytical method. The main finding was the existence of a positive relationship 
between multi-agent coopetition within green innovation ecosystems and the development of 
environmental management practices focused on carbon emission reduction. The authors 
emphasize the relevance of complementary resource sharing and synergy development, 
particularly in the context of small hotels. 

Finally, the theoretical study of Ströher et al. (2025) presents a conceptual framework 
highlighting the role of digital tools in automating the sharing of carbon accounting 
information across what they define as a supply chain ecosystem. The proposed framework is 
grounded in four key pillars: data quality, integration and interoperability, data flows, and 
data governance. From the authors’ perspective, the ecosystem approach enables a more 
holistic understanding of the entire supply chain. 

3.2 Sustainability Accounting and Ecosystems: what remains to be explored 

As presented in the previous section, the application of an ecosystem perspective to 
understanding sustainability accounting remains nascent. It is worth noting, however, that the 
emphasis in all four studies remains strongly environmental. Among the previously identified 
studies, two (Rosa et al., 2023; 2025) explicitly adopt the concept of green innovation 
ecosystems. Both are sector-specific and focus on a particular dimension of innovation 
ecosystems toward their orientation to environmental issues. In contrast, the studies by Xu et 
al. (2025) and Ströher et al. (2025) center their analyses within the supply chain context. 
Drawing from the typology proposed by Scaringella and Radziwon (2018), these studies can 
be classified as examples of business ecosystems, in which keystone firms share resources 
and knowledge with other actors in the supply chain, particularly suppliers. 

One opportunity for theoretical and empirical expansion lies in broadening the 
understanding of business ecosystems beyond focal firm–supplier relationships. According to 
Moore (1993) and Iansiti and Levien (2004), business ecosystems also encompass interactions 
with competitors, complementors, and customers. We understand that the focal firm tends to 
influence the behavior of its suppliers; however, here we place emphasis on the issue of 
complementors. We theorize that the sustainability accounting practices of a focal firm 
affect (and are affected by) the complementors within a given ecosystem. For example, a 
focal firm may choose to associate with (and share knowledge only with) complementors that 
are aligned with its principles for assessing environmental and social impacts.  

Likewise, complementors are understood as all actors that influence value creation for 
the end consumer. In this sense, regulatory agencies and professional councils can also be 
understood as complementors. The implementation of criteria and practices by such agents 
can directly affect the activities of organizations within a given ecosystem. This network-
oriented thinking constitutes one of the main contributions that the ecosystem lens can bring 
to the accounting field. Future research could investigate how these additional relationships 
shape the design, implementation, and diffusion of sustainability accounting practices across 
networks of interdependent actors. 

Another promising avenue involves the integration of social considerations into 
sustainability accounting frameworks informed by ecosystem thinking. As emphasized by 
Schaltegger et al. (2022) and Burritt, Schaltegger and Christ (2023), sustainability accounting 
should go beyond environmental metrics to encompass social issues, such as labor conditions, 
equity, and community impact. We theorize that the adoption of sustainability accounting 
mechanisms with an emphasis on social dimensions creates a demand for the 
development of innovations that support the assessment and mitigation of social impacts 
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within a given ecosystem. Integration into Knowledge Ecosystems, particularly through 
partnerships with universities and research institutes, may be a path to pursue. In this regard, 
the innovation ecosystem approach, as adopted by Rosa et al. (2023) and Rosa et al. (2025), 
could be extended to explore how ecosystems support social innovation – such as fostering 
fair labor practices or reducing inequalities in supply chains. Likewise, within business 
ecosystems, keystone could play a critical role in disseminating socially responsible practices 
among partners, as Xu et al. (2025) observed in the environmental domain.  

Furthermore, we identified that the literature has largely overlooked the potential of 
entrepreneurial ecosystems as a framework for analyzing sustainability accounting. This 
perspective focuses on how localized contextual elements and multi-actor collaboration 
influence the emergence of new ventures (Feldman, Siegel and Wright, 2019; Vedula and 
Kim, 2019). In this context, regions characterized by strong sustainability-oriented norms may 
shape how early-stage firms adopt sustainability accounting tools – such as SMA (Burritt, 
Schaltegger and Christ 2023; Schaltegger et al., 2022) or sustainability reporting practices 
(Bais, Nassimbeni and Orzes, 2024; Chopra et al., 2024; Du Toit, 2024) – as part of their core 
strategic positioning. Investigating how such practices affect the attraction of impact-oriented 
investments would offer valuable insights into the role of accounting in sustainable 
entrepreneurship. Moreover, the influence of sustainability-focused incubators and 
accelerators (Brown and Mason, 2017; Isenberg, 2010) on the internalization of sustainability 
accounting practices in nascent ventures remains an important and underexplored topic. We 
thus theorize that an entrepreneurial ecosystem whose actors adopt – or at least 
understand the importance of – practices related to sustainability accounting may 
enhance the creation of new engaged organizations. This can inspire the emergence of 
startups whose value propositions are centered on sustainability-related aspects (such as social 
businesses), but it can also lead to the creation of firms not specifically focused on this area, 
yet that still consider sustainability a relevant element in their business model and market 
positioning. The first case is aligned with the concept of Sustainable Entrepreneurial 
Ecosystems (SEEs) (Raposo, Fernandes, and Veiga, 2022; Theodoraki, Dana and Caputo, 
2022). 

Lastly, from the perspective of knowledge ecosystems – where universities and 
research institutions are central actors – it is essential to consider how education and capacity-
building efforts contribute to the future integration of sustainability within accounting 
education. This involves broadening the traditional curriculum to embed sustainability 
training not as a stand-alone course, but as an integral component relevant to the future of the 
profession (Silva and Nilipour, 2024). As noted by Singhania, Chadha and Anisha (2025), the 
training of future entrepreneurs, managers, and decision-makers constitutes a necessary social 
investment. At the same time, accountants must be trained to possess the knowledge and 
competencies necessary to support sustainable business practices, reporting, assurance, and 
disclosure – thereby serving the public interest (Silva and Nilipour, 2024). 

The active participation of firms in such ecosystems may also facilitate collaboration 
with Knowledge-Intensive Entrepreneurs (KIEs) (Fischer et al., 2022; Malerba and 
McKelvey, 2020), enabling the development of technologies that improve the measurement of 
environmental and social impacts or in the optimization of data collection and analysis for 
sustainability reporting. We therefore theorize that the integration of organizations into 
knowledge ecosystems that include actors engaged in the production and dissemination 
of knowledge related to sustainable management may influence the adoption of 
sustainability accounting mechanisms. 
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Collectively, these emerging perspectives suggest that the ecosystem lens holds 
considerable promise for advancing research in sustainability accounting. Our theorization 
encompasses a network-based understanding that goes beyond relationships solely with 
suppliers, involving the sharing of field-specific knowledge and even the emergence of 
startups that may operate in the implementation of practices related to sustainability 
accounting. Moving beyond a narrow environmental focus and embracing relational, 
institutional, and contextual dynamics can enable a more comprehensive understanding of 
how accounting systems function in support of sustainable development and the broader value 
chain of an entity. 

 

4 Concluding Remarks 

This theoretical essay aimed to explore the integration of the ecosystem perspective 
into the field of sustainability accounting. Drawing from the limited body of literature at the 
intersection of these themes (e.g., Rosa et al., 2023, 2025; Ströher et al., 2025; Xu et al., 
2025), we examined the initial scholarly efforts toward this convergence. Additionally, we 
proposed several research avenues that could benefit from a deeper thematic integration. 

Overall, we argue that the ecosystem perspective – understood as an analytical lens 
that emphasizes the multiple and dynamic interactions between firms and their environment 
(Scaringella and Radziwon, 2018) – offers valuable contributions to ongoing discussions in 
both sustainability reporting (Chopra et al., 2024; Du Toit, 2024) and SMA (Burritt, 
Schaltegger and Christ, 2023; Schaltegger et al., 2022; Singhania, Chadha and Anisha, 2025). 
This essay represents an initial attempt to synthesize and advance theoretical foundations that 
can support further research in this emerging domain. 

This study contributes to advancing the theoretical understanding of sustainability 
accounting by introducing the ecosystem perspective as a promising analytical lens to explore 
inter-organizational dynamics, resource sharing, and innovation processes in sustainability 
practices. While traditional approaches to sustainability accounting often focus on firm-level 
implementation or regulatory compliance, the ecosystem view emphasizes the influence of 
multi-actor configurations and relational interdependence (Rosa et al., 2023, 2025). 

By synthesizing insights from the limited literature at this intersection, this essay 
demonstrates how accounting practices are increasingly shaped not only by internal strategies 
but also by the cooperative structures and institutional logics of ecosystems in which 
organizations are embedded (Xu et al., 2025). For instance, the role of co-creation, cross-
functional coopetition, and multi-stakeholder engagement, although not always explicitly 
labeled as ecosystem constructs, reveals the need to reconceptualize accounting as a product 
of networked interactions rather than isolated managerial decisions (ISSB, 2023a, 2023b). 

Additionally, this work expands theoretical discussions by highlighting the potential of 
alternative ecosystem configurations, such as entrepreneurial (Feldman, Siegel and Wright, 
2019; Vedula and Kim, 2019) and knowledge ecosystems (Fischer et al., 2022; Malerba and 
McKelvey, 2020), as underexplored but relevant contexts for the emergence and diffusion of 
sustainability accounting practices. These configurations offer fertile ground to examine how 
local norms, institutional support structures, and actor interdependencies influence the 
internalization of tools such as SMA, carbon accounting, and sustainability reporting (Burritt, 
Schaltegger and Christ, 2023; Schaltegger et al., 2022; Singhania, Chadha and Anisha, 2025). 
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This study also reinforces the need for integrative frameworks capable of addressing 
not only environmental but also social dimensions of sustainability accounting, particularly 
when viewed through the lens of ecosystem relationships and shared value creation (Chopra et 
al., 2024; Du Toit, 2024). In doing so, it lays the groundwork for future theoretical models 
that are context-sensitive, actor-oriented, and responsive to the evolving complexity of 
sustainability challenges. 

This study provides valuable guidance for managers, organizations, and society by 
illuminating how the ecosystem perspective can reshape the way sustainability accounting is 
understood and applied. For managers and organizational decision-makers, the findings 
highlight the importance of recognizing that sustainability-related accounting practices do not 
occur in isolation. In the context of sustainability reporting – particularly for accountants – an 
ecosystem-based approach can broaden perspectives by aligning value chain and 
sustainability issues with contemporary financial market requirements. This approach 
supports the understanding, organization, preparation, and disclosure of sustainability reports. 
As shown by Rosa et al. (2025) and Xu et al. (2025), companies that engage with other actors, 
such as suppliers, government agencies, and support organizations, enhance their capacity to 
implement environmental and social management tools. Understanding accounting as a 
practice influenced by ecosystem dynamics helps organizations identify strategic partnerships, 
strengthen data sharing, and access innovations that improve sustainability performance. 

For policymakers and public institutions, this study offers insights into how 
ecosystems, such as business, entrepreneurial, and knowledge ecosystems, can be supported 
and orchestrated to foster more robust sustainability practices. Encouraging collaboration 
among universities, startups, industry associations, and communities can lead to more 
inclusive and context-sensitive approaches to sustainability accounting, with direct benefits 
for social development and environmental governance. 

Importantly, for society as a whole, the ecosystem perspective promotes greater 
transparency, accountability, and participation in sustainability efforts. By framing accounting 
as a shared process rather than a unilateral report, it invites the involvement of civil society, 
local communities, and socially responsible investors in shaping what gets measured, what 
information matters for disclosure, and how sustainability is understood. As noted by Burritt, 
Schaltegger and Christ (2023) and Schaltegger et al. (2022), such involvement is essential to 
ensure that accounting systems reflect real-world challenges, including non-traditional 
dimensions such as labor conditions, equity, and community impact. 

In sum, this study serves as a practical resource to inform and inspire those involved in 
sustainability transitions, whether they are corporate leaders, accountants, public 
administrators, engaged citizens, or others. It encourages a shift toward collaborative, 
systemic, and adaptive approaches to accounting, helping all actors make more informed and 
impactful decisions toward sustainable development. 

Nevertheless, this study is not without limitations. As this is a theoretical essay, 
despite the attempt to establish a direct dialogue with other studies in the field, the approach 
lacks a stronger empirical grounding. In this regard, we recommend that future studies seek to 
empirically assess the aspects theorized in this work. Furthermore, this work focused 
exclusively on discussions related to sustainability within the accounting context. It is 
acknowledged, however, that the ecosystem perspective may offer valuable contributions to 
other topics in the broader field of accounting.  
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Accordingly, we encourage future research in the accounting domain to adopt the 
conceptual lens proposed and discussed in this study. Given that the limited existing studies at 
the intersection of sustainability accounting and the ecosystem metaphor predominantly 
employ quantitative methods, are often sector-specific, and focus on different countries – 
while also advancing the role of digital tools – we propose a non-exhaustive research agenda. 
Future studies should go beyond quantitative approaches to also include qualitative methods, 
such as multiple case studies, triangulation, and interviews, to identify and analyze good 
practices in sustainability accounting across the value chain. This would enable a more 
comprehensive understanding of multi-actor integration and provide a broader view of the 
topic. Moreover, researchers should explore how published sustainability reports reflects the 
ecosystem metaphor and how these reports could be further improved. Finally, comparative 
analyses between multinational organizations and economic sectors could help to clarify the 
contextual influences and impacts shaping sustainability accounting. Overall, this research 
field remains both emergent and fertile for further investigation. 

 
                                                            
i In a preliminary survey conducted prior to the development of this theoretical article, only four papers were 
identified at the intersection of the themes. The searches were undertaken in May 2025 in the Scopus and Web of 
Science (WoS) databases. Within the domain of sustainability accounting, we employed the 68 search 
expressions proposed by Singhania, Chadha and Anisha (2025). To ensure alignment with the scope of this 
study, the Boolean operator AND was combined with the term “ecosystem.” The search initially yielded 284 
records. Following abstract screening and the application of additional exclusion criteria, 35 articles were 
retained for full-text review. Nevertheless, detailed analysis revealed that only four publications effectively 
addressed the intersection between sustainability accounting and ecosystem-related themes. 
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