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Abstract 

Persistent tensions between financial performance, environmental stewardship, and social 
accountability mark sustainability transitions in agribusiness. This paper develops and applies 
the Legitimacy, Paradox, Accounting, Mediation (LPAM) Framework to examine how 
management accounting mediates such tensions in practice. By integrating environmental and 
social considerations into financial decision-making, management accounting can help 
agribusinesses navigate the tensions between short-term profitability and long-term 
sustainability. Drawing on the combined paradox theory and legitimacy theory to provide a 
more comprehensive theoretical background, the study uses a qualitative single case study of 
a Brazilian family-owned agribusiness to analyze how accounting tools and practices facilitate 
decision-making amid competing stakeholder pressures. The results reveal that while 
legitimacy concerns often motivate sustainability initiatives, their implementation generates 
paradoxical tensions, notably between short-term profitability and long-term resource 
stewardship. Management accounting emerges as a mediating mechanism, translating 
sustainability demands into measurable and actionable indicators through tools such as cost-
benefit analysis, life cycle costing, and performance scorecards. These tools enable adaptive 
responses that balance internal efficiency with external legitimacy, fostering organizational 
learning rather than definitive resolution of contradictions. The study contributes empirically 
by demonstrating how management accounting enacts the LPAM framework in real-world 
settings, and theoretically by positioning accounting as a dynamic and interpretive 
infrastructure that both reflects and shapes sustainability trajectories. Practically, the findings 
highlight how agribusinesses can leverage accounting to integrate sustainability into core 
strategy, align with stakeholder expectations, and sustain legitimacy in volatile institutional 
environments. Moreover, sustainable options can be a cost-saving solution in many 
agricultural settings. 

Key-words: Management Accounting; Sustainability; Legitimacy Theory; Paradox 
Theory; Agribusiness; Critical Accounting; Conceptual Framework. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Sustainability has become a strategic imperative for organizations, industries, 
governments, and academia, driven by the urgent need to respond to climate change, resource 
depletion, biodiversity loss, and social inequality. The intensification of climate-related 
disasters and the vulnerabilities revealed by the COVID-19 pandemic have amplified the 
urgency to build more resilient and sustainable systems. In this evolving context, stakeholders 
increasingly demand transparency and accountability, pressuring organizations to align their 
practices with environmental, social, and governance standards. However, the transition 
toward sustainability is complex and marked by persistent tensions between financial 
imperatives and socio-environmental goals. 
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The global commitment to sustainable development, represented by initiatives such as 
the Paris Agreement and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, illustrates that 
sustainability is no longer an optional consideration but a strategic condition for 
organizational legitimacy and long-term viability. Firms are expected to go beyond the pursuit 
of profit and demonstrate a meaningful contribution to social and environmental outcomes. 
As a result, organizations must navigate contradictions between short-term economic 
performance and long-term sustainability commitments. These tensions, often interdependent 
yet conflicting, challenge conventional managerial approaches based on trade-offs and linear 
cause-effect relations. 

Paradox theory provides an important lens to understand these tensions, emphasizing 
that sustainability involves the coexistence of competing demands that cannot be permanently 
resolved but require continuous management and reflection. In parallel, legitimacy theory 
highlights that organizations must align their activities with societal norms and expectations 
to maintain their social license to operate. Together, these perspectives suggest that 
organizations engage in an ongoing balancing process between internal strategic objectives 
and external pressures for legitimacy. In this context, management accounting plays a central 
role by providing the mechanisms through which sustainability goals can be translated into 
actionable information and integrated into decision-making processes. 

Traditionally focused on financial control and performance monitoring, management 
accounting is increasingly recognized as a mediating mechanism that helps organizations 
navigate sustainability tensions. It supports the translation of abstract sustainability 
commitments into measurable indicators and performance metrics, enabling organizations to 
balance internal efficiency with external accountability. However, despite the growing 
recognition of its potential, the empirical understanding of how management accounting 
mediates the paradoxical relationship between sustainability and legitimacy remains limited, 
particularly in complex institutional contexts such as the agribusiness sector. 

Agribusiness represents one of the sectors where sustainability tensions are most 
evident. Resource-intensive operations must respond simultaneously to environmental 
constraints, social expectations, and market competitiveness. In Brazil, these tensions are 
amplified by the sector’s global relevance and exposure to sustainability scrutiny, given its 
significant contribution to economic growth and its association with environmental challenges 
such as deforestation, emissions, and land use change. Agribusinesses therefore face the dual 
challenge of maintaining competitiveness in international markets while responding to 
growing demands for transparency and sustainable practices. 

Within this setting, management accounting can play a strategic role in supporting the 
integration of sustainability into business operations. By mediating the paradoxes between 
profitability and stewardship, short-term performance and long-term responsibility, 
accounting practices can help agribusiness firms align with stakeholder expectations and 
sustain legitimacy. This study explores how these mechanisms operate in practice through an 
in-depth case study of a Brazilian family-owned agribusiness, using the Legitimacy–Paradox 
Accounting Mediation (LPAM) Framework. The framework integrates legitimacy theory and 
paradox theory, positioning management accounting as the central mediator in the interaction 
between sustainability tensions and organizational responses. 

The objective of this research is to analyze how management accounting practices 
mediate sustainability-related paradoxes and support the maintenance of organizational 
legitimacy in the agribusiness context. The study contributes empirically by demonstrating 
how management accounting enacts the LPAM framework in real-world settings, and 
theoretically by extending the understanding of accounting as a dynamic and interpretive 
infrastructure that shapes sustainability trajectories. The results highlight how management 
accounting enables adaptive responses to sustainability demands, fostering organizational 
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learning and reinforcing legitimacy rather than offering definitive resolutions to 
contradictions. 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

The theoretical bases in this study outline first, how sustainability brings persistent 
tensions when economic, environmental, and social objectives must advance together, second, 
how organizations respond to evolving expectations through legitimacy seeking, and third, 
how management accounting participates in this terrain. We drew on work that frames 
organizational pressures on sustainability performance (Rockström et al., 2009; Bebbington & 
Unerman, 2020), on legitimacy as a dynamic, socially constructed alignment with societal 
norms that conditions organizational survival (Suchman, 1995; Deegan, 2002; Deegan, 2007; 
Deegan, 2019), on paradox theory to conceptualize enduring, interdependent tensions rather 
than simple trade offs (Smith & Lewis, 2011; Hahn et al., 2014; Hahn et al., 2017), and on 
accounting research that translates sustainability demands into decision relevant information 
(Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010; Hopwood & Unerman, 2010; Bebbington, Larrinaga, & 
Moneva, 2008; Busco et al., 2017). 

2.1 LEGITIMACY THEORY 

Legitimacy theory centers on the idea of a social contract, the implicit understanding 
that organizations must align their actions with prevailing societal values and expectations to 
secure acceptance, resources, and long term survival. Legitimacy is not an inherent attribute, 
it is a socially constructed perception of appropriateness within a given system of norms, 
which means it can be questioned when practices or disclosures drift from what stakeholders 
deem proper (Suchman, 1995; Deegan, 2002; Deegan, 2007).  

Because expectations evolve across time and contexts, organizations must continually 
adapt strategies, practices, and communications to retain approval and access to critical 
resources, which underscores the dynamic nature of legitimacy in organizational life 
(Suchman, 1995; Zyznarska-Dworczak, 2017). In sustainability contexts, legitimacy theory 
has been widely used to explain why firms adopt environmental and social practices and how 
they disclose performance to maintain a social license to operate.  

The theory highlights the role of transparency, accountability, and credible reporting 
in building trust and sustaining long term stakeholder relationships, which has grown in 
importance as sustainability standards and scrutiny increase globally (Bebbington, Larrinaga, 
& Moneva, 2008). Recent debates emphasize disclosure quality, comparability, and assurance 
as conditions for legitimacy renewal, reflecting the shift toward more stringent expectations in 
key jurisdictions and the need for robust reporting infrastructures to support credibility and 
durable stakeholder trust (Hummel & Schlick, 2016; Martens & Bui, 2023). 

At the same time, legitimacy theory attracts criticism for focusing on appearance 
rather than substantive change, since explaining disclosure responses does not necessarily 
account for genuine improvements in social or environmental performance. This raises 
concerns about symbolic compliance and greenwashing, and it motivates refinements that 
connect disclosure behavior to underlying practice change to strengthen explanatory power in 
sustainability research and practice (Deegan, 2019).  

Related critiques note that many applications portray organizations as reactive 
recipients of external pressures, which can underplay agency and the ways firms negotiate, 
reinterpret, or reshape expectations when facing multiple and conflicting demands. This 
limitation becomes salient in sustainability, where organizations must confront persistent 
contradictions between economic performance, social equity, and environmental stewardship, 
a setting that calls for theoretical combinations able to capture paradoxical tensions alongside 
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legitimacy seeking behavior (Suchman, 1995; Suddaby, Bitektine, & Haack, 2017; Hahn et 
al., 2015; Haack & Rasche, 2021). 

2.2 PARADOX THEORY 

Paradox theory examines situations where contradictory yet interdependent elements 
coexist and persist over time, inviting responses that acknowledge simultaneity rather than 
simple either or choices. Its intellectual roots span philosophy and logic, where paradoxes 
probe the limits of reason and formal systems, from classical treatments of motion and 
infinity to modern analyses of inconsistency and incompleteness, and it has informed inquiry 
across mathematics, physics, and language as a way to surface hidden assumptions and 
boundary conditions (Priest, 1995; Rescher, 2001; Davies, 2010; Lyons, 1977). In 
organizational scholarship this perspective has been articulated as the management of 
persistent contradictions between interdependent elements, which conditions how actors make 
sense of and act within complex environments (Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

Applied to sustainability and accounting, paradox theory highlights tensions that are 
not temporary problems but enduring features of practice, for example the simultaneous need 
to deliver short term financial results and to invest in long term environmental and social 
goals. This temporal tension has been described as a corporate sustainability temporal paradox 
that requires cognitive frames capable of holding dual foci rather than prioritizing one side at 
the expense of the other (Pencle, 2022; Smith & Lewis, 2011). A paradox lens also challenges 
a narrow business case logic by encouraging organizations to pursue dynamic equilibrium, 
where economic, social, and environmental demands are addressed together, and by treating 
sustainability objectives as ends in themselves rather than only as means to profit 
maximization (Ozanne et al., 2016; Hahn et al., 2017). 

The managerial implication is the need for decision and measurement systems that 
make room for simultaneity and integration, not just trade offs. Paradoxical thinking supports 
the design of accounting and control routines that recognize intertwined objectives across 
levels of analysis and time horizons, which is essential when organizations face wicked 
problems that cut across individual, organizational, and system levels (Pencle, 2022; Carmine 
& De Marchi, 2022; Carmine & De Marchi, 2023). In this view, transparency and holistic 
performance metrics become part of a learning oriented approach that embraces tension as a 
source of innovation and adaptation rather than as a defect to be eliminated (Pencle, 2022; 
Ozanne et al., 2016). 

At the same time, scholars caution that paradox research can become primarily 
descriptive if it stops at naming tensions without clarifying how organizations prioritize, 
mediate, or transform them in practice or how context shapes which tensions matter most. 
Strengthening its practical relevance requires attention to mechanisms and to institutional 
conditions that pattern both the emergence of tensions and the repertoire of viable responses, 
including those revealed in studies of standards and legitimacy strategies such as the diffusion 
impact paradox in global compacts (Hahn et al., 2017; Carmine & De Marchi, 2022; Haack & 
Rasche, 2021). 

2.3 INTEGRATING LEGITIMACY AND PARADOX THEORIES: FRAMEWORK 
FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT  

Legitimacy theory clarifies how organizations seek acceptance by aligning with 
societal norms, yet by itself it often privileges outward alignment and disclosure, which can 
blur the distinction between symbolic compliance and substantive change. This emphasis on 
maintaining a social license through reporting and communication risks treating sustainability 
as a matter of appearances, especially when quality, comparability, and assurance of 
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disclosures are uneven, and when organizations face incentives to signal rather than transform 
practice (Suchman, 1995; Deegan, 2002; Deegan, 2019; Hummel & Schlick, 2016; Martens & 
Bui, 2023). A sole focus on legitimacy therefore illuminates why firms communicate, but 
only partially explains how they confront the contradictions that arise when economic, 
environmental, and social demands collide in day to day decisions. 

Paradox theory, in turn, foregrounds those contradictions by treating tensions as 
persistent and interdependent, which challenges linear trade off thinking and a narrow 
business case logic. It encourages both and responses that hold short term and long term 
objectives together, yet paradox studies can remain descriptive if they stop at naming tensions 
without clarifying the organizational mechanisms and institutional conditions that shape 
viable responses in specific fields (Smith & Lewis, 2011; Hahn et al., 2014; Hahn et al., 2017; 
Ozanne et al., 2016). Without an account of how actors navigate external scrutiny and 
stakeholder judgments, paradox analysis can understate the constitutive role of audiences, 
rules, and standards in defining what counts as credible sustainability action, as illustrated by 
diffusion and impact tensions in global initiatives (Haack & Rasche, 2021; Carmine & De 
Marchi, 2022). 

Integrating legitimacy and paradox strengthens explanation on both fronts. Legitimacy 
theory situates tensions within a contested social arena where expectations, evaluation criteria, 
and access to resources are negotiated, which clarifies why specific tensions become salient 
and why organizations adopt particular responses, for example transparency, assurance, and 
stakeholder engagement during legitimacy threatening moments (Suchman, 1995; Deephouse 
& Suchman, 2008; Zyznarska-Dworczak, 2017; Martens & Bui, 2023). Paradox theory then 
specifies the nature of the contradictions that organizations must manage simultaneously, for 
example temporal tensions between immediate earnings and long horizon stewardship, and 
invites designs that enable dynamic equilibrium rather than single objective optimization 
(Smith & Lewis, 2011; Hahn et al., 2017; Pencle, 2022; Ozanne et al., 2016). 

This integrated lens also sharpens the role of accounting. Management accounting is 
not merely a neutral conduit for legitimacy signals, nor only a measurement backdrop to 
tensions. It is an interpretive and governing infrastructure that can either narrow sustainability 
to indicators that favor symbolic renewal or open space for simultaneous attention to 
economic, environmental, and social objectives through cost benefit analysis, life cycle 
costing, environmental management accounting, balanced scorecards, and related controls 
that operate across time horizons and audiences (Hopwood & Unerman, 2010; Schaltegger & 
Burritt, 2010; Bebbington, Larrinaga, & Moneva, 2008; Busco et al., 2017). A critical 
integration therefore asks whether accounting routines make tensions visible and governable, 
whether they enable credibility with stakeholders, and whether they support learning that 
moves beyond appearance toward substantive change in contexts under high scrutiny. 

3. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK DEVELOPMENT 

This study adopts a conceptual theory-building approach grounded in interpretivist and 
critical traditions, aiming to construct a theoretical framework that integrates legitimacy 
theory and paradox theory within the context of sustainability and management accounting. 
Drawing on extensive engagement with the extant literature and established conceptual 
debates, the development of the framework offers explanatory possibilities for understanding 
how organizations navigate the complex and often contradictory demands of sustainable 
practice. 

Building on the theoretical foundations of legitimacy and paradox theory, this section 
introduces a conceptual framework that captures the complex interplay between 
sustainability-related institutional pressures, legitimacy-seeking behaviors, and the emergence 
of paradoxical tensions, while highlighting the mediating role of management accounting. The 
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framework is not merely a synthesis of existing theories but an attempt to advance theoretical 
development by illustrating how these perspectives converge within the organizational 
dynamics of sustainability. 

At its core, the framework proposes that external and internal pressures, including 
regulatory changes, stakeholder expectations, market demands, and normative sustainability 
discourse, initiate organizational efforts to align with perceived societal values. These 
pressures are interpreted through the lens of legitimacy theory: organizations must act in ways 
that conform to evolving norms to secure ongoing support from their environment (Suchman, 
1995; Deegan, 2019). The pursuit of legitimacy in sustainability contexts is especially 
demanding, as it requires attention not only to financial metrics but also to broader 
environmental and social responsibilities, often under conditions of ambiguity and 
institutional plurality (Unerman et al., 2007; Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010). 

However, as organizations respond to these expectations, they are inevitably 
confronted with paradoxical tensions. These tensions arise because sustainability goals are 
often mutually conflicting in both substance and temporal scope (Hahn et al., 2014; Smith & 
Lewis, 2011). For example, initiatives to improve environmental outcomes may compromise 
short-term profitability, and stakeholder-driven transparency efforts may expose tensions 
between rhetoric and practice. These contradictions are not anomalies to be resolved, but 
enduring features of the sustainability landscape that must be navigated through ongoing 
organizational processes (Hahn et al., 2017). 

The framework suggests that paradoxes are not simply co-occurring with legitimacy 
efforts, but instead, they are inherent to them. That is, the very attempt to fulfill diverse 
stakeholder demands and maintain legitimacy gives rise to tensions that reflect the 
incompatibility of multiple institutional logics. This insight reframes the typical linear 
progression of organizational adaptation; the paradox is not a reaction to poor planning or 
execution, but a structural condition created by the plural and evolving nature of legitimacy-
seeking behavior. 

To address these tensions, the framework positions management accounting as a 
central mediating mechanism. Management accounting provides the infrastructure through 
which paradoxes are made calculable, comparable, and governable (Busco & Quattrone, 
2018; Miller & Power, 2013). It offers tools such as cost-benefit analyses, sustainability 
dashboards, sustainability reporting, and environmental performance indicators that help 
surface, prioritize, and reconcile competing goals (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010; Busco et al., 
2017). These tools do not resolve paradoxes in a definitive sense, but they enable strategic 
responses that are informed, iterative, and reflexive by translating qualitative tensions into 
quantitative indicators such as dashboards, and performance metrics, management accounting 
enables organizations to make sense of competing demands and to enact accountability, 
transparency, and control (Busco & Quattrone, 2018; Miller & Power, 2013).  

Through these calculative practices, paradoxical tensions such as economic versus 
social or environmental objectives are rendered visible and actionable within organizational 
decision-making processes (Hall, 2010; Gond et al., 2012). Accounting practices also 
communicate sustainability efforts externally through performance measurement and 
reporting, thereby reinforcing or restoring organizational legitimacy. 

Crucially, the mediating role of management accounting is bidirectional. On the one 
hand, it translates external expectations into operational goals, shaping internal priorities and 
structures. On the other hand, it channels internal learning and adaptation outward, 
contributing to stakeholder engagement and accountability. In this way, accounting becomes 
not only a technical tool but also a discursive and political mechanism that helps 
organizations navigate the recursive relationship between legitimacy and paradox (Unerman 
et al., 2007; Hahn et al., 2017). 
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The framework also recognizes the dynamic nature of these interactions. As 
management accounting systems evolve in response to paradoxical tensions, they may 
reconfigure the organization’s perceived legitimacy. For instance, adopting more advanced 
sustainability accounting tools or increasing transparency may influence how stakeholders 
evaluate the organization’s authenticity and effectiveness. This introduces a feedback loop, 
where changes in paradox navigation can lead to shifts in legitimacy perceptions, which in 
turn shape future pressures and tensions. 

By taking into account this recursive process, the framework highlights the generative 
relationship between legitimacy and paradox, showing that tensions are not merely obstacles 
to be overcome but central to how legitimacy is produced and contested. Moreover, it situates 
management accounting as a mediating infrastructure that enables organizations to make 
sense of and act within these contradictions, thereby offering a practical and theoretical bridge 
between institutional theory, paradox research, and sustainability accounting. 

In summary, the framework illustrates that the pursuit of legitimacy in the face of 
competing stakeholder demands inherently leads to paradoxical tensions, which are 
subsequently mitigated by management accounting mechanisms. Figure 1 provides a visual 
representation of the developed framework named Legitimacy-Paradox Accounting 
Mediation (LPAM) Framework. 

Figure 1 Legitimacy-Paradox Accounting Mediation (LPAM) Framework  

 
Note: Elaborated by the author. 
At the top of the framework, external pressures, such as regulatory expectations, 

societal demands, and political pressure, and internal pressures, including financial 
performance imperatives, operational constraints, family welfare, and strategic objectives, 
jointly shape an organization’s legitimacy issues. The model recognizes that as organizations 
seek to uphold legitimacy through sustainability-driven initiatives, they inherently encounter 
sustainability paradoxes, situations where economic, social, and environmental objectives 
come into conflict (Hahn et al., 2014; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

The framework explicitly represents this relationship through the "Leads to" 
connection between Legitimacy Issues and Sustainability Paradoxes. This emphasizes that 
paradoxes are not incidental but inherent to legitimacy-seeking behaviors. For instance, an 
agribusiness firm responding to external pressures for carbon neutrality may find itself caught 
between the paradox of reducing emissions while maintaining operational efficiency. These 
paradoxes arise because legitimacy is dynamic, stakeholders continuously reassess what is 
acceptable, which in turn creates new contradictions and pressures for firms attempting to 
comply with evolving sustainability expectations. 
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To navigate these paradoxes, organizations should rely on management accounting 
systems, which can play a critical role in structuring decision-making processes, measuring 
trade-offs, and providing financial and non-financial reporting tools that help firms address 
sustainability challenges (Gond et al., 2012). This relationship is illustrated through the 
"Mitigated by" connection between Sustainability Paradoxes and Management Accounting. 
While paradox theory suggests that tensions in sustainability cannot be eliminated entirely, 
management accounting provides mechanisms to balance competing objectives by offering 
quantifiable insights into economic, environmental, and social performance (Lukka & Modell, 
2010). For example, environmental management accounting (EMA) enables firms to track 
resource consumption and emissions, facilitating data-driven sustainability strategies that help 
resolve legitimacy concerns. Similarly, integrated reporting frameworks allow businesses to 
communicate their sustainability commitments effectively, reducing the perceived trade-offs 
between financial and sustainability performance. 

Furthermore, the dashed feedback loops in the model highlight the iterative nature of 
sustainability decision-making. Sustainability paradoxes influence legitimacy concerns over 
time, as unresolved tensions may trigger new legitimacy challenges, leading organizations to 
reassess their sustainability strategies. Likewise, management accounting can reshape 
legitimacy perceptions by altering how sustainability efforts are measured and communicated, 
potentially reinforcing or undermining legitimacy depending on how effectively accounting 
tools capture sustainability commitments. This dynamic interaction aligns with the idea that 
legitimacy is not static, it is continuously negotiated between organizations and their 
stakeholders (Deegan, 2019). 

This framework offers a comprehensive perspective on how firms address 
sustainability pressures, highlighting the interconnections between legitimacy, paradoxes, and 
management accounting. Unlike traditional models that view sustainability as a linear 
compliance process, our approach demonstrates that organizations must continuously navigate 
tensions rather than resolve them. This insight is particularly relevant for sectors such as 
agribusiness, where firms must balance productivity with environmental stewardship, and 
manufacturing, where operational efficiency often conflicts with regulatory sustainability 
requirements. 

By incorporating both the legitimacy theory and the paradox theory, this model 
contributes to a more nuanced understanding of sustainability challenges in management 
accounting. It suggests that firms that integrate dynamic management accounting tools, such 
as sustainability cost-benefit analysis, lifecycle assessment, and sustainability disclosure 
frameworks, are better equipped to mitigate paradoxes and maintain legitimacy over time. As 
sustainability pressures continue to evolve, this framework serves as a practical guide for 
organizations seeking to balance financial performance with long-term environmental and 
social commitments. 

The framework thus provides a structured, processual view of how management 
accounting opetares in mediating sustainability tensions faced by organizations. Rather than 
treating legitimacy and paradox as separate or sequential challenges, it illustrates how they are 
intertwined and how management accounting serves to interpret, mediate, and potentially 
transform the organizational response. This integrated model lays the groundwork for 
empirical research and critical reflection on the roles of power, accountability, and strategy in 
shaping sustainability transitions. 

4. METHODOLOGY 

The study adopts an interpretive, explanatory single case design to investigate how 
management accounting mediates sustainability tensions and legitimacy expectations in 
agribusiness, privileging depth, contextualization, and theory development over statistical 
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generalization (Yin, 2018; Eisenhardt, 1989; Stake, 1995). The case, a Brazilian family owned 
agribusiness, was purposefully selected due to its salience for sustainability challenges, 
exposure to stakeholder scrutiny, and active use of accounting practices in strategy and 
operations, which makes it a revelatory context for examining the LPAM premises in practice. 

Access was negotiated through formal introduction and confidentiality assurances, 
with explicit consent for interviews, document collection, and observational notes. Fieldwork 
included an on-site visit, participation in an internal meeting, and informal conversations with 
employees across operational and administrative areas. These interactions complemented 
formal interviews and supported the construction of thick description, reflexive interpretation, 
and triangulation across data sources (Denzin, 1978; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Credibility was supported by triangulation across interviews, documents, and 
observation, by maintaining an audit trail of protocols, coding iterations, and analytic memos, 
and by conducting targeted member checks on interpretive summaries to confirm factual 
accuracy and contextual nuance (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Transferability was fostered through 
thick description of context and processes, and dependability and confirmability were 
supported by systematic documentation of procedures and reflexive notes on the researcher’s 
role. 

All participants were informed of the research purpose, voluntary participation, 
anonymization procedures, and the right to withdraw at any time. Organizational and personal 
identifiers are masked, and sensitive operational details are generalized to protect 
confidentiality in line with good qualitative practice (Yin, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

4.1 DATA COLLECTION 

The operationalization and data collection of this case study, followed an iterative and 
holistic strategy, comprising three sequential phases: a literature review, semi-structured 
interviews, and archival data analysis, to gather the necessary information for the study. Data 
collection involved semi-structured interviews divided into two rounds with a variety of 
organizational actors (executives, managers, board members, consultants) to gain insight into 
how accounting practices interact with sustainability goals and legitimacy concerns. The first 
round of interviews was to understand the context, origin, and company structure. Identify the 
main characters and explore possible approaches.  

The second round of interviews was longer because the questions were more specific 
and required longer answers. The goal was to explore reflections on the tensions encountered 
and highlight the process in the company’s decision-making processes, the influence of 
stakeholder expectations, and the tools used to support sustainability-related strategies. 
Throughout the interview process, careful attention was given to avoiding biasing participants' 
responses or making them feel uncomfortable (Belli, Shay, & Stafford, 2001; Breakwell, 
2006; Wengraf, 2001). Demographics of the first and second rounds of interviews are 
highlighted in total in Table 1.  
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Table 1 Interviews’ Demographics 
Interviewee Sex Position Experience Time Date 

1 Male Executive Director 12 years 00:26:07 16/12/22 

2 Male Financial Manager 9 years 00:33:24 24/01/23 

3 Male Strategic Consultant 18 years 00:39:03 28/02/23 

4 Male Executive Manager 13 years 00:27:19 14/04/23 

5 Male Environmental Consultant 4 years 00:23:25 01/10/23 

6 Female Board Consultant 8 years 00:20:29 03/10/23 

7 Male Plant Manager 9 years 00:37:12 16/10/23 

8 Female Board Member 1  8 years 00:30:51 16/11/23 

9 Female Board Member 1 8 years 00:21:04 30/11/23 

10 Male Financial Manager 9 years 00:24:30 30/11/23 

11 Male Board Member 2 32 years 00:57:21 26/03/25 

12 Male Strategic Consultant 18 years 00:50:16 26/03/25 

13 Female Accountant 6 years 00:28:37 27/03/25 

14 Female Board Member 3 Not applicable* 00:48:30 07/04/25 

15 Female Board Member 4 Not applicable* 00:51:10 07/04/25 

16 Female Region Specialist 22 years 00:18:24 02/05/25 

17 Male Board Member 5 31 Years 00:51:26 01/06/25 
Note: Research data. *Not applicable refers to not having experience based on a degree or job experience; they 
have both been board members since the beginning of the board. 

Each interview varied in time, but the first round, 1 to 10, averaged around 32 minutes 
following the initial semi-structured research protocol with 10 questions with the possibility 
for follow-ups. Interview guides were structured to elicit the reality of the company’s 
operation. It was important to understand the company’s profile and characteristics. The 
second round of interviews was more in-depth, with three sets of tailored semi-structured 
questions. Interviews 11 through 17 were from the second round.  

The interview protocols employed in both the first and second rounds were carefully 
structured to capture a comprehensive understanding of sustainability, management 
accounting, and governance practices within the organization. The questions were designed to 
elicit both strategic and operational perspectives, with an emphasis on how sustainability 
considerations permeate decision-making at multiple levels. For instance, respondents were 
asked, “How do the principles of sustainability influence the main strategic and operational 
decisions of the company?” and “Which managerial decisions have been directly impacted by 
the pursuit of more sustainable practices?”. These questions aimed to reveal the integration of 
sustainability into day-to-day management and long-term planning. 

Additionally, several questions explored the interplay between sustainability and 
financial performance, inviting interviewees to discuss trade-offs and prioritization. For 
example, “How does the company prioritize sustainable choices when they conflict with 
financial or productive objectives?”, and “How does the decision-making process work in the 
company? Is there a standardized procedure? Are specific mechanisms used?” These inquiries 
sought to understand not only the existence of sustainability-oriented policies but also the role 
of management accounting in mediating organizational tensions. 

In subsequent rounds, the focus expanded to include the perceptions and knowledge of 
sustainability among accountants and decision-makers, with questions such as, “In your 
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opinion, what most hinders the integration of sustainability into accounting?”, and “Do you 
believe that accounting reports adequately capture the impact of sustainable initiatives?”. 
These questions were intended to identify barriers, challenges, and opportunities for 
integrating sustainability into financial reporting and strategic control. 

Finally, open-ended questions addressed broader issues such as competitive 
advantage, stakeholder engagement, and the evolving role of family governance. For instance, 
“What sets the company apart in terms of sustainable practices within the agribusiness 
sector?”, and “How does the company balance the pursuit of sustainability innovation with 
the need to maintain competitiveness in the market?” These inquiries were designed not only 
to elicit factual responses but to provoke reflection on values, priorities, and the 
organizational culture underpinning sustainable development. 

In order to ensure the depth and richness of the data collected, it was encouraged to 
employ probing follow-up questions such as “why?” and “how?” whenever relevant, 
following qualitative best practices (Smith & Shinebourne, 2012). Overall, the intention 
behind the question design was to move beyond superficial assessments and generate rich, 
contextualized insights into how sustainability and management accounting are mutually 
constitutive in shaping strategic choices, operational practices, and legitimacy-seeking 
behaviors in the context of a family-owned agribusiness. 

Following Stake’s (1995) recommendation, triangulation was emphasized throughout 
the study to enhance credibility. To support data triangulation and enrich empirical depth, the 
study also included document analysis of internal reports, sustainability communications, 
organizational charts, and other financial reports. This multimethod approach is consistent 
with the principles of rigorous case study research, where multiple data sources help mitigate 
the risk of bias and enhance analytical validity (Heale & Twycross, 2018; Yin, 2003). 

The case was conceptually “bounded” by both its organizational scope and temporal 
frame, focusing on sustainability-related accounting practices over a defined period. As 
emphasized by Tight (2010), clear case boundaries are essential to ensure analytical 
coherence and distinguish case study from general qualitative inquiry. The use of a single-
case design, as opposed to a multiple-case structure, is justified by the revelatory nature of the 
case and its potential to inform theoretical development on the intersection of paradox theory, 
legitimacy theory, and accounting practices (Yin, 2003; Flyvbjerg, 2004). 

The theoretical framework guided the analytical process by identifying key 
dimensions related to sustainability paradoxes (e.g., short-term vs. long-term trade-offs), 
legitimacy strategies (e.g., disclosure, stakeholder engagement), and the role of management 
accounting as a mediating mechanism. The case study approach facilitated an in-depth, 
contextualized examination of how these dimensions interact in practice, offering a grounded 
basis for theory building and future research directions. 

4.2 DATA ANALYSIS 

The analysis of the empirical data followed a thematic approach aimed at identifying 
patterns related to the role of management accounting in mediating sustainability tensions and 
legitimacy pressures within the agribusiness context. This approach is consistent with the 
study’s interpretive epistemology and theory-development objective, allowing for a reflexive 
and abductive engagement with both empirical data and conceptual frameworks (Dubois & 
Gadde, 2014). 

The data collected from semi-structured interviews, internal documents, and public 
reports were analyzed through a combination of theory-driven and emergent coding. An initial 
coding structure was developed based on the main dimensions of the proposed Legitimacy–
Paradox Accounting Mediation (LPAM) Framework, including categories such as external 
pressures, legitimacy strategies, paradoxical tensions, management accounting practices, 
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sustainability, and adaptive responses. This deductive structure was complemented by 
inductive codes that emerged from repeated readings of the transcripts and documents, 
capturing context-specific practices, interpretations, and language used by the participants 
(Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013). 

All interviews were transcribed and manually coded, with the aid of NVivo software 
to organize codes and identify thematic relationships.  The coding process was iterative and 
reflexive, allowing the researcher to move between data, codes, and theory in a non-linear 
fashion. Codes were then grouped into higher-order analytical themes that reflect the 
interaction between legitimacy and paradox dynamics, and the role of management 
accounting as a mediating mechanism. Special attention was given to how tensions between 
sustainability objectives were articulated, managed, or reframed through accounting logic and 
tools, and how these tools contributed to organizational legitimacy in the face of competing 
stakeholder demands. 

 
5. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

Agribusiness operates at the intersection of technological innovation, regulatory 
design, and global value chains. Advances in biotechnology, precision agriculture, and 
molecular sciences improve productivity while reducing inputs and losses, and support the 
development of climate resilient cultivars, yet they demand significant investment, technical 
capacity, and enabling policy environments that are unevenly available across producers 
(Basso et al., 2024). In parallel, private standards and ethical trade initiatives seek to promote 
stewardship and equity across supply chains, but voluntary schemes show variable 
enforcement and mixed effectiveness, which strengthens calls for robust public oversight that 
complements market-based initiatives (Wahl & Bull, 2013).  

Digitalization of logistics adds further potential, as Logistics 4.0 tools can optimize 
flows, reduce waste, and align supply with demand, creating environmental gains and 
competitive advantages for firms that can integrate data-driven operations (Soledispa-Cañarte 
et al., 2023). Shifts in consumer preferences toward transparency and responsible sourcing 
reinforce these pressures and opportunities, rewarding organizations that adapt product and 
process strategies to sustainability expectations (Soledispa-Cañarte et al., 2023; Rankin, 
2010). 

In Brazil, sustainability unfolds within a dense legal and policy landscape that 
combines conservation mandates, biotechnology governance, incentives for low-carbon 
practices, and programs for agroecology and bio inputs. The Forest Code and the Biosafety 
Law remain central pillars, complemented by the Rural Environmental Registry, 
environmental licensing, and targeted credit through the Low Carbon Agriculture Program, 
alongside fiscal instruments and policies that support organic production and innovation. 
Recent updates reshape land use protections and licensing procedures, while also raising 
concerns about enforcement consistency, political influence, and legal uncertainty for long-
term planning. Together, these instruments define a dual trajectory that seeks to reconcile 
competitiveness with conservation and social responsibility, but outcomes depend on 
governance quality, access to finance, and effective monitoring (Vidal et al., 2021; Darosa, 
2024). 

Persistent implementation gaps complicate this agenda. Small and medium producers 
face barriers of bureaucracy, information, credit, and technical assistance, even as institutions 
such as SEBRAE and EMBRAPA work to diffuse sustainable technologies and practices 
(Silva, 2012; Arruda et al., 2022). Weak integration among environmental, fiscal, and rural 
development policies, limited oversight of incentive use, and infrastructure and capability 
deficits in rural areas reduce program effectiveness and can permit benefits without 
substantive practice change (Vidal et al., 2021; Arruda et al., 2022). As a result, many 
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producers remain anchored in input-intensive models to meet productivity and cost pressures, 
which slows the transition toward regenerative or low-impact systems despite rising climate 
risk and market scrutiny (Basso et al., 2024). 

These conditions create a demanding legitimacy terrain. Historical controversies 
around land use change and deforestation, coupled with evolving buyer requirements for 
traceability and deforestation-free supply chains, heighten the need for credible compliance 
and transparent reporting. Some firms respond with symbolic initiatives or certification that 
do not always reflect operational transformation, which can widen a credibility gap and 
expose organizations to reputational risk when audiences question the substance behind 
claims (Boiral, 2007; Delmas & Burbano, 2011). At the same time, Brazil’s scale and know-
how position the sector to contribute meaningfully to climate mitigation, biodiversity 
protection, and social inclusion if incentives, enforcement, and capability building align. 

Viewed through this lens, sustainability in Brazilian agribusiness is a problem of 
coordinated change under uncertainty. It requires the combined force of innovation, policy, 
finance, and market signals, along with consistent enforcement and support for producers 
across sizes and regions. The system-level nature of the challenge, with multiple goals and 
actors, reinforces that trade-offs are unavoidable and that solutions must be adaptive, 
participatory, and attentive to unintended consequences typical of wicked problems (Kebreab, 
2013). In this evolving context, organizations navigate overlapping expectations and 
constraints, which makes the management of tensions central to strategy and underscores the 
relevance of legitimacy seeking and paradox navigation that the empirical analysis examines. 

5.2 PRIME’S OPERATIONS 

Our chosen organization, Prime, was founded over 150 years ago, and the farm started 
as part of the colonization plan by the federal government of Brazil. After the war with 
Paraguay in 1972, the government offered newly conquered lands to families that were 
willing to move and secure the territory. Family farming was the basis of Brazilian 
agriculture, but with the possibility of tax incentives, the family-owned farm in its third 
generation decided to formalize the farm as a company in 1991 to expand and take advantage 
of tax aids. 

As the region and the farm started to grow and profit, the family realized that there 
were opportunities to develop the farm even further and take advantage of tax incentives if 
they incorporated the land as a company. In 1991, the farm was incorporated, and in 1994, the 
sixth generation of the family took over its administration. Over the last 30 years, the 
company has invested in diversification, infrastructure, and governance to solidify its market 
position.  

The company comprises 4 farms with 5.835 acres of productive area across 3 different 
cities in the State of Mato Grosso do Sul. They have a gross revenue of around R$80 million 
annually (roughly US$15.3 million) and focus on commodities rather than the final consumer. 
As seen in Table 4, farming properties with over 1,000 acres account for less than 10% of the 
farms; however, since they represent around 80% of the total land used for farming in the 
state, they represent a significant share of the sector. They sell commodities and have around 
130 employees, more than 140 pieces of equipment and machinery, and they have business 
with over 300 suppliers in the region.  

Prime has continuously evolved since its inception, but the expansion of its activities 
has highlighted the need for greater organizational structure and governance. Figure 2 
illustrates the newly enhanced structure that has been implemented since 2023 to support the 
company’s continued growth. However, the company still has not completed the transition to 
this structure due to the controllership position, which the board decided it was best suited to 
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be occupied by one of the board members instead of an outside person. The shift has been 
slow since the member who will occupy the position is still trying to leave his current job.  
Figure 1 Prime’s Organizational Chart 

 
Note: Research data, planning document for the new company structure. 

Prime’s new organizational structure has two main differences from its previous one. 
Previously, the executive director, responsible for both finance and operations oversight, was 
responding to the board, and below him was an administration manager responsible for the 
administrative part and some operations. The new structure identifies a board member for 
each part, a director for the operations, and another for the administrative, which should 
improve management capabilities within each division. Additionally, they are implementing a 
controllership area; they aim to have better reports that can be used in the decision-making 
process.   

The controllership was supposed to be implemented in 2024, but after reassessing the 
company’s position, the board decided to stall things a bit more. The accountant brought on 
board at the end of 2023 to fill this position still works on the farm, but more of a direct link 
to the outside accounting office that is responsible for Prime’s accounting. Another board 
member is organizing everything to leave their current job and take over as the controller of 
the company by the end of 2025. Board member 2 stated: 

 "We understood that my return had to be in a different position, right? That it 
couldn’t be as an employee. It had to be as a controller, so that I could put the things 

I believe in into practice, with a bit more freedom and a bit more autonomy." 
They understand the need for even better internal control, but the decision to keep this 

highly relevant job in the family was necessary for the family's well-being. Board member 5 
stated, "I’ve always been very focused on taking care of my family. That’s my core, my 
foundation". In addition to this delay in the internal control of the company, bigger structural 
changes are currently happening due to new law changes, The tax law on inheritance is 
drastically changing in Brazil, for that reason, the Strategic Consultant, advised for the 
prioritization of this change and stated, “We’re already doing this, creating separate company 
registrations (CNPJs) for each operation, because it facilitates control, management, and 
also prepares the company for future succession." 

Therefore, the current restructuring of Prime represents a strategic effort to enhance 
governance, formalize succession planning, ensure balanced participation across family 
branches, and mitigate financial loss due to tax changes. At the center of the new structure is a 
patrimonial holding company, which now consolidates ownership and management 
responsibilities. This holding entity is equally divided among the three family-controlled 
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investment companies, one for each of the three siblings currently on the company’s board. 
These intermediary companies centralize personal and patrimonial assets and hold equal 
shares in both the holding company and the group's main operational entities.  

Although Prime remains a family-owned business, its governance is now shared 
among three siblings who comprise the board. One sibling is primarily responsible for 
operations, and even though there was never an official title, he was the active CEO of the 
company from 1994 to 2023. The second sibling oversees the administration and finance and 
has been transitioning into the active CEO role, and will occupy the controller position by the 
end of 2025. The third sibling serves as a board member with a focus on managing the 
integration and development of the next generation for the succession process. The two 
siblings most actively involved in day-to-day operations both have backgrounds in business 
and prior experience working in external organizations.  

The operational structure includes companies focused on agricultural production and 
real estate activities, with ownership evenly distributed to promote shared control and 
accountability. Each sibling owns a company under the new holding. The reorganization also 
includes the establishment of new legal entities and the redistribution of equity shares to 
involve additional family members, indicating a generational transition in progress. While the 
business remains family-owned, the formalized structure marks a shift toward greater 
institutionalization, with clearer roles, ownership boundaries, and long-term governance 
mechanisms. This evolution reflects the group's intent to support sustainable growth while 
preserving familial values and legacy. 

Despite the family structure and current changes underway, there is something a bit 
unique about this company. As mentioned before, most larger farms in the region are focused 
on monoculture and usually specialize in crops (soy and sugar cane) or cattle. However, there 
is a large debate on how sustainable this practice really is in the long term. Regardless of its 
large size, this company seeks diversity and has multiple products. As we can see in Figure 3, 
the company operates today in beef livestock with the selection of the Brangus breed, in 
agriculture with the cultivation of soy, corn, sugar cane, and oats, in poultry, in the production 
of high-quality milk, and in rural technological tourism.  
Figure 2 Prime's Activities 

 
Note: Research data, institutional website. 

The sugar cane production is well consolidated in the company, and on average, their 
production is used to produce around 20 million liters of ethanol, which is considered a 
cleaner fuel. The corn production would be enough to feed 7,200 cows a year; those cows, in 
return, could produce 252 thousand liters of milk every day, which amounts to milk for 1.6 
million people a year. However, the company has only recently focused on milk production, 
so they are still a bit far from full capacity, but already profitable. Poultry farming produces 
enough to feed 50 thousand people annually, and it was the last activity introduced on the 



Theme: Accounting, Technology and Sustainability: shaping the future 
research and practice 

www.congressousp.fipecafi.org 

farm. The company has large-scale production and capacity for improvement, which is what it 
aims for.  

Furthermore, this company not only focuses on diversification but also uses the waste 
and/or subproducts from one activity to produce another. Figure 4 shows how the cycle 
works, starting from the inputs needed for the different crops, such as seeds, fertilizer, labor, 
energy, and others. After the harvest and processing of each crop, the sub-products are used as 
inputs for the livestock. In turn, the waste from the livestock is transformed into energy and 
fertilizers, which are necessary inputs for the farming of crops.  
Figure 3 Farming Cycle 

 
Note: Research data, institutional documents. 

This integrated agribusiness model, the company displays, at its core, exemplifies the 
principles of a circular economy, where crop and livestock production systems are closely 
interconnected to maximize resource efficiency and minimize environmental impact. This 
farming cycle can be very beneficial in the long term, especially during crises. According to 
Capea/USP (2022), the 2022 Agribusiness GDP suffered from the high cost of inputs for 
agricultural production, such as fertilizers, pesticides, fuel, seeds, and others, as well as the 
pressure to reduce the production of soy and sugarcane.  

By linking inputs such as seeds, fertilizers, energy, and labor with outputs like 
soybean, corn, silage, and sugarcane bagasse, Figure 4 demonstrates how agricultural 
processes can complement each other. The outputs from crop cultivation feed directly into 
livestock production, while the by-products of livestock, including chicken bedding, solid 
bovine manure, and liquid bovine manure, are reintegrated into the system as organic 
fertilizers. This closed-loop approach reduces waste, lowers reliance on synthetic inputs, and 
fosters nutrient recycling, aligning with sustainable farming practices. 

 This integration not only reduces greenhouse gas emissions but also contributes to 
energy self-sufficiency, showcasing how waste can be transformed into a valuable resource. 
Such practices embody the core ideals of sustainable development by addressing 
environmental and social dimensions while simultaneously seeking to maximize profit and 
reduce the inherent risks to the agribusiness sector. The model chosen by the company also 
brings to light the complex paradoxes in sustainable agribusiness practices. The pursuit of 
long-term environmental benefits often conflicts with short-term economic goals, creating 
what can be described as a profitability-sustainability paradox.  



Theme: Accounting, Technology and Sustainability: shaping the future 
research and practice 

www.congressousp.fipecafi.org 

Before analyzing each topic of the analytical framework in detail, 2 presents an 
overview of the key dimensions of the LPAM framework, illustrated with examples drawn 
from the case study interviews and supported by relevant literature to facilitate the integration 
of the framework and empirical findings. 
Table 2 Framework Topics Illustrated with Empirical Evidence and Literature 
Topic/Dimension Examples from Case/Empirical Data Key Reference(s) 

External Factors 

Market demand for sustainability, pressure from buyers for 
certifications, new regulations on environmental 
compliance, and societal expectations regarding 

sustainability reporting. 

Hahn et al., 2014; 
Carmine & De Marchi, 

2023 

Internal Factors 
Family values guiding strategy, prioritization of well-being, 

succession planning, long-term orientation, and internal 
professionalization processes. 

Smith & Lewis, 2011; 
Bertolozzi-Caredio et 

al., 2022 

Paradoxes 
(Tensions) 

Balancing economic growth with environmental 
stewardship, short-term profitability versus long-term 

sustainability, and social responsibility versus operational 
efficiency. 

Lewis, 2000; Hahn et 
al., 2015; Carmine & 

De Marchi, 2023 

Legitimacy 
Strategies 

Compliance with legal requirements, sustainability 
disclosure in reports, adopting sustainability standards, and 

adapting to market expectations without exceeding 
minimum compliance. 

Haack & Rasche, 2021; 
Suchman, 1995 

Management 
Tools 

Use of dashboards for monitoring, feasibility analysis before 
investments, integrated financial and sustainability 

reporting, and data-driven decision-making. 

Gond et al., 2012; Busco 
& Quattrone, 2018 

Source: Elaborated by the author. 
As shown in Table 2, each analytical dimension is grounded not only in established 

theoretical foundations but also in concrete organizational practices and experiences described 
by interview participants. This synthesis provides a clear roadmap for the analysis that 
follows, allowing for a more nuanced exploration of how Prime’s management accounting 
practices, legitimacy strategies, and responses to paradoxical tensions manifest in daily 
decision-making and strategic choices. 

5.3 PARADOXICAL TENSIONS AND THE ROLE OF MANAGEMENT 
ACCOUNTING 

Prime’s recent trajectory reveals a diversified and integrated agribusiness that frames 
decisions with concrete numbers and prudence. Financial statements indicate consistent asset 
growth and careful risk posture, which set boundary conditions for new ventures and for 
adjustments when outcomes diverge from plans. Integration is both strategy and identity: 
“Integrating production and adding value to our products is what guarantees our 
profitability, as well as our long-term sustainability. All activities and products carry a 
guarantee of origin, good practices, quality control, and social and environmental respect” 
(Executive Director).  

Sustainability has shifted from a peripheral initiative to a strategic principle that must 
be embedded in processes, budgets, and routines. Leadership is explicit, “sustainability to us 
is something that needs to be integrated into the business, it cannot be a separate thing, like it 
was a parallel project” (Board Member). However, the tone is pragmatic and feasibility 
oriented, “there is concern for the environment, yes, but we need to ensure productivity, that 
is what keeps the farm running” (Operations Manager), and “we are trying to maintain a 
balance, because there is no point in thinking only about the environment if the numbers do 
not add up” (Controller).  

The identified internal pressures pushing this embedding are professionalization, 
succession, capital discipline, capability building, and information reliability. “We need to 
understand what brings results and what does not, and I only believe in that when we have the 
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numbers in hand” (Owner Manager). Table 3 highlights the internal factors found on the 
company and the tool or approach used to mitigate it. 
Table 3 Internal Factors and Mitigation Tools in Prime’s Organizational Development 
Internal Factor Tool or Approach Used to Mitigate 
Generational succession Establishment of family council; formal governance planning 
Professionalization of management Recruitment of a controller; creation of specialized managerial roles; 

structured delegation of authority 
Differences in leadership styles 
(family dynamics) 

Mediation by matriarch; culture of dialogue and respect; emphasis on 
family unity over conflict 

Need for operational and financial 
oversight 

Implementation of internal controls, monthly trial balances, and 
adoption of management accounting systems 

Organizational growth and 
complexity 

Corporate restructuring (e.g., creation of holdings); strategic planning; 
investment in leadership development 

Succession preparation and talent 
development 

Training initiatives (e.g., “Prime day”); encouragement of external 
career experiences for the next generation 

Source: Elaborated by the author. 
On the external side, the main factors identified were the regulation, buyer audits, 

traceability expectations, and evolving standards that define a minimum that cannot be 
ignored: “We do what the law requires, nothing more than that, because otherwise the cost 
goes way up and no one acknowledges it” (Compliance Lead). Markets also pull accounting 
into new territory: “We see that the market is demanding this, so accounting also needs to 
adapt to include sustainability information in reports and decision making” (Finance 
Director). These audiences and demands shape disclosure, documentation, and assurance 
routines, and they raise the salience of timely evidence during negotiations with customers, 
lenders, and auditors. Table 4 shows us how the external factors are perceived. 
Table 4 External Pressures and Strategic Responses in Prime’s Organizational Environment 
External Factor Tool or Approach Used to Mitigate 
Political and reputational visibility 
(public office exposure) 

Strategic organizational separation, enhanced compliance, 
transparency, communication policies, and governance reform 

Legal and regulatory scrutiny Strengthening internal controls, professional legal and fiscal oversight, 
and risk management protocols 

Economic instability and high 
interest rates 

Financial discipline; use of management accounting tools for scenario 
planning and decision-making 

Changes in fiscal/tax norms Continuous adaptation of legal/operational models; proactive 
compliance strategies; engagement with advisors 

Institutional and stakeholder 
expectations (market, society) 

Adoption of sustainability best practices, transparent sustainability 
reporting, stakeholder engagement initiatives 

Public/media scrutiny Enhanced transparency, rapid response protocols, and careful 
reputation management 

Source: Elaborated by the author. 
Within this setting, the central paradoxes appear as short-term constraints versus long-

term resilience, and profitability versus stewardship, which LPAM expects to persist. Table 5 
illustrates the paradoxes and how the company deals with each one of them.  Managers 
describe decisions as horizon problems: “there must be a return, but we also need to see the 
medium and long term” (Controller).  

There was a robotic milking episode that highlighted the role of management controls, 
an investment that advanced animal welfare and signaled modernity, “we invested in the 
milking robot for animal welfare” (Production Lead), yet post implementation monitoring 
challenged viability, “when we ran the numbers month by month, maintenance, consumables, 
and service calls were higher than forecast, and downtime pushed the cost per liter above the 
plan” (Finance Director), and field performance lagged supplier promises, “the cows 
adapted, but throughput and regularity were below what the supplier projected, which 
affected daily volumes” (Production Lead).  
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Management then unpacked the full cost structure, ran sensitivity checks for milk 
price, feed, and service intervals, and piloted operating routines, “we tested scenarios with 
different milking schedules and staffing to see the breakeven under realistic assumptions” 
(Controller), which led to a disciplined pivot to a hybrid setup that preserved welfare gains 
while restoring unit economics, “we kept the welfare benefits and moved to a mixed 
operation, which brought cost per liter back in line and stabilized output” (Herd Manager).  

Additionaly the company’s composting system, implemented in 2024, also highlighted 
the management response to external demands. The initiative responds simultaneously to 
compliance demands and strategic concerns. As the Executive Manager explained, “beyond 
the investment side, we need a destination for these residues; we already have a legal 
obligation.” At the same time, the project emerged as a response to Brazil’s fertilizer crisis of 
2021–2022, when prices surged due to post-pandemic demand, logistics bottlenecks, and 
disruptions linked to the Russia–Ukraine conflict, disproportionately affecting Brazil given its 
heavy dependence on imported potash and nitrogen fertilizers (World Bank, 2022; IFA, 2022; 
USDA-FAS, 2022; CNA, 2022). Reflecting on this vulnerability, the Executive Manager 
noted, “we were pushed by the spike in fertilizer prices with the pandemic and the war, we 
realized how exposed we were, and that we had materials at home that could minimize this 
risk.” 

The composting unit functions as both a regulatory response and a hedge against input 
price volatility. It is structured as its own operational line with a dedicated cost center, 
enabling comparison between compost production costs and mineral fertilizers, monitoring of 
application performance, and allocation to weaker plots to improve soil organic matter 
(MAPA, 2022; Embrapa, 2022). The project required a substantial upfront investment, 
“around three hundred thousand reais”, and implementation was delayed due to supply and 
equipment constraints.  

As the Executive Manager recounted, “the first delay was buying the equipment… we 
also needed a super reducer for the tractor… we ended up buying a new tractor, which only 
arrived recently.” Decision-making balanced technical and economic criteria: “between 
gypsum and lime you weigh risk and product quality… sometimes the more expensive input 
gives a better final compost.” These accounts illustrate how management accounting and 
operational data underpin decisions that must reconcile regulatory mandates, input volatility, 
sustainability goals, and financial prudence. 
Table 5 Sustainability Paradoxes and Management Approaches in Prime 
Sustainability Paradox Tool or Approach Used to Navigate/Mitigate 
Long-term sustainability goals vs. 
short-term financial constraints 

Scenario analysis, investment appraisal, staged implementation, use 
of management accounting to forecast ROI, and track progress 

Environmental innovation vs. economic 
viability 

Cost-benefit analysis, periodic review of new technologies, adaptive 
management, retreat to hybrid or proven solutions when needed 

Ambition for rapid transformation vs. 
gradual organizational change 

Incremental adoption of new practices; focus on organizational 
learning; multi-year planning horizons; patience and stakeholder 
alignment 

Stakeholder and market expectations 
vs. operational capacity 

Transparent reporting, stakeholder engagement, and selective 
prioritization of sustainability initiatives based on capacity and 
resources 

Idealism (doing “the right thing”) vs. 
Pragmatism (ensuring business 
survival) 

Balance through management accounting metrics, leadership 
communication about trade-offs, clear investment thresholds, and 
decision protocols 

Resource allocation for multiple 
sustainability goals vs. limited capital 

Prioritization framework; management accounting to allocate 
resources where impact and feasibility are highest; regular 
reassessment of priorities 

Source: Elaborated by the author. 
Professionalization of management accounting underpins how tensions are mediated. 

Routines that were once informal are now codified through monthly closings, ERP 
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integration, and investment gates, “every month, we have to close out the accounts and send 
the report to the accounting office, we do this using ERP, which makes everything faster and 
more organized” (Accounting Coordinator).  

Feasibility criteria are preconditions for commitment, “today, we carry out a 
feasibility analysis before any investment, there must be a return, and we also need to see if it 
will be sustainable in the medium and long term” (Controller). Monitoring after commitment 
supports timely course correction, “we monitor the monthly reports, and based on them, we 
decide whether to maintain an activity, adjust the budget, or reassess a project” (Finance 
Director). These practices provide a common language and cadence for debate, and they keep 
paradoxes present rather than hidden. 

Outcomes show advances and learning loops. Integration and circularity reduce 
reliance on external inputs, create internal hedges against price shocks, and align 
environmental and cost goals. Energy initiatives are a salient example, “today, the amount of 
solar energy that Prime produces is equivalent to ninety percent of its consumption” 
(Maintenance Supervisor), which lowers exposure in high cost activities such as milk and 
poultry and provides credible signals to external audiences.  

At the same time, the ecohotel illustrates how ambition can drift when capability and 
market fit lag, “we still have not managed to structure it as a business, it ends up serving 
more for family leisure than for generating revenue” (Financial Advisor). Accounting makes 
such gaps visible, enabling leadership to reset expectations, sequence capabilities, or redesign 
projects before they erode credibility. 

Read together, these episodes show management accounting acting as a mediating 
mechanism consistent with LPAM. Accounting translates internal and external expectations 
into indicators and thresholds that are comparable across time horizons, it opens tensions to 
inspection without forcing premature resolution, and it supports reversibility when evidence 
warrants change, “we use ERP to manage all the entries, and it connects directly to the 
accountants, this has helped a lot in reducing mistakes and delays” (Accounting 
Coordinator).  

The cumulative effect is a results picture in which legitimacy is sustained through 
practice and proof, paradoxes are worked through rather than solved, and learning is 
institutionalized in accounting routines. Energy self production and integrated farming cycles 
provide measurable gains and reputational benefits, while underperforming projects are pared 
back or redesigned. In LPAM terms, tensions persist by design, legitimacy pressures from 
external and internal audiences set boundaries for acceptable action, and management 
accounting mediates by making contested aims calculable and discussable, producing a 
process of negotiation and recalibration over time that keeps strategy coherent while allowing 
adaptation. 

6. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

This study set out to understand how sustainability is constructed and navigated in 
practice within a family-owned agribusiness, and to examine the part management accounting 
plays in that process. The analysis shows that sustainability is not a linear path toward a stable 
end state; it is an ongoing construction shaped by negotiation, learning, and recalibration. The 
company continually balances long-term aspirations for stewardship with short-term financial 
constraints, while responding to legitimacy demands from markets, communities, and 
regulators, and to internal pressures related to professionalization and succession.  

Decisions unfold as cycles rather than one-off events, where initial choices generate 
new information and consequences that require renewed evaluation. What appears at first as a 
solution often becomes a starting point for the next round of inquiry, adjustment, and 
sensemaking. Across the episodes examined, paradox functions as a productive force rather 
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than a barrier. Tensions between economic performance, environmental care, and social 
responsibility do not disappear; they become the spaces in which managers test assumptions, 
question priorities, and design alternatives.  

In Prime’s case, these contradictions became pivotal points for learning and strategic 
adjustment as managers confronted the financial results with environmental responsibilities 
and social commitments. Our results show that these tensions were shaped not only by 
internal factors but also by external legitimacy pressures, consistent with Suchman’s (1995) 
proposition that legitimacy comes from a constant negotiation between organisational 
practices and societal expectations. 

Internally, apparent differences between family members’ viewpoints highlight the 
need for consistent data, constant consideration, and communication. While one brother is 
very passionate about sustainability and agribusiness and constantly advocates for more 
innovative, sustainable actions, the other brother is more business-focused. He needs numbers 
and credible results to support decisions and investment ideas. Despite their differences, the 
company has been able to adopt multiple sustainable actions supported by cost-benefit 
analyses, market reports, and internal management data. 

Externally, even though the market is more focused on listed companies, regulatory 
demands and public perceptions of agribusiness reinforced the need for transparency and 
credibility, in line with Bebbington et al. (2008) and Deegan (2019) regarding the central role 
of sustainability reporting and practices in legitimacy. Due to the political affiliation of one of 
the owners, Prime faces more public attention than most in the state, so the decision was made 
to operate more sustainably and voluntarily disclose its sustainable practices on its website. 
Even though not all board members were in favor of this decision, they acknowledge the 
positive results it has brought to the company and appreciate the good reputation it has 
gained.  

The robotic milking investment, for example, advanced animal welfare and signaled 
modernity to external audiences, yet it also introduced strains on financial sustainability that 
prompted a careful reassessment. Accounting tools were then utilized to make the costs and 
benefits more transparent, to explore new configurations, and to achieve a more balanced 
arrangement. Similar dynamics surrounded the ecohotel initiative and other ventures that 
moved from enthusiasm to reconsideration as risks, capabilities, and stakeholder reactions 
became clearer over time. The new composting system, however, came from the disruption of 
the supply chain that increased costs, and the sustainable option provided a cost-saving 
alternative. 

Rather than presenting sustainability as an aspirational narrative, our data illustrate the 
functional, relational, and evidence-driven approach that takes to transform sustainable ideas 
into profitable action. Our findings thus reinforce the theoretical arguments that resilience and 
legitimacy are dynamic capacities that can and should be sustained through continuous 
management, constant evaluation, and explicit communication, as well as the ability to work 
within persistent tensions (Haack & Rasche, 2021; Martens & Bui, 2023). 

Management accounting sits at the center of this recursive movement. It is not simply 
a device for recording outcomes or demonstrating compliance; it becomes an infrastructure 
for organizational conversation, evaluation, and choice. Dashboards, scenario analyses, and 
investment controls do more than quantify performance; they provide a shared language 
through which competing priorities are surfaced, compared, and reconciled. In this sense, 
accounting mediates between aspirations and constraints, helping actors to reconcile 
profitability and stewardship, tradition and renewal, and to sustain credibility in the eyes of 
diverse audiences while maintaining a coherent strategy. 

The theoretical contribution lies in showing how LPAM deepens explanation where 
legitimacy theory or paradox theory alone would be incomplete. Legitimacy theory clarifies 
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why external and internal audiences matter and how organizations seek acceptance through 
practice and disclosure, yet it often under-specifies the lived contradictions that arise in day-
to-day sustainability work. Paradox theory illuminates those contradictions and the need for 
both responses, yet it can remain descriptive without showing how actors actually navigate 
tensions in practice.  

By empirically grounding LPAM in a Brazilian family agribusiness, the study 
demonstrates accounting as an interpretive and adaptive mediator that connects legitimacy 
seeking with paradox navigation. The framework accounts for the recursive movement from 
tension to intervention to re-evaluation, and it shows how credibility and capability co-evolve 
as accounting makes tensions visible, governable, and open to learning. 

The practical contribution follows from this mediation role. For leaders and controllers 
in agribusiness and similar settings, the findings indicate that building accounting capabilities 
is a strategic imperative for embedding sustainability into everyday decisions. Tools such as 
cost analysis, dashboards, and scenario planning should be configured to illuminate long-
horizon consequences alongside near-term performance, to support timely course corrections, 
and to generate disciplined conversations across functions and generations.  

In family-owned firms, institutionalizing transparent governance routines, separating 
personal and business assets, and investing in reliable, auditable systems strengthens 
legitimacy where external scrutiny is high and expectations are shifting. Aligning internal 
accounting with emerging reporting requirements also helps bridge local practices with global 
standards, improving trust while preserving room for innovation and adaptation. 

The study has limitations that open avenues for future research. It is a single case in a 
particular institutional and temporal context, which constrains transferability and calls for 
comparative work across sectors, regions, and ownership forms. The analysis is interpretive 
and theory-informed; alternative lenses could emphasize other mechanisms or dynamics. 
Although triangulated, interviews and internal documents may reflect selective disclosure or 
optimism bias, even as observational notes and follow-up probing sought to counterbalance 
these tendencies.  

Future studies can extend the temporal horizon to track longer investment cycles and 
capability building, examine how evolving standards and assurance practices shift the balance 
between symbolic renewal and substantive change, and combine qualitative depth with 
quantitative or mixed methods to assess the perceived effectiveness of specific accounting 
tools in mediating tensions. Applying and refining LPAM across multiple cases would further 
test its explanatory power and help specify boundary conditions and contingencies relevant to 
contemporary sustainability challenges. 
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