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Abstract 

 

There have been various calls for sustainability and sustainability accounting to be included more widely in man-

agement accounting education. While there is some dated evidence that sustainability accounting is not yet being 

taught during an accountant’s education, current and systematic evidence about the degree of dissemination is 

lacking. This paper conducts a systematic literature review of leading German, British and US-American account-

ing textbooks to analyze the current state of covering sustainability and sustainability accounting. The analysis 

addresses scope, topical contents, degree of disruptiveness, and specific tools, among others. The contributions of 

this paper are to provide a clearer understanding of the current state of dissemination of sustainability accounting 

concepts in conventional German and Anglo-Saxon accounting education in order to identify gaps in knowledge 

dissemination and to recommend textbook revisions as well as changes to accounting education.  
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1 Introduction and literature  

There are many signs that humanity has exceeded the planetary boundaries of various earth systems (Steffen et 

al., 2015; Rockström et al., 2009; Sachs et al., 2017; WWF International, 2016). Companies have been identified 

as a possible societal actor and root cause of environmental degradation (e.g. Huisman & Sidoli, 2019; Málovics 

et al., 2008). Crutzen et al. (2017) argued that corporate sustainability should aim to improve the ecological and 

social performance to contribute to sustainable development. Corporate sustainability management should not 

only be integrated with measurement and reporting (Maas et al., 2016), it should also be an integral part of corpo-

rate strategy (Schaltegger & Wagner, 2006) and management control (Gond et al., 2012). Yet, empirical research 

has found that – in practice – there is still limited integration between corporate sustainability and management 

control (e.g. Bernatzky et al., 2018; Günther et al., 2017; Schaltegger et al., 2013; Albelda, 2011; CIMA, 2011; 

Zvezdov et al., 2010; Durden, 2008; Larrinaga‐González & Bebbington, 2001; Wilmshurst & Frost, 2001).  

Several journal papers conclude that management accountants need education to address sustainability issues 

(Egan & Tweedie, 2018; Schaltegger & Zvezdov, 2015; Williams, 2015; Spence et al., 2012; Evans et al., 2012; 

Wilmshurst & Frost, 2001; Gray et al., 1995). Specifically, Egan and Tweedie (2018) found that accountants might 

not have sufficient capabilities for addressing the complexities of sustainability and require training. Schaltegger 

and Zvezdov (2015) argued that, if accountants act as gatekeepers due to a lack of expertise, they need education 

to be involved more constructively. Evans et al. (2012) see a particular need for teaching the business cases for 

sustainability since education can disseminate new ideas and thus bridge research and practice. Education has also 

been found to be relevant to improve the sustainability performance of organizations, since new sustainability 

practices and tools have been found to be used when awareness and knowledge of them is high (Hörisch et al., 

2015; Windolph et al., 2014). Some critical scholars see a need to questioned the ‘hidden curriculum’ in account-

ing education with a sole focus on financial values (Bebbington & Thomson, 2001), as well as a need to address 

the tension between training for vocational skills versus an education for wider transcendent roles (Gray & 

Collison, 2002). Additionally, there have been calls to integrate sustainability in management education by 50 

global corporate sustainability leaders as part of the United Nations Global Compact and the Principles for Re-

sponsible Management Education (Weybrecht, 2015).   

Despite these clear calls, there is some evidence that sustainability accounting is not yet being taught during an 

accountant’s education, neither in Germany (Günther et al., 2018), nor sufficiently elsewhere (Collison et al., 

2014; Gray, 2013; Mangion, 2006). Thus, knowledge about applying sustainability practices and tools might not 

yet be disseminated sufficiently in education to apply them in practice. However, current and systematic evidence 

about the degree of dissemination of sustainability accounting in management accounting education is lacking.                                                                                                                                                       

Since the accounting education differs between countries (Heinzelmann, 2016; Messner et al., 2008), there might 

also be differences to what extent sustainability issues and sustainability accounting are covered in the educational 

contexts in different countries. Business schools play an important role in accounting education in the UK and 

Australia (Mangion 2006). Similarly, a large share of accountants in Germany have a college or university degree 

– possibly as high as 85% (Heinzelmann, 2016). Thus, it is critical to analyze the dissemination materials used in 

the educational practice of colleges and universities.  

Knowledge about management accounting concepts and tools is generally shared with future accountants in their 

accounting education via different approaches, including lectures, case studies, and textbooks, with the latter play-

ing a key role in disseminating new concepts in accounting (Zeff, 2009). Furthermore, the content of textbooks 

influences the content of syllabi as well (Strauß & Zecher, 2013), and ultimately, how far accounting professors 

consider integrating sustainability issues, sustainability accounting and/or specific sustainability accounting tools 

in their curriculum.  

By looking at the coverage of sustainability and sustainability accounting in accounting textbooks, this paper will 

thus address the following research question: To what extent are current education practices influencing the re-

search-practice gap of integrating management accounting and sustainability accounting?  
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Several authors have identified a research-practice gap, or a disconnect between discourses in academia and the 

lived practice of management accounting (e.g. Jansen, 2018; Tucker & Schaltegger, 2016; van de Ven & Johnson, 

2006; Mitchell, 2002). Several papers have addressed the question how to close the gap and whether it should be 

bridged, brokered, or even closed at all (Neal et al., 2015; Tucker & Parker, 2014; Bansal et al., 2012; Bartunek, 

2007). In particular, education has been named as a critical element in closing the gap via disseminating or ex-

changing knowledge (Burke & Rau, 2010; Starkey & Madan, 2001).  

Tucker and Schaltegger (2016) analyzed research-practice gaps in management accounting across four stages of 

innovations: discovery, translation, dissemination, and change at the organizational level – based on the diffusion 

of innovations theory (Rogers, 1995). For the dissemination phase, the authors discuss a lack of practitioner access 

to journals; additionally, knowledge dissemination via education would fall into the category as well, yet has not 

been explicitly researched. This paper would thus focus on the dissemination phase of sustainability accounting 

as an innovation in conventional accounting.  

2 Methodology 

A literature analysis of management accounting textbooks will look at the coverage of sustainability accounting, 

similar to Strauß and Zecher (2013) as well as Hoffjan and Wömpener (2006), who reviewed the coverage of 

management accounting concepts in textbooks. In order to provide a cross-country comparison, leading German, 

British and US-American textbooks will be analyzed. The analysis will cover the extent of coverage and the con-

tent across different categories: definitions and strong/weak concepts of sustainability (Dyball & Thomson, 2013), 

purpose and degree of disruptiveness (Gray, 2019), tools and approaches (Hörisch et al., 2015; Windolph et al., 

2014), and specific topics (e.g. Owen, 2013).  

3 Preliminary results 

Two German and two English-language textbooks (with a focus on USA and Europe) were analyzed so far. Sus-

tainability in general and sustainability accounting are only addressed on 5.3-7.4% of total pages. Of the textbooks 

analyzed so far, only the two German textbooks (Britzelmaier, 2017; Fischer et al., 2015) provide a separate 

chapter on sustainability accounting, however these chapters are not connected to other chapters. These two books 

are fairly similar regarding the topic of analysis. Both offer definitions for sustainability and connect sustainability 

to the Triple Bottom Line. This latter concept drives an extension of traditional management control to track, steer 

and ultimately manage sustainability goals as well. However, specific environmental and social issues are only 

mentioned in passing, such as waste management or employee working conditions. The degree of disruptiveness 

is rather low, since the focus lies on increasing resource efficiency and maintaining (financial) value goals. While 

Fischer et al. (2015) recognize possible competitive advantages and new customer segments due to sustainability, 

both textbooks mention higher costs due to sustainability efforts. Social as well as environmental topics can be 

integrated into various existing strategic and operational accounting tools, including corporate goal setting, the 

Sustainability Balanced Scorecard, cost-benefit analyses, indicators, and managing costs by integrating product 

lifecycle thinking. Nearly all of the tools presented in Britzelmaier (2017) have a focus on cost reduction. Both 

books also clearly define tasks and challenges of sustainability accounting in management control. In comparison 

to other German textbooks for management accounting that were scanned in addition, these two include the highest 

number of pages on sustainability topics.  

The two English-language textbooks (Anthony et al., 2014; Merchant & van der Stede, 2017) do not have separate 

chapters on sustainability and sustainability accounting. Instead they provide subsections on the importance of a 

broader stakeholder management. Connecting it to the stakeholder view, Anthony et al. (2014) identify Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) as a major trend. They also include a substantial case study on managing stakeholders 

with environmental concerns. Merchant and van der Stede (2017) describe CSR as a “non-profit initiative” (p. 
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721), reflecting the interests of a wider stakeholder community. Neither group of authors connect CSR to man-

agement control. However, in contrast to the German textbooks, Anthony et al. (2014) explicitly address possible 

problems with an exclusive focus on value and profit maximization and Merchant and van der Stede (2017) state 

that “no group, not even owners, automatically has priority over the other stakeholders” (p. 677). These results 

can be viewed as carefully questioning the primacy of an exclusive shareholder value focus and indicating a 

slightly stronger degree of disruptiveness, compared to the German textbooks. Neither one of the English-language 

textbook describes tools and approaches for sustainability accounting, and neither one defines tasks nor challenges 

of sustainability accounting in management control. Similarly, specific environmental and social issues are only 

mentioned in passing, such as human rights and the impact on local communities. 

Overall, sustainability accounting as well as the connection of corporate sustainability and management account-

ing are only addressed to a limited extent and in isolation from other management accounting topics.  
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