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There Should be More Normative Research on How Social and
Environmental Accounting Should be Done
Matthew Brander

University of Edinburgh Business School, Centre for Business, Climate Change & Sustainability, Edinburgh,
UK

ABSTRACT
I suggest that the SEA research community has not engaged
significantly with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
because our community generally does not offer normative policy-
focused advice on how to account for climate change. This raises
the question ‘Why not?’. It cannot be because there is no demand
for normative accounting guidance, as examples of this need
abound everywhere. And it cannot be because normativity is ‘not
academic’ as other academic disciplines engage in normative
research, notably the fields of economics and life cycle assessment.
The SEA research community may be constrained by its social
constructivist epistemology, its focus on explanatory theory which
drives us towards explanatory rather than normative questions, and
our training in social science research methods rather than direct
engagement with how to do social and environmental accounting.
Notwithstanding the challenges there is a pressing need for better
accounting practice, and who better to develop methods for social
and environmental accounting than the social and environmental
accounting research community? Arguably, there should be more
normative research on how social and environmental accounting
should be done.
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Themotivation for this Special Issue is the fact that the SEA research community has not, to
date, engaged significantly with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
(Charnock and Thomson 2019, 2020), which raises the interesting question ‘Why not?’.
There may be many strands to answering this question, but one possible explanation
that I believe deserves attention is the apparent absence of normativity, ormore specifically
the normative development of accounting methods, within SEA research. By this I mean
research that proposes in detail how accounting for climate change should be done.

One example of what normative methods can look like is provided by the various ISO
standards for climate and other forms of social and environmental accounting (e.g. ISO
14064-1, ISO 14064-2, ISO 14067, etc.). These standards make explicit ‘shall’ and
‘should’ statements for what reporting entities either must do (i.e. ‘shall’ statements), or
are recommended to do (i.e. ‘should’ statement) (ISO 2021). Such normativity appears
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to be alive and well within other academic disciplines such as economics (with its una-
shamed prescriptions for ‘optimisation’ and ‘first-best’ solutions), and which clearly fits
well with the IPCC’s mandate ‘to examine… response strategies’ (Agrawala 1998, 616),
i.e. how we should respond to climate change. So the theme in this commentary is
‘Why shouldn’t the SEA research community engage in the normative development of
methods for climate change accounting?’.

The following section discusses the need for such research, and the apparent gap in
academic practice. The subsequent section speculates as to why SEA researchers, as a
community, might be reluctant or constrained in undertaking normative method devel-
opment. The concluding section argues that the societal need for normative research
should motivate us to overcome the constraints.

The need for research undertaking normative method development

To give a recent example of the kinds of accounting questions that are being asked by
policy-makers (a key audience for the IPCC), in 2019 the Scottish Government commis-
sioned a report with the following objectives:

1. To understand approaches that could be applied to assess and report the climate emissions
impact of the Scottish Government’s Infrastructure Investment Plan; and assess how well
aligned the Plan is with Scotland’s greenhouse gas reduction ambitions.

2. To explore approaches that could be used to report on how well infrastructure spending
decisions (made as part of the Scottish Government Budget) are aligned with Scotland’s
greenhouse gas reduction ambitions.

3. To identify what indicator, or suite of indicators, may be appropriate for tracking and report-
ing the carbon impact of infrastructure and investment decisions over time.’ [italicised
emphasis added]. (ClimateXChange 2019, 1–2)

The key points to highlight from this ‘invitation to quote’ are that the Scottish Govern-
ment was seeking advice on what it could or should do (i.e. it was seeking normative rec-
ommendations), and also that what it was looking for are clearly accountingmethods (i.e.
methods for assessing and reporting on investment, spending, and budgeting decisions).
What is also notable is not just that no SEA research literature was identified in the syn-
thesis report for answering these questions (Brander and Jackson 2020), but that almost
no immediately relevant academic literature was found at all, indicating a sizeable gap in
current academic practice.

A different example of the need for normative research comes from the GHG Protocol’s
on-going development of guidance on corporate reporting for what are called ‘biogenic’
emissions, i.e. emissions from the combustion of wood and other organic material (GHG
Protocol 2020). The GHG Protocol is an initiative convened by the World Resources Insti-
tute and the World Business Council for Sustainable Development, and produces some of
the most widely used international standards for greenhouse gas (GHG) accounting. The
GHG Protocol’s existing standard for corporate-level GHG accounting divides emissions
into three scopes, with ‘scope 1’ referring to emissions from sources owned or controlled
by the reporting company, ‘scope 2’ are emissions from purchased electricity, heating, or
cooling, and ‘scope 3’ are emissions from any other source in the company’s value chain
(WBCSD/WRI 2004). However, emissions from the combustion of biogenic material are
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generally excluded from the scopes as they are assumed to be balanced by corresponding
removals of CO2 (through photosynthesis as plants grow). This accounting approach is
arguably highly problematic as companies generally only report or set reduction
targets for their scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions, and the exclusion of biogenic emissions effec-
tively makes these emissions invisible to companies and their stakeholders.

What is notable for the present discussion is the composition of the various technical
working groups that are engaged in drafting the new accounting guidance. Of the 82
technical working group members only 8 are academics, and none are from the SEA
research community (GHG Protocol 2020). The academic disciplines represented
include biogeochemistry, environmental science, agricultural science, environmental
policy, geographical sciences, and forest resource management. It might be felt that
these disciplines are appropriate for guiding the technical measurement of plant
growth and CO2 sequestration, but arguably there is also much that is missing. It
seems reasonable to expect that an understanding of how and why companies and
their stakeholders use (and misuse) environmental information would be useful in design-
ing a standard for corporate GHG accounting. It would also be useful to have research that
explicitly explores and tests the different accounting design options and what the
different accounting approaches are appropriate for.

The Scottish Government’s accounting request and GHG Protocol’s guidance provide
two examples of the need for normative research, and there appear to be many more,
such as: the need for accounting rules for the thousands of companies setting ‘net
zero’ emission reduction targets; how to ensure voluntary offset projects reduce emis-
sions below what would happen anyway (now that almost all countries have reduction
targets, under the Paris Agreement); how investors should interpret portfolio carbon foot-
printing; or how to assess financial alignment with the Paris Agreement, and so on.

Although there seems to be a societal need for academic research engaged in norma-
tive method development for climate change-related accounting, there appears to be a
considerable gap in its provision. One exception (that ‘proves the rule’) is the academic
research on life cycle assessment, which has long engaged in normative method develop-
ment for product-level social and environmental accounting (e.g. Ekvall and Weidema
(2004), Brandão et al. (2013), or Brander (2016)). But this still leaves a research gap in nor-
mative method development for individual, corporate, portfolio, national, project, and
policy-level accounting, to name only a few. The exception of life cycle assessment is
also useful for countering any suggestion that normative method development simply
is not the domain of academic research and instead should be left to practitioners, indus-
try, and NGOs. Clearly, LCA academics can engage in normative research, which they
publish in academic journals, and present at academic conferences etc. Nevertheless,
the absence of normative method development within SEA research is real, and the
reasons for this are worth exploring.

Why SEA researchers might be reluctant or constrained in undertaking
normative method development

There appear to be a number of reasons why SEA researchers might be reluctant to
engage in normative method development. One possible reason is that the social con-
structivist ontology and epistemology that underpins much of the research within the
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SEA field may appear to sit at odds with taking a prescriptive approach to accounting
practice. If accounting practice is constructed and contingent rather than reflecting an
objective reality, then on what basis are we to say ‘This is how it should be done’? Any
normative prescription is itself contingent and constructed, and on no firmer a foundation
than any alternative prescription. The response to this might be to acknowledge that any
normative prescription is contingent on our social/ethical/disciplinary perspective, but
that it is precisely from careful consideration of our standards of practice that we make
our normative judgements. If we did not have a social/ethical/disciplinary perspective
we would have no basis from which to form judgements or take action.

Another reason why SEA researchers may be constrained from undertaking normative
method development is the strong disciplinary demand for theoretically informed
research. Such demands appear embedded within the SEA community’s disciplinary
norms and practices, from PhD review panels to the editorial policies of leading journals.
But if theory, or at least the theory commonly used within SEA research (e.g. institutional,
legitimacy, critical theory, etc.), is primarily useful for explanatory and critical research
(Charnock, Brander, and Schneider 2021), then the demand for theory might inadvertently
drive us away from alternative forms of research, such as normative method develop-
ment. A variant of this effect is when the impulse for normativity within SEA research is
diverted from providing explicit or operationalisable accounting methods, into somewhat
more abstract theoretical frameworks. One illustration of this is Cuckston’s call for making
biodiversity research a force for conservation.

Therefore, the formulation and pursuit of research questions that will generate insights useful
to conservation will require the development of explanatory theoretical frameworks that
enable rich conceptualisations of the problem of biodiversity loss and the possibilities for
re-organising human-nature relations. (Cuckston 2018, 223) [emphasis added]

Such theoretical frameworks can be highly useful, but often they remain at a high level of
abstraction, which leaves open the question ‘What is it, in detail, that we should actually
do?’ or ‘What exactly should our accounting practices look like?’. The same can be said of
the calls for ‘new accountings’ within the SEA literature (Gray 1992; Brown 2009; Ascui
2014), which clearly embody the normative stance that there should be new accountings,
but generally do not provide detailed prescriptions on what these should look like.

A final speculative reason why SEA researchers might be constrained in undertaking
normative method development is that scholars within the field tend to have a back-
ground in ‘mainstream’ financial or management accounting, particularly in their under-
graduate studies. As a result, researchers may not feel qualified to engage in the detailed
design of social and environmental accounting methods, the mechanics of which are
unfamiliar (just as a hydrologist or climatologist would not know where to start with
financial accounting). Doctoral programmes for SEA scholars tend to develop expertise
in qualitative or quantitative social science research methods, which are then applied
to social and environmental accounting practice as the research object, but students
tend not to be trained in implementing the accounting practices they study. That is,
SEA scholarship tends to observe, explain, and critique SEA practice, rather than do it.
Admittedly, developing skills and knowledge in implementing SEA methods would
require a large investment of time on the part of SEA scholars, and it is a genuinely chal-
lenging constraint to engagement in normative method development. However, closer
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engagement with how to implement and design SEA methods may also yield alternative
and deeper understandings for the explanatory and critical agendas within SEA research,
as well as the ability to engage in normative method development.

In the hope that the preceding discussion might pique interest in undertaking norma-
tive method development, I wanted to offer some general suggestions for what research
in this area can look like. A common approach within the LCA literature is to undertake an
application of an incumbent accounting practice, i.e. a case study, in order to illustrate the
shortcomings of the method, and to offer prescriptions for how the method can be
improved (e.g. Chalmers, Brander, and Revoredo-Giha (2015)). An extension of this is to
implement a number of alternative, incumbent or proposed, accounting methods
within a case study in order to illustrate the differences between the methods, and
their relative strengths and weaknesses (e.g. Thomassen et al. 2008). An alternative
approach is to offer a purely conceptual discussion of alternative methods, with rec-
ommendations for which methods should be used, or how they should be developed
(e.g. Plevin, Delucchi, and Creutzig (2014)). A possible example of what this might look
like within the field of SEA research is the proposal for ‘sustainable cost accounting’ by
the Corporate Accountability Network (Corporate Accountability Network 2019),
though the amount of detail on how to implement the method is relatively sparse
(and, as expected, it is published by an NGO rather than in an academic journal). A
recent, rare, and welcome example of normative SEA research within the academic litera-
ture is Quattrone’s (2021) ‘value-added for nature income statement’.

Conclusion

There appears to be a considerable societal need for carefully designed methods for climate
change accounting, while at the same time there is a lack of academic engagement in nor-
mative method development. Arguably this gap is a contingent feature of current academic
practice and it could be otherwise, as indicated by the normative research agenda within the
field of life cycle assessment, and also in the early decades of SEA research itself (Mathews
(1997) reports the presence of normative research in the 1970s, but it falling out of vogue
from the 1980s onwards). Although engagement in normative research may require a con-
siderable investment of time to develop skills in applying and designing accounting
methods, the social and environmental imperative clearly justifies the effort. There also
appears to be an appetite for normative research within the SEA community, and what
might be needed is more institutional/disciplinary ‘space’ for discussing, developing, present-
ing, and publishing normative work. It might be tempting to think ‘But this isn’t what we do’,
but it is not clear who will if we don’t. Who better to develop methods for social and environ-
mental accounting than the social and environmental accounting research community? So to
conclude with a normative statement: there should be more normative research on how
social and environmental accounting should be done.
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