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High lights

- The findings indicate that management accounting is not merely a financial recording and reporting system, but
rather serves as a knowledge-based and institutional infrastructure capable of establishing a link among economic,
environmental, and social objectives, thereby facilitating the transition of organizations toward a circular

economy.

- This research highlights the key role of digitalization, the Internet of Things (loT), blockchain, and integrated
dashboards in creating traceability transparency, data reliability, and real-time reporting for sustainable decision-

making.
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ABSTRACT

Subject and Purpose: The present study was conducted to explore the themes of
management accounting's role in supporting sustainable supply chain and circular
economy decisions. Given environmental complexities, ecological pressures, and
the necessity of integrating sustainable development goals into organizational
decisions, the need for a systematic explanation of management accounting
functions in this area is increasingly felt.

Research Method: This study was designed using a qualitative approach based on
the interpretivism paradigm. Data were collected through 21 semi-structured
interviews with management accountants, financial managers, and sustainability
experts. Purposive and snowball sampling continued until thematic saturation was
achieved. Data analysis was performed using thematic analysis and MAXQDA 2020
software.

Research Findings: The findings led to the identification of 8 main themes and 91
sub themes. The main themes include: strategic alignment and decision-making time
horizon; valuation and financial measurement of circular elements; decision-support
tools, models, and processes; internal controls, incentives, and governance
mechanisms; data, digitalization, and traceability transparency; reporting, market
transparency, and assurance; organizational culture, competencies, and institutional
learning; and policy making, regulations, and inter-organizational coordination.
Conclusion, Originality and its Addition to Knowledge: The results indicate that
management accounting, as a knowledge-based and institutional infrastructure, can
establish a link among economic, environmental, and social objectives at the supply
chain level and facilitate the transition of organizations toward a circular economy.

Keywords: Management accounting, Sustainable supply chain, Circular economy,
Strategic decision-making, Organizational sustainability..
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INTRODUCTION

In the contemporary global landscape,
organizations are confronted with
unprecedented  challenges, including the
escalating climate crisis, the depletion of natural
resources, and the intricate complexities arising
from global interconnectedness.  These
multifaceted pressures have necessitated a
profound redefinition of management’s role in
organizational functioning. Particularly, supply
chain management (SCM), recognized as the
cornerstone of operational and strategic
activities, has transcended its traditional
economic objectives. It is now imperative for
SCM to address and satisfy the stringent
demands of environmental and social
sustainabilitya  paradigm  shift  widely
acknowledged as sustainable supply chain
management (SSCM), which has garnered
significant attention within the strategic
management literature (Theeraworawit et al.,
2022). The integration of the circular economy
(CE) concept with SCM has fostered a
framework that extends far beyond conventional
SCM paradigms. This integrated approach aims
to preserve resources, minimize waste
generation, and enhance collaboration among
supply chain actors. Within this framework,
closed-loop systems, value recovery, and design
for durability are replacing traditional linear
“take-make-dispose” models, thereby
illuminating new potentials for achieving
sustainable development (Sasikumar & Nair,
2025). Amidst these evolving strategic
imperatives, management accounting (MA)
stands out as a critical decision-making tool
within organizational management. However,
existing research indicates a notable deficiency:
the role and functions of MA in supporting the
complex decisions associated with SSCM and
CE have not yet been comprehensively and
systematically investigated, particularly from
practical and strategic perspectives. This
oversight represents a significant gap in both
academic research and practical application
(Rinaldi et al., 2025). Recent studies exploring
the intersection of MA and sustainability reveal
a discipline in transition, moving from
traditional ~ financial content toward the
integration of environmental and social metrics.
For instance, research highlights the role of cost
accounting and material flow analysis in
advancing eco-efficiency processes.

Nevertheless, there remains a pressing need for
further research into analytical and data-driven
tools that can effectively support decision-
making at the supply chain level (Aureli et al.,
2025). A primary challenge in this domain is the
absence of operational and conceptual
frameworks capable of qualitatively describing
and explicating MA'’s role within the context of
CE and decision-making for SSCM. This void
positions novel research at a critical juncture,
where it must not only analyze key themes but
also contribute to the development of new
theories and conceptual designs that can
simultaneously encompass economic,
environmental, and social dimensions (Rinaldi
etal., 2025).

In light of these challenges and the
evolving theoretical landscapes, the present
research embarks on a thematic analysis to
explore the roles, tools, and key mechanisms
of management accounting in supporting
decisions for sustainable supply chains and the
circular economy. This objective aims to
bridge existing theoretical gaps and contribute
to the development of a novel conceptual
framework in this field. Ultimately, by
systematically analyzing the conceptual and
practical themes within MA, SSCM, and CE,
this study seeks to advance global theorization
and provide actionable insights for
organizational managers striving toward
sustainability. The increasing complexity of
competitive environments, coupled with
mounting environmental and social pressures
on organizations, underscores the critical need
for comprehensive performance management
approaches. Within this context,
understanding how MA can effectively
support decision-making for SSCM and the
transition towards a CE remains a significant,
yet largely unanswered, research question.
While extant literature has sporadically
addressed the role of accounting tools in
sustainability, a systematic, theme-driven
conceptual perspective that delineates the
specific functions, challenges, and
opportunities of MA’s role across economic,
environmental, and social dimensions has yet
to be fully developed. Consequently, research
has not yet succeeded in presenting an
integrated framework capable of
simultaneously incorporating elements such as
environmental cost reporting, life cycle
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assessment metrics, and managerial decision-
support tools within the domains of SSCM and
CE. This theoretical and practical lacuna
persists despite the urgent need from
companies and value chain stakeholders for
reliable, timely, and multidimensional
information to inform strategic decisions that
not only enhance economic efficiency but also
optimize environmental and social impacts.
Therefore, this research endeavors, through a
rigorous thematic analysis, to systematically
map the key roles, tools, processes, and
barriers of management accounting within
such decision-making contexts. By addressing
these gaps, it aims to offer an innovative
conceptual framework beneficial to both
researchers and practitioners. Consequently,
the central research question guiding this
study is: What is the role of management
accounting in supporting decisions for
sustainable supply chains and the circular
economy, and which key themes, tools, and
mechanisms can effectively describe and
advance this role?

METHODOLOGY

This research adopts a qualitative approach
with an inductive orientation, reflecting the
exploratory nature of the research problem and
its objective to deeply and contextually
investigate the themes surrounding the role of
management accounting (MA) in supporting
decisions related to sustainable supply chains
(SSC) and the circular economy (CE). This
methodological choice is particularly suitable
for uncovering nuanced insights and
developing a rich understanding of complex
phenomena where existing literature may be
nascent or fragmented. The study population
comprised management accountants, financial
managers, accounting system consultants, and
experts in organizational sustainability
actively practicing in South Khorasan
Province, Iran. These individuals were
selected based on their practical experience in
decision-making relevant to supply chains or
circular economy approaches within their
organizations. Data collection was conducted
in the Iranian calendar year 1404
(approximately March 2025 - March 2026).
Sampling was performed using a purposive,
criterion-based approach. The inclusion
criteria for participants were as follows: a

minimum of five years of professional
experience in management accounting or
corporate financial management; direct
involvement in  decisions related to
environmental cost management,
sustainability performance assessment, or CE-
related projects; theoretical or practical
familiarity with sustainable supply chain
concepts; and a willingness to provide
analytical and in-depth experiences during the
interview process. To ensure the richness of
the data and guarantee a diversity of
perspectives, efforts were made to include a
mix of professional roles. This included
industrial management accountants, financial
managers from manufacturing companies,
sustainability accounting consultants, and
faculty members specializing in management
accounting. The snowball sampling technique
was employed to identify and recruit
participants. This process continued until
thematic saturation was achieved, signifying
that no new codes or themes emerged from
subsequent interviews. Data collection was
terminated after 21 interviews, as a repetition
of concepts was observed, indicating that the
range of experiences and perspectives had
been adequately captured. The collected data
were analyzed using thematic analysis,
facilitated by MAXQDA 2020 software. The
analysis process adhered to the six-phase
framework for thematic analysis proposed by
Braun and Clarke (2006): (1) familiarization
with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3)
searching for themes, (4) reviewing and
refining themes, (5) defining and naming
themes, and (6) producing the final report. In
the initial phase of open coding, raw concepts
were extracted line-by-line from the interview
transcripts. Meaningful units related to the
informational, controlling, strategic, and
analytical roles of MA in supporting SSCM
decisions were identified. During the axial
coding phase, similar codes were organized
into sub-categories, and the relationships
between them were analyzed based on
conceptual and causal links. In the selective
coding phase, core categories and final themes
were established, with their internal coherence
and external distinctiveness rigorously
evaluated. This analytical process was
iterative, involving three cycles of analysis to
ensure conceptual saturation. To ensure the
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rigor and trustworthiness of the research, the
four criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba
(1985) were  employed:  credibility,
dependability, confirmability, and
transferability. To enhance credibility,
preliminary findings were shared with a subset
of participants for feedback (member
checking), and necessary revisions were
incorporated. Dependability was strengthened
through transparent documentation of all
analysis stages and the recording of the
researcher’s  decision-making  pathway.
Confirmability was ensured via a peer
debriefing process with an independent
research colleague, involving a comparison of
coding schemes.  Transferability  was
facilitated by providing a rich description of
the research context and participant
characteristics.  To  assess inter-coder
reliability, Cohen’s Kappa statistic (1960) was
utilized. Two coders independently coded a
portion of the data, yielding a Kappa
coefficient of 0.78. According to established
interpretive benchmarks, this value indicates a
good level of agreement between the coders,
thus supporting the reliability of the coding
process.

RESULT

This research investigated the pivotal role
of management accounting (MA) in bolstering
decision-making for sustainable supply chains
(SSC) and the circular economy (CE).
Employing a qualitative approach, data were
gathered via semi-structured interviews with
domain experts and analyzed thematically
using MAXQDA 2020. The in-depth analysis
revealed eight principal themes and ninety-
one sub-themes, collectively illustrating a
comprehensive and structured understanding
of MA’s diverse contributions to circular
decision-making. These key themes include:
(1) Strategic Alignment and Decision-Making
Time Horizon, emphasizing the integration of
circular goals into long-term strategic
planning and adapting MA metrics beyond
traditional short-term financial cycles; (2)
Financial Valuation and Measurement of
Circular Elements, addressing the challenge of
valuing secondary materials, reused products,
and environmental services using innovative
MA techniques; (3) Decision-Support Tools,
Models, and Processes, highlighting the need

for advanced analytical tools like life cycle
costing and integrated performance systems to
guide CE initiatives; (4) Internal Controls,
Incentives, and Governance Mechanisms,
focusing on how MA can shape corporate
culture and operational practices through
appropriate controls and incentives that
encourage  sustainability and  resource
efficiency; (5) Data, Digitalization, and
Traceability Transparency, underscoring the
critical role of digital technologies in
providing the data necessary for tracking
materials and products throughout their
lifecycle, enabling accurate accounting and
reporting; (6) Reporting, Market
Transparency, and Assurance, discussing the
increasing demand for reliable external
reporting on sustainability performance and
the role of MA in providing this information,
along with the need for third-party assurance;
(7) Organizational Culture, Competencies,
and Institutional Learning, recognizing the
importance of fostering a sustainability-
oriented culture, developing relevant MA
skills, and promoting knowledge sharing
within  organizations; and (8) Policy,
Regulation, and Inter-organizational
Coordination, acknowledging the influence of
external policies and the need for MA to
facilitate coordination across supply chain
partners to achieve systemic circularity.
Together, these themes provide a robust
framework for understanding and enhancing
MA’s capacity to support the transition
towards more sustainable and circular
business models.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this research unequivocally
demonstrate that management accounting
(MA) transcends its traditional financial
recording and reporting functions to operate as
an integrated, strategic information system
capable of supporting, guiding, and
reinforcing circular decision-making at both
tactical and strategic levels. These findings,
systematically derived from a thematic
analysis of semi-structured interviews,
illuminate eight core domains, each offering
distinct mechanisms and tools to realize this
expanded role. Firstly, Strategic Alignment
and Decision-Making Time Horizon acts as
the internal policy-setting framework,
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managing temporal conflicts through scenario
planning, shared value measurement, and
phased resource allocation, ensuring that
decisions align with long-term circularity
objectives. Secondly, Financial Valuation and
Measurement of Circular Elements, by
adapting methodologies such as life cycle
costing, material flow accounting, and
recovery quality accounting, enables the
translation of physical flows and waste
streams into financial values and the
capitalization of benefits, thereby providing a
guantitative basis for circular investments.
Thirdly, Decision-Support Tools, Models, and
Processes, encompassing flow simulation,
integrated  dashboards, and  adaptive
assessment frameworks, empower decision-
makers to quantify scenario outcomes and
equitably model cost allocation among various
actors within the value chain. Fourthly,
Internal Controls, Incentives, and Governance
Mechanisms, through the integration of
sustainability indicators into reward systems,
sustainability-based supply contracts, and
internal audit mechanisms, actively steer
decision-maker behavior towards adopting
circular options. Fifthly, Data, Digitalization,
and Traceability Transparency forms the
essential infrastructure underpinning all the
aforementioned tools; traceability, integration
of enterprise systems, and real-time
technologies facilitate reliable reporting and
value allocation. Sixthly, Reporting, Market
Transparency, and Assurance, achieved via
adherence to standards, independent data
assurance, and regular disclosure, enhances
stakeholder trust and market access, crucial for
the commercial viability of circular initiatives.
Seventhly, Organizational Culture,
Competencies, and Institutional Learning
sustains the capacity for implementing these
changes by promoting new accounting skills,
cross-departmental training, and fostering a
culture of environmental accountability.
Finally, Policy, Regulation, and Inter-
organizational Coordination provides the
necessary institutional environment for
scaling circular solutions by establishing legal
frameworks, standardizing metrics, and
encouraging  secondary  markets.  This
comprehensive set of themes underscores the
transformative potential of MA in driving the
transition towards a circular economy.

CONCLUSIONS

This research concludes that management
accounting is an indispensable strategic
enabler for the successful implementation of
sustainable supply chains and the circular
economy. The identified eight principal
themes Strategic Alignment and Decision-
Making Time Horizon; Financial Valuation
and Measurement of Circular Elements;
Decision-Support  Tools, Models, and
Processes; Internal Controls, Incentives, and
Governance Mechanisms; Data,
Digitalization, and Traceability Transparency;
Reporting, Market  Transparency, and
Assurance; Organizational Culture,
Competencies, and Institutional Learning; and
Policy, Regulation, and Inter-organizational
Coordination collectively delineate a robust
roadmap for integrating circular principles
into organizational practice through MA. The
study affirms that MA’s role extends far
beyond traditional financial stewardship,
evolving into a dynamic system that informs
and directs complex, forward-looking
decisions crucial for environmental and
economic resilience. The findings highlight
the critical need for organizations to adopt and
adapt advanced MA tools and techniques,
such as life cycle costing and integrated
performance measurement, to accurately
guantify the financial implications of circular
strategies, including waste reduction and
resource recovery. Furthermore, establishing
strong internal controls, incentive structures
aligned with sustainability goals, and
transparent data management through
digitalization are paramount for driving
behavioral change and ensuring the reliability
of reporting. The research also underscores the
importance of fostering an organizational
culture that supports circularity and invests in
the development of requisite competencies.
Externally, supportive policy frameworks and
inter-organizational coordination are vital for
creating an enabling environment for scaled
circular initiatives. Therefore, embracing this
expanded vision of MA is not merely an
operational adjustment but a strategic
imperative for organizations seeking to thrive
in an increasingly resource-constrained and
sustainability-focused global economy. Future
research could explore the quantitative impact
of these MA practices on firm performance in
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circular economy contexts and investigate
sector-specific adaptations of these themes.
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