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In drawing on recent SEAR, we highlight four dominant perspectives − the 

business case, critical theory, radical theory and critical 

realism/interpretivism. This provides an opportunity to consider the 

prominent role they play in this emerging discipline. 

We consider that SEAR has taken a predominantly business case approach to 

sustainability. The business case approach advocates that SEAR must be 

embedded in existing business paradigms. Business case researchers 

explore ways in which social and environmental information can augment 

existing business operations (e.g. achieve greater efficiency). Furthermore, 

work in this area seeks to encourage the provision of ‘better’ information to 

‘improve’ internal decision making (such as reducing environmental 

litigation). 

This, they argue, will provide greater external stakeholder accountability 

(such as providing information in ways that lessen external pressure on 

corporations). The dominant business case in SEAR shares much in common 

with The Brundtland Report, justifying an economic approach to increase 

the sustainability of the existing social system. Thus, SEAR using a business 

case approach, primarily considers incremental change within the existing 

market and economic paradigm (see, for example, Unerman and Chapman, 

2014). 

The second key classification we observe is an evolutionary approach which 

emanates from earlier critical accounting theory. This strand of the 

literature examines general claims about the distinctive nature of morality 

in SEAR. This is the view that social change emerges from the current social 

system through a focus on ethical and moral transformations. 
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general claim of morality is that it is possible to develop commonalities from 

within the current system. As such, there is hope that morality is 

commensurable across different cultures and identities. A sense of 

universality and a global common ‘character of being’ is embedded in such 

thinking. It is argued that such a strategy will create improved ethical 

outcomes in our interactions with each other, wider communities and the 

natural environment. For SEAR, this necessarily involves determining the 

ethical content concerning the impact (and outcomes) of corporate and 

social systems on other cultures together with the natural environment.1 
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  Business case researchers explore ways in which social and 
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 Furthermore, work in this area seeks to encourage the provision of ‘better’ 
information to ‘improve’ internal decision making (such as reducing 
environmental litigation). 
_________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
This, they argue, will provide greater external stakeholder accountability 
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corporations).  
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
The dominant business case in SEAR shares much in common with The 
Brundtland Report, justifying an economic approach to increase the 
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Thus, SEAR using a business case approach, primarily considers 
incremental change within the existing market and economic paradigm 
(see, for example, Unerman and Chapman, 2014). 
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The general claim of morality is that it is possible to develop 
commonalities from within the current system.  
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As such, there is hope that morality is commensurable across different 
cultures and identities.  
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 A sense of universality and a global common ‘character of being’ is 
embedded in such thinking. 
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 It is argued that such a strategy will create improved ethical outcomes in 
our interactions with each other, wider communities and the natural 
environment.  
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For SEAR, this necessarily involves determining the ethical content 
concerning the impact (and outcomes) of corporate and social systems on 
other cultures together with the natural environment. 
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