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Abstract 
 
In response to calls for more in depth exploration of the state and prospect of research on 
accounting for sustainability, this paper presents an extensive review of the “accounting for 
water” literature to examine how research on these issues has evolved over time in the 
Accounting, Management and Organisation fields. In the first part, we provide a conceptual 
and theoretical background of the issues investigated. The second part introduces the 
methodology, which was adopted. Our analysis shows that the publication on ‘accounting for 
water’ developed and evolved through three stages, namely: i) the beginning era (1970s-
1989s), where ‘water-issues’ started to appear as a novel topic of research. ii) The diffusion 
era (1990s – 2007) when ‘water-issues’ gradually became a recognizable research topic; and 
iii) the proliferation era (2007–2017) where research on ‘water-issues’ became an 
established and consolidated area of investigation in the fields of Accounting, Management 
and Organisation.  
 
 
Keywords: water, water accounting, social and environmental accounting, literature review. 

1. Introduction 
 

Attention to the social, environmental and ethical aspects related to the economic 
activities of organisations has gradually moved from the periphery to the center of 
debate in management and accounting disciplines. In the specific context of 
accounting, the term social and environmental accounting (SEA hereafter) has been 
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proposed to widely refer to the integration of the issues related to society and the 
environment in the most traditional considerations in accounting (Contrafatto, 
2009; Rusconi, 2013; Gray, Owen & Adams, 2014; Bebbington & Larrinaga-Gonzales 
2014). Over the last two decades or so, SEA has evolved and consolidated to become 
a relevant field of research in management and accounting studies. The scope of this 
field of research has increasingly expanded, among others, in terms of focus, 
issues/topics addressed and methodologies adopted. With regard to the focus, 
attention has gradually moved beyond the initial interests in accounting-related 
issues, i.e. ‘how’ to account for (e.g. means for accounting/reporting) to include 
consideration of the processes involved in the “reporting”, “controlling” and 
“managing” of these issues (Contrafatto & Burns, 2013). In addition, research in SEA 
has also benefited from the contribution provided by several methodologies and 
research strategies, such as for example engagement-based strategies and 
qualitative-infused approaches (see for example Adams & Larrinaga-Gonzales, 
2007). This range of alternative methodologies and approaches, which have more 
recently emerged in the SEA literature, has enriched the theoretical and empirical 
understanding of some of the complexities related to the decision-making about 
social and environmental accounting. Finally, with regard to the issues, research on 
SEA has widened to include new topics, issues and areas of consideration, which 
have over time emerged in the academic debate. For example, attention has been 
devoted to issues related to ‘sustainability’ (Bebbington, Unerman & O’Dwyer 2014; 
Gray, 2010), ‘biodiversity’ (Jones, 2003), ‘knowledge’ (Contrafatto & Rusconi, 2012), 
‘ecology’ (Russell, Milne & Dey, 2017) and more recently to ‘human rights’ (McPhail 
& Ferguson, 2016) and ‘water (Hazelton, 2014). As a result of this expansion in the 
focus and issues investigated, a substantial body of research in management and 
accounting has emerged. In this paper, we focus on the so-called “accounting for 
water” or “water accounting” literature, i.e. the research which has attended to the 
inter-relationships between ‘water-issues’ and ‘accounting and control’. In 
particular, we have carried out an extensive review of the management and 
accounting literature with the purposes of ‘mapping’ (Thomson, 2014) the 
developments and trends in the ‘accounting for water’ studies, i.e. ‘how’ and ‘under 
what patterns’ research on these issues has developed over time. Our literature-
based analysis provides two main contributions. First, we provide a ‘heuristic 
taxonomy’ (Contrafatto, 2011) for classifying and organizing the literature which 
has over time emerged. Second, we identify areas for development in the field of 
‘accounting for water’ by proposing new research venues. The paper is organized as 
follows. In the second section, we briefly review the social accounting literature to 
provide a theoretical background for understanding the evolution of water 
accounting. In the third section, we provide a definition and conceptualization of 
water accounting. In the fourth section, we present our methodology, by explaining 
how the review of the literature has been carried out. In sections 4 and 5, we 
respectively provide the results of our analysis and propose some concluding 
remarks. 
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2. Social Accounting and Water Accounting 
 

In this section, we briefly review the social, environmental and/or sustainability 
accounting literature to provide a theoretical background, which is useful to 
contextualise the role and position of water accounting in this literature. Social 
accounting has been defined in several, and not always consistent, ways with 
different users (academics, practitioners, public regulators and business actors) 
providing a specific definition or conceptualisation (Contrafatto, 2009; Rusconi; 
2006; Gray, Owen & Adams, 2014). Nowadays, the term “sustainability accounting” 
is widely used to refer to this varied body of studies. It may be argued that a relevant 
contribution towards the emergence and consolidation of this term was provided, 
among others, by the works of practitioners and standard-setters (e.g. GRI, IIRC). 
For example, the emergence of the so-called Triple Bottom Line (TBL) at the end of 
1990s, which includes the Economic, Social and Environmental aspects and 
performance related to business activities, played an important role (Elkington 
1997). Despite its limitations, TBL’s approach was important because it induced 
managers and entrepreneurs to enlarge the focus of their operations and activities 
to consider not only the economic aspects (i.e. profit, costs) but also the 
environmental and social results. A similar approach was followed by GRI (Global 
Reporting Initiative), another important professional body in the field, according to 
which “a sustainability report is a report published by a company or organization 
about the economic, environmental and social impacts caused by its everyday 
activities […]. Sustainability reporting can be considered as synonymous with other 
terms such as non-financial reporting; triple bottom line reporting, corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) reporting, and more. It is also an intrinsic element of Integrated 
Reporting: a more recent development that combines the analysis of financial and 
non-financial performance”2.  

A superficial or a-critical application of TBL’s view and approach could be risky 
and detrimental for at least three reasons: 

1) TBL uses an incomplete definition of what is “economic”, as it tends to 
consider “economic” as only financial, i.e. only the results of the annual 
account. In doing so, therefore, the key indirect economic aspects of 
environmental/social issues (e.g. economic externalities) are excluded from 
the analysis; 

2) the risk of restricting the “social” dimension to the employee-related issues 
or to the social investment activities or philanthropy; 

3) a rigid interpretation of TBL might limit the understanding of the actual 
‘interdependence’ between the economic, social and environmental aspects. 
This is because it would be difficult to adequately speak about social impacts, 
without taking into consideration their effects on the economic and 
environmental aspects, and vice versa. 

                                                             
2 Source: GRI, https://www.globalreporting.org/information/sustainability-
reporting/Pages/default.aspx, accessed on August 2017 
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In the context of this paper, it may be argued that the “original” perspective of 
social accounting seems to be the most appropriate because some of the pioneering 
proposals and approaches of the ‘70s and ‘80s were already including in the “social 
dimension” of the impacts that corporations may have on their (internal or external) 
stakeholders.  

From this perspective, therefore, it seems appropriate to consider the issues 
related to “accounting for water” as an integral part of/to the social accounting 
tradition. Water, which is the most important resource for the survival of human 
and non-human life on the planet (Bergoglio, 2015), and the issues related to its 
“management” and “control” have implications that affect the economic, ecological 
and social dimensions. On the other hand, it is important to discuss ’how’ and ‘to 
what extent’ water accounting relates to social accounting but also to financial 
accounting.  

As is widely known, financial accounting is aimed at providing all stakeholders 
(with a specific attention to the investors) information about the economic/financial 
results and the survival/development prospects of the business in the market. By 
definition, financial accounting does not measure the impacts of the organisational 
activities that have not direct or indirect market evaluations, with all the limitations 
of accounting principles and legislations. In the annual financial accounts, thus, a 
specific water accounting could be useful in providing information about the costs 
and expenditures that a firm may incur when water is used in its business 
operations. In addition, financial accounting could provide information about the 
risks for damage or fines that are related to ineffective water policies. With regard to 
this, Barton (2010) and Morrison & Schulte (2012) have emphasized how 
accounting is pivotal in providing (financial and non-financial) information for 
‘governing’ the risks (e.g. operational and reputational) related to managing water. 
However, as mentioned before, annual financial accounts can only include, as 
required by the existing accounting principles, strictly financial/market oriented 
effects and results. 

On the other hand, social and environmental accounting provides a strong 
foundation for justifying the role and potential contribution of water accounting 
(Hopwood 2009). In much of the SEA tradition, impacts of the business’s activities 
on stakeholders are seen in a synergic way, where the economic, social and 
environmental effects are intertwined and, in many regards, integrated. From this 
perspective, an “accounting” which is able to provide techniques for accounting for 
and controlling the interrelated aspects related to water seems to share many of the 
characteristics of social and environmental accounting (Russell & Thomson 2009; 
Hopwood et al., 2010; Bebbington et al., 2014). In this sense, therefore, water 
accounting could be considered as an extension and enlargement of the traditional 
social accounting with a specific focus and emphasis on water and its management-
related issues. 
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3. Water accounting: definition and conceptualization 
 

Debate about water, its consumption, its long-term sustainability and related 
socio-ecological risks are nowadays central to many public constituencies (e.g. 
regulators, politicians, business, societal actors). Existing data show that more than 
2 billion of people are currently suffering the direct or indirect effects of the scarcity 
of water, because they live in desert or semi-desert areas or because they are 
affected by limited water resources (CDP 2014; WWC 2014). Consumption and 
demand for water are influenced by different factors such as population growth, 
urbanization, food and energy security, increase in production and consumption 
(WWC 2014). All these factors, in one way or another, affect and are implicated in 
the way in which “water” is (or should be) managed and controlled. There is a need 
for systems which are able to provide mechanisms, techniques and information for 
“governing” (i.e. managing and controlling) water. In this context, accounting-based 
information about water and related issues (i.e. consumption, availability, etc.) is 
essential. This information represents the key component of any “governing” system 
and regime through which to account for, manage and control water. From this 
perspective, therefore, it is essential to identify accounting-based mechanisms and 
techniques through which to generate, collect and disclose water-related 
information.  

Water accounting has different origins and objectives. In the management and 
accounting literature there is no unique definition of what is and should be water 
accounting. In the management and accounting literature, the term ‘accounting for 
water’ or ‘water accounting’ is used to indicate the set of accounting-infused 
mechanisms/techniques. In particular, water accounting indicates “the process of 
[accounting] and communicating water resources related information and the 
services generated from consumptive use in a geographical domain” 
(Wateraccounting.org). A similar definition is also used to describe the activities of 
disclosure as the act of collecting and making available data on the current state of 
water management (Morrison & Schulte 2012). Accounting for water can be 
considered as a vehicle, or a mechanism, through which water users can discharge 
accountability (Russell & Lewis 2014).  

Water accounting, as mentioned above, represents a relatively new field of 
domain and space in the management and accounting disciplines (Tello et al., 2016; 
Hazelton 2013; Chalmers et al., 2012a). In more recent years, an embryonic but 
relevant body of studies has gradually emerged in the management and accounting 
literature. In the accounting literature(see for example Cashman, 2011; Chalmers, 
Godfrey & Potter, 2012a; Signori & Avondo Bodino, 2013; Chalmers, Godfrey & 
Potter, 2012b; Egan, 2014a; Egan, 2014b; Egan, 2014c; Hazelton, 2013; Daniel & 
Sojamo 2012; Allan 2012; Larrinaga & Chamorro 2008), the focus of research on 
water-issues has been mainly on the reporting aspects and processes, which are 
defined as the “methods of recording and reporting water information” (Godfrey & 
Chalmers, p. 4, 2012). The focus on the reporting, which has a long tradition in the 
SEA research (Contrafatto 2004; 2009, Rusconi & Contrafatto 2013, Rusconi 1988; 
2013), is relevant because it is through this process that it is possible to render-
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conto, i.e. to provide accounting-based information about the responsibilities for the 
actions, accounts and accessibility of the accounts (Contrafatto & Signori, 2012) 
related to the government of water. This reporting process is supported by specific 
accounting systems (e.g. General Purpose Water Accounting systems; Water 
Footprint; Water Management Systems), which as suggested by Hazelton (2013) 
and Hoekestra (2006), are those systems that generate and provide the information 
for the water accounts and reports.   

In this paper, in response to calls for mapping the domain of SEA (Thomson 
2007; 2014, Lewis & Russell 2011, Bebbington & Larrinaga, 2014), we carry out an 
extensive literature review to investigate ‘how’ and ‘under what patterns’ studies of 
water accounting developed as they did. 
 
 
4. Methodology and methods 
 

As mentioned above, in this paper we adopted a literature-based methodology to 
map the state of the art of water accounting studies in the existing management and 
accounting literature. We argue that a literature-based methodology provides useful 
insights to understand ‘how’ and ‘why’ an emerging field of research, such as the 
‘water accounting’, evolved to become a recognizable domain of academic 
knowledge and debate. In addition, a literature-based methodology helps to identify 
possible areas for future research developments. Our analysis draws on the works of 
Parker (2005; 2011), Contrafatto (2011) and Thomson (2014), which have carried 
out a review of the SEA literature from the 1980s3.  

Our analysis has followed a systematic and rigorous protocol, which has involved 
three different yet interrelated stages (each stage will be discussed below): i) 
papers’ identification and selection; ii) Papers’ preliminary classification; and iii) 
analysis of the trends of evolution and developments. Drawing on Dumay et al., 
(2016), we provide a graphic representation of these phases (Fig 1).  

 

                                                             
3 These studies provide useful methodological insights to identify the scope, boundaries and elements 
of our analysis.  
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Figure 1. Representation of the stages of evolution of ‘water accounting’ research. 

 
 
4.1 First stage: Papers’ identification and selection 
 

The first step of our literature review was the identification and selection of main 
papers. This task was proceeded by the choice of the academic fields and journals to 
take into consideration. With regard to the “journals”, we included the journals 
ranked in the list proposed by the Association of Business School (ABS) in 20154. 
With regard to the “fields” and “disciplines”, we focused on the “Accounting”, 
“Management” and “Organisation” domains of research. Overall, we identified 19 
journals of Accounting, 38 of Management and 7 of Organisation. The list of journals 
was classified by research fields (Accounting, Management and Organization), which 
has been deduced from our preliminary analysis of the journals (See Appendix). 
Once we selected the main journals, we proceeded by identifying the main papers in 
the existing literature. In order to do so, we undertook web-based scrutiny of the 
papers published in each journal from the period 1970-20175. In particular, we 
conducted a preliminary search for the word ‘water’ in the title, abstract and/or 
keywords.  
 
  

                                                             
4 ABS is the association of UK’s business and management education sector.  We decided to take into 
consideration the ABS ranking list because this represents the most notable and infuential list in the 
context of the UK business schools. The ABS’s list is a “guide to the range, subject matter and relative 
quality of journals in which business and management academics publish their research.“ (ABS Guide, 
2015, p. 5). The Guide includes a total of 1,401 journals based on three impact factors related to 
citation infomration: i) JCR; ii) SJR; iii) SNIP. Information is available in 
https://charteredabs.org/academic-journal-guide-2015 
5 The process of selection of the papers was undertaken by scrutiny of the specific web site of each 
single journal. In addition, we decided to focus on the period from 1970 because the first paper on 
water was published in 1970.  
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4.2 Second stage: Papers’ initial classification 
 

As a result of this preliminary analysis, a first set of relevant articles was 
identified. Overall 219 papers were initially identified for the three domains of 
research. In particular, 68 papers were identified in the field of Accounting, 114 in 
Management and 37 in Organisation.  

Among the Accounting journals, the highest proportion of papers, 15 papers, was  
published in the Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal (AAAJ) and 13 in 
the journal Public Money and Management (PMM). In AAAJ the first paper, Harte et 
al., "Environmental Disclosure in the Annual Reports of British Companies: A Research 
Note", appeared in 1991. On the other hand, the most recent paper to be published 
was the Jolland et al.,’ (2017) paper, "Politicising the sustaining of water supply in 
Ireland – the role of accounting concepts". In PMM the first paper was Green et al., 
(1983) “French contracts, Is water really a nationalised industry?”, and the most 
recent was Mbuvi et al., (2013) “The politics of utility reform: a case study of the 
Ugandan water”.  

In Management area the journal with the highest number of papers is Expert 
System of Applications (ESA), with 31 papers, and Information Management (IM) 
with 8 papers. In ESA, one of the first paper published was Lu et al., (2010), “Effects 
of data normalization and inherent-factor on decision of optimal coagulant dosage in 
water treatment by artificial neural network”, and the last paper published is “A 
framework for water loss management in developing countries under fuzzy 
environment: Integration of Fuzzy AHP with Fuzzy TOPSIS”, Shaher et al., (2016). 

In the field of Organization, the journal Organisation and Environment (OE) was 
the journal with the highest amount of published papers (13), and Systemic Practice 
and Action Research (SPAR) was the second in importance with 7 papers. In OE the 
first paper was Gaard (2001), “Women, Water, Energy. An Ecofeminist Approach”. 
The most recent paper was Martinez (2015), “A Three-Dimensional Conceptual 
Framework of Corporate Water Responsibility”. On the other hand, the first paper in 
SPAR was Gu et al., “Designing a Water Resources Management Decision Support 
System: An Application of the WSR Approach”, published in 2000. Rammelt (2014)’s 
paper, “Participatory Action Research in Marginalised Communities: Safe Drinking 
Water in Rural Bangladesh”, was the most recent published. 
 
 
4.3 Third stage: Analysis of the trends of evolution and development 
 

In this subsection, we will focus on the period of publications of the main papers 
to ascertain common patterns of evolution and trends. Two preliminary 
observations need to be made. First, there is discrepancy about the emergence of 
research on “water-issues” between the different fields/disciplines of Accounting, 
Management and Organisation. With regard to this, interests for water-issues 
emerged considerably later in Accounting than in Management and Organisation. In 
the fields of Management/Organisation the first academic publications on “water” 
emerged during the 1970s, with the publication of Beattie et al.,‘ paper on “Planning 
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deep-water ports” (1970) which was published in the Management Decision journal 
(MD).  

On the other hand, in the Accounting field the first publication on “water” 
appeared in 1983, with the publication, in the Public Money and Management 
(PMM) journal, of the work “Is water really a nationalised industry?” (Green et al., 
1983), whose main focus was on the issues-related to the nationalisation of water 
supply. However, this was only a sporadic publication, which did not promote, at 
that time, any wider scholarly debate on “water and accounting”. It would be 
important to speculate on the factors that might help to explain this observed time-
related discrepancy. It may be plausible that this difference between 
Management/Organisation and Accounting could be explained by considering that 
during the 1970s and the early 1980s, the focus of Accounting scholars was more 
directed to financial-economic aspects of business’s operations rather than to their 
impacts on society and environment (Burchell et al., 1980; Rusconi, 1988). From this 
perspective, it may be argued that the debate in the “Management/Organisation” 
fields was perhaps more matured, and thus more pro-active, to embrace novel and 
to some extent innovative topics. However, it would be useful to undertake more 
historical-infused research, which would help to investigate the factors and 
conditions that influenced the emergence of the interests on “water” in these three 
different disciplines.  
 

Table 1 Trends in publications on "water" in Accounting, Management and 
Organisation fields  
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A second observation that we can draw from our preliminary analysis is that the 
trends of publication on water-related issues has not been linear from 1970 to 2017. 
In particular, as shown by Table 1, it is possible to identify three main publication-
related phases. The first one, starting from 1970s until the end of the 1980s, was 
characterized by the emergence of the first works on water. The second phase, from 
the 1990s until 2006/2007, was characterized by an increase and gradual 
consolidation of “water-related issues”, as a recognizable domain of research. The 
third phase, starting from the 2007 until now, is characterized by a considerable 
diffusion and proliferation of published articles on water. In the remainder of this 
paragraph, we will discuss in more detail the patterns of evolution in these three 
identified phases. 

The first phase, which we name the beginning era, saw the appearance of the first 
pioneering publications on water-issues and accounting. However, only a very small 
and niche literature in Management, Organisation and Accounting emerged out of 
these first publications. Overall, in this period 25 papers were published. Our 
analysis shows that relatively speaking, Management was, in this period, 
characterized by a larger number of articles than Accounting and Organisation (see 
Table 2). In particular, in Accounting only 6 articles were published in the beginning 
era and 2 articles in the Organisation field. In particular, in the Accounting area, the 
first two articles to be published were the Million’s (1983), “Is water really a 
nationalised industry?”, and Green et al., (1983), Debate: French contracts; Is water 
really a nationalised industry?,  & Collins et al., (1984), “Investigating public 
industries: How has the monopolies & mergers commission performed?,”. In the 
Organisation field, the first papers to be published were Arcuril (1977), “You Can't 
Take Fingerprints Off Water: Police Officers' Views Toward "Cop" Television Shows”, in 
Human Relation (HR), and Godschalk (1981), “Making Waves: Public Participation in 
State Water Planning”, in the Journal of Applied Behavioural Science (JABS), whose 
focus was on the public participation for planning water.  

In contrast, in the field of Management 17 papers were published, from the 1970s 
to 1982, in 5 different journals: Academy of Management Review (AMR), California 
of Management Review (CMR), Business Horizons (BH), Management Decision (MD), 
Industrial Management on Data System (IMDS). The first paper is Beattie et al., 
“Planning deep-water ports”, published in 1970. The focus of these early papers was 
on the issues-related to the planning and control of water. With regard to this, of 
particular relevance were the papers of Byrum (1981), “Testing the political waters 
downstream”, and of McKee (1972), “Water Pollution Control: A Task for Technology”. 
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Table 2 "Beginning era" of publications on water in Accounting, Management and 
Organisation fields (1970/1989) 

 
 

The second phase, which we have named the diffusion era, water-issues and 
water-accounting increasingly put their feet down embedded, and gradually spread, 
in the Accounting, Organization and Management literature. In particular, as shown 
in Table 3, 68 papers were published overall, 28 in Management, 22 in Accounting 
and 18 in Organisation.  

In Accounting, papers were published mainly during the 1990s. Notable in this 
period were the works of Harte et al., (1991), "Environmental Disclosure in the 
Annual Reports of British Companies: A Research Note" published in the Accounting, 
Auditing and Accountability Journal (AAAJ); Rubenstein (1992), “Bridging the gap 
between green accounting and black ink”, published in the journal Accounting, 
Organisation and Society (AOS); Shaoul (1997), "The power of accounting: reflecting 
on water privatization?", published in AAAJ; and Shaoul (1997b), “A Critical Financial 
Analysis of the Performance of Privatised Industries: The Case of the Water Industry in 
England and Wales”, published in the journal Critical Perspective on Accounting 
(CPA).  

In the Management field, published papers were spread all over the decade with 
an increasing number during the last period from 2004 to 2007. Notable were the 
publication of Tan (2005), “Venturing in turbulent water: a historical perspective of 
economic reform and entrepreneurial transformation”, published in the Journal of 
Business Venturing (JBV) and Nwankwo et al., (2007), “Social Investment through 
Community Enterprise: The Case of Multinational Corporations Involvement in the 
Development of Nigerian Water Resources”, published in the Journal of Business 
Ethics (JBE). 
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Compared to Accounting and Management, relatively less papers were published 
in the Organisation field. However, from our analysis is possible to observe, that 
there has been a notable increase in the amount of papers which have been 
published over the most recent years of this period. With regard to this, the works of 
Fayard et al., (2007), “Photocopiers and Water-coolers: The Affordances of Informal 
Interaction”, published in Organisation Studies (OS), Maclennan (2007), “Indigenous 
Water, Industrial Water in Hawai”, published in Organisation and Environment (OE), 
and Metcalf (2007), “Ancient Hawaiian Water Rights, and Some of the Customs 
Pertaining to Them”, published in Organisation and Environment (OE), are relevant.  

Although, this period saw the advancement of interests and attention on water-
accounting issues, the topic did not become a widely and recognizable field of 
research until last decade or so. It was over the last decade, that we can observe a 
notable proliferation of articles and papers on water-accounting.  
 

Table 3 "Diffusion era" of publications in Accounting, Management and Organisation 
fields (1990/2007) 

 
 

Water-related issues and water-accounting have increasingly become a more 
specific and consolidated field of studies and research in the Management and 
Accounting disciplines. We have named this phase, “proliferation era”. In particular, 
in Accounting, “water-issues” have attracted increasingly more attention by scholars 
and space within the main journals. With regard to this, our analysis shows that 126 
papers were published overall in this last period. In particular, 40 papers in 
Accounting, 69 in Management and 17 in Organisation.  
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Among the papers in the Management field, most were published during 2009 
and 2010. Examples are the papers published by Soltani et al., (2010), “Developing 
operating rules for reservoirs considering the water quality issues: Application of 
ANFIS-based surrogate models” in the journal Expert System and Applications (ESA); 
De Waal et al., (2010), “A performance management readiness review framework for 
governmental service providers”, in the journal Business Horizon (BH); and Davis et 
al., (2010), “Is Blood Thicker Than Water? A Study of Stewardship Perceptions in 
Family Business”, in the journal Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice (ETP).  

Comparably less papers appeared in the Organisation field. However, as shown in 
Table 4, the trend is similar to that in the Management field, which has seen a 
considerable increase in 2010. An example is the Kurland’s (2010) paper, “Water 
and Business: A Taxonomy and Review of the Research”, which was published in the 
Organization and Environment journal. 

In the Accounting field, our analysis shows a decrease in the number of 
publications during 2011, followed by an increase of papers from 2012. Most of the 
works have been published in the Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal 
(AAAJ) and Sustainability Accounting, Management and Policy Journal (SAMPJ). 
Examples are the papers of Hazelton (2013) "Accounting as a human right: the case 
of water information", Egan (2014b) "Making water count: water accountability 
change within an Australian university", Jolland et al., (2017) "Politicising the 
sustaining of water supply in Ireland – the role of accounting concepts", and Christ et 
al., (2016) "Towards environmental management accounting for trade-offs”. 
 

Table 4 "Proliferation era" in publications on water in Accounting, Management and 
Organisation fields (2008 / 2017) 
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5. Conclusion and final remarks 
 

In this paper, we have undertaken a literature review-based methodology for 
mapping and classifying the existing “water accounting” literature in the Accounting, 
Management and Organisation disciplines. The purpose of our analysis has been to 
ascertain ‘what is’ the state of the art in this literature and to identify ‘how’ studies 
on water-issues and water-accounting emerged and developed over time in these 
three disciplines. Water accounting emerged in the 1970s. However, the first 
publications were only pioneering works, which did not mobilize a wider scholarly 
debate in the Management, Accounting and Organisation disciplines. In the 1990s, 
water accounting studies gradually developed and diffused, although these were still 
a niche area of research. It was only in the third phase, which we have named 
“proliferation”, that water accounting gradually consolidated. Our analysis has 
shown that only in more recent years, and specifically over the last decade or so, 
“water accounting” has gradually proliferated to become a consolidated and 
recognizable area of research in Management and Accounting (see Table 1).  

In the first phase, that goes from 1970s to the end of the1980s (named beginning 
era) we found 25 papers, and only 6 papers were published in the field of 
Accounting. In the second phase, that runs from the early 1990s to 2007 (called 
diffusion era) from a total of 68 papers, 22 were published in Accounting journals. 
For the third phase, from 2007s to 2017 (named proliferation era), 126 papers were 
produced and 40 of them were published in Accounting journals.  

Out of the total number of published works (i.e. 219), 11% of papers were 
published in the first phase, 31% in the second and 58% in the third phase. In 
particular, with regard to the field of Accounting, we observed that there was a 
notable increase in the papers published after the first phase (from 6 to 40 papers). 
In the field of Management, 15% of the papers were published in the first phase, 
while 25% and 60% of papers were published, respectively, in second and third 
phase. In the Organisation field, 5% of the total number of papers were published in 
the first phase, 49% and 46% of papers were published in the second and third 
phase. It would be interesting to expand the analysis by including, for example, other 
ranking lists of journals in different academic and national contexts (e.g. the AIDEA 
list) to see how and to what our results are comparable and replicable6.  

                                                             
6 Arguably, one of the main limitations of our research is that we took into consideration only the 
journals ranked in the ABS list. It would be useful to extend the analysis by including other journals, 
which are not listed in the ABS, and/or other publications such as monographs, book chapters and 
conference proceedings. In addition, it would be interesting to explore water-related issues in the 
context of Economia Aziendale so as to ascertain ‘how’ and ‘to what extent’ these issues have been 
implicitly or explicitly studied by Italian scholars (see for example the early works of Miolo Vitali 
(1978) on the relevance of environmental and ecological costs in the financial accounts). Finally, 
another limitation of our analysis is that we have used the word “water” for searching and identifying, 
through a scrutiny of the title, abstract and keywords, the relevant publications. As a result, it might be 
possible that some works on water-issues have been excluded. With regard to this, it would be useful to 
extend the search by taking into consideration other related words (e.g. ecological and natural 
resources) and/or also by focusing on the main text of the papers. 



Iris Burgia, Massimo Contrafatto, Gianfranco Rusconi 
Water Accounting in Economia Aziendale 
Impresa Progetto - Electronic Journal of Management, n. 3, 2017 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

15 
 

15

Although, this observed increase in the number of publications and space 
devoted to these issues in the main Accounting, Organisation and Management 
journals,  “water-accounting” is still in its infancy if compared to the other areas of 
research in the SEA literature (e.g. sustainability reporting, environmental 
accounting, etc.). We contend that this opens up the possibilities for expanding the 
issues that are related to the interaction between “water” and “managing and 
controlling”. In particular, there are a wide range of possibilities for investigating 
theoretically and empirically ‘how’ and ‘to what extent’ the management and control 
systems and techniques, are able to make visible, controllable and thus governable 
“water” and “related” aspects (e.g. consumption, protection). In this sense, we argue 
that scholars of Economia Aziendale could provide an important contribution for 
understanding some of the complexities related to “management, accounting and 
control” of “water” by proposing theoretical insights, models and practical 
techniques to help business and society to “govern” water in a more sustainable 
way. Water is a scarce resource that is essential for the life and survival of life on the 
planet. The understanding of the ways through which human beings may act, and 
human-related activities can be undertaken, towards a more sustainable 
“government” of this precious resource is essential if we wish to ensure the long 
term survival of our eco-systems, society and business. 
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6. Appendix  
 

Appendix 1: Lists of journals in Accounting, Management and Organisations studies. 
 

Accounting 
AOS Accounting, Organization and Society 
JAE Journal of Accounting and Economics  
CAR Contemporary Accounting Research 
ABR Accounting and Business Research  
AAAJ Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal  
CPA Critical Perspective on Accounting  
JAAF Journal of Accounting Auditing and Finance  
MAR Management Accounting Research  
AMA Advances in Management Accounting  
APJAE Asia-Pacific Journal of Accounting and Economics  
AAR Australian Accounting Review  
IJDG International Journal of Disclosure and Governance  
JAOC Journal of Accounting and Organizational Change  
JAEE Journal of Accounting in Emerging Economies  
JAAR Journal of Applied Accounting Research  
JPBAFM Journal of Public Budgeting, Accounting and Financial Management  
MAJ Managerial Auditing Journal 
PMM Public Money and Management  
SAMPJ Sustainability Accounting, Management and Policy Journal  

 
 

Management 
ETP Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice  
JBV Journal of Business Venturing  
AMJ Academy of Management Journal  
AMR Academy of Management Review  
BJM British Journal of Management  
BEQ Business Ethics Quarterly  
JMS Journal of Management Studies  
CMR California of Management Review  
JBE Journal of Business Ethics 
JBR Journal of Business Research  
JME Journal of Management Enquiry  
BEER Business Ethics European Review 
BH Business Horizons  
CJAS Canadian Journal of Administrative Science  
EBR European Business Review 
ISIM International Studies of Management and Organizations  
MD Management Decision  
CHB Computer in Human Behaviour  
DSS Decision Support Systems  
ESA Expert System of Applications  
JGI Journal of Government Information  
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AMIT Accounting, Management and Information Technologies  
IS The Information Society 
ISF Information Systems Frontiers  
JIT Journal of Information Technology 
JAIT Journal of the Association and Information Technology  
ITD Information Technology of Development  
BIT Behaviour & Information Technology  
CAIS Communication of the Association of Information System  
IMDS Industrial Management and Data System  
ISM Information System Management  
JCIS Journal of Computer Information System  
ML Management and Learning  
ADHR Advances in Developing Human Resources  
IETI Innovations in Education and Teaching International  
JAE Journal of Accounting Education  
JEP Journal of Education Policy  
JME Journal of Management Education  

 
 

Organization 

HR Human Relations  

OS Organizations Studies  

JABS The Journal of Applied Behavioural Science  

JKM Journal of Knowledge Management  

NJ Negotiation Journal  

OE Organization and Environment  
SPAR Systemic Practice and Action Research  
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