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Methodology: This study employed a mixed-method research design
combining qualitative and quantitative approaches. In the qualitative phase,
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Sustainability accounting, related to the barriers hindering the development of sustainability
thematic analysis accounting were identified. To validate the findings, the Delphi method was

applied, allowing for expert consensus and confirmation. In the quantitative
phase, the DEMATEL (Decision-Making Trial and Evaluation Laboratory)
technique was utilized to analyze the causal relationships among the
identified components of the barriers. This integrative approach enabled a
comprehensive and systematic evaluation of the critical factors influencing
the advancement of sustainability accounting.

Findings: The qualitative findings reveal three overarching themes—
economic and regulatory challenges, environmental and sustainability
JEL Classification: M41, @56 | concerns, and socio-cultural barriers—further categorized into seven
organizing themes and twenty-eight foundational themes. The quantitative
results indicate that weaknesses in regulatory frameworks and
infrastructure, along with insufficient adherence to standards and protocols,
are the most influential factors. Conversely, financial resource constraints
and ethical and social considerations are classified as dependent variables.
Originality: The results of this study, through the development of a causal
and systematic model, identify and analyze the barriers to the advancement
of sustainability accounting and financial reporting within Iran's
institutional and cultural context. This model assists managers and
policymakers in prioritizing the identified obstacles and formulating
effective strategies to enhance sustainability reporting practices.
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Introduction

n today’s world, the concept of

sustainable development has emerged

as a strategic imperative in response to
environmental, social, and economic
challenges. It has become a core agenda for
governments, international institutions, and
large corporations. Sustainable
development emphasizes meeting the needs
of the present generation without
compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs (United
Nations, 2015). Achieving this goal

requires  comprehensive  reform  in
economic, social, and institutional
structures.  Within  this  framework,

sustainability accounting and financial
reporting have gained prominence as
emerging tools that enhance information
transparency, social accountability, and
informed  stakeholder decision-making
(Tauringana, 2021).

Sustainability accounting seeks to integrate
not only traditional financial indicators but
also the environmental and social impacts
of  organizational activities into
comprehensive  reports.  Sustainability
reporting provides an effective platform for
improved stakeholder engagement,
enhancement of corporate image, and
mitigation of environmental risks (Barako,
2007). However, in developing countries
such as Iran, the implementation of these
tools faces numerous obstacles.

Studies have shown that weak regulatory

frameworks, lack  of  supervisory
requirements, absence of localized
standards, managerial unawareness,

insufficient shareholder pressure, cultural
deficiencies, and infrastructure problems
are among the key barriers to the
development of sustainability reporting in
Iran (Haghighat & Hekmat, 2025;
Yousefizadeh & Fakhari, 2024;
Keshavarzinejad et al., 2023). Moreover,
challenges such as lack of information
transparency, conflict of interest, disregard
for social responsibility, and economic
instability have further impeded the

institutionalization of sustainability
accounting (Ghadardan & Rezaei, 2024,
Mathuva et al., 2017).

Foreign research has also identified factors
such as ownership structure, organizational
culture, pressure from regulatory bodies,
legal mandates, and industry type as
determinants of sustainability accounting
adoption (Wan et al., 2025; Vasquez -
Millalén et al., 2023; Gipper et al., 2025).
Nevertheless, the generalizability of these
studies to the Iranian institutional, cultural,
and economic context remains limited.

Methodology

This study is applied in nature and employs
a mixed-methods design (qualitative—
quantitative). In the qualitative phase,
thematic analysis was used to extract the
key themes. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews with 15 experts
in sustainability accounting, including
academic faculty members and senior
managers of listed companies. Participants
were selected using purposive and snowball
sampling, and interviews continued until
theoretical saturation was reached. Each
interview lasted between 30 to 60 minutes,
and open-ended questions were used to
elicit in-depth perspectives.

The six-step model of Braun & Clarke
(2006) was employed for thematic analysis.
Identified themes were categorized into
three levels: basic, organizing, and global
themes. To ensure data validity,
triangulation  techniques, inter-coder
agreement (with a 90% consensus rate), and
repeated reviews of interview transcripts
were applied. Source triangulation was also
used to enhance coding reliability.

In the quantitative phase, the DEMATEL
technique was used to identify causal
relationships among the key components.
Following the validation of themes using
fuzzy Delphi analysis, experts assessed the
influence of each component on others
using a scale from 0 to 4. The collected data
were converted into direct relation matrices,
normalized matrices, and total relation
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matrices. R and C vectors were then
calculated to determine the degree of
influence (R-C) and overall prominence
(R+C) of each factor. Finally, causal and
network diagrams were drawn to determine
the structural position of each component
within the model.

Results

Thematic analysis led to the identification
of three global themes: (1) economic and
legal challenges, (2) environmental and
sustainability challenges, and (3) social and
cultural challenges. These were broken
down into seven organizing themes: weak
economic and financial interactions, lack of
financial resources, weak legal and
infrastructural frameworks, neglect of
environmental issues, inadequate adherence
to standards, insufficient support for
sustainability development, and ethical and
social concerns. Each organizing theme
included several basic themes, totaling 28.
In the fuzzy Delphi phase, all identified
components were validated, with non-fuzzy
means exceeding the threshold. The
variance in expert opinions remained below
0.2, indicating a high level of consensus.
DEMATEL analysis revealed that "weak
legal and infrastructural frameworks" (C3)
and "inadequate adherence to standards and
protocols™ (C5) were the most influential
components in the model. These were
identified as key causal drivers at the top of
the relationship diagram. In contrast,
components such as "lack of financial
resources” (C2) and "ethical and social
concerns” (C7) were classified as dependent
and influenced variables.

Higher R+C values for components like C3,
C5, and C6 indicated their greater overall
significance in the network. Meanwhile,
positive R-C values for C3 and C5
highlighted their causal roles, whereas
negative R-C values for C2 and C7
confirmed their influenced status.

The  network relationship  diagram
graphically illustrated the central role of
certain components and their pivotal
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influence in shaping or resolving other
issues. This analysis provides valuable
insight for policymakers to prioritize
structural reforms based on root causes.

Conclusions

This study developed a causal model that
provides a structured representation of the
barriers to the development of sustainability
accounting and financial reporting in Iran.
Findings indicated that many of the existing
challenges stem from structural weaknesses
in legislation, standards, and supervisory
infrastructure. Therefore, focusing on
reforming  these components  could
indirectly address other issues such as
financial ~ constraints, limited  social
engagement, or ethical concerns.

From a theoretical standpoint, this study
offers an innovative approach by combining
thematic analysis with DEMATEL to
examine causal relationships among
underdevelopment factors in sustainability
accounting. The model addresses gaps in
domestic literature and is tailored to the
Iranian institutional and cultural context.
From a practical perspective, the findings
can inform the design of professional and
executive policies for regulatory bodies,
listed companies, and professional
accounting institutions.

It is recommended that economic
policymakers reform sustainability
reporting regulations, develop localized
standards, enhance professional oversight,
and promote specialized training to foster
voluntary and effective adoption of
sustainability accounting in organizations.
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