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Abstract
Purpose – Accountability within the framework of circular economy (CE) is unknown even though the
concept of CE is increasingly gaining momentum among governments, policymakers and academics. The
purpose of this study is to investigate how accountability expresses itself in the CE.
Design/methodology/approach – This study draws on the institutional logics theory and adopted an
exploratory qualitative study aimed at eliciting stakeholders’ perspectives on how accountability manifests in
the context of CE. Data was collected through semi-structured interviews of cross section of Ghanaians.
Respondents were recruited using the purposeful sampling method, and data saturation was reached with
35 respondents. Concurrent data collection and analysis were carried out, and emerging themes were
investigated as the research progressed.
Findings – The results indicate that accountability manifestations take on a variety of forms and shapes through
both formal and informal processes within the circularity space. The specific areas of accountability manifestations
are through the social system embedded in the society, through the organization’s responsibility and transparency,
through regular reporting to stakeholders using appropriate metrics, through agency and answerability to relevant
stakeholders and through governance systems embedded within social interaction. Additionally, this study
discovered that accountability manifestations would contribute to thefirm’s sustainability by enhancing competitive
advantage through stakeholder engagement, improving riskmanagement and promoting creativity and innovation.
Originality/value – Given an apparent gap in the literature on circularity and accountability, as well as a
call for further studies on the reflections of accountability within the CE, this study provides empirical
evidence to fill these gaps.
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1. Introduction
Accountability is a critical component of corporate governance that has captivated
policymakers and academics for decades. Without accountability, there really is no system
to call irresponsible behavior into question, and actors are not held accountable.
Consequently, accountability has been identified as a crucial aspect of effective function
execution (Gorman and Ward, 2020; Tamvada, 2020). Accountability involves moral or
institutional relationship in which one person or a group of agents is granted the right to
question, lead, sanction or constrain the exercise of power by another (Macdonald, 2014).
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The emphasis on accountability stems from the fact that without a grasp of
accountability manifestations, social actors are unlikely to achieve their objectives within
the circular economy’s (CE) bounds (Pan and Patel, 2020; Frink and Klimoski, 2004). The
more social actors understand accountability evaluation and development, the more
probable it is to achieve operational sustainability (Pillai et al., 2017). In other words, lack of
accountability has been connected to increasing unethical behavior leading to sustainability
issues. Accountability is consequently fundamental to successful social systems,
particularly formal organizations and CE implementation (Frishammar and Parida, 2019;
Murray et al., 2017). It is puzzling why such a fundamental topic has not gotten more
attention in the circularity literature. In other words, the existing literature gives little
attention to accountability manifestations within the CE (Frishammar and Parida, 2019;
Murray et al., 2017).

A lack of consensus exists in the literature regarding the nature of accountability and
how it is defined (Cooper and Owen, 2007). It is also assumed to be context dependent
(Ahrens and Khalifa, 2015), having been studied from many angles such as social
psychology (Lerner and Tetlock, 1999), health care (Gaitonde et al., 2019), leadership (Ogden
et al., 2006), human resource management (Ji et al., 2012) and business ethics (Yang et al.,
2019) and accounting (O’Dwyer and Boomsma, 2015). As a result of this, the concept of
accountability and its representations are discussed in the sense of the CE in this study.

The CE is a regenerative system in which resource input and waste, emissions and
energy leakage are minimized through the slowing, closing and narrowing of material and
energy loops. This can be accomplished by focusing on long-term design, maintenance,
repair, reuse, remanufacturing and refurbishment (Ellen MacArthur foundation, 2019;
Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Previous attempts have been made in the extant literature to
explore the issue of circularity from different perspective: for instance, the role of
management controls in promoting the CE within organizations (Svensson and Funck,
2019), business model innovation for CE and sustainability (Pieroni et al., 2019), exploring
barriers to implementing different circular business models (Vermunt et al., 2019) among
others. Conspicuously missing from the literature is the nature of accountability in the CE
space (Di Maio et al., 2017; Frishammar and Parida, 2019; Murray et al., 2017).

The purpose of this study therefore is to investigate how accountability is manifested in
the CE by specifically addressing the following research questions:

RQ1. How is accountability manifested in the CE in contemporary times?

RQ2. How accountability manifestations contribute to the sustainability of the firm?

This study approaches these questions from the perspective of institutional logics which
deals with how individuals and organizations are influenced by higher order (Freidland and
Alford, 1991; Thornton et al., 2012). To this end, this qualitative study investigates
stakeholders’ opinions of accountability in Ghana’s CE space. The study participants were
purposely sampled, and data was gathered through semi-structured interviews (SSIs).
Concurrent data analysis and gathering occurred, and a thematic approach was used to
identify pertinent themes.

The study discovered that within the framework of the CE, accountability is manifested
by both formal and informal processes. The specific areas of accountability manifestations
are through the social system embedded in the society, through the organization’s
responsibility and transparency, through regular reporting to stakeholders using
appropriate metrics, through agency and answerability to relevant stakeholders and
through governance systems embedded within the organization. Additionally, from the
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perspective of the sustainability of the firm, the study discovered that accountability
manifestations would contribute to the firm’s sustainability by enhancing competitive
advantage through stakeholder engagement, improving risk management and promoting
creativity and innovation.

In this regard, the study adds to the existing literature by drawing on institutional logics
to illustrate how accountability arises within the CE (Freidland and Alford, 1991; Thornton
et al., 2012; Diab, 2021). The contribution of this study is part of a larger conversation about
the importance of accountability in achieving a CE paradigm, a topic that has been
surprisingly overlooked in existing literature. (Di Maio et al., 2017).

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: the next subsection deals with the study’s
context and setting. Second 2 presents the literature review. Section 3 discusses the
methodology for the study. Section 4 deals with the results and discussions. Section 5 deals
with the summary, conclusions, implications and limitations of the study.

1.1 Context of study and setting
Accountability is a contextual term. This means that the nature of accountability and the
manner in which it presents itself varies according to field of study. For instance,
accountability manifestation within the health delivery field will be different from the
accountability within the educational field (Cooper and Owen, 2007). Given this premise, this
study is situated within the context of CE as a phenomenon or field of study.

The study setting is Ghana which presents quite an interesting and a unique setting for
the subject matter in several ways. Ghana was appointed as a cochair for United Nation
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) advocate between 2017 and 2018. Since then,
Ghana’s development goals and priorities have been aligned with circularity activities and
SDGs. It is therefore crucial to explore how accountability will manifest itself in a country
with its status as a former SDGs advocate. As a developing country, Ghana faces several
environmental difficulties due to the old linear business paradigm of take-make-waste (EPA,
2020). Coupled with declining natural resources estimated at 12.37% of gross national
income, the country is looking for ways to extend resource utilization andmaximize value.

In this regard, the Ghana Government has put in place policies and regulation toward
CE. For instance, there is a ministerial task force against illegal mining in a bid to protect the
environment and water bodies. Further, there is a policy on plastic waste management as a
vehicle for sustainable development and a shift toward a plastics CE. The country has
declared a policy of making Accra the capital city the cleanest city in Africa by reducing
waste and pollution. Thus, an accountability perspective in CE is especially necessary in
Ghana and throughout Africa, owing to the country’s specific circumstances, which include
considerable resources, donor-driven growth, marginalized civil societies, weak government,
a lack of effective political leadership, corruption, weak institutions, restricted markets and
private sector development (Soobaroyen et al., 2017).

2. Literature review
This section discusses the theoretical lens, the concept of CE and accountability.

2.1 Theoretical lens
The study is positioned within the institutional logics theory, which analyses the ways in
which broader value systems shape actors’ perceptions and behaviors. Institutional logics
enquires into the relationships that exist between individuals, organizations and society
(Friedland andAlford, 1991). According to Friedland andAlford (1991):
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Institutions are preorganization patterns of human activity by which individuals and
organizations produce and reproduce their material subsistence and organize time and space.
They are also symbolic systems, ways of ordering reality, and thereby rendering experience of
time and space meaningful (Friedland and Alford, 1991, p. 248).

The authors asserted that each institutional order is guided by a core logic that underpins its
organizing principles and provides social actors with motivational languages and a sense of
self identification, hence rejecting both individualistic, rational choice theories and
macrosystemic perspectives. Individuals, organizations and associations can further
elaborate, exploit and use these traditions and symbols to their advantage (Friedland and
Alford, 1991). The authors further state that each of society’s core structures – the capitalist
market, the bureaucratic state, families, democracy and religion – has a central logic that
constrains both the means and ends of individual actions and is constitutive of individuals,
organizations and society. Although, institutions impose constraints on policy, they also
provide opportunities for agency and reform (Friedland and Alford, 1991). Individuals,
communities and organizations may use the cultural tools provided by the contradictions
inherent in the differentiated collection of institutional logics to transform their
personalities, organizations and society (Thornton et al., 2012). In this study, which
examines accountability manifestations in a CE sense, the societal demands for businesses
to exhibit responsible behavior (i.e. accountability manifestations and CE) is the underlying
logics of action, shape heterogeneity, stability and change in individuals and organizations.
Although, the different concepts of institutional logics differ in their focus, they all
presuppose a fundamental metatheory for comprehending individual and organizational
actions (Thornton et al., 2012). Institutional logics must be situated in a social and
institutional context, and this institutional context both regularizes actions and allows for
agency and accountability (Thornton et al., 2012; Friedland andAlford, 1991).

2.2 Circular economy
CE is a method proposed by Chinese and European officials to help countries, businesses
and consumers reduce environmental damage and end the product life cycle loop (European
Commission, 2015; Murray et al., 2017). It now includes contributions from a range of
concepts that share the idea of closed loops. The cradle-to-cradle (McDonough and
Braungart, 2010), laws of ecology (Commoner, 2020), looped and performance economies
(Stahel, 2010), regenerative design (Lyle, 1996), industrial ecology (Graedel and Allenby,
1995), biomimicry (Benyus, 2002) and the blue economy (Commoner, 2020) are some of the
most relevant theoretical influences.

The most renowned definition has been framed by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation,
introducing the CE as “an industrial economy that is restorative or regenerative by intention
and design” (2013b, p. 14). Similarly, Geng and Doberstein (2008, p. 231), focusing on the
Chinese implementation of the concept, describe the CE as the “realization of [a] closed loop
material flow in the whole economic system.” Following Geissdoerfer et al. (2017), this study
defines CE as a regenerative system in which resource input andwaste, emission and energy
leakage are minimized by slowing, closing and narrowing material and energy loops. This
can be achieved through long-lasting design, maintenance, repair, reuse, remanufacturing,
refurbishing and recycling. The CE has received increased attention in academic research
with a range of reviews on the topic by Ghisellini et al. (2016), Lieder and Rashid (2016) and
Su et al. (2013).

2.2.1 Concept of circular economy. The concept of CE has gained traction with
policymakers, governments and intergovernmental agencies at the local, regional, national
and international level. Germany was a pioneer in integrating the CE into national laws, as
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early as 1996, with the enactment of the “Closed Substance Cycle and Waste Management
Act” (Su et al., 2013). This was followed by Japan’s 2002 “Basic Law for Establishing a
Recycling-Based Society” (METI, 2004) and China’s 2009 “Circular Economy Promotion
Law of the People’s Republic of China” (Lieder and Rashid, 2016). Supranational bodies have
also incorporated CE concerns most notably the EU’s 2015 Circular Economy Strategy
(European Commission, 2015).

In the context of Ghana, CE principles have been used for years. Several actionable
policies have been implemented to foster the CE’s future development in Ghana. For
instance, Ghana requires manufacturing industries, particularly those in the consumables
sector to incorporate eco-friendly design elements into their packaging solutions. For rural
areas where waste management choices are limited but food and agricultural waste is
prevalent, the government has established a buffer stock system in which surplus
agricultural produce is stockpiled for consumption during the lean season. International
development agencies, notably the EU, have held seminars on the possibilities of Ghana’s
CE. At these seminars, green jobs for young people and women were pushed and awareness
is developed. Thus, CE emerges from both government regulations and foreign development
agencies. It is in this context that this study seeks to examine how accountability is
manifested in the CE space in Ghana.

2.2.2 Review of empirical studies on circular economy. Empirical analysis of CE has
increased in recent times (De Angelis, 2020; Tsai et al., 2020; Mashud et al., 2020a, 2020 b,
2020c). Chhimwal et al. (2021), for instance, conducted a study on the challenges in the
implementation of CE in manufacturing industry. The study discovered that noncompliance
with environmental laws, revenue generation, design issues due to technological limitations
and a lack of preference for refurbished and reused products are all significant barriers to
the manufacturing industry’s adoption of CE practices. Further, numerous researchers have
recently worked in this area to establish a link between the CE concept and contemporary
sustainable supply chain business models (Mashud et al., 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). Bocken et al.
(2016) discussed how product design and business model strategies can aid in the
implementation of CE models. Rizos et al. (2017) concentrated on increasing knowledge and
understanding of the challenges and enablers that small- and medium-sized enterprises face
when implementing CE business models. Marjamaa et al. (2021) conducted a study on the
stakeholders’ interest in CE from the context of Finland and discovered that key
stakeholders have a vested interest in promoting long-term CE and that they are actively
shaping actions toward a more sustainable CE. Further, the authors found that stakeholders
prioritize economic and ecological interests, while social interests – particularly in a broader
global social sustainability context – remain undervalued, particularly among businesses
and partially industrial organizations (Marjamaa et al., 2021).

In a similar study, Liu et al. (2021) used a qualitative case study technique to investigate
the numerous challenges China faces in implementing large-scale sustainable food
consumption and production. This is predicated on the backdrop that China has
incorporated the CE into its national development strategy. Winschel (2021) used content
analysis to determine whether and to what extent European corporations convert their
carbon reduction strategy into carbon objectives that serve as the foundation for their chief
executive officers’ short-term and long-term rewards. The author then analyzed the common
quality and timeframe aspects of carbon targets, as well as whether carbon targets differ
between carbon-intensive and less carbon-intensive businesses. Further, Thakhathi et al.
(2021) used qualitative SSIs to shed light on the obscured micro-individual level of corporate
governance practice by drawing pragmatic insights from the landmark South African King
Code experience that can be applied to other governance jurisdictions for global
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organizational accountability and responsibility. The combined effect of the literature
review revealed that, despite the increase in CE studies, there is still a scarcity of studies that
address how accountability manifests within the circularity space. This study aims to fill
that gap by investigating how accountability manifests itself in the CE environment.

2.3 Concept of accountability
Accountability is a foundational principle upon which societies and their institutions are
constructed (Frink, 2008; Von Dornum, 1997). Nonetheless, the obvious lack of agreement on
the concept of accountability is a major impediment when discussing accountability
literature (Asare et al., 2021; Cooper and Owen, 2007). Scholars have defined accountability
in a variety of ways in the literature. For instance, accountability can be defined as “(a) the
allocation and acceptance of responsibility for decisions and actions and (b) the
demonstration of whether and how these responsibilities have been met” (Lockwood et al.,
2010: 993). Frink and Klimoski (1998) define accountability as:

[. . .] perceived need to justify or defend a decision or action to some audience(s) which has
potential reward and sanctions power, and where such rewards and sanctions are perceived as
contingent on accountability conditions.

Gray et al. (1996, p. 38) defines accountability as “the duty to provide an account (by no
means necessary a financial account) or reckoning of those actions for which one is held
responsible.” Further, Munro and Hatherly (1993 p. 369) define accountability as “[. . .] the
willingness and ability to explain and justify one’s actions to self and others.” In this respect,
it encapsulates a self-will dimension that goes beyond the statutory duty to provide
accounts to varied stakeholders.

Accountability as a term must be seen from both the descriptive and normative
perspective (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al., 2018; Rached, 2016). From a descriptive point of
view, the basic accountability system can be described as: A accounts to B for K acts, on the
basis of X standards, through Y procedures, at time Z, subject to Q consequences (Dillard and
Vinnari, 2019). The description of accountability system in this way demands that every
component be defined such as who accounts to whom, for what, based on what criteria, how,
when and subject to what consequences (Dillard and Vinnari, 2019). From the normative
point of view, these elements are portrayed to ask for possible accountability system such as
why should A account to B, on the basis of what standards, through what procedures, at
what time, subject to what consequences? In other words, is the power holder “accountable
to the right constituency, in the right way, at the right time, for the right reasons or
standards?” (Rached, 2016: 326).

Rached (2016), drawing on Bovens (2010), proposes the accountability relationship
between A and B as a “reflective discursive encounter.”

It is reflective since it lets the agents turn inward and find a justification for their acts. It is also
discursive because the agents also need to turn outward and express this justification publicly
and intelligibly in order to engage in a back-and-forth conversation. Furthermore, it instantiates a
non-arbitrary encounter inasmuch as there is some sort of link binding the two subjects in an
ongoing account-giving and account taking (Rached, 2016: 323).

The accountable agent (power holder/account provider) may be a single individual or a
collective, and the account holder may be single agent or collective. The relationship is
pluralistic in that the power holder may be differently accountable to multiple
constituencies. It is also dynamic in that the nature of the relationships may change over
time and ongoing because the relationships are situated within an ongoing community
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(Dillard and Vinnari, 2019). Rached (2016) proposed eight “coordinates” or dimensions that
further specify the “variables” in the definition articulating basic properties by which an
accountability system can be conceptualized, implemented and evaluated. The first is the
level of formality and concerns the degree to which X, Y, Z, Q are articulated and the degree
to which they can be adhered. The relationships between the account holder and the power
holder can be depicted as more or less formal and legalized. The second dimension is a
spatial one and concerns how the power relationship between the two agents (A, B) plays
out along horizontal (peer relationships) or vertical (hierarchical) lines. The third coordinate,
institutionality, defines A in terms of whether the collective or the individual members that
make up the collective (entity) are to be held accountable. The fourth dimension, expertise, is
concerned with the characteristics of A and B with four possible combinations: both are
experts; both are lay agents; the power holder is expert and the account holder is lay; or the
power holder is lay and the account holder is expert. The fifth dimension, substance
(output), refers to the specificity and stringency of the standards (X) to which the power
holder is held. The sixth dimension, procedure (input), relates to the types of participatory
tools (Y) used so as to render the power holder accountable. The seventh dimension is a
temporal one, relates to Z and concerns the moment that the power holder expects the
account holder to react, or the account holder has the opportunity to do so, relative to
the action on the part of the former. The eighth dimension considers the consequences, Q, of
the exercise of power by the account holders to affect the power holders. Rached (2016)
claims that the application of these eight properties is the starting point for both a
descriptive and a normative engagement regarding the parameters of accountability.
Trustworthy description is presumed to precede meaningful prescription, and these
coordinates or dimensions provide a framework for such an undertaking.

It should be emphasized that the way and manner in which the general principle of
accountability is conceptualized, implemented and evaluated within CE environment is
unknown. This is why the study’s primary objective is to examine how accountability
manifests itself within a CE context.

3. Methodology
This section discusses the research methodology adopted in this study.

3.1 Research design
Constructivism is the philosophical foundations of this study, and it is based on the belief
that reality lies primarily in individuals, through relationships, experiences, structures and
generations (Savin-Baden and Howell-Major, 2013). Constructivism is predicated on the
premise that individual comprehension and knowledge are based on their own experiences
(Kirschner et al., 2006). The epistemology is grounded on the premise that to ascertain the
underlying meaning of events and activities, reality must be interpreted and this
interpretation was accomplished through phenomenology, which attempted to assign
meaning to relevant stakeholders’ experiences, views and perceptions on accountability in
the circularity space.

From the above philosophical foundations, the researchers used a qualitative research
approach to elicit in-depth perspectives from stakeholders on how accountability manifests
in the context of CE (Yin, 2014). Qualitative research methods are useful for providing rich
descriptions of complex phenomena, tracking unique or unexpected events, illuminating the
experience and interpretation of events by actors with widely varying stakes and roles and
progressing toward explanations (Yin, 2014; Creswell, 2013).
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3.2 Population, sample and sampling technique of the study
The study’s population consisted of cross section of Ghanaians with experience in CE
initiatives and accountability framework. Given the context of the study which is
accountability within CE in Ghana, the study focused on five stakeholders as follows:
academics/researchers; policymakers; CE networks; industry organization; and
nongovernmental/civil society groups. Participants were recruited to meet inclusion and
exclusion criteria. Based on the sample’s accessibility, the researchers proposed
interviewing 40 participants. Saturation however, was achieved with 35 face-to-face
interviews. Although qualitative researchers have differing opinions on sample sizes, they
all agree that extremely small numbers should be used for research. Most qualitative studies
use a sample size of 12 until the researcher(s) reach saturation (Braun and Clarke, 2016;
Stebbins, 2001). The number of participants depend on the research approach chosen,
homogeneity of participant’s background, accessibility of participants and the attainment of
saturation.

To select the interviewees, the study relied on the network of work colleagues who are
familiar with the subject matter and through snowballing approach, other participants were
recruited. To ensure that all participants understood the subject of CE, we specifically asked
if they had been involved in the implementation of CE through their respective
organizations and how they perceived the concept. Thus, all the participants have
knowledge about the subject matter. The study was guided by the heterogeneous nature of
the sample and as a result more samples were required to achieve data saturation.

3.3 Data collection
A pilot study was conducted from February 26 to March 15, 2021, before the actual data
collection began. A total of 15 interviews were conducted with reference to the pilot study.
The pilot study’s findings had no influence on the research questions. Nonetheless, this
process was used to ensure face validity of the questions and also help in linking the
research questions to the development of the interview questions as suggested by Saunders
et al. (2009).

The primary source of data was obtained through 35 SSIs of key respondents who are
familiar with CE and accountability issues in Ghana. Given the coronavirus pandemic and
restriction on face-face and human interaction, all the interviews were done using the virtual
system specifically zoom. All the interviews were conducted in English. As Zoom has a
recording system, all the interviews were video and audiotaped and transcribed verbatim.
Participants consented to the recording of interviews.

The justification for using SSIs as a data collection tool in this study was that SSI is an
effective method for engaging in in-depth conversation. During the SSI, the researcher can
typically examine critically the talks and various initially superficial responses to reach
complex conclusions. In addition, using SSI, a researcher can typically follow-up on all
verbal and nonverbal responses, such as hunches, laughter and silence to disclose hidden
information that may prove useful in the final data analysis of various themes collected from
the conversation (Ritchie et al., 2013). The interviewers might blend various themes to
increase adaptability. In SSI, a researcher might discuss diverse issues with multiple
themes. Moreover, the participatory character of the SSI allows the interviewee to respond
freely (Yin, 2014; Creswell, 2013).

The interview explored what CE is about, what accountability entails, how
accountability manifests in CE context, how accountability is evaluated in CE context (Refer
to Appendix 1 for the full interview guide). Follow-up questions were asked to gain full
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understanding of participants’ views/opinions and perceptions. Interviews lasted for 50–
60min andwere conducted by the first author.

The interviewing process began in April 2021 and lasted four months. Senior faculty
members at the department of accounting of the University of Ghana provided a review of
the interview data to ensure appropriateness and adequacy. To corroborate the face-to-face
interview, data triangulation was performed, which means that data was gathered from
additional sources such as CE and accountability literature. Further, the study relied on the
field notes to provide additional information that helps put the interview responses into
context. Overall, the idea was to get a complete understanding of the phenomenon from as
many sources as possible.

Trustworthiness comprising the elements of credibility, transferability, dependability
and confirmability are fundamental elements of qualitative research that allow the reader to
assess the value of the research (Yin, 2014). To ensure the study’s credibility, a technique of
sustained participation, continuous observation, triangulation and member checking was
used. Further, to ensure transferability, the study adopted a strategy of thick description
such as the context in which the research was carried out, its setting, sample, sample size,
sample strategy, demographic and socio-economic characteristics, inclusion and exclusion
criteria, interview procedure and topics, changes in interview questions based on the
iterative research process and excerpts from the interview guide. Moreover, to ensure
dependability and confirmability, the study used the use of audit trail by providing a
complete set of notes on decisions made during the research process, research team
meetings, reflective thoughts, sampling, research materials adopted, emergence of the
findings and information about the data management. This enables an independent auditor
to study the transparency of the research path.

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the University of Ghana Humanities
Ethics Committee. Permission was sought from the relevant gate-keepers at the firms and all
participants gave informed consent before interviews were conducted. Respondents were
further informed about the objectives of the research and how their contributions will help
conceptualize accountability within the context of CE. The participants were informed that
participation was purely voluntary and that they had the right to opt out of the process at
any time. Anonymity and confidentiality were assured and observed. All identifying
information in participants’ accounts was removed to ensure anonymity. Participants were
assigned identification codes and these were used to present findings.

3.4 Data management and analysis
Generally qualitative researchers complete the first steps of data analysis as they collect the
data rather than waiting until all of it is collected (Miles and Huberman, 1994). This study
therefore adopted this approach as this makes it easier to analyze the data and also help to
know when data saturation has occurred. The study relied on inductive coding approach.
Inductive coding is a bottom-up approach in which the codes are derived from the data
(Saldaña, 2021). This is critical for exploratory research or when developing new theories,
ideas or concepts (Saldaña, 2021). The overall approach to the data analysis was based on
thematic analysis. Several steps were used in analyzing the field data. First, the data was
organized into specific units, words and sentences. Second, transcripts were read several
times to immerse in participants’ world. In the third step, codes were identified and themes
and subthemes were generated. In the next step, data was transferred into NVivo software
version 12, and this was used to manage the data subsequently. Next, similarities and
differences in the coded expressions and sentences were identified.
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The themes of this study were obtained as follows: By applying first-order analysis
(Gioia et al., 2013), the corpus of expressions and sentences was reduced to a manageable
number of categories, each of which was given a generalized phrasal description. In the
next step, the second-order analysis was used to convert the phrasal descriptions into
abstractions (Gioia et al., 2013) that expressed the key dimensions of accountability
within CE context. Table 1 illustrates the data analysis abstraction process from
empirical expressions to theoretical abstractions. The researchers discussed the themes
and subthemes and where discrepancies occurred, a consensus was reached to ensure
that participants’ views, opinions and perceptions were captured faithfully. Verbatim
quotes were then used to support findings (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2014). Finally, the
results of the analysis were discussed and synthesized for the purpose of validating the
findings (Yin, 2014).

4. Results and discussions
This section presents and discusses the findings from the study.

4.1 Demographic characteristics
The participants were made up of 35 respondents from a cross section of Ghanaians and
comprised 22 males and 13 females and age between 31 to 56 years. The respondents had
experience ranging between 9 and 15 years. The educational background of the participants
includes 8 bachelor degrees, 15 master’s degrees and 12 doctoral degrees in addition to their
relevant professional qualifications. The respondents include academics/researchers;
policymakers, CE networks; industry organizations; nongovernmental and civil society
organizations. Table 2 presents the demographic profile of the study respondents.

4.2 Themes and subthemes
During the analysis of the data, two broad themes emerged in relation to the research
objectives as follows:

(1) accountability manifestations in CE; and
(2) accountability manifestations in contributing toward the sustainability of the firm.

4.2.1 Accountability manifestations in circular economy. This theme highlights how
accountability manifests within the context of CE. It includes how it manifests and why it
does so within the context of CE. The subthemes described are as follows: social system,
responsibility and transparency, regular reporting to stakeholders, agency and
answerability and governance systems.

4.2.1.1 Existence of social system. Accountability has been defined as a social glue
(Frink and Klimoski, 1998). No mutual expectation or social order can exist without
accountability for organizational conduct, operations and choices. Many of these rules and
conventions are explicit, but most are socially accepted. Accountability is required by
reciprocal expectations in social systems. In a CE, accountability would be reflected in the
social system available to all.

On this theme, some of the respondents explained as follows:

I think the societal norms and values will reflect how accountability will manifest particularly in
the context of Ghana which is a collective state.” (AR 02); “I believe the kind of social norms and
value systems will dictate the nature of accountability.” (PM 05); “I think the standard expectation
imposed by the society will determine the nature of accountability. (CEN 07)
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Table 1.
Coding of themes

process

Raw data/original expression
First-order analysis: phrasal
description

Second-order analysis:
abstraction/subthemes

The society has norms, values and standard of
expectation regarding responsible consumption
and production especially those regarding the
ecology. These social norms should be the starting
point for any accountability framework for this
circular economy phenomenon

Societal norms, values and
standard of expectation

Social system

CE is somehow new concept towards
sustainability and this means that organizations
will have to show how they are applying its ideals.
In this context the firm or firms will have to be
transparent. Transparency and responsibility
system ought to be the focus of these
organizations when it is about showing how
accountable you are in the circular economy
environment

Showing some level of
transparency and
responsibility

Responsibility and
Transparency

As a policymaker, I would have to assume that
there is the need for firms to provide regular
reports to all stakeholders about their impact or
footprint on the ecology. In this way stakeholders
can measure how accountable and responsible you
are in the light of circular economy

Reporting to stakeholders
about ecological impact

Reporting to
stakeholders

The whole discussion about accountability and CE
can be likened to the issue of principal and agent.
In fact the organizations are the agents of the
society which represent the principals. The agent
is required to be answerable to the principal if you
want to prove accountability

A principal and an agent
relationship

Agency and
answerability

Governance and for that matter good governance
is an ideal way to prove accountability. This is
even critical in the context circular economy.
Governance will entail ethical behaviour in all
aspect of the operations of the organization and in
particular toward responsible consumption and
production

Good governance and
ethical behavior

Governance systems

Circular economy and sustainability are related to
a large extent. As the firm exhibits accountability
in operations particularly circular accountability
will lead to better competitive advantage. This
could be in the form of cost advantage or
differentiation and unique advantage

Achieving competitive
advantage through cost or
differentiation advantage

Driving competitive
advantage

Circular economy accountability will lead to
proper risk management which is a major concern
for most if not all organizations. By improving and
undertaking risk initiatives linked to circular
economy, the sustainability of the firm is also
guaranteed

Promoting and undertaking
risk management initiative

Improving risk
management

Accountable practices relative to circular economy
also entails innovation. Successful implementation
of circular ideals and sustainability require
adoption and use of innovation and technology.
Continuous adoption of new and improve
technology and innovation is a requirement for
sustainable firm

Adoption and use of
technology and innovation
practices

Fostering innovation

Source: Authors’ compilation, 2021
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On this same theme, other respondents asserted as follows:

Social systems have already defined what is considered acceptable within social interactions [. . .]
therefore any accountability framework should consider that.” (IO 03); “Accountability manifestations
will exhibit in social system which is maintained by the various social control mechanisms. These
mechanismsmaintain the equilibrium between the various processes of social interaction. (NGO/CSO 03)

In a CE, accountability would be achieved through current social mechanisms according to
respondents. This result is in line with the literature’s position (Frink and Klimoski, 1998;
Rached, 2016) that society contains social systems in the form of values and standards that
actors must adhere to in order to be accountable. These social systems are considered
institutional logics influencing actor behavior (Thornton et al., 2012). A social system has
pattern, order and balance, as well as an adjustment function. Societal changes influence this
multifaceted issue. That is, the social system is dependent on society’s aims, objects and
interests. In a CE, these social system dynamics would manifest accountability.

Social systems for instance are part of higher logics that governs behavior (Friedland and
Alford, 1991; Thornton et al., 2012). Social systems are built on mutual expectations of behavior,
norms and values (Hall et al., 2021; Martin-Gutierrez et al., 2020; Frink and Klimoski, 2004; Frink
et al., 2015; Rached, 2016). In Ghana, these norms, attitudes and expectations include, for example,
seasonal prohibitions on farming and fishing. Various cultural and religious festivals aimed to
unite people. Therefore, any accountability structure will take these values and norms into
account. In the CE, a social system may include reducing emissions, greenhouse gases and
protecting the ecology. The social systems are defined by conventions, values and business
practices. The company is part of a larger industry with conventions, values and acceptable
standards. These link people and organizations to a bigger institution.

4.2.1.2 Existence of responsibility and transparency. Responsibility and transparency
are essential for the efficient operation of the modern economy. They ensure that
information is accessible that can be used to assess organizational environmental efficiency.
Transparency and responsibility help to provide accountability, which ensures that
businesses can be held accountable for their stewardship.

Table 2.
Demographic profile

Participating groups No. of interviewees Technique Average duration (minutes)

Academics/researchers (AR) 8 Via Zoom 52
Policymakers (PM) 6 Via Zoom 55
Circular economy network (CEN) 7 Via Zoom 57
Industry organization (IO) 9 Via Zoom 55
NGO/CSO 5 Via Zoom 54

Gender
Male 22
Female 13

Experience (years)
0–5 3
6–10 8
above 10 24

Highest education
Bachelor 8
Masters 15
Doctorate 12

Source:Authors’ compilation
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On this theme, some of the respondents alluded as follows:

At the heart of the whole issue is that, sufficient transparency and accountability are essential for
ensuring that society’s natural resource assets were handled for the good of the entire
population.” (PM 02); “Transparency and responsibility are the ideal way of showing
accountability in any setting. (NGO/CSO 01)

On this same theme, other respondent claimed as follows:

I think a necessary but not sufficient condition to establishing the perception of accountability is
responsibility and transparency [. . .] in fact for accountability to be achieved, there must be
transparency. (IO 04)

Another respondent posited as follows:

Transparency and responsibility are critical in this context. The organization’s governing
documents and policies relevant to circularity must be available to stakeholders for assessment
[. . .]. Organizational responsibility in the context of circular economy must be clear and
understood by all. (IO 02)

Transparency and accountability are fundamental manifestations of accountability in the
CE, according to Tamvada (2020) and Blankenberger and Williams (2020). In
acknowledgment of the relevance of these issues, many recent worldwide initiatives have
been launched to promote transparency. Among these are the IMF’s new Resource Revenue
Transparency Guide, the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative, the G8’s larger
transparency initiatives and the New Partnership for Africa’s Development, which
emphasizes strong transparency (Diab, 2021). These initiatives constitute institutional logics
driving accountability manifestations within the context of CE.

Further, the issue of responsibility and transparency are key consideration in
accountability discourse because these concepts underpin the framework of general
accountability (Diab, 2021). From the perspective of institutional logics, transparency and
responsibility ensure that information is available that can be used to measure organizational
environmental performance and to guard against any possible misuse of natural resources
(Thornton et al., 2012). This is consistent with what Bovens (2010) and Rached (2016)
proposed that accountability relationship between account holder and the power holder as a
“reflective discursive encounter.” “It is reflective since it lets the agents turn inward and find
a justification for their acts (i.e. responsibility on the part of the agent or power holder). It is
also discursive because the agent also needs to turn outward and express this justification
publicly and intelligibly to engage in a back-and-forth conversation (i.e. transparency on the
part of the agent or power holder). In the CE context, transparency will be discharged
through perceived disclosure of CE practices (i.e. the degree to which information is made
available rather than concealed), perceived clarity (i.e. the degree to which information is
comprehensible as opposed to obscured) and perceived accuracy (i.e. the degree to which
information is accurate and not exaggerated or skewed) (Schnackenberg et al., 2021).

4.2.1.3 Regular reporting to stakeholders. Regular reporting is essential for
accountability. Reports inform stakeholders on achievements, failures, solutions, costs, risks
and future steps. Businesses are currently grappling with how to create reliable, rigorous
and objectively validated reporting that allows their adherence to these ideals to be properly
evaluated. The under-listed responses are in support of this theme:

I share the view that regular reporting to stakeholders provides social actors with an opportunity
to communicate information to a much wider range of stakeholders about the environmental,
social, economic, and governance performance. . .I guess this is a form of accountability. (NGO/
CSO 03)
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I believe regular annual cycle of reporting on common agreed-upon data in relation to circular
economy activities, analyzing, reporting and discussing the findings and identifying areas for
improvement, built into the agendas of global governance and leadership bodies are clear
manifestation of accountability. (CEN 04)

Keeping track of the many commitments made to various stakeholder groups at various times,
and communicating progress made against these commitments on a regular basis is a must for
accountability. (CEN 07)

I think regularly updating your commitments and disclose progress to affected and interested
parties [. . .]. In particular, publicize any material changes to commitments or implementation
actions that vary from publicly disclosed document. (AR 05)

Accountability is demonstrated by routine contact with stakeholders concerning circularity
initiatives and activities. An organization’s feeling of accountability is demonstrated by
providing information, taking responsibility for it and listening to feedback from others
about how effectively it is meeting its commitments. According to prior research (Diab,
2021; Asare et al., 2021), governmental institutions promoted corporate accountability by
pressing for regular reporting to stakeholders. To make routine reporting to stakeholders
feasible, metrics for quantifying circularity should be created (Rached, 2016). Moreover,
regular reporting is vital for effective stakeholder assurance and engagement, and reports
play an important role in informing stakeholders about milestones, challenges, resolutions,
costs, threats relative to CE implementation (Schnackenberg et al., 2021). In line with the
institutional logic theory, regular reporting ensures compliance with established
institutional requirements (Thornton et al., 2012; Rached, 2016). In this regard, the social
actor will have to regularly collects, analyses and discusses a mix of data, information and
evidence/metrics to assess its performance and the extent to which they are upholding its
commitments toward CE principles (Schnackenberg et al., 2021).

4.2.1.4 Agency and answerability. To be dubbed an accountability practice, a practice
must make a genuine effort to track the mandate’s demands. Accountability demands
scrutiny, but it also necessitates answerability. The concept of agency is linked to the
necessity for accountability whereby actors perform two distinct roles that are linked by
formal social settings. First, the focal person/entity whose decisions, activities or other
behaviors are judged by others. Second, position involves someone observing and assessing
the focal person. As a result, accountability will come through agency and answerability.
This is akin to the principle of principal-agent relationship.

Some respondents noted as follows:

I think accountability is a two-way interaction involving agency on one part and answerability on
the other part [. . .] these elements are critical to show accountability.” (IO 08). “In my estimation
there should be principal agency relationship in this context of accountability [. . .]. This assumes
a relation between accountable and accounting actors and the public debates in which they
engage. It is closely tied to transparency. (CEN 06)

Another respondent indicated as follows:

Whichever side one takes, accountability systems that seek to promote both answerability and
responsibility are needed in circular environment. (AR 04)

On this same theme, another respondent asserted as follows:

Given these realities of circularity, I will argue that accountability policies need to recognize the
mutual relationships between answerability and agency [. . .]. This is because accountability
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policies are unlikely to be effective unless both are addressed and coordinated at least to some
extent. (PM 03)

As stated above, improving accountability focuses on boosting answerability. The findings
support the existing literature (Frink and Klimoski, 1998; Frink and Klimoski, 2004) that
agency and answerability are required for accountability to manifest. Institutional logics
theory says that accountability is heavily institutionalized, with diverse prescriptions for
individuals (Friedland and Alford, 1991; Thornton et al., 2012). In fact, every accountability
policy or collection of policies must consider the mutuality of agency and answerability
(Klimoski. 2004). The reality is that any accountability policies need to recognize the mutual
relationship between agency and answerability (Moser and Leipold, 2021). Institutional
logics requires agency relationship and answerability from social actors (Thornton et al.,
2012; Diab, 2021). When applied to CE environment, the organization being the agent is
expected to be answerable for its actions and decision relative to responsible business
practices including CE (Frink and Klimoski, 1998; Rached, 2016; Dillard and Vinnari, 2019).
In this regard, organizations should be held responsible for adhering to defined and agreed-
upon procedures and/or objectives, according to the concept of answerability.

4.2.1.5 Governance systems. Accountability is vital in promoting good governance and
sustaining stakeholder engagement in organizational performance. Governance is
concerned with how an entity administers and runs itself, as well as how it holds itself and
its employees accountable. Ethics, risk management, compliance and administration are all
aspects of governance. As a result, in a CE, accountability can be achieved via governance
structures. The following comments are in support of this theme:

I can deduce that governance and accountability are two aspects of social interaction that often
overlap [. . .] I mean both terms are linked since many businesses use corporate governance to
outline goals for being accountable to internal and external stakeholders. (PM 06)

Corporate governance and accountability provide a focus for business practices that promote
fairness, ethical behavior, and transparency. (CEN 05)

In my view a misalignment between corporate governance and accountability practices can
damage a company’s image among investors and the general public [. . .]. Accountability should
therefore manifest via governance system. (IO 09)

I think stakeholder views corporate governance structure as a disciplinary mechanism used to
reprimand, executives, managers, and workers who fail to maintain accountability in business
operations. (NGO/CSO 04)

Gorman and Ward (2020) stated that accountability is a subset of governance that involves
monitoring, managing and assessing corporate agents to ensure they operate in the best
interests of all parties. According to the respondents, governance and accountability are
intrinsically intertwined. It is unrealistic to demand accountability without effective
governance systems. CE implementation demands an effective governance framework that
considers circularity (Asare, et al., 2021). These logics will establish, among other things,
whether the organization should engage in CE practices which are all part of the
accountability procedures (Diab, 2021; Rached, 2016). Therefore, any accountability policy
relative to CE adoption should be situated within the governance system.

4.2.2 Accountability manifestations in contributing toward sustainability of firm. This
theme deals with how the accountability manifestations in CE context will contribute
toward the sustainability of the firm. Businesses are increasingly implementing responsible
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behaviors as they pursue profit-making activities. This is due to the rising stakeholder
expectations which are motivating organizations to consider the impacts of their actions in a
broad, transparent and systematic manner. The subtheme that emerged from the responses
are as follows: driving competitive advantage; improving risk management; and fostering
innovation.

4.2.2.1 Driving competitive advantage. Accountability in the CE will help firms stay
competitive by engaging stakeholders. The strategic importance of sustainability efforts derives
from the need to continuously engage with and learn from important stakeholders. Being
accountable to stakeholders and regularly engaging them on the firm’s sustainability initiatives
will result in a competitive advantage. Some of the respondents stated the following on this theme:

I think accountability manifestation will lead to eventual sustainability of the firm in that
businesses may create economic benefit by recognizing and resolving social issues that are
related to their operations [. . .] in this case the engagement of stakeholders will be crucial in
driving economic value. (IO 01)

I guess by being accountable, organization will be able to predict and respond to economic, social,
environmental and regulatory changes as and when they occur through frequent consultation
with stakeholders [. . .] and this will drive competitive advantage. (IO 08)

As the firm continues to be accountable, they are able to establish good relationships with their
stakeholders thereby reducing conflict and enhancing cooperation [. . .] this I believe will help the
firm to operate within schedule and budget. (AR 05)

The above responses reveal a strong link between accountability and company
sustainability. In business, sustainability means managing and integrating environmental,
social and financial demands and concerns for long-term success. According to prior studies
(Hahn et al., 2018; Landrum and Ohsowski, 2018), this will lead to firm sustainability. As
applied to the framework of CE, there should be a business case for organizations to
demonstrate accountability. This business case can be seen in the increased competitive
advantage that the company can gain from frequent stakeholder engagements. Through
these processes, the firm will exhibit accountability that will lead to sustainability of the
firm (Kuzma et al., 2020; Hahn et al., 2018; Landrum and Ohsowski, 2018).

4.2.2.2 Improving risk management. Accountability in a CE environment will improve
risk management and thus firm sustainability. Social and environmental hazards develop
over time, often affecting the enterprise in multiple ways, and are usually uncontrollable.
The management of such hazards depends on the organization’s accountability for CE
activities. On this theme, some of respondent alluded as follows:

From my perspective, I think adopting socially ethical practices will reduce the firm’s exposure to
risk [. . .] with the continuous reduction in the firm’s risk exposure level will create long term
value. (CEN 04)

I believe risk management and firm’s sustainability moves hand in hand [. . .] by this I mean that
an alignment between the two should be efficient enough to sustain and grow a business while
preserving the natural environment. (NGO/CSO 03)

Successful risk management strategy may assist management in identifying emerging issues of
concern including the availability of renewable energy sources, the depletion of non-renewable
resources, or evolving government regulations. . .which ultimately will lead to firm’s
sustainability (PM 04).
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Accountability in a CE improves an organization’s risk assessment and risk management.
Via these processes, an organization is able to align its profit objectives with its circularity
strategies. The finding is consistent with prior literature that posited that accountability
ensures that firms are always alert to emerging risk (Hahn et al., 2018; Landrum and
Ohsowski, 2018). Further, accountability in a CE environment increases risk perception and
risk management in an organization. When businesses incorporate sustainability values
into their business practices, risk management programs must be incorporated as well.
Paying close attention to risk factors as a result of the organization’s obligation to be
accountable in relation to circularity results in long-term value development, which is
consistent with prior studies (Tseng, 2021; Whelan and Fink, 2016).

4.2.2.3 Fostering innovation. Accountability manifestations in CE environment can lead
to the firm’s long-term viability through encouraging creativity and innovation. In fact,
innovation has been identified as a critical method for achieving sustainability. This opens
up new market and business opportunities for firms. On this theme, several respondents
made the following observations:

It is expected that the desire of the firm to be accountable relative to circularity will involve
innovations and creativity [. . .] which if sustain will result in the long-term value creation and
improve performance. (AR 07)

For companies, innovation is an essential growth tool, particularly when promoted by public
policy or voluntary initiatives such as accountability in circular economy. (REP19)

I think accountability in all its forms will drive innovation [. . .] in this sense, innovations should
generate positive economic, social, and environmental results at the same time for the
organization. (PM 02)

The views expressed above indicate that accountability manifestations within the
circularity space will drive innovation. Organizations pursuing CE initiatives should be
concerned with novelties that address the multiple dimensions of circularity in a systematic
manner and produce beneficial outcomes for both society and environment. Research has
indicated that, technological innovation is a critical policy component for long-term growth
(Tseng, 2021; Whelan and Fink, 2016). Accountability within CE business model calls for the
need to be innovative. Innovation in turn exert strong and positive influence on
sustainability performance (Pillai et al., 2017; Kuzma et al., 2020). As a result of the need for
companies to be accountable, creative practices will emerge, resulting in long-term value
creation, performance enhancement and eventually firm sustainability.

5. Summary, conclusions, implications and limitations
The study had the objective of exploring how accountability manifests within CE
environment and how these manifestations may lead to sustainability of the firm. The
objectives were situated within two research questions for qualitative investigation:

RQ1. How is accountability manifested in the CE in contemporary times?

RQ2. How accountability manifestations contribute to the sustainability of a firm?

The examination of field data showed that accountability in the circularity space takes
several forms and configurations. The specific areas of accountability manifestations are
through the social system embedded in society, through the organization’s responsibility
and transparency, through regular reporting to stakeholders using appropriate metrics,
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through the organization’s agency and answerability and through governance systems.
Furthermore, the study found that accountability manifestations will contribute to the firm’s
sustainability by creating competitive advantage through stakeholder engagements,
improving risk management and boosting creativity and innovation.

These findings substantiate the position espoused by previous researchers (Rached,
2016; Cooper and Owen, 2007; Frink, 2008; Frink and Klimoski, 2004; Von Dornum, 1997) to
the extent that accountability is a multifaceted concept and must be investigated from
different levels. Further, it also substantiates the position of the literature to the effect that
accountability within the framework of CE should be linked to the business case agenda
which is the sustainability of the firm (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al., 2018; Gherardi et al.,
2021). Additionally, the results compares favorably with studies by Asare et al. (2021) on
strategic accountability using institutional theory in Sub-Saharan Africa.

To this end, the research contributes variously to the literature on accountability and
circularity as follows.

First, the study offers empirical evidence about how accountability manifests in the
circularity space. Within the framework of the CE, accountability is manifested by both
formal and informal processes. Formal accountability uses established management control
methods for example, budgeting and budget targets, product costing procedures,
performance evaluation systems and key performance indicators relative to CE. Informal
accountability involves directing company actions or behaviors in a way that helps the
organization achieve its economic goals in a discretionary manner while incorporating social
norms and political value systems (Diab, 2021; Moser and Leipold, 2021). It is assumed that
by implementing these procedures, the social actors will preserve and strengthen its
legitimacy in the public eye.

Second, in terms of theoretical contribution, this study uses institutional logics theory
(Friedland and Alford, 1991; Thornton et al., 2012) to demonstrate how accountability
manifests itself. In this context, CE is underpinned by higher institutional processes (Diab,
2021). Thus, accountability manifestation will be based on multiple institutional logics
existing within the circularity space including state order in the organizational field. Higher
order logics are translated into conventions and routines, which can be used to define social
behavior such as circularity practice (Freidland and Alford, 1991; Thornton et al., 2012).
This is important to appreciate how numerous institutional demands not only obstruct
activities and impose restrictions on organization but also facilitate this process. This
contribution of the study is part of a larger discussion about the need to focus on
accountability in a CE context and investigate its critical position, a subject that has been
surprisingly overlooked by extant literature (Di Maio et al., 2017; Asare et al., 2021).

Third, the study’s results have both policy and managerial implications as follows: the
CE is emerging as a viable alternative to the traditional linear system of production and
consumption (De Angelis, 2020; Tsai et al., 2020; Mashud et al., 2020a, 2020b, 2020c).
Scholars, government and policymakers are calling for more scholarly reflections on the role
of accountability within the CE setting, given that accountability is critical in ensuring
sustainable development (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al., 2018; Gherardi et al., 2021). This
study therefore sets the stage for identifying accountability framework or mechanism
within the emerging phenomenon of CE. Additionally, accountability is a fundamental
principle of good governance, including natural resource governance of which the CE is a
component. This has the effect of guarding against negative social and environmental
consequences as well as power abuse (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al., 2018; Gherardi et al.,
2021; Bovens, 2007).
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Fourth, accountability directs the actions of power holders toward more socially and
environmentally sustainable outcomes by ensuring that the voices of citizens and
potentially impacted people are included in decision-making (Nuesiri, 2016). Thus, this
study has a broader significance in that it proposes mechanisms for ensuring accountability
within the circularity space. Ultimately, the government bears the primary responsibility for
accountable management of production and consumption systems, as well as natural
resources on behalf of its citizens, who are the owners of these resources. However, the
government is frequently hesitant to hold powerful actors, particularly businesses to
account without reservation, preferring to allow businesses to opt for voluntarymechanisms
of accountability or self-regulation (Nuesiri, 2016). By addressing this pressing question of
the nature of accountability manifestation, the study sets the tone for government, corporate
leaders, policymakers and society in general to initiative discussions for a more formalized
system of accountability within the circularity space. In fact, the World Bank and other
comparable international financial institutions recognize the importance of accountability
mechanisms that would enable them to address complaints and grievances regarding social
and environmental outcomes of their funded programs and projects worldwide (Nuesiri,
2016). Thus, the study’s findings are contextually relevant, emphasizing the importance of
accountability mechanisms in sustainable production and consumption systems, a subject
recognized by global institutions.

It should however be noted that given the pluralistic nature of the CE, formal
accountability that is excessively based on control and justification would possibly inspire
short-term compliance-oriented actions and will not produce the desired results. Therefore,
government, policymakers, corporate executives and proponents of CE should recognize
that accountability in the circularity space is multifaceted. It should include both formal and
informal mechanisms in designing effective accountability systems so as to fulfil the ideals
of the CE.

This study has the typical limitations of qualitative research in that the results cannot be
generalized. As a result, a potential research direction will be to establish and validate
suitable measures for the accountability manifestations constructs in this study using
quantitative methodology. Future studies may find it useful to explore how accountability
within CE context is evaluated and the boundary conditions that predict positive as well as
negative consequences of accountability. Further, future studies could also explore the
challenges that accountability faces within the context of CE.
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Appendix. Interview guide – semi-structured interview questions
The following interview questions were put to the respondents to obtain their views and perception
relative to the subject matter:

(1) What is CE and why do you think that is CE? (2) Have you been involved in CE
implementation or initiative? (2) What is accountability? (3) What accountability entails? (4) What is
the meaning of accountability in the CE context? (5) What makes you believe that is accountability in
the context of CE? (6) How is accountability manifested within the CE context? (7) Why does it
manifest in this way? (8) How are these manifestations contributing toward sustainability of the firm?
(9) How is accountability evaluated in the context of CE? (10) What are the elements of accountability
in the CE environment? (11) What type or kind of accountability (i.e. formal or informal) would you
recommend within the context of CE and why?
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