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Abstract: It is considered that artificial intelligence (Al) adoption will considerably amplify in the next decade and impact our lives in all
three dimensions — environmental, social and governance. Therefore, deriving sustainable long-term value from Al mass implementation
requires organisations to follow an ethical and responsible path. It is considered that accounting professionals will play a significant role in
managing this process due to their commitment to ethics and ethical behaviour when performing the assigned tasks within the accounting
and finance function. For instance, they might play an important part in complying with regulation and ethics policies, data management,
including its quality and confidentiality, as data feeds Al, building understanding of how Al is used in the industry. Moreover, accountants
could actively participate in cross-functional teams and efficiently communicate issues related to Al ethics and sustainability. In the light of
the challenges from the mass adoption of Al, this paper aims at outlining the perspectives and opportunities towards the accountancy
profession in the ethical and sustainable Al implementation in organisations.
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1. Introduction

It is considered that artificial intelligence (Al) adoption will
considerably amplify in the next decade moving from its laboratory
stage towards a mass deployment. A recent survey of ACCA among
accountancy and finance professionals reveals that an exponential
growth of Al deployment from12% to 86% is expected over the
decade of the 2020s [1]. Therefore, deriving sustainable long-term
value from Al mass implementation requires organisations to follow
an ethical and responsible path.

It is considered that accounting professionals will play a
significant role in managing this process due to their commitment to
ethics and ethical behaviour when performing the assigned tasks
within the accounting and finance function. They might play an
important part in setting tone at the top on Al adoption, exercise
professional judgement and challenge greenwashing. Further,
accountants could take the lead in complying with regulation and
ethics policies, data management, including its quality and
confidentiality, as data feeds Al, building understanding of how Al
is used in the industry. Moreover, accountants could actively
participate in cross-functional teams and efficiently communicate
issues related to Al ethics and sustainability [2].

In the light of the challenges from the mass adoption of Al, this
paper aims at outlining the perspectives and opportunities towards
the accountancy profession in the ethical and sustainable Al
implementation in organisations.

2. Al
governance

impact on environment, society, and

Al adoption will impact our lives in all three dimensions —
environmental, social and governance (ESG). Therefore,
considering ethical implications for accountancy profession implies
analyses in the ESG context.

Environment is one of the drivers of change that shape the
sustainable organisation of the future along with economy, society,
technology, and workforce [3]. There are few global initiatives in
response to the environmental crises that reshape thinking and
rearrange priorities. The roadmap for governments and wider
stakeholders is the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
adopted by the United Nations in 2015. All 17 SDGs are integrated
and call for action to “end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure
that by 2030 all people enjoy peace and prosperity” [4]. In addition,
the Ten Principles of the United Nations Global Compact serve as a
guideline for organisations to implement SDG agenda as well as to
demonstrate their environmental responsibilities and the
development and diffusion of environmentally friendly technologies
[5]. In March 2021, the 52nd United Nations Statistical
Commission adopted the System of Environmental-Economic
Accounting (SEEA) — a new statistical framework that integrates
economic and environmental data. It is considered a historical
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step towards transforming the way nature is viewed and valued.
Antonio Guterres, the Secretary-General of the United Nations,
affirms that “No longer will we allow mindless environmental
destruction to be considered as economic progress” [6]. SEEA
unifies standard concepts, definitions, classifications, accounting
rules and tables for generating statistics and accounts that are
internationally comparable [7].

All those initiatives are shaping the landscape and the main
concern when considering the environmental impact of Al adoption
is the energy consumption for running algorithms. According to
Amodei et al. [8], the computing power used in the training of the
largest Al models has been increasing exponentially. It doubles
every 3.4 months and outstrips the 2-year doubling period, imposed
by the Moore’s law. There are two issues that should be addressed:
the massive increase of the data volume, on the one hand and the
significant component of unstructured data, on the other. New terms
as zettabytes, equal to 10%* bytes and yottabytes, equal to 1000
zettabytes, have been introduced as a response to the data explosion.
Unstructured data comprises pdfs, video and audio files, emails,
social media information, etc. and could provide rich and valuable
insights [9]. Marr [10] states that unstructured data is growing at 55-
65 percent annually. By the deployment of specifically developed,
Al based analytical tools, the inherent meaning, biases, and
sentiment could be revealed [11], [12].

With the augmented use of Al across sectors, the electricity
consumption, needed for the initial set up of the system and for
training the algorithms, amplifies. Furthermore, data centers need
additional energy for cooling or other support processes Therefore,
Al deployment has carbon footprint as the production of the energy
consumed results in emission of greenhouse gases [13]. An attempt
for overcoming this issue is IBM’s initiative for responsible
computing. According to Marc Peters, CTO for Energy,
Environment & Utilities EMEA at IBM, a holistic approach is
needed (fig. 1) [14]. For instance, the responsible code element
requires efficiency of algorithms. The idea behind the clean code
concept, also supported by ACCA [15], is to optimize code’s
quality without high resource consumption.

When analyzing the environmental impact of applying Al, we
should also consider how organisations manage and report their
footprint on the environment. Unfortunately, misrepresentation and
exaggeration of company’s sustainability performance becomes a
common unfair practice [16]. The reason for this greenwashing may
be the lack of one single global reporting framework of non-
financial and ESG reporting [3].

But we should consider Al not only as part of the problem but
also as part of the solution. Natural language processing (NLP)
might contribute to achieve double materiality — a “guiding
principle” in the GRI Standards [17] that was initially proposed by
the European Commission in its 2019 Guidelines on Non-Financial
Reporting: Supplement on Reporting Climate-related Information
[18]. The double materiality concept enhances company’s corporate
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reporting by requiring disclosures on the environmental and social
impact of its activities. In particular, NLP might be used either for
comparing company’s reported green credentials with the data in
the public domain (facts vs. what is said|) and for analysing the
industry using a variety of information sources to monitor the
consumption patterns of the natural resources.
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Fig. 1 Responsible computing
Source: [1] p. 13, [14].

Society is the second dimension in the ESG context that is
strongly impacted by the Al deployment. We will discuss it by
using the approach, applied in the joint survey of ACCA and the
Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand (CAANZ) [1].
Firstly, the rights of the individuals should be considered. Secondly,
the effect on the rights of the employees. An important aspect is
also how Al affects the consumer’s rights.

The empirical results of the same survey show that 43% of the
respondents expect a positive impact of Al on their rights as
individuals. Further, 64% of them think that the overall impact of
Al on their standard of living will be positive compared to only
11% who define it as negative. But according to the same data
source, only 32% of the respondents expect a positive impact on the
level of inequality within society compared to 28% who think the
effect will be negative. Despite the prevailing number of the Al
advocates, we, as a society, should be aware about Al implications
on inequality. Rising it within and among countries may cause
health damages with a long-lasting or even irreversible effect for
many. Some of the survey respondents view Al as a tool that might
decrease corruption and increase government revenue, for instance
by detecting tax evaders [1]. The right of employees might also be
affected by Al deployment. The latter provides both challenges and
opportunities. Humans losing their jobs against the machines seems
to be only part of the story in the light of the new emerging roles
and functions within organization boundaries. Moreover,
employees’ productivity is expected to increase and the boring
activities — to decrease because of the Al impact on jobs and duties.
But the future of employment is more complex as the winning
strategy implies employees to be opened to the change and to
develop new skills and competences to fit the new requirements of
the labour market. The psychological aspect of the “Al taking over”
matter should also be considered as humans need transparent and
straightforward communication about Al disruptive impact on jobs.
From the consumer’s perspective, there are contradictory views
when considering Al mass application that vary case by case. For
example, the Al deployment in e-commerce could increase
consumer choice but might be also intrusive if revealing some
private aspects of the individual. One could also assess as negative
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the use of Al tools for detecting human emotions or personality
characteristics. Metz described one complicated use case with an
insurance company that implemented Al-powered tool when taking
decisions on its insurance claims [19]. The tool was used for
identifying unexplained factors picked up from customers’ video
recordings. Though this “dystopian” use of Al was subsequently
denied by the company, it raises question on the Al incorrect
interference with a negative impact on the consumer’s rights. The
consumer trust is another aspect that calls for attention and
accountants’ ethics would play an important role for Al successful
implementation by the company.

Governance is probably the most complex area in the ESG
discussion, encompassing a variety of aspects, including some
ethical and philosophical considerations. The question of whether a
robot with a human-like traits would be considered as a piece of
property or as an individual, when Al based technologies reveal
their full potential, makes the issue even more complicated. The Al
impact on human values is also a big concern as algorithms are
affected by ideas, cultures, and values. For instance, the
“individualism vs. collectivism” dilemma that shapes some culture
characteristics of the society, might influence the development of
algorithms by the perception of what is right or wrong. The
regulatory landscape is another important aspect of the Al and
governance discussion. The need of relevant rules and requirements
to regulate the use of Al should be considered at least at national
level. The summary of the current state of Al regulations is
provided in table 1.

Table 1 Al governance around the world

Australia | An Al Action Plan is released in 2021. It sets out a
vision for Australia to be a global leader in
developing and adopting trusted, secure, and
responsible Al.

Brazil The National artificial intelligence strategy aims at
stimulating Al research and innovations with an

emphasis on the ethical use of Al technologies.

China Local Al regulation on Al promotion in Shenzhen.

New
Zealand

Looser, principle-based approach is applied to avoid
the compliance burden and not to impede
innovations.

Model Al Governance Framework introduced in
2019 and currently updated.

Singapore

UK No Al-specific legislation though Al application is
in the government’s lens and an overarching legal

framework will be developed in the future.

us National Al Initiative Act became law in January
2021 at federal level. It aims at boosting Al research

and application for nation’s prosperity and security.

European
Union

A risk-based, market-based approach is advocated.
A legal framework that ensures the safe use of Al
and at the same time facilitating innovation and
investment in Al technologies is proposed.

Source: [1] p. 26, [20], [21], [22], [23], [24].

Based on the summary, provided on table 1, we can conclude
that there are two applied approaches that shape the national
regulatory landscape when referring to Al deployment — a principle-
based and a rule-based. We should also note that the regulatory
environment is very dynamic as many countries try to encourage Al
applications and stimulate their economies but at the same time
safeguarding human rights and the safe Al use. In addition, the
international coordination is crucial [20] and probably global
standards that deal with Al implications are part of the solution. A
very significant aspect of the Al regulation is to achieve a balance
between innovations and regulations. Regulation should not hinder
Al deployment, but it is important to consider the financial and non-
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financial aspect of technology application, the level of the required
human oversight, the level of automation, etc. Transparency,
especially for those whose data power the algorithms, is another
important aspect of Al regulation. A good practice of how to cope
with this issue is the public register introduced in the cities of
Amsterdam and Helsinki. It keeps an updated record of what Al has
been applied and how, thus helping the public to understand most of
the Al implications, including the government policy. Mechanisms
for receiving feedback to assess public attitude towards Al
deployment might also contribute for the more transparent Al use.

The ethical considerations of Al deployment also imply a
proper tone at the top highlighting the significant role of the
management in prioritizing ethics together with company’s profits.
According to an analysis of several profound data sources, a
responsible Al system should agree with at least the following eight
guiding principles in terms of the ethics policy: fairness,
accountability, sustainability related to the long-term impact on
people and planet, transparency on the Al use and the Al-based
decision making, human oversight over Al-based technologies
deployment, ethical use of data, safety and robustness regarding
functioning of the Al systems, and compliancy with the applicable
standards and law [1], [18], [20], [21], [22], [23], [25].

The ethical and sustainable Al adoption requires the
management to consider where Al might add value for the
organisation. A focal point for the Al deployment decision should
be the long-term results rather than just following the industry
trend. Al adoption needs a strategic approach and would vary by
business case. All the risks, benefits, and costs for the company,
associated with the Al implementation, should be considered.
Accountants and other professionals in the finance function are
expected to play a significant role in performing the cost-benefit
analyses as well as in assessing the long-term value for the business.

3.  Ethical implications for  accounting
professionals of Al deployment in the ESG context

The ethical implications for accountants of Al adoption will be
reviewed separately for each of the ESG segments based on the
empirical results of the ACCA & CAANZ study [1]. When
considering the environment dimension, two basic assumptions
should guide their role in the ethical and responsible Al
deployment. First, accounting experts may apply their professional
competence and due care when engaging vendors to assess the
impact on environment. Second, they might contribute for more
objectivity in presenting company’s green credential and thus
overcoming the negative effects of the greenwashing. Moreover,
they might contribute to the ESG reporting requirements
compliance and the needed upskill to follow and comply with the
new regulations in the area. Lutamyo B. Mtawali, Sustainable
Finance Lead at IBM, highlights that accountancy and other finance
professionals have a critical role in Al adoption from the financial
reporting perspective. They are responsible for the complete,
accurate and valid financial reporting pertaining to ESG
considerations. Furthermore, they must ensure compliance with the
relevant regulatory frameworks and standards on ESG,
sustainability and/or climate [1], p. 17.

When considering the social implications for ethical Al
adoption, there is a public interest obligation for accountants to
under-represented and vulnerable groups. Avoidance of
“participation washing” [26], for instance, may require accountancy
professionals to inform and collaborate with outside parties. In
addition, when considering the rights of employees, integrity is
essential in communicating the Al impact in straightforward way.
Confidentiality of customer data as well as integrity when
communicating the Al use in a transparent manner are also ethical
implications of Al adoption.
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The ethical considerations for accountancy profession in regard
of the governance dimension in the ESG agenda are numerous and
more complicated compared to those already discussed. They are
summarised in table 2.

Table 2 Ethical implications for accountants of Al deployment
in the governance segment of the ESG agenda

» Professional judgement is required when dealing with
specific Al situations. It can not be replaced by a

compliance-based checklist.

Professional standards to ensure compliance with Al
evolving regulations should be developed and applied.

Professional competence and due care obligation exists for
responsible Al deployment and top-down leadership
approach should be applied within the organisation.

Professional compliance with the Al ethics policy of the
organisation is required.

Obijectivity is needed in the assessment of Al application
costs and values in the long term.

Professional competence and due care obligation exists for
enabling oversight and delivery mechanisms.

Professional competence and due care are needed to ensure
sufficient Al knowledge to engage with and interrogate Al
vendor offer in the context of the business need.

Professional competence and due care are essential in
applying control and monitoring mechanisms

Confidentiality and professional standards are needed for
the efficient data management (data minimisation, data
confidentiality and data quality) in compliant manner.

Professional competence and due care are essential for
understanding what the Al system is doing. Integrity in not
outsourcing accountability to the algorithm.

Professional competence and due care obligation exists for
setting up mechanisms for protection and redress in case of
Al system failure.

» Professional competence related obligation exists for

continuous learning and development.

Source: [1] p. 10, pp. 24-37.

Based on the summary of ethics implication for accountants,
provided in table 2, we might conclude that accountants are
challenged by the implementation of Al-based technologies and
have to develop the needed professional knowledge and
competences for Al ethical adoption.

4. Conclusion

Al-based technologies impact organisations and challenge
business leaders in many aspects. Ethics considerations are now on
focus as the technology evolves and the management should handle
a variety of ethics related situations for the first time. As the
accountancy profession is deeply grounded on the fundamental
ethics principles [27], it can rely on this when embracing the
challenges of Al ethical and responsible adoption. Accountants
might play a significant role in the transition to greener economies,
sustainable environments, and equitable societies. The profession
continues to change and overcoming the ethics implications of Al
deployment requires accountants to continuously enhance and level
up their skill set.
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