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Introduction 

 1. In July 1990, the International Federation of Accountants (IFAC) published its “Guideline on Ethics 
for Professional Accountants,” which was subsequently re-titled the “Code of Ethics for 
Professional Accountants.”  Its objective was to provide a basis on which ethical requirements for 
professional accountants in each country should be founded.1 

Pursuant to the publication of 1990 and in furtherance of its work in the area of ethics and the 
promotion of harmonisation, IFAC now publishes this Guideline.  Its aim is to encourage member 
bodies to review their arrangements for the education of their members and future members in the 
area of professional ethics and their application. 

 2. IFAC appreciates that systems for the education and training of professional accountants vary in 
different countries and between different member bodies.  It recognizes too that ethical standards are 
time and context specific.  The situation can change in a period of time or in a particular location.  It 
will be a matter for member bodies in their review of the teaching of professional ethics to adapt the 
guidance herein to their own needs and circumstances. 

Purpose of this Guideline 

 3. Society has high expectations of the profession.  An essential prerequisite for any group of 
professional accountants is the acceptance and observance of professional ethical standards 
regulating their relationships with users of accounts, employers, employees, fellow members of the 
group and the public generally. 

Given this, it is incumbent on member bodies to ensure that their members have an adequate 
understanding of the principles of professional ethics and the underlying rationale of the constraints 
that professional ethics place on professional accountants. 

 4. Professional accountants need to have a thorough appreciation of the potential ethical implications 
of professional and management decisions.  They need too an awareness of the pressures of 
observing and upholding ethical standards which may fall on those involved in the decision making 
process.  As professionals, accountants today have an increasing role in decision making.  This 
applies whether they are working in public practice, in industry or commerce, in the public sector or 
in education.  They operate in a world of change in which corporate collapse, business impropriety, 
regulatory failure and environmental disaster are on the increase.  In such an environment a clear 
understanding of, and education in, ethical standards is essential. 

 5. IFAC believes that member bodies owe it to their members and future members and to society at 
large, to ensure that their members have a continuing understanding at all times of professional 
values and ethics adequate to enable them to operate effectively and with integrity and discernment 
in an environment of change. 

 6. This Guideline is intended to assist member bodies in this task. 

Prequalification Education 

Teaching Professional Ethics 
 7. If future members are to perceive ethical values and standards as important to the work of the 

profession, it is vital that they do not perceive the treatment of ethics in their education as peripheral 
to their main program.  For this reason, ethics should be treated as an important topic in its own 
right within the education framework. 

 8. Students will perceive and evaluate the weighting attached by educators and examiners to ethics as a 
measure of the true importance placed by the profession and educators on ethics for the professional 

                                                 
1 The term “professional accountant” as used in the Guideline follows on the definition set out in the IFAC Code of Ethics for 
Professional Accountants which reads “those individuals, whether they be in public practice, industry, commerce, the public sector or 
education, who are members of an IFAC member body.” 
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accountant. 

 9. Because of its importance to the future professional accountant, ideally the presentation of the topic 
of professional ethics should be treated initially as a separate subject.  As students progress, and 
gain a wider knowledge of other curriculum subjects, it will be appropriate to integrate treatments.  
This will encourage them to look for and consider the possible ethical implications of problems 
being discussed in their study of other subjects. 

 10. While the approach of each program to the teaching of ethics will reflect its own context and 
objectives, it is suggested that initial coverage might include: 

• the nature of ethics; differentiation between philosophical and professional approach; 

• concepts of integrity, obligation, independence, public expectations; 

• ethics and the professions: social responsibility; 

• ethics and the law; 

• consequences of unethical behavior to the individual, to the profession and to society at large; 

• ethics in business; and 

• ethics and the accountant, ethical dilemmas and their resolution. 

Subsequent treatment might address the particular ethical issues likely to be faced by all 
professional accountants and those more likely to be encountered by accountants in public practice. 

 11. In the presentation of the topic of ethics and the professional accountant, the student should be 
encouraged to study the role of, and critically appraise, relevant codes of ethics.  Students should be 
invited to view the pronouncements of the profession in this area as a positive effort by it to create a 
framework of trust and integrity within which professional accountants should operate.  Students 
should be encouraged to examine the ethical pronouncements of other professions and, in their light, 
to examine and discuss alternative approaches for the accounting profession.  Rote learning of codes 
will not produce the desired effect. 

 12. The presentation of professional ethics to accounting students can be enhanced greatly through the 
use of participative approaches.  These may include: the use of facilities such as multi-dimensional 
case studies, role playing, discussion of selected readings and video tapes, analysis of real life 
business situations involving ethical dilemmas, discussion of disciplinary pronouncements and 
findings and seminars using external speakers with experience of corporate or professional decision 
making.  Such participative work will lead those involved to a greater awareness of the ethical 
implications and potential conflicts for individuals and corporations which may arise from 
involvement in complex management decisions. 

Application in the work environment 
 13. Most member bodies require intending members to gain appropriate training and practical 

experience prior to admission to membership.  Professional ethics pervades the work of accountants, 
wherever they may be engaged.  Proper ethical behavior is of equal importance to technical 
competence.  Accordingly, this period of practical experience and training should be structured to 
provide the future member with an opportunity to observe the application of ethics in the work 
situation.  Those responsible for the direction of the training of intending members have an 
opportunity here.  They can enhance the awareness of their subordinates of the ethical dimensions of 
the role of the professional accountant in the workplace by encouraging them to seek to identify any 
apparent ethical implications/conflicts in their work, to form a preliminary view thereon and to 
discuss this with their superiors. 

 14. Intending members, and those in their early years in the profession, would benefit too from exposure 
to, and involvement in, discussions on relevant issues relating to the work of their employers which 
are perceived to have potential ethical implications. 

 15. Planned exposure by superiors to their subordinates of ethical problems and potential dilemmas 
should be the norm.  This will help the aspiring accountant to appreciate that expediency may not 
always be ethical.  Subordinates should be advised that, where there is doubt about the ethical 
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aspects of a course of action or situation, a query to some recognized ethical reference point, e.g., 
their professional body, may be the appropriate course of action. 

Continuing Professional Education 

 16. Learning about professional ethics should continue after admission to membership.  The 
professional accountant should see it as a career-long process. 

 17. The profession operates in an environment of change.  As corporate structures evolve, as business 
practices change, as new financial instruments and techniques are developed and as there is greater 
public scrutiny of government and management decisions, so too attitudes change and these may be 
reflected in more demanding expectations of the professional. 

 18. In such an environment, it is important that professional accountants are sensitive to change, are 
aware of potential new ethical dimensions/conflicts in their work and are informed about and 
understand the views and expectations of their professional body and the public relating to the 
application of professional ethics in a time of change. 

 19. Member bodies can assist their members here.  They should endeavor to keep them informed.  This 
can be done through: 

• seminars on their ethical codes and their application to emerging situations; 

• sessions at conferences, preferably involving speakers, from both inside and outside the 
profession known for their involvement in major corporate decisions; and 

• regular discussion of ethical issues in journals and other publications. 

  The involvement of educators in some or all of these activities would ensure that they too were in 
touch with, and able to input to, the evolving approach of the profession to the treatment of 
professional ethics in a dynamic environment. 

Recommendation 

 20. Each member body has a duty to inform and educate its members and future members of its ethical 
requirements and its expectations of members in this regard.  The expectation of the user of the 
services of professional accountants is that the accountants will exercise their responsibilities and 
obligations in accordance with high ethical standards. 

 21. IFAC recommends that member bodies review their arrangements for the education of their 
members and future members in the area of professional ethics, an area vital to the public perception 
of the accounting profession. 
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