Integrating Climate Change into
Accounting Programs

Accelerating Climate Education (ACE) Curriculum Brief

JANUARY 2026




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

CONTRIBUTORS

WRITING AND EDITING

Michele Martin, Waterloo Climate Institute
Adwoa Appiah, University of Waterloo

Deborah Kraft, University of Waterloo, School of Accounting
and Finance

Adam Vitalis, University of Waterloo, School of Accounting
and Finance

DESIGN AND LAYOUT

Natalie Smith, Waterloo Climate Institute

Anushka Kshirsagar, Waterloo Climate Institute

This brief was produced as part of the Accelerating Climate
Education for the Next Generation of Professionals (ACE)
project being implemented by the University of Waterloo
Climate Institute, with funding support from Natural
Resources Canada’s Climate Change Adaptation Program.

Integrating Climate Change into Accounting Programs 2 WATERLOO CLIMATE INSTITUTE



OVERVIEW

The Waterloo Climate Institute’s Accelerating Climate Education (ACE) project

is a three-year initiative (2024-2026) to support the rapid integration of climate
change adaptation knowledge and skills into professional degree programs at
universities and colleges across Canada. The ACE project focuses primarily on
accounting, architecture, engineering and planning programs and is intended

to contribute to the implementation of Canada’s National Adaptation Strategy:
Building resilient communities and a strong economy. The project creates
opportunities for dialogue, networking and collaboration with other higher
education institutions across Canada to support and share efforts and to engage
with professional accreditation bodies to support broader integration of climate
adaptation competencies into these professions. Visit the ACE project website for
more information.

Integrating climate adaptation into the curriculum creates opportunities to
embed justice, decolonization, and reconciliation perspectives within existing
programs and courses, while also strengthening and connecting to ongoing
climate, biodiversity and sustainability education initiatives across Canadian post-
secondary institutions.

This curriculum brief is not prescriptive. It is intended to provide a catalyst for
dialogue about curriculum revisions in Accounting programs in Canada and can be
used as a starting point to consider possible content and pedagogical approaches.
It is organised into four sections:

1. The Curriculum Challenge - an overview of the relevance of climate
change to accounting education.

2. Climate Change Competencies - a list of competencies based on current
accreditation guidance and Canada’s Climate Action Competency Framework
(CACFv2).

3. Further Reading - a bibliography of current literature on climate change
and accounting education.

4. Resources - websites, toolkits, guidebooks and other resources that can be
used to develop teaching/learning activities for accounting courses.
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https://uwaterloo.ca/climate-institute/
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/weather/climatechange/climate-plan/national-adaptation-strategy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/weather/climatechange/climate-plan/national-adaptation-strategy.html
https://uwaterloo.ca/climate-institute/projects/accelerating-climate-change-education-next-generation
https://uwaterloo.ca/climate-institute/projects/accelerating-climate-change-education-next-generation

1- The Curriculum Challenge

Canada’s National Adaptation Strategy asserts the hope that by 2027, 70%
of all practicing accountants will have “the capacity to apply climate change
adaptation tools and information and communicate the business case for
adaptation measures to their clients or target audiences.” To meet this
target, it is critical that undergraduate accounting programs work on the
integration of climate education (alongside sustainability education) into the
curriculum and existing competencies required by accreditation bodies.

The impetus for addressing climate change in post-secondary accounting
programs is quite clear:

e CPA Canada identifies two forms of risk climate change presents
for the financial sector, both of which are relevant for accounting
education programs:

Transition Risks: “Transition risks are risks arising from the transition
to a low-carbon economy, including risks from new regulatory
requirements, enforcement proceedings and civil litigation, the

use of new technologies for reducing emissions, market pressure
due to changes in demand and supply for goods and services and
reputational risks as customer and community views preferences
adjust.”

Physical Risks: “Physical risks include acute risks such as damage

to assets and disruption of operations caused by more frequent

and severe extreme weather, including from wildfires, heat waves,
flooding and storm surges, and chronic risks due to changes in water
availability and quality, biodiversity and sea levels.” (CPA Canada,
2022)

e CPA BC notes that Canada will soon be following in the footsteps of
Europe and integrating ESG (Environmental and Social Governance)
reporting into standard reporting, and that all Canadian CPAs need to
develop the skills to do this. (CPA BC, Nov 2024) In the same article,
they highlight that in 2024, Canada announced mandatory climate-
related financial disclosures for large, federally incorporated private
companies - setting the stage for more widespread adoption of this
practice, and the need for preparation of new graduates to be ready
for this.
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https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2023/eccc/En4-529-2023-eng.pdf
https://auth.cpacanada.ca/u/login?state=hKFo2SBMTldUSTN1UFdJQUswR2ZZWjZESUJLeFNvNE92bFRjcqFur3VuaXZlcnNhbC1sb2dpbqN0aWTZIHB4bzg0VXpMWkE5VkEya1dOYm5IM1o4N2M3VURBbWxWo2NpZNkgM1RRdUJyVThIdll2N0NFMFBGTGZWbVhNRWJrOXU0ZVE&ui_locales=en-CA
https://auth.cpacanada.ca/u/login?state=hKFo2SBMTldUSTN1UFdJQUswR2ZZWjZESUJLeFNvNE92bFRjcqFur3VuaXZlcnNhbC1sb2dpbqN0aWTZIHB4bzg0VXpMWkE5VkEya1dOYm5IM1o4N2M3VURBbWxWo2NpZNkgM1RRdUJyVThIdll2N0NFMFBGTGZWbVhNRWJrOXU0ZVE&ui_locales=en-CA
https://www.bccpa.ca/news-events/cpabc-newsroom/2024/november/sustainability-reporting-update-key-2024-esg-developments-and-what-to-watch-for-in-2025/
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/news/2024/10/government-advances-made-in-canada-sustainable-investment-guidelines-and-mandatory-climate-disclosures-to-accelerate-progress-to-net-zero-emissions.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/news/2024/10/government-advances-made-in-canada-sustainable-investment-guidelines-and-mandatory-climate-disclosures-to-accelerate-progress-to-net-zero-emissions.html

e A national survey of climate change in accounting, engineering, planning
and architecture programs at Canadian universities led by the Waterloo
Climate Institute found that the integration of sustainability and climate
competencies into accounting programs in Canada is not common. However,
70% of accounting program respondents (directors and faculty) indicated
that climate change knowledge and skills are very relevant to their students’
careers. See Figure 1 for more information about the survey findings.

Figure 1. The status of climate change education in accounting programs across
Canada

Like many professional degree programs, the accounting curriculum is governed
by competencies defined by a professional accreditation body, the Chartered
Professional Accountants (CPA) Canada and their related provincial/regional
bodies. CPA Canada is very aware of the challenge and considering strategies for
integrating climate considerations into the next iteration.

In the meantime, accredited accounting programs across Canada are exploring
strategies to incorporate sustainability and climate change considerations into their
course offerings, albeit with limited resources and guidance. Galluscio et al. (2020)
report on the urgent need for more research on climate change and accounting,
including on reporting, risk management, and management practices, which would
also provide useful resources and guidance for curriculum development.
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https://uwaterloo.ca/climate-institute/sites/default/files/uploads/documents/national-survey-report_english_2025.pdf
https://uwaterloo.ca/climate-institute/sites/default/files/uploads/documents/national-survey-report_english_2025.pdf
https://www.cpacanada.ca/become-a-cpa/why-become-a-cpa/the-cpa-certification-program/the-cpa-competency-map
https://www.cpacanada.ca/
https://www.cpacanada.ca/

Clearly, there is a bit of mismatch between the acknowledgment of the importance
of climate change considerations in the professional accounting profession and the
limited attention this crucial issue currently has in accredited undergraduate and
graduate accounting programs in Canada. Climate change can be integrated in
different ways including:

e Requiring a core/mandatory course on sustainability and climate change.

e Integrating climate change and sustainability competencies into existing
courses.

e Collaborating with other faculties to develop new interdisciplinary courses
and/or encouraging students to take climate courses offered by other
faculties.

e Looking at ways to incorporate extra-curricular climate learning
opportunities on campus into existing core courses.
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2 - Climate Change Competencies for
Accountants

What climate change knowledge and skills should accountants have?

CPA Canada’s competency maps make reference to sustainability learning
outcomes that provide opportunities for integrating climate change education into
the accounting curriculum. For example:

Table 1. Alignment between CPA sustainability outcomes and climate education
opportunities

CPA Sustainability Opportunities for climate education
Outcome
a) Explains the e Teach how boards govern climate-related risks and
role of the board why accurate climate data from accountants matters.
in an entity’s social e Show how a board’s climate strategy affects

responsibility and

valuations, provisions, and other accounting
sustainability strategy

judgments.

e Introduce reporting frameworks and how boards rely
on them for transparency.

e Connect the board’s responsibility for honest
sustainability reporting with the accountant’s ethical
duties.

e Teach how to calculate and verify key indicators used
by boards use (e.g., emissions, energy use).

e Explain how trustworthy climate reporting supports
board decision-making and requires accountant
involvement.
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CPA Sustainability
Outcome

Opportunities for climate education

b) Explains the
potential impact of
emerging issues,
sustainability

and technologies
in strategy and
governance

Explore how new regulations, climate impacts, and
stakeholder expectations shape strategy.

Teach how boards embed sustainability considerations
into oversight, risk management, and decision-
making.

Demonstrate how digital tools and new technologies
(e.g., emissions tracking, Al analytics) support
sustainable strategy and governance.

c) Assesses the impact
of decisions on the
entity’s sustainability

Teach how decisions affect environmental impacts like
emissions, resource use, and waste.

Investigate social impacts (e.g. how choices influence
employees, communities, and other interest holders).

(Note: This table was generated with support from ChatGPT on December 8, 2025)

CPA Canada is updating its’ competencies to include more sustainability content,
and this will provide more opportunities for consideration of climate action through
an accounting lens. Table 2 (below) provides a summary of these new foundational
competencies and a list of possible activities and/or assessments that instructors
might consider using to teach them.
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Table 2. Climate education activities aligned with new CPA Canada foundational

New Foundational

Competencies from
CPA Canada

competencies

Examples of climate education activities or
assessments

Describe the role
of sustainability
in business and
organisations

Review a short case of a company with sustainability
or climate goals and identify how those goals influence
operations, costs, and strategy.

Examine a real company’s sustainability report and
present 2-3 ways sustainability and climate action
shapes its business decisions.

Debate whether sustainability creates value or cost for
businesses, helping them articulate its role in modern
organisations.

Describe key terms
and concepts related
to sustainability
including
environmental, social
and governance
(ESG), planetary
boundaries,
ecosystems, natural
assets and public
sector regulation

Match sustainability terms (ESG, planetary
boundaries, ecosystems, natural assets, regulation) to
simple definitions and real-world examples.

Create mind maps showing how key concepts connect
(e.g., how planetary boundaries relate to ESG risks).

Critically examine a key accounting article or text to
consider if any of these concepts are addressed

Undertake a group project to identify how climate and
sustainability terms are relevant to a real-world case
study/example.

Explain the need to
protect and preserve
natural resources,
biodiversity and the
delicate balance of
Earth’s ecosystems

Analyze a scenario where resource depletion or
climate change affects asset values, provisions, or
future cash flows, and explain why preserving natural
resources reduces financial risk.

Compare the financial impact of practices that reflect
business as usual vs climate mitigation and resilience
to understand how environmental protection and
climate action ties into cost management and long-
term profitability.

Review a sample annual or sustainability report

to identify climate-related risks and discuss why
companies must disclose and manage these impacts
to maintain sustainable operations.

Visit a natural area and learn about how it is
financially managed, including actions to mitigate and
adapt to climate change.
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New Foundational
Competencies from
CPA Canada

Examples of climate education activities or
assessments

Explain the
importance of
planetary boundaries
and ecosystems

in achieving
sustainability

Link each planetary boundary (e.g., climate,
freshwater use, biodiversity) to specific business
and financial risks (asset impairment, supply-chain
disruptions, compliance costs), showing why staying
within boundaries supports long-term value.

Using a business as a case study, identify key
ecosystem services it relies on (water, soil fertility,
forests, pollination) and explore how climate change
might impact them, and how the loss of these services
would affect costs, revenues, and sustainability
reporting.

Critically analyse a company’s sustainability or annual
report to locate references to ecosystem impacts or
natural resource dependencies and their importance.

Describe how
sustainability
practices can enhance
business reputation,
reduce risks, attract
investment and
contribute to long-
term success

Review an exemplary company and investigate how
sustainability/climate action practices improved
reputation, reduced risks, and attracted investors.

Analyze hypothetical scenarios showing how
sustainable practices (e.g., energy efficiency, climate
resilience efforts, waste reduction) affect costs, risk
exposure, and long-term profitability.

Explore how sustainability and climate practices
might influence the perceptions of key interest groups
(investors, customers, regulators) and support of the
business, linking it to long-term strategic success.

(Note: This table was generated with support from ChatGPT on December 8, 2025)

As another resource for curriculum development, Natural Resources Canada
suggests using the Climate Action Competency Framework (CACF v2) to help
develop program and course learning outcomes for accounting education. This
framework was developed by the Resilience by Design Lab at Royal Roads
University in collaboration with many partners from academic, industry and
government. The framework is organised under 6 themes: 1) Working Together;
2) Climate Action Leadership; 3) Capacity Building; 4) Climate Risk Assessment;
5) Solution Design; and 6) Effecting Change.
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L - Resources

CPA Canada:

e Sustinability Certificate

e CPA Briefs on Climate Change and Accounting/
Business (available to CPA members)

- Four Ways Climate Change is Affecting your
Organisation... and what you can do

e Understanding Voluntary Carbon Markets (2023)

Government of Canada:

e (Canada’s Climate Adaptation Platform.

e (Canada’s National Adaptation Strategy: Building

resilient communities and a strong economy
(2023).

e 2030 Emissions Reduction Plan: Canada’s Next
Steps for Clean Air and a Strong Economy

(2022).

e C(Climate Change Strategies and Initiatives

e Canada in a Changing Climate Reports

e (Canada’s Fourth Biennial Report on Climate
Change to the UNFCCC (2022)

Useful tools and websites

e University of Waterloo’s Hub for Sustainability
Integration (collaboration between the School
of Accounting and Finance and the School of
Environment, Enterprise and Development.
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https://www.cpacanada.ca/career-and-professional-development/courses/leadership-management/teamwork-and-leadership/Sustainability-and-ESG-Certificate
https://digitaldividends.cpaalberta.ca/four-ways-climate-change-is-affecting-your-organization/
https://digitaldividends.cpaalberta.ca/four-ways-climate-change-is-affecting-your-organization/
https://www.cpacanada.ca/business-and-accounting-resources/sustainability/understanding-voluntary-carbon-markets
https://natural-resources.canada.ca/climate-change/canadas-climate-change-adaptation-platform
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/weather/climatechange/climate-plan/national-adaptation-strategy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/weather/climatechange/climate-plan/national-adaptation-strategy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/weather/climatechange/climate-plan/national-adaptation-strategy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/weather/climatechange/climate-plan/climate-plan-overview/emissions-reduction-2030.html  
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/weather/climatechange/climate-plan/climate-plan-overview/emissions-reduction-2030.html  
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/weather/climatechange/climate-plan/climate-plan-overview/emissions-reduction-2030.html  
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/weather/climatechange.html
https://changingclimate.ca
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/climate-change/greenhouse-gas-emissions/fifth-biennial-report-climate-change-summary.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/climate-change/greenhouse-gas-emissions/fifth-biennial-report-climate-change-summary.html
https://uwaterloo.ca/hub-sustainability-integration/
https://uwaterloo.ca/hub-sustainability-integration/
https://uwaterloo.ca/hub-sustainability-integration/
https://uwaterloo.ca/hub-sustainability-integration/

e Accounting for Sustainability website and the
A4S Guide: Valuations and Climate Change
(2021)

e (C40 Knowledge Hub. Finance and Economics.

e (Canadian Climate Institute. Climate Costs
Tracker

e Climate Insight - platform for climate ready
housing and infrastructure in Canada - section
on costs here.

e CanAdapt - a collective of Canadian
professionals, organizations, and networks
working to help Canadian communities and
industries adapt to climate change and become
more sustainable.

e Federation of Canadian Municipalities: Climate
and Sustainability.

¢ UNCCe-Learn: Free online module: Carbon
Taxation.

e World Bank. (2021). Assessing the benefits
and costs of nature based solutions for climate
resilience. Available here.
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https://www.accountingforsustainability.org/en/index.html
https://www.c40knowledgehub.org/s/topic/0TO1Q0000001lRFWAY/finance-and-economics?language=en_US
https://climateinstitute.ca/map-climate-costs-tracker/
https://climateinstitute.ca/map-climate-costs-tracker/
https://climateinsight.ca
https://climateinsight.ca/understand/costs
https://climateinsight.ca/understand/costs
https://canadapt.network
https://www.fcm.ca/en/focus-areas/climate-and-sustainability
https://www.fcm.ca/en/focus-areas/climate-and-sustainability
https://unccelearn.org/course/view.php?id=87&page=overview
https://unccelearn.org/course/view.php?id=87&page=overview
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/9ed5cb4b-78dc-42a4-b914-23d71cef24a2
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