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Abstract 
Most public office holders in Nigeria are ethically and morally 
bankrupt. This moral decadence constitutes a bane and problem in 
enhancing democratic governance in Nigeria. Such vices as nepotism, 
conflict of interest, influence peddling, fraudulence, political corruption 
and political victimization etc. continue to characterize our public office 
holders. This paper adopted descriptive and documentary analysis 
approaches through data generated from secondary sources. The paper 
revealed that there is lack of participatory democracy in governance in 
Nigeria which is precipitated by public office holders who use the 
instrumentality of their positions, not only to foster and retain political 
power, but use same to advance their selfish interest at the expense of 
the generality of the people.  The paper recommended stringent and 
regulatory code of conduct which should have a potency to curb corrupt 
and unethical practices among public office holders in Nigeria. 

 
 

Most public office holders in Nigeria are ethically and morally bankrupt.  They 
indulge in such vices, as corruption, abuse office, nepotism, conflict of interest, 
influence peddling, fraudulence, political victimization, seeking pleasure by using their 
official positions to favour relatives and friends, leaking or misusing government 
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information, among other vices, Ikotun (2004).  The culmination of all these, constitutes 
a bane and problem militating against good morality in the public service and 
democratic governance.  The good ethics and virtues should, therefore include honesty, 
tolerance, compassion, service to other, courage and humane disposition to our fellow 
Nigerians.  In our present day society, these virtues are lacking.  This is why, the former 
Head of State, President Shehu Shagari (1982) lamented the apparent moral bankruptcy 
in this manner. 
 

“No matter the economic, political or other advancement of any country, lack of 
commensurate progress in the evolution of its ethics is dangerous.  A nation must have a 
conscience just as every human body must have a soul”. 
 

According to Vital (2002), ethics means moral code of conduct.  It occupies a 
centre piece in the art of democratic governance.  This gives reason why the Babylonian 
as far back as 172 BC had prevailed on her citizens to separate private from public 
activities and ownership.  Both China and Britain had insisted on merit and non partisan 
service as conditions for employment into public services of these countries.  Ethics, 
therefore, implies the idea of trust to enthrone a peaceful and conflict free society, 
commonality in association with other people within the political system.  People are 
expected to obey laws and comply with existing good norms and values of the society. 
 

In this paper, attempt was made to examine the ramifications of ethical practices 
and conducts in the public sector organizations, relationship between ethics and 
democratic governance, challenges and measures of enhancing good ethical conduct 
among government’s functionaries.  The concluding segment of the paper proffered 
panacea to promote good ethical conduct in public sector organizations as well as 
highlight measures to curb unethical practices and conducts in Nigerian public life. 
 
Conceptualization of Ethics 

Ethics is the basic concept and fundamental principle of human conduct.  It 
includes the study of universal values such as; the essential equality of all men and 
women, human or natural rights, obedience to the law of the land, concern for health and 
safety, and also for natural environment.  Ethics also recognizes the role of morality; 
conformance to recognized code, doctrine, or system of rule of what is right or wrong, 
and to behave accordingly.  Generally, ethics is often regarded as an abstract subject, 
because of the use of certain terms like, obligation, conflict of interest, right, wrong, 
responsibility, fairness, integrity, trusts etc. which cannot be measured or quantified 
(Ikotun, 2004:42). 
 

Ethics deals with moral obligation, act, attitude or behaviour that is in tune with 
practices commonly applauded, within a given society, organization or environment.  
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Put differently, what constitutes ethics or code of conduct varies from one society or 
environment to another. 
 
Relationship between Ethics and Democratic Governance and Unethical Practices 
in Public Sector Organizations 

There is a correlation between ethics and democratic governance.  Definitely 
democratic governance will strive when public office holders exhibit good ethical 
conduct and norms in the discharge of their responsibilities to the generality of the 
people.  It can be recalled that the advent and impact of the industrial revolution, 
coupled with the development of new sources of wealth and power with public office 
holders holding sway in the political system appeared to be the springboard to the 
emergence of unethical posture by most political office holders in institutions of higher 
learning and public sector organizations.  For instance, in most citadels of learning, 
some University Professors in Nigeria engage in fetish practices and belong to occult 
groups.  The former Provost of the River State College of Education, Professor C. O. M. 
Tasie (1985) admitted that: 

It was unfortunate that the contest for the office or position of the Vice 
Chancellor had degenerated into a do-or-die affair and lamented what 
he described as the use of witchcraft and deadly charms in eliminating 
potential aspirants to the post of Vice Chancellor. 

 
The spate of unethical practices has equally permeated the corps of both 

political and civil office holders in Nigeria which by and large, has counter effect on 
democratic governance.  Again, Eso (1999), a renounced jurist commenting on the 
disposition of political office holders in Nigeria noted that “Ministers and other top 
government functionaries were extorting 10% of project allocations as bribes and 
kickbacks from contractors. This ugly scenario has spread beyond the shores of Nigeria, 
to the extent that Nigeria is characterized as a “country of 10% center”.  No doubt the 
fact that when the military regime struck, the First Republic (1960-1966) was swept 
away.  During this period, there were rampant and shocking revelations of unethical 
practices including corruption.  Dwivedi (1978) cited in Ikotun (2004:22) amplified 
unethical practices in the public sector organizations to exist.  

whenever governmental functionaries, individually or collectively use 
position (or give appearances of doing so) in a way which compromises 
public confidence and trust because of conflict of loyalties or values, or 
as a result of attempt to achieve some form of private gain at the 
expense of public welfare or common good. 

 
This assertion presupposes the use of pubic office to covertly and overtly act 

contrary to expected public good.  Furthermore, unethical conduct does not only relate 
to selfish interest of the office holder or his pecuniary interest, but also certain actions 
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using his advantaged position to satisfy the godfather(s), cronies, kings, and kith, race, 
religious affiliation, etc. against public good. Chapel (1972:13) puts it that unethical 
conduct: 

“Can only be determined in relation to an act, attitude or behaviour 
adjudged contrary to the practices commonly advocated by a certain 
state at a given time in the field of political and administrative 
morality”.  

 
Senator Magnus Abe, while commenting on the negative impact of political 

parties and lack of participatory democracy in Nigeria as reported in (Daily Sun of 29th 
May, 2013:5) noted that Nigeria today is deeply submerged and divided along ethnic, 
religious, cultural lines.  That the challenge had been on the development of National 
political parties that will promote issues and idea based contest for power.  This implies 
that public office holders usually used the instrumentality of their offices strictly for the 
purpose of acquiring and retaining political power at the expense of the interest of the 
generality of the people and democratic governance.  On his own part the former 
Attorney General of Nigeria, Prince Bola Agibola (1997) lamented: 

In our acquisitive society, many people are rated in terms of what they 
own and what they are.  Social climbing based on illicit wealth is not 
frowned upon.  Public office is regarded as a vehicle for acquiring 
wealth and unbridled influence and not as a merited avenue for 
rendering invaluable services to the nation for our collective good. 

 
Ethical Issues and Challenges 

A number of factors such as materials and resources difficulties, need for a 
growing and multifaceted society, change of administration demand that decision 
processes be more participatory, justify the need for ethics in the furtherance of 
democratic governance. One of the major issues is the question of framing a 
consummate ethical procedure for governmental officers which will be far reaching, 
comprehensive and capable of yielding positive result.  The problem remains whether or 
not such ethical code will incorporate innovative approaches and combine measures 
such as accountability tools, conduct codes, monitoring mechanism and supportive 
structure.  For ethics to be entrenched in government system, it requires leadership that 
will provide the integration and articulation of the values mentioned above.  
 

Again, strategies like implementation of audit queries, whittle blowing system, 
definition of leadership responsibilities and appeal or mobilization of citizens to 
denounce unethical practices are often meaningless unless dependent on strong political 
will.  It means that without the political will to articulate harmonious ideas, the quest for 
ethical code will be defeated, but if the political will be realized, it becomes useful in 
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enhancing the development of the mechanism of ethical problem detection, anticipation 
and disharmony.  
 

Another challenging ethical issue is how to link ethics with law. Ikotun, 
(2004:42) admitted that “ethics and law go in paripasu because it helps to raise some 
ethical question relating to how ethics can be harmonized with judicial perspective”.  
The perception of law galvanizing ethics creates reliance on the part of citizens on the 
state or local government.  On the contrary, it implies that any form of ethics not backed 
by law is meaningless; if concrete sanctions are not imposed on wrong doing or act of 
misdemeanor, it is exercise in futility.  Unfortunately, law is only a regulator and legal 
frontier, but obviously not moral frontier, since law must be obeyed even when it is 
immoral.  This contrasts the essence of ethics, (Blanchard 2002). 
 
Strategies for Enhancing High Ethical Conduct among Government’s 
Functionaries 

The government at all levels should endeavour to conduct their activities with 
high standards, integrity, openness and accountability to enable government officials 
emulate.  This rests on the poplar notion that governments, which are likely to put 
people first (Bartho Pele) stand to propagate high moral standards in the conduct of their 
activities.  
 
Ethical framework showing code of conduct for government officials should be 
encouraged by all governments.  Similarly, governments should enact legislation to 
oblige government officials to observe.  Such code of conduct must be conditioned by 
the following: 

1. Governmental Leadership must promote and support principle of ethics by 
setting examples to emulate. 

2. Government officials must ensure that whenever there is conflict between 
public and private interests, only public interest should prevail. 

3. Always put your conducts in a way that integrity is not at any point 
questioned. 

4. Try as much as possible to document all gifts, hospitality and a favour 
received as government official, but be close with discernment not to accept 
gifts meant to reasonably influence your sense of judgment.  

5. Ensure that in the course of carrying out public business, like awarding 
contract / making public appointments or recommending individuals or 
group for rewards and benefits, always strive to make decisions on ground 
of merit not on selfish and parochial considerations.  The principle of due 
process should be scrupulously adhered to (Transparency International 
Initiatives, Budapest, 1999). 
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The 1999 Indian Conference of Chief Minister initiated drastic policy shift and 
stressed the charter of citizenry rights, accountability of public servants, and 
transparency in the state administration. This move led to the enthronement and the 
propagation of charter of ethics and a civil service code that must be based on 
secularism, equality, impartiality, social justice and rule of law.  Also in the United 
Kingdom, there is a symbiotic relationship between the cabinet secretary and the 
Minister, to the extent that both do not see themselves as working at cross purposes, but 
they see themselves as guarantors of government properties and programmes.  The 
cabinet secretary ensures that Ministers do not use the civil service for party political 
ends.  
 

However, the Swedish model of Governmental system with a long tradition is 
different and unique.  Here elected representatives act as watchdogs to elected 
representatives.  The government audit system has increasingly been in the saddle of 
inspecting and assessing how the committees, assembly drafting committees, and 
individual elected representatives follow the laid down goals and political intensions of 
the assembly.  The audit unit of government has a central role in searching into the 
control of all the activities that governments are responsible for.  These examples are 
models which all levels of government in Nigeria should emulate. 
 
Conceptualization of Democratic Governance  

Democratic governance on the other hand, is a government in which the people 
hold supreme power, usually through their elected representatives – a system of 
government by the whole population or all the eligible members of a state, typically 
through elected representatives.  
 

There are four basic pillars of democratic governance: beginning with an 
overview of what democracy is, one can think of it as a system of government with four 
key elements: 
 
1) Democracy as Political System of Competition for Power: Democracy is the 
means for the people to choose their leaders and to hold their chosen leaders accountable 
for their policies and their conducts in office.  The people decide who will represent 
them, and head the government at the national and local levels.  They do so by choosing 
between competing parties in free and fair elections.  Here, government is based on the 
consent of the governed, and the people are sovereign.  Power flows from the people to 
the leaders of government, who hold power only temporarily.  Laws and policies require 
majority support, but the rights of the minorities are protected in various ways.  The 
people are free to criticize their elected leaders and representatives, and to observe how 
they conduct the business.  
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2) Participation by the Citizens: The key role of citizens in a democratic 
governance is to participate in public life. Citizens have an obligation to become 
informed about public issues, to watch carefully how their political leaders and 
representatives use their positions and to express their own opinions and interests.  
Voting in elections is another civil duty of all citizens that are of age; but to vote wisely, 
each citizen will listen to the views of the different parties and candidates, and then 
make his or her own decision on whom to support.  Participation can also involve 
campaigning for a political party or candidate, standing as a candidate for political 
office, debating public issues, attending community meetings, petitioning the 
government, and even protesting.  A vital form of participation comes through active 
membership in independent, Non-Governmental Organizations, what we call ‘civil 
society’.  These organizations represent a variety of interests and beliefs: farmers, 
workers, doctors, teachers, business owners, religious believers, women, students, 
human rights activists.  In a democratic governance, participation in civic groups should 
be voluntary.  No one should be forced to join any organization against his or her will. 
Political parties are vital organizations in a democratic governance, is stronger when 
people become active members of political parties, however, no one is to support a 
political party because he or she is pressured or threatened by others.  In democracy, 
citizens are free to choose which party to support.  Democratic governance depends on 
citizen participation in all these ways, but participation must be peaceful, respectful of 
the law, and tolerant of the different views of other groups and individuals.  
 
3) The Rights of Citizens in a Democratic Governance:  In a democratic 
governance, every citizen has certain basic rights that the state cannot take away from 
them.  These rights are guaranteed under existing law.  You have the rights to have your 
own beliefs and to say and write what you think, no one can tell you what you must 
think, believe, and say or not say.  There is freedom of religion.  Everyone is free to 
choose their own religion and to worship and practice their own religion as they see fit.  
Every individual has the right to enjoy their own culture, along with other members of 
their group, even if their group is a minority. 

 
4) The Rule of Law:  Democracy is a system of rule by laws, not by individuals.  
In a democratic governance, the rule of law protects the rights of citizens, maintains 
order, and limits the power of government.  All citizens are equal under the law.  No one 
maybe arrested, imprisoned, or exiled arbitrarily.  If you are detained, you have the right 
to know the charges against you, and to be presumed innocent till proven guilty, 
according to the law. 
According to John Dewey (1978:11), an American Philosopher  

ethics of democratic governance would mean those considerations of 
morals and rights upon which democracy must be founded and 
according to which it must be built to be right and just; the democratic 
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idea as applied to government demands also that equality of 
fundamental rights be recognized as a natural endowment to be 
protected as a public duty. 

 
For Dewey, democracy is an ethical ideal.  The form of governance that 

emerges from democracy is rooted in an inescapable assumption that such governance 
rests upon the dignity and worth of the individual personality: in a word “democracy 
means that personality (individual) is the first and final entity”.  Sovereignty originates 
with people, revealing that democratic governance has an ethical core; the idea of 
infinitely dignified individual (personality) implies the “highest ethical ideal which 
humanity has yet reach”. The idea of sovereign personality implies an “individualism of 
freedom, of responsibility, of initiative, to and for the ethical ideal”. 
 

Ultimately, this ideal demands progress towards full liberty of individuals, but 
also full equality and brotherhood; not just “under the law”, but also in the “industrial 
sphere of life” – democracy is not in reality what it is in name, until is industrial, as well 
as civil, and political.  Here, equality is not ‘quantitative’ rather it is ‘qualitative’.  
 
Recommendations to Enthroned Ethical Practice, Probity, Accountability, and 
Transparency at all Levels of Government in Nigeria 
1) The Need for a Strong and Free Press 

There is a compelling need for the media, as the fourth estate of the realm to 
strengthen investigative and monitoring capacity to foster greater 
professionalism and integrity in the conduct of affairs at all governmental levels. 

 
2) Code of Ethics to be Enthrone at all Levels of Government in Nigeria 

Civil society groups such as NGOs, religious organizations etc must subscribe to 
a code of ethics so as to make them accountable to society. This makes it 
imperative to create a wider network for coordination and setting a standing 
among NGOs and other related formal or informal groups.  
 

3) Exposure of Corrupt Officers and Practices 
The public needs to be aware that it has a civil duty to blow the whistle on 
corruption and corrupt officers at government level.  To be able to perform this 
duty, it should be unhindered to access to information on government activities.  

 
4) Reintroduction of Ethics and Civic as subjects in our School System 

Civics and ethics should be reintroduced into our primary and secondary school 
curriculum at the appropriate levels as part of the awareness drive to reduce 
public tolerance of corruption. Such avenues as churches, mosques, town 
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meetings, clubs etc. to generate public awareness and build on ethics of 
transparency and accountability. 
 

5) The Need to Fight Corruption from below 
Majority of Nigerians see government at all levels as veritable industry from 
which money can be made. A reasonable impact can be made if unethical 
practices can be tackled at the grassroots than the change at regional, state and 
national levels will become all the more compelling, life example from Hong 
Kong and Singapore have shown that honest, transparent and effective 
government management of cities is essential to optimize the living condition of 
citizens and to foster trust in the way in which they are governed.  It is important 
to address corrupt practices and to promote transparency and accountability, not 
just at the national, but also at the village and wards levels. 
 

6) Establishment of Governmental Grassroots Integrity System and Forum 
Zanziba has institutionalized her integrity system.  For economic success and 
stability to be achieved, people must have confidence in the policies, capacity 
and validity of the government at all levels.  Basic elements which can harness 
and build this confidence must be formulated and institutionalized.  In the same 
vein, governmental integrity system is advocated to be a coalition of pillars that 
will comprise of key government functionaries, the Tender Board, Financial 
Managers, Watchdogs agencies, religious leaders, community associations, local 
board and the local media.  This forum could also lead to the development of an 
action plan aimed at improving the governmental integrity system. 

 
Conclusion 

In conclusion, we advocate a strict code of conduct to be introduced in Nigerian 
governmental system, akin to Columbia integrity pact to reflect the views of the 
stakeholders and should be accorded legal status by different State House of Assembly 
through legislation in Nigeria. It is hoped that if this model code of conduct is put in 
place with regulatory and enforcement mechanism to bite, it will go a long way to 
promote good ethical practices, accountability, transparency, stewardship, effective 
participation, and good democratic governance among governments’ functionaries, and 
by extension, reduce the dangers of conflicts and mistrust in the governmental cycle in 
Nigeria. 
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