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This paper investigates the need to eradicate unethical practices in the public 

service. It responds to high levels of corruption in the public service and explains 

why ethical leadership is critical to engaged ethical employee outcomes. When 

there is ethical leadership, the work engagement of employees is higher and they 

view their roles as being meaningful. The values associated with the public 

service need to be ethically driven and self-interest must have no place. There is 

no doubt whatsoever that corruption in the public sector has a hugely negative 

impact on a country’s service delivery quality. In South Africa, despite a 

carefully crafted superior legislative framework and stratagems to combat 

corruption in the public sector, it is on the increase and invariably affects the 

poor the most. This is a predominantly worrying phenomenon in developing 

nations like South Africa where billions of dollars are required to make a 

success of a country. Needed resources are stolen by corrupt individuals and 

this means that the much needed socio-economic and developmental plans are 

scuppered and not achieved as planned. The apparently weak application of 

legislation promotes corruption and is exacerbated by a meritocratic mindset 

and seeming lack of political will. The public sector urgently need to lay stress 

on nurturing ethical leadership and motivate employees to act ethically through 

effective recruitment and selection, training, codes of ethics and a sense of 

significance in what they do at work. The oversight mechanisms also need to be 

carefully administered. The public service needs to nurture ethical leadership 

which role-models desired behaviours and stimulates employees to act ethically. 

An ethical stance will reduce corruption, improve the integrity of governance, 

public values, and also improve the societal perception of the public service. 
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Ethical leadership; Work engagement. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Corruption is a practice which is eroding the fabric of public sector ethics 

globally and it threatens the sustainability of nations and the fundamentals of 

the global economy. This conceptual study is the result of considering that 

corruption in any shape or from hugely undermines the development goals of 

South Africa while also negatively impacting the most on the most vulnerable 

millions of impoverished people inhabiting the country. South Africa currently 
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ranks 70
th
 on Transparency International‟s latest Corruption Index

1
. It is an 

indictment on the ruling party, the African National Congress (ANC) that after 

a quarter of century in power, they have been unable to stop the ransacking of 

state resources by unscrupulous individual operating inter alia in the public 

service. Corruption is a world-wide problem
2
  which clearly undermines both 

the authority and the trustworthiness of the government and all its employees. 

What are the reasons for corruption and what challenges are faced in the fight to 

eliminate it as far as possible. 

The paper concludes by making some recommendations and suggesting 

strategies on how to resolve the scourge of corruption. Cultivating ethics in any 

organisation, requires good role modelling by those in the upper echelons of the 

organisation including top management. 

Since the advent of democracy in South Africa 1994, the recruitment system 

in the public service is open in that all posts, including promotion posts, are 

advertised inside and outside the public service. Selection committees are involved 

in the process and job specifications are set which will specify the various tasks 

included in a position and the skills and knowledge required. The minister of a 

department establishes a job description and job title that indicate: 

 
“(a) the main objectives of the post or posts in question, (b)the inherent requirements 

of the job, (c)the requirements for promotion or  progression to the next salary range, 

in  accordance with a relevant career path. (Public Service Regulations, Chapter 1, 

Part III, Section I.1). Specific requirements for specific categories of jobs are laid 

down for certain occupational categories or in „occupational specific dispensations‟ 

or for the middle and senior management service, but in many cases the discretion for 

setting the job specifications rests with the relevant minister. Determining job 

specifications, within the broad parameters set by the Minister for Public Service and 

Administration, has been decentralised to departments.”
3
.    

 

Once a job is advertised a selection committee is constituted and applicants 

are shortlisted and then interviewed. The selection committee makes 

recommendations on appointments to posts. The selection committee shall make a 

recommendation on the suitability of a candidate after careful consideration
4
. 

Subsequent to considering the recommendation of the selection committee, the 

minister of the relevant department, or one to whom power of appointment has 

been delegated, makes the appointment. Ministers or Members of the Executive 

Councils on provincial levels have a direct role in the appointment of DGs, other 

HoDs and DDGs. Candidates for posts of DG and DG are recommended by a 

selection panel, which comprise ministers and deputy ministers. DGs are 

appointed by the President with the agreement of the Cabinet while DDGs are 

appointed by Ministers after consensus with the Cabinet.   

The authority of appointment in South Africa is allocated by section 3(7) of 

the Public Service Act to ministers on national level or members of the executive 
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council at provincial levels. Ministers are able to delegate power to officers within 

their departments. The justification for having this in 1994 was the necessity to 

transform the apartheid regime‟s public service. It is noted that the African 

National Congress (ANC) as the ruling party is under very strong criticism for 

their policy of cadre deployment which has also bolstered corruption
5
. 

Maladministration and the erosion of morals and also values are on the rise
6
. It is 

commonplace that municipal and other public service appointments are used to 

reward political cronies, which disheartens talented employees and ultimately 

undermines institutional performance. In such situations it is common for 

corruption, fraud, maladministration and mismanagement find a fertile breeding 

ground which very often lead to service delivery protests. 

Public service training courses are unfortunately not established as a condition 

for permanent appointment; nevertheless compulsory initiation has been 

introduced for new public servants. If the public service and its National School of 

Government (NSG) can develop effective training courses and programmes to 

bridge the gap between theoretical and the practical demands of the public service, 

as it is done in various other countries is unclear at this stage, except to say that 

corruption is increasing. It is apparent from reading daily media reports that the 

public service is failing to place people with the right skills and competencies in 

the right positions. 

“Generally, no specific continuous professional development requirements are 

set either as probation or promotion requirements. Thus, not only are there doubts 

about the rigour of the selection process but there are also no compulsory 

prescribed training courses or other compulsory development requirements that 

candidates must meet after appointment to address skills gaps”
7
. Such practices 

allow corruption to grow and structural inequalities increasingly describe and 

exemplify the post-apartheid South Africa. Consequently, strong anti-corruption 

efforts are critical in endorsing good governance and in all efforts to prevent 

maladministration and reduce fraud and other unethical acts. Corruption in the 

public sector is due to the unethical conduct of a small minority of persons but it 

has the potential to become a raging wildfire as people exploit the system for their 

own personal advantage.  

The Department of Public Service and Administration (DPSA) stated
8
 that it 

will build a disciplinary database that will seek to track and monitor all government 

officials and public servants under investigation for fraud and corruption. DPSA 

minister Senzo Mchunu said that corruption and fraud investigations are the sole 

mandate of the South African Police Service (SAPS), while discipline management 

falls under the directive of the individual heads of governmental departments. 

Nonetheless, terms of section 15 of the Public Administration Management Act, 

misconduct originating from criminal investigations is a DPSA responsibility. 

Thus he said “It is therefore envisaged that the newly established Public 

Administration Ethics, Integrity and Disciplinary Technical Assistance Unit will 
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establish a central disciplinary database to monitor, track and record public servants 

under investigation for misconduct which may include corruption and fraud”
9
.  

 

 

The Role of Ethical Leadership 

 

Corruption has developed into a leading topic of discussion amongst the 

public and it is ever-present in the popular media and in civil society organisations 

as well as the private sector
10

.  

Hassan, Wright and Yukl
11

 explored a study on various aspects including 

ethical leadership, willingness of the employees to report ethical problems, 

organisational commitment and absenteeism of public sector employees. The 

study employed a survey research by means of questionnaires. The study 

showed that there is a positive relationship between all dimensions, an increase 

in reporting ethical problems that arises to management, commitment to the 

organisation and reduction in occurrences of absenteeism by employees of the 

public sector. This informs that ethical leadership plays an important role in an 

organisation. 

Ethical leadership has three components that are essential, a role model that is 

ethical to others, fair treatment of people and management of ethics within the 

organisation actively. Leaders that have ethics take cognisance of moral 

implications when choices are made. In some cases absenteeism is not caused by 

employees who are ill or family emergencies. Ill-treatment, stress or a decline in 

morale at a workplace causes some form of absenteeism due to an employee‟s 

refusing to be compromising personal values and work ethics. When an 

environment is conducive
12

, it is not only about implementing ethical standards or 

codes. When an organisation has ethical leaders, that is leaders whose behaviour is 

supportive and procedures that are fair, this can create an organisational climate 

that is safe for employees to be able to feel comfortable in addressing and 

reporting ethical problems
13

. Reporting of any behaviour that is not ethical will 

have a positive impact in the organisation and discourages the continuance of 

unethical behaviour due to the confidence employees have in the leadership of the 

organisation‟s ability to appropriately take corrective action when required. The 

success of an ethical environment and compliance of ethical standards or codes is 

dependent on the leaders of the organisation
14

.    

It is of critical importance to promote ethical behaviour by managers in the 

public sector organisations and reduce unethical practices. This is realised by 

implementing guidelines and ethical standards that are set out clearly. Employees 

should be part of the process and be provided with an opportunity to seek advice 
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on dealing with ethical matters
15

. Ethical training affords a chance for employees 

to know and understand what is ethical and how to deal with ethical dilemmas. 

Good ethical leadership is equally important and development programs in 

leadership must include awareness in ethics, influence of employees attitude and 

behaviour by creating trust relationships and good ethical behaviour modelling. 

Cohen & Eimicke, D'Aleo, Lokman & Talib, Nicolaides and Plant 
16

 provided 

an overview and the analysis of practical problems that are encountered when codes 

of ethics are developed and implemented. The dimensions that were explored are 

 

1. What are public ethics and where do they come from?  

2. What are the central ethical issues facing public administrators?  

3. Are there practical tools and guidelines to assist public servants to 

be both ethical and effective public managers? 

 

The articles indicate in varying degrees how public ethics differs in relation to 

personal ethics because of values and guiding principles. It suggests that public 

ethics does not only consider right and wrong or action and performance when 

making judgements, rather it looks at action-based judgements. However, public 

administrators must be guided on how to be able to make those judgements. This 

is encouraged through concepts such as responsibility, professional lenses, a good 

perspective of humanity in general, values, agency goals and personal view. In an 

African context this would be very much in line with the notion of Ubuntu
17

. 

Ubuntu should inform practice in African business. Ubuntu is an African 

communitarian philosophy which should be used to transform management 

practices in the public and private sectors in African nations. The relationship 

between society and business must invariably be viewed from an Afro-centric 

perspective. Consequently, the indigenous phenomenon of Ubuntu should be 

informing business activities such as the codes of ethics that are created to maintain 

a „moral compass‟ in organisational activities. This will hopefully improve the 

current situation in the public service sector where there is scant attention paid to 

seriously serving others
18

.   

Cohen & Eimicke, D'Aleo, Lokman & Talib, Nicolaides, and Plant
19

 show a 

different view in terms of development and implementation of codes of ethics. It 

revealed that public administrators do not have a problem with following what the 

guidelines of regulations stipulate, however, when there are no legal guidelines 

that are clear, the public administrators experience a problem in dealing with 

situations that are perceived to be complex. D'Aleo
20

 and Nicolaides
21

 say that 

codes of ethics or standards may be developed, however, it important to ensure 
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that they are implemented and are enforced by some form of prescripts. 

Furthermore, for those who violate ethical practices there should be consequences. 

Unethical behaviour is detrimental as it can affect the community, foreign 

investment and destabilise the reliability of public institutions. In the same breath 

for those employees who display positive behaviour over and above the call of 

duty, there must be a reward, recognizing good ethical behaviour. Cohen and 

Eimicke
22

 and Nicolaides
23

 state that training is another important dimension in 

encouraging behaviour that is of a high moral nature. Furthermore, the leaders of 

an organisation are important in ensuring that ethical practices persist irrespective 

of the nature of the environment. When the leadership is not acting as a role 

model, this tends to make the employees steer away from complying with the 

necessary standards that have been implemented to deal with ethics
24

. It is not 

difficult for the public service to distinguish right from wrong. Role models and 

reward systems that are appropriate enable ethical behaviour. The dilemma lies 

where public servants are prevented from executing their duties in the right 

manner due to obstacles such as lack of training on ethical aspects of work. 

Ultimately it is the responsibility of each public servant that is assigned a task to 

decide which tasks he or she is willing to execute
25

 even though the tasks are 

provided by superiors. To maintain good ethical practices in the public service 

requires one with steadfast moral principles in both the personal and professional 

spaces. 

According to Mansouri
26

 the Volkswagen scandal that unfolded in 2015 was 

due to the installation of “defeat devices” in order to comply with the United 

States new set of stringent regulations on emissions. It was revealed that a number 

of employees from managerial to non-managerial to the rank and file workforce, 

were part of the employees who played a role in the execution of the unethical 

action that occurred. The culture of Volkswagen‟s environment was that of 

avoiding discussions and dissent with management at all costs. 

Prior to the scandal, Volkswagen was praised as one of the organisations that 

has an outstanding ethical business approach and received an „Ethics in Business 

Award. However, with the implementation of stringent new requirements on 

emission and the inability to initially comply by the date set by Volkswagen, made 

Volkswagen vulnerable and they then resorted to committing an act that is 

unethical. Volkswagen‟s culture is known to be autocratic rather than 

democratic.
27

 The culture of an organisation affects the level of compliance with 

ethical codes or standards
28

. When an organisational environment is such that 

employees are not free to express their own opinion or be involved in decision-

making processes, it results in them acting in a manner that is not ethical to meet 

the organisations goals. This shows how organisations that are well established 
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can falter from conducting ethical to unethical business practices to advance 

sales. The success of codes of ethics requires a combination of ethical leadership, 

training to enhance moral behaviour
29

. A democratic environment where every 

employee is able to freely express and discuss any matter pertaining to the 

organisation is also crucial
30

. Ethical business practices apply both in the public 

and the private sectors. This is despite the fact that he public sector is generally not 

about profit again whereas the private sector is. The public sector still suffers 

immense organisational losses through unethical conduct and corruption. 

Sayeed
31

 conducted a study that revealed that ethical values of public officials 

have an impact on accountability and that the ability of public officials to perform 

their duties is guided by moral values principles and rules. The study defines 

“public service ethos” as set of values that are meant to provide guidance and 

motivation for public servants while practicing their profession”. An organisation‟s 

ethics and value system must stem from the leaders in the organisation
32

. It also 

reinforces the fact that an organisations main goal is to create a common identity 

to establish codes of conduct. The leaders in the organisation are critical in 

ensuring that standards and professionalism is maintained. In any event, the 

Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 1996 prescribes the rudimentary 

principles that are required to serve as guiding tools for public functionaries in 

executing their duties. Public servants are to promote and maintain a high standard 

of professional ethics must be prioritised (Section 195 of the Constitution of the 

Republic of South Africa, 1996). Codes of conduct, ethos in the public service and 

training programmes are tools that should be considered in finding solutions
33

. 

Further, Sayeed
34

 notes that integrity training is one other element that was 

identified as being important and must be incorporated to form part of the 

programmes. This will assist in raising moral awareness, reasoning and quality 

pertaining to actions that needs to be taken.  

The Constitution has established what is denoted to as Chapter nine (9) 

institutions including the Offices of the Public Protector and the Auditor General 

(AG). Their determination is to promote democracy by protecting the public sector 

against unethical and corrupt practices. In addition, the South African public 

sector, civil society groups and business launched a concerted effort in 2011 to 

establish a National Anti-Corruption Forum (NACF) to combat growing 

corruption. While some efforts are being made corruption is increasing. Corruption 

and inefficient government bureaucracy are substantial dangers in the public 

services sector. It is not uncommon for irregular payments and bribes to be 

frequently exchanged and nepotism and cronyism are also very common problems 

to deal with while corruption in public procurement is a high risk for businesses 

operating in South Africa (South Africa Corruption Report, May 2019). 

Preferential treatment in the decisions of government officials is apparently very 
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common, and public funds are frequently diverted due to corruption
35

.The Broad-

Based Black Economic Empowerment (BBBEE) strategy seeks to grow the 

involvement of black citizens in the economy but has been criticised both for 

providing too much privileged treatment in the awarding of government contracts 

to wealthy black elites and for promoting increased corruption in public 

procurement and there is also a lack of monitoring and assessment, 

maladministration, difficulties in registering companies under BBBEE, and poor 

accountability
36

. 

South Africa, despite its good legal framework for curbing corruption, still 

has disturbingly growing corruption levels. Laws such as The Prevention and 

Combating of Corruption Act 12 of 2004 (PCCA) criminalise corruption in public 

and private sectors and codify specific offenses. This was intended to make it 

easier for courts to prosecute corrupt crimes. The Act explicitly criminalises 

corruption, extortion, active and passive bribery, bribing a foreign official, abuse 

of office and money laundering, and it obliges public officials to report corrupt 

activities (South African Government, 2004). In addition, The Public Finance 

Management Act 29 of 1999, addresses unauthorised government expenditure and 

there are also numerous other legislations of note but the problem of corruption 

remains
37

. 

South Africa has sanctioned the United Nations Convention against Corruption, 

as well as the African Union Convention on Preventing and Combating Corruption 

and the OECD Anti-Bribery Convention but corruption keeps growing. 

Good moral values allow one to make decisions without difficulty and be able 

to perform set out activities with integrity. Employees require to be held 

accountable for the decisions that are taken in the process of executing activities. 

Implementation of codes of conduct is not sufficient, enforcement influences good 

ethical behaviour to strive
38

. An additional view that is shown in the study is that 

there has to be a division that is responsible for overseeing ethical standards in an 

organisation. This is a unit that has the responsibility to ensure all the rules and 

guidelines are adhered to. The unit has to have a strong arm and action be taken 

for those who violate behaviour that threatens the climate of the organisation. 

Furthermore, introduce reward compliance for employees that execute and 

behaviour ethically in all aspects of their duties. 

Krisnajaya
39

 investigated the “Institutionalisation of ethical principles to 

overcome ethical dilemma in the Public Sector”. In the study it became apparent 

that personal virtue and public virtue inconsistencies contribute to public 

sector‟s ethical problems. The ability to be able to distinguish right or wrong 

alleviates the dilemma of making the right decisions. Public sector ethics are about 

stringent adherence to protocols, rules and organisational procedures. In the public 

sector there tend to be dilemmas that are often caused by politics as power is 
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overly exercised in some instances
40

. These are in contradiction with the ethics 

principles that should be observed in the organisation. The study also revealed that 

a leader must be someone that the employees will look up to and must have strong 

ethical principles as this will assist the organisation in accelerating the 

establishment of ethical principles in the organisation
41

. The implementation of 

institutionalisation of ethical codes or standards should be followed with effective 

enforcement and the institution of consequences for non-compliance in order to 

minimise the risk of unethical behaviour. For the improvement of ethical conduct, 

ethical codes must not ambiguous but clear, and within the legal framework, 

system for accountability in the public service, and there should be transparency 

and accountability in the decision-making processes. Employees must act ethically 

and show ethical behaviour at all times, and there must be adequate consequences 

for transgressors
42

. 

Wright, Hassan and Park
43

 conducted a study to investigate whether the 

public service ethic encourages ethical behaviour, public service motivation, 

ethical leadership and the willingness to report ethical problems. It was discovered 

that there is a positive relationship in all the dimensions that were investigated, that 

is, public service managers with a high public service motivation (PSM) show 

greater ethical leadership than managers with low PSM. Those leaders will have 

subordinates who have a higher PSM and are willing to report any violations of 

ethical behaviour observed in the organisation, and often do so as whistleblowers. 

 

 

Role Modelling desired Behaviour 

 

Leaders who encompass ethical values are expected not only to conduct 

themselves as to bring awareness through communication and enforcement of 

ethical behaviour, but also through their actions. Monitoring of employees and 

ethical training has been associated with codes of practice adherence, reduction in 

violations, in appropriate use of sick leave and an increase in reporting of ethical 

violations. Employees observe what happens in their organisation and if the 

organisation affords rewards to those employees who show an ethical behaviour, 

and sanctions violations of ethical conduct, this will separate those employees 

have strong moral and professional values
44

. Those with strong ethical values will 

tend to model their behaviour around that of their leader and the opposite applies 

for those who do not have strong values. Employees are often also faced with the 

dilemma in an organisation due to the environment that deprives them of a sense 

of freedom to express themselves. Employees in some cases resign or are 

consistently absent from work because of such conditions. When leaders show 

their subordinates that there is consistency of fairness in dealing with ethical and 

unethical behaviour, employees will be encouraged to remain in the organisation. 
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Yeboah-Assiamah, Asamoah, Bawole and Buabeng 
45

 studied leadership and 

ethics in the public sector subordinates. The study revealed that subordinates 

emulate the behaviour that is shown by their leaders. When leaders in an 

organisation display a behaviour that is unethical, the subordinates will not uphold 

good ethics. In some cases the subordinates will take the blame for the unethical 

behaviour because of the relationship between the individuals and the supervisor, 

or even perhaps because of fear of retaliation from the supervisor if the unethical 

action(s) is not carried out. 

This study sought to establish whether public service managers with public 

service motivation (PSM) that is high, exhibit leadership that is more ethical than 

those with low public service motivation. Managers with high public service 

motivation, subordinates will have high public service motivation and that 

employees with high public service motivation have the willingness to report 

unethical behaviour when observed in the organisation. The study revealed that 

there is a positive link between public service motivation of the supervisor and 

leadership that is ethical. Subordinates with a high PSM are willing to report any 

unethical conduct to their superiors
46

. 

Unethical behaviour that is in the organisation sometimes flows into the field 

of work. For instance, where there are allegations of public servants who are 

responsible for conducting roadside inspection, committing acts of unethical 

behaviour in the process of executing their responsibilities the supervisors are 

aware and may even support such behaviour. They may even expect the officials 

to return with „sales‟ although the responsibilities of officials do not include 

„sales‟. This involves unethical behaviour by collecting money when for example, 

conducting roadside inspections. When a leader does not display a behaviour that 

is ethical, subordinates will emulate that behaviour, hence, the behaviour will 

persist to exist as management is permitting it to endure by not reprimanding 

unethical conduct. The decay of an organisations moral system from top-

management makes policies that are implemented ineffective and the leaders that 

are supposed to be role models are not setting good example to the subordinates to 

whom they are responsible
47

. 

When top-management embraces ethical behaviour, it will probably tend to 

cascade down to the rest of the organisation, and when an organisation embraces 

unethical behaviour, it will affect the whole organisation negatively and lead to its 

non-sustainability. Yeboah-Assiamah, Asamoah, Bawole and Buabeng 
48

 state that 

organisational recruitment processes need to be expanded to include mechanisms 

that will assist in making sure that candidates that are recruited are indeed ethical 

and moral individuals. Training must be part of the process in the organisation to 

provide all employees with knowledge about unethical conduct and the negative 

consequences thereof. Although there are supervisors, individuals need to be 

aware of consequences of unethical behaviour conduct. Any individual is not 

exonerated for unethical behaviour because of their supervisor‟s being aware of it 
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or even their part in unethical conduct. Consequences must be severing for all 

those who conduct unethical behaviour. In most cases top-management do not 

experience any adverse consequences due to their connection within the 

organisation and with their political cronies. In the public service, the middle 

management are mostly the individuals that are found guilty of sever malpractice 

and unethical conduct. 

Nkyabonaki
49

 explored the level of awareness of codes of ethics in the public 

service, contribution of the codes to deal with corruption and, ethics promotion 

and the level of incentives. There was no positive relationship on all the dimensions 

that were investigated. Evidence in the study reveals that the employees are not 

familiar with the contents of the codes of ethics, which renders the level of 

awareness inefficient. The implementation of the code of ethics did not yield 

positive a result because of the existence of behaviour that is corrupt induces the 

codes of ethics to be ineffective. On the level of incentive dimension, it was not 

found that there is a positive relationship. Underpayment demotivates public 

servants in the execution of their duties and responsibilities to serve in a manner 

that is diligent and impartial, and therefore codes of ethics are not adhered to as 

they should be and this is a problem in the African context
50

.  

 

 

Codes of Practice 

 

The study states that ethics is about what is right or wrong, what is considered 

acceptable and not acceptable and the connection with the peoples value systems. 

Codes of practice outline the level between right and wrong in the public sector for 

the employees. This is the basis for the level of professionalism required for the 

public sector and promotion of principles of good governance and efficiency. 

Codes of practice will be rendered useless if there is lack of internal mechanisms 

that will support and promote the code. Leaders in the organisation needs to be 

role models and lead by example as this will likely promote positive behaviour by 

employees as they emulate what leaders do.  

The public sector is divided into two levels, that is, the political and 

administrative level, where policy formulation and core decisions are taken; and 

then there is the implementation of policies and decisions respectively. These 

levels pose a challenge when synergy does not exist in terms of codes of practice, 

as in some cases, the political level will insist on activities that are not in line with 

the requirements of the codes of practice, however, the employee is instructed to 

carry out activities. Responsibility, transparency, non-existence of conflict of 

interest and efficiency are some of the virtues Nkyabonaki
51

   believes ethics must 

be based on. The problem occurs when employees has conflict between private 

and professional work ethics or the culture of the organisation. Each individual 

needs to be held accountable for every action that is taken by them in the process 
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of performing work activities. Nkyabonaki
52

 just like other researchers stresses the 

point of enforcement and an appropriate sanction for violators. It is believed that 

the political will for adherence to codes of practice and commitment thereof could 

be able to enhance compliance, through training and bureaucratic ethics. 

Dodek‟s article
53

 explored the future of ethics in the public sector. The study 

suggests that there are many challenges that are faced by accountability or ethics 

officers. What was found is that the accountability officers require strengthening 

due to political accountability failure. This means that individuals that exercise 

power through a political process should be held accountable for their actions. The 

ineffectiveness of legislature to discipline their members gave rise to accountability 

offices. The development of a framework is important, as it will provide proper 

guidance, consistency and fairness in matters relating to ethics, rules and 

regulations
54

. Accountability officers are required to have a dual role in performing 

advisory and enforcement functions instead of a mere unitary model. This will 

ensure effective and objective execution of functions. The study suggests that to 

improve ethical behaviour the toolkit used needs to include various levels. In 

dealing with ethics contravention, different and continuous mechanism needs to be 

developed to address the ethics regime. Sanctions for non-compliance need to be 

strengthened to deter political level and administration level from conducting 

unethical behaviour such as escalating penalties for those who continually offend 

and complex contraventions steep/serious penalties must be instituted. The system 

for accountability officers in the public sector needs overhaul and turn it into an 

active system and deal with promotion of ethical behaviour and not merely with 

deterring and punishing ethical misconduct. 

According to Nicolaides
55

, South Africa‟s basis for promotion of ethical 

conduct is prescribed in the Constitution. In 1997 the Public Service Commission 

commenced its role to promote a code of conduct. This was meant for national, 

provincial and municipalities public servants. All public servants are thus required 

to place their public interest ahead of their own and to act and behave in an ethical 

manner while executing their responsibilities. An organisational climate that is 

ethical is influenced by leadership that has a strong moral system in place. It is 

stated that South Africa instituted a process that will drive a culture that is ethically 

strong in order to allow the reduction of unethical conduct and eliminate the 

perception that the public service is unable to provide a moral and competent 

government. When a leader is a role model and has a good moral compass, people 

that are under his or her leadership will tend to follow suit
56

. 

There were various pieces of legislation that were implemented to promote 

values of accountability and transparency. Ethical frameworks also need to be 

established that will encompass policies, procedures and internal controls that are 

appropriate
57

. All public servants should be provided with training which will 
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impart information and the understanding of ethical issues in the organisation and 

how to they should be dealt with
58

. Public servants activities whether ethical or 

unethical have an impact on the country‟s business environment and public 

support for local initiatives
59

. The Public Service needs to invest in ethics education 

and governance for future generations to install the concept of doing what is right 

by providing knowledge on relevant ethical matters. The office Auditor General 

(AG) in its reports for 2010 to 2013 considered corruption to be a two way process 

that comprises both public and the private sector role-players, who together engage 

in illegitimate and unethical actions that reduce South Africa‟s economic prospects 

and break down the public service. Society then also requires greater education on 

the issue of doing what is right. 

Wright, Hassan & Park
60

 argue that ethical climate must be driven from the 

top management, with implementation of rewards system for ethical behaviour, 

and clear decision-making processes including a dimension of ethical value. 

Appropriate internal structures thus need to be implemented to oversee 

development of codes and their implementation, monitoring, enforcement, training 

provisions, regular educational and awareness on ethical matters
61

. For 

transgressions of any unethical conduct, there should be consequences for all 

involved. For an institution to succeed in its ethical journey, it needs an ethical 

culture that is strong and fully supported strongly by the leaders in the institution. 

 

 

The Need for Effective Employee Induction and Training  

 

Sebola
62

 investigated ethical problems in the public service and training 

that is provided to students who are studying public administration. The study 

showed that the training that is provided to the students does not prepare the 

student adequately for the realities within the public service. Furthermore, the 

study suggests that politicians in public administration need to be made to respect 

rule of law and they must be held accountable for any unethical behaviour. The 

duty of politicians and public servants is to serve the interests of the people. 

Politicians and senior managers‟ are mostly implicated in not adhering to ethical 

codes, although these are the people who implement mechanisms to deal with 

unethical behaviour
63

. The constitutional principle requires that standards of 

professionalism and ethics be maintained and promoted at all times for operations 

in all government institutions and thus whatever is done must be  done on ethical 

and moral grounds and this includes all municipalities and public entities. There 

are many laws that have been put in place, however, unethical behaviour still 

persists
64

. Despite a National Anti-Corruption hotline being created for 
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whistleblowers as a means to increase access to report wrong doing corruption in 

the South African public sector remains a foremost challenge
65

. 

Nicolaides and Duho
66

 indicated that training is a solution to ethical problems, 

although, it seems that training has already been undertaken. There are positive 

results in inducing ethical behaviour
67

 such as implementing strong anti-corruption 

capabilities in all public service departments and more effective use of the 

Prevention and Combating of Corrupt Activities Act, Act No. 12 of 2004. 

The current President of South Africa, Cyril Ramaphosa, has undertaken to 

take action against corruption and has referred to the period under former president 

Jacob Zuma as “the lost decade”, and a period marred by corruption allegations, 

nepotism, and „state capture‟
68

. The president on Monday stated on 20 January that 

“We are committed to end the practice of poorly qualified individuals being 

parachuted into positions of authority through political patronage. There should be 

consequences for all those in the public service who do not do their work”
69

. The 

proof of the pudding is in the eating thereof. 

Perhaps what are needed are mechanisms and measures to have more 

effective  training, and awareness workshops on an on-going basis so that gaps that 

still exists can be identified and mitigated. 

The question is if the Service Commission has been mandated to ensure that 

professionalism and ethics of high standards are maintained and promoted by 

means of codes of ethics and guidelines, and through conducting of ethical 

workshops and training for both the national and provincial public servants. Is 

there recourse by the Service Commission for those public servants who have been 

implicated in an unethical conduct? This fact is not mentioned in the study. 

Sebola
70

 states that the Service Commission role was that of a recommendatory 

function. The role of the Commission should be made that of an enforceable one to 

be able to deal with compliance of ethics in a more effective way. There are many 

politicians that have been implicated in unethical behaviour as well as managers. It 

is however mainly politicians who seems to be operating outside of the law in the 

process of implementing principles of public administration. 

Ethical practices are important and standards have to be developed and 

implemented so that there is a guideline that gives direction to an organisation, its 

leaders and employees. There are similar commonalities and themes in all the 

literature that was reviewed. All the dimensions: ethical leadership, willingness of 

the employees to report ethical problems, organisational commitment and 

absenteeism of public sector employees; an overview and the analysis of practical 

problems that are encountered when codes of ethics are developed and 

implemented; further dimensions  were explored. Questions included (1) what are 

public ethics and where do they come from? (2) What are the central ethical issues 

facing public administrators? And (3) Are there practical tools and guidelines to 
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assist public servants to be both ethical and effective public managers, such as the 

installation of unethical conduct defeat devices or the institutionalisation of ethical 

principles to overcome ethical dilemmas in the Public Sector; Does the public 

service ethic encourage ethical behaviour, public service motivation, ethical 

leadership and the willingness to report ethical problems? Is leadership in the 

public sector showing good awareness of codes of ethics and their value in the 

public service, and does the contribution of the codes help deal with corruption 

and the promotion of ethics? Are incentives dealt with? The future of ethics in the 

public sector is very important and has a huge influence on how a nation is 

viewed. . An organisation needs structures to support an ethical climate. The 

implementation of law or codes alone is not enough to address unethical 

behaviour. This need to be reinforced by attending courses on ethical conduct as 

training has been found to stimulate moral behaviour in employees
71

. 

It is the responsibility of public employees to make sound moral judgements 

and demonstrate sound personal value in terms of the type of activities that they 

will perform. It is not easy to be a public administrator and at times personal 

values might be compromised due to the pressure of the environment. This is often 

caused by the threat of retaliation by unscrupulous parties. Employees with strong 

personal values face the prospect of being treated in an unfair manner by corrupt 

individuals with whom they work.. What is also of importance is to implement 

guidelines for consequences for those who contravene ethical standards or codes
72

. 

An organisation has to implement or appoint ethical agents to be the drivers of 

ethics initiatives and deal with issues of education and awareness. Leadership that 

is of an ethical nature has a positive impact on the ethical climate and therefore 

leaders must conduct themselves in a way that is exemplary and will encourage 

ethical behaviour and enhance desired ethical compliance amongst all employees
73

.   

Organisations are obligated to maintain the work environment conducive for 

personnel to report any illegal activities without being threatened or feel victimised 

by senior management or any superior. They also have an obligation to keep the 

environment safe in order to protect the community and their reputation from 

being tainted on media. Therefore, it is vital for the organisation to have systems in 

place that adhere to laws, regulations, standards, polices etc. that are effective in 

ensuring that all employees are aware of what is expected and the steps to take in 

accordance with anticorruption notions. Organisations must develop strategies to 

decrease the risk of illegal activities that might affect the business and environment 

by building a culture of ethical leadership, encouraging reliability and providing 

good business ethics due to the fact that ethical leadership promotes openness and 

safe communication. Ethical leadership eliminates the chances that an ethical 

dilemma that may occur which often leads to a manager to facing very difficult 

challenges that involve possible loss or gain or undeserved benefit which must be 

avoided in a business seeking to keep its reputation intact. 
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Strategies to consider in efforts to Eliminate Unethical Conduct 

 

There are strategies that are considered to be effective in improving ethics in 

an organisation that is under top management (moral management): board of 

directors, ethics programs, officer‟s realistic objectives, effective communication, 

training in ethics, corporate transparency, reporting mechanisms, and discipline of 

unethical conduct and codes of conducts. 

 

 

a. Codes of conduct 

 

It is arguable that a Code of Ethics is the most important document in the 

organisation. It forms an integral part of the ethics and compliance program
74

. Top 

management has to obtain the buy-in from all to make sure that the standards 

pertaining to behaviour are established and that the standards are communicated to 

all employees in the organisation and that this includes all managers. The purpose 

of the code is to provide direction as well as the meaning as to what exactly is 

meant by ethical business conduct. 

Ethical behaviour may be influenced by the codes of conduct through 

metaphors that are viewed by the employees in the organisation or they may even 

be perceived as a rule book, signpost, mirror, magnifying glass, shield, smoke 

detector, fire alarm or even a club that employees belong to.  

 

b. Organisational culture 

 

Naidoo
75

 maintains that the culture of the organisation involves values that are 

shared, and also the beliefs, behaviours and the way in which things are done. For 

an organisation to improve its ethical culture, the strategies thereof must come 

from all the levels of management within the organisation matrix
76

. The success 

and sustainability of business ethics is dependent on the support from top 

management including the board of directors and all employees must be 

involved
77

. 

 

c. Reporting mechanisms 

 

Hassan, Wright and Yukl
78

 suggest that proper mechanisms should be 

implemented for employees to able to know what to do should they witness 

unethical behaviour taking place. Reporting on such behaviour is dependent on 

those mechanisms such as support from the leaders and hotlines that may be 

available
79

. However, the organisation has to properly investigate the accusations 
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first in order to establish the truth before commencing on the process of taking 

action against the wrongdoer. Anonymity is important when it comes to reporting 

behaviours that are not acceptable because the person reporting will not be afraid 

of being victimised, as their identity will not be known. 

 

d. Training in ethics 

 

Hassan, Wright and Yukl
80

 posit training goals for ethics must include 

learning about basics for business ethics, solving problems in ethics, ascertaining 

what causes unethical behaviour, what are common ethical managerial issues, how 

to report unethical behaviour and what are the risks of reporting, the development 

of the ethics code and how an ethical audit may be conducted within the 

organisation
81

. It is recommended that for ethics training to be effective, trainees 

should be exposed to a programme that has a lengthy duration to realise the 

improvements in the employee‟s moral development. All members of the 

organisation should be subjected to on-going training from the Minister in the 

public service or the CEO in the private sector, all the way down to the lower level 

so that the whole organisation is on the same wavelength on ethical norms and 

standards. 

 

e. Ethics programs 

 

      The ethics programs invariably has features such as ethics conduct, training of 

employees on ethics in a working environment, ways in which employees are able 

to receive information or even advice on ethical standards, different ways of 

reporting misconduct in an anonymous manner, disciplinary processes for those 

employees that do not follow ethical standards that are set and having ethical 

conduct as part of the employees performance measurement
82

. 

 

f. Ethics officers 

 

Dodek
83

 asserts that ethics officers are tasked with the responsibility of 

overseeing the ethics programs in the organisation and implementing ethics 

initiatives. They also conduct risk and needs assessment activities. Furthermore 

they are to make sure that the organisation complies with all the regulatory 

requirements. On the issue of compliance the ethical officers will assess 

compliance in relation to the employee‟s ethical performance and the standards on 

ethics implemented by the organisation. 
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g. Effective communication 

 

Wright, Hassan and Park
84

  argue that management must ensure that there is 

communication all the time on all ethical issues. The message that is delivered to 

employees must not be offensive and care should be taken when a decision is 

made on the kind of information that must be communicated. The information 

should also be accurate, true and faithfully detailed. The manager delivering the 

message is required to be fair and not be spiteful or cruel, and biased with, for 

example, communication . 

 

h. Setting of realistic objectives 

 

Objectives that are set by the manager should be realistic and not create a 

situation where the employee might unawares be led to engage in an unethical 

behaviour
85

. If the expectations are not realistic, that might cause employees to 

forget about ethical standards which they have to uphold. It is therefore important 

for managers to be sensitive in the way objectives are set so as to not make 

employees take short cuts while executing their duties. Ethical norms have to be 

established and communicated effectively to the entire organisation. 

 

i. Discipline of unethical conduct 

 

Management needs to take disciplinary action such as misconduct against all 

members (top management or lower level) who violate ethical norms and 

standards
86

. Before any disciplinary action can be taken, management must ensure 

that there has been effective communication on ethical standards of the 

organisation
87

. Failure to take action on those that do not abide by the set standards 

will make other employees not believe in the ethical climate and not take the 

standards that have been set and the rules seriously. Taking action will send a 

message to all members that the organisation will not tolerate anyone engaging in 

an unethical behaviour
88

. Establishing an ethical culture is non-negotiable and 

when investigating corruption, the public service must be able to take effective 

action at levels matching the corrupt cation perpetrated
89

. All resources stolen 

must be recovered and would be perpetrators must be clear in their minds that 

crime does not pay at all. 

. 
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Conclusion 

 

Ethical conduct is very important for all organisations as it allows them to 

keep their core values and gives guidance in terms of the relationship between 

them and their stakeholders as well as other relevant role-players. The public 

service should have a set of non-negotiable issues and there must be zero tolerance 

to corruption at the highest political level. All leaders in government need to speak 

out and act out against corruption. Ethical conduct invariably needs to be binding 

on all employees within the service as well as with all service providers, agents or 

any other person linked to the public service whether they are contractors or have 

any other stake. 

It is evident that in institutionalisation of ethics in an organisation requires 

both implicit and explicit forms. Explicit institutionalisation is a formalisation of 

clear ethical behaviour which includes policy manuals, codes of ethics, an ethics 

committee and ethical training materials. Implicit institutionalisation is an indirect 

expression of ethical behaviour. It involves ethical leadership, evaluation systems, 

an ethical climate and ethical incentive systems. These two forms are vital and 

cannot be implemented in isolation in order to realise the desired results. Would be 

perpetrators of corrupt acts must be made aware of nature of the very severe 

danger they pose to society through their intended corrupt actions. Corruption is a 

malady eroding the public service and society and an urgent and ethical communal 

approach considering the communitarian notion of Ubuntu is required to address 

the issue. In addition a strong and consistent political will is needed to combating 

corruption. Ethical leaders need to have a strong ethical dimension since they are 

also a major role modelling group and have an impact on the public service and all 

the employees that are part of it. When leaders are modelling a good ethical 

behaviour, this will likely cascade down to the entire organisation leading to a 

sustainable society. 
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