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Abstract 
In this essay, the issue of ethics and accountability in Nigeria's civil service was evaluated. 

Accountability and ethics serve as quality-control measures that direct Nigeria’s public service’s 

norms, moral values, beliefs, and standards. As a result, unethical behaviour such as dishonesty, 

corruption, a lack of responsibility, disloyalty, nepotism, and favouritism has caused a severe issue 

for the ethics and accountability of the civil service, which has hampered its growth and development 

of civil service in carrying out its duties. This paper aims to find a way forward to tackle unethical 

problems. The study employed secondary data from articles published in reputable journals, 

conference papers, and relevant books. Deontological and obligatory theories were adopted as the 

framework of analysis. This study concludes that ethics and accountability play a very significant 

role in civil service growth and progress. However, the high level of corruption, disloyalty, 

indiscipline, nepotism, and other unethical practice has hampered the progress of respected 

organizations in Nigeria. The study recommends possible solutions that improve the moral standard 

in civil service delivery. 
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Introduction 
With the emergence of the modern State, the Nigeria civil service has developed as the foundation 

of the administrative organ of government. Its major mission came to be the execution of the rules, 

guidelines, and programmes approved by the legislative arm of government. In achieving this 

purpose, the Nigeria civil service has institutionalized the expression, creation, implementation, 

evaluation, and fulfillment of policies and action plans by the government. The Nigeria civil 

service “is the body of permanent officials whose duty is to assist the political executive in 

formulating government policies and implementing them.” (Obiagbaoso, 1995:53). While ethics and 

accountability are guiding principles that guard or regulate the proper conduct of Nigeria's civil 

service to facilitate proficient and valuable service delivery in the state.  
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According to Boss (1998) in Kwagha and Beatrice (2013:18) ethics are a set of standards of right 

and wrong established by a particular group and imposed on members of that group as means of 

regulating and setting limits on their behaviour. Ethics is a set of value, principles, and moral that 

guides the philosophy and regulates the conduct of people in fulfilling policy and programme of 

society. Consequently, the problem of accountability and ethics in civil service most times is when 

civil servants use their authority that is dissimilar to rules that guide the conduct of civil service. In 

civil service organizations professional ethics consist of faithfulness, courtesy, confidentiality, 

discipline, political neutrality, and accountability that uphold the doctrine of productivity and 

competence in performing their duties. In other terms, Civil servants are to be careful and tolerant 

and value human dignity in performing their given function. Their attitude and ways of life are to 

be in line with societal values and standards. Besides, civil servants are employed to oversee the 

administrative efficiency of the state following firm values. While civil service in advanced 

countries is highly disciplined, efficient, and prudent because of their ecological system. However, 

Nigeria's civil service system is bedeviled with a lot of unethical behaviours such as bribery and 

corruption, nepotism, embezzlement, absenteeism, indiscipline, misappropriation of public funds, 

laziness at work, poor attitude towards their jobs late coming to work. Given background the study 

evaluates the problems of accountability and ethics in Nigeria's civil service system; the way 

forward. 

Conceptualization 

Civil Service 
According to Abdulsalam and Longe (1988), civil service is an “administrative structure employed 

in the fulfillment of government policies and development programmes.” The civil servant is an 

official who is a staff of central and regional governments other than the armed forces, police, the 

judiciary, teachers, and statutory organization employees through the civil service commission. The 

civil service is a permanent official of the government liable for the preparation, realization, 

assessment, and reviews of plans and programmes made by the legislature. Nigro (1980), aptly, 

views civil service as an “organization of people that put the law into action from one government 

department to the other and brings the central government in contact with the people. Adebayo 

(1986), views, civil service as the body that comprises all officials of the government, other than 

political office holders, who are engaged in a civil capacity and whose remuneration and reward are 

paid by the budget approved by the legislature. Adamolekun (1983), cited in NOUN, (2017), posits 

the civil service as "the body of permanent officials appointed to assist the political executive in 

formulating and implementing governmental policies." He further explained the other usage of the 

term as referring to "the Ministries and Departments within which specific aspects of government 

are carried out."Agbodike, Osawe, and Igbokwe (2015) posit that the views of accomplishing the 

plans of the state, the civil service is expected to be a group of professional or expertise, polite, 

dutiful, well-informed, selfless, and principled elite corps who are well trained and equipped to 

fulfill government plans and programmes at less cost to the general public. 

Concept of Ethics 
Ethics is deduced from the Greek word ‘ethos’ which means conduct or personality. According to 

Satish (2020), ethics is a “moral attitude or philosophical thoughts or views about morality.” ethics 
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is further involved as accomplishment and feelings which is concerned with ‘good’ or ‘bad’, or 

specific norms or customs of individual or groups. He further observes that ethics is to show what 

people ought to do, in terms of facts, commitments, justice, and specific virtue. 

Ethics, according to Oluya (1998) is ‘the art of decency which studies the nature of honest, standards 

and opinion of individual conduct’. He suggests further that ethics is the normative discipline that 

studies the custom of human actions. To Igolo (2013) ethics is dealing with what is excellent or 

awful in line with the decent responsibility and obligations of individuals or corporate bodies. It is 

a system of a convention that deals with the beauty or ugly of certain measures as well as the positive 

or negative of the reasons of an individual behind certain actions or behaviors. To Menzel (2007) 

ethics is the belief and values system that guides people’s attitudes. Russo (2012), views ethics as 

all moral viewpoints which consist of those that are ‘apparent as sacrosanct, with the serious eye’. 

Ethics deals with the way and the manners one live his or her life, what comprises good living or 

the nature of good life, as well as the suitable or correct way to relate with fellow individuals. Davis 

(1990) in Muhammed (2013) defined ethics as those decently permissible principles that guide every 

member of the group. To Victor (2014) ethics is a level of thinking that purposely deals with 

honesty. In Public administration, ethics is centered on the basic rights of public servants' duty as a 

steward to the public. He further says ethics act as honest reasons for decisions made during the 

achievement of duties when trying to offer services to state and non-government establishments. 

For Walking (1956) in Okoli et al (2019) it is a body of values or customs guiding a person‘s 

behaviour. Ethics in the Civil Service can be briefly summarized as a moral principle, value, norm, 

or standard that regulates the conduct of civil service to be impartial, meritocracy, honest, 

transparent, loyal, disciplined, and courteous in performing their duties and responsibility. 

Accountability 
According to Ifeayi and Okegbe (2016), accountability means the regularity and efficiency of the 

use of public funds in line with the constitution and the civil service scheme of work. Laxmikanth 

(2005), in Umar (2017) view accountability as the duty of the officer to provide a suitable report of 

their performance and how they have used the authority bestowed on them. Its major purpose is to 

verify erroneous and arbitrary managerial actions and improve the competence and success of the 

managerial process. To Dyskta (1939) cited in Victor (2014) accountability in civil service involves 

responsibility, answerability, and belief in a report giving. Dyskta (1939) sees accountability as a 

duty to recognize tasks for events, judgment, and plans including managerial authority, and 

encircling the responsibility to account, clarify and be liable for resulting consequences. To Olowu, 

(2002), accountability refers to being accountable for one’s actions and involves the progress of 

objective values of appraisal to support the owners of an institution to assess the performance of 

obligations by persons and units within the institutions. Thus, Olowu (2002) opined that 

accountability has fundamental rudiments of duties, reporting instruments, a method of appraisal, 

rewards, and endorsement. Along this line, Aliyu (2010) first described accountability as a vital 

feature and requisite of democracy and sustainable affiliation between government and the people, 

and secondly, as a responsibility to answer for a task conferred, which makes it purely answerability. 

Aliyu also went further to stress that accountability is moral-driven actions in line with a defined set 

of laws that recognize the right of the people to be educated, consulted, and allowed to contribute 

or participate in not only decision-making but also execution of action plans. 
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The Ethical Standards in Nigeria Civil Service 
Civil service in Nigeria is based on the West Minister model, National Open University of Nigeria 

(NOUN, 2017). The main ethical standard of the civil service in Nigeria include the following:  

Meritocracy 

Recruitment, placement, promotion and compensation of the civil servant within and outside the 

system should be based on the merit principle. To be employed or appointed into the civil service 

or promoted within the civil service one has to attain certain obligations or principles, such as 

educational experience, better quality in the qualifying examination, interviews, and seniority to 

ensure a high level of efficiency, competence, and productivity. 

Recruitment: Civil servants should be recruited through open competition without 

patronage. Qualifications, written examination and interview should be specified for entry 

into various classes. 

Professionalism 

Civil service should be a set of bureaucrats who are highly competent, skilled, and trained in line 

with the ethics and moral fulfillment of their duties to ensure a high level of service delivery.  

Permanence  

Civil servants in Nigeria enjoy a permanent tenure system. They are expected to continue in service 

until they reach the retirement age of 60 years or 35 years in service. Permanence ensures civil 

service enjoys continuity and security of tenure in performing their obligation.  

Neutrality  

According to Gladden (1948), civil servants are not expected to participate in partisan politics. They 

are expected to be fair, and royal and serve any governments in power and the general public 

impartially.  

Anonymity: Civil servants are expected to be anonymous about the political responsibility of their 

actions. They work behind the scene without blame or praise. It is only the minister or commissioner 

that has political responsibility for activities in the ministry. 

Hierarchy: The decisions are from superior to subordinate; which means subordinates are under the 

supervision of their superior. Then, the institutions set wages that are paid following the nature of 

the employment and task assigned to the position. In addition, there are chances of career 

advancement or promotion based on seniority and merit. Furthermore, there is a right to petition and 

make statements of grievances from the lower to the upper authority. 

Adherence to the rule: Civil servants are expected to follow the ethics, code of conduct, or rule and 

regulation guiding the practice of their ministry and parastatal. 
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Accountability: Civil servant should be held accountable for their ethical conducts in exercising 

their professional duties. Integrity, compassion, selflessness and objectivity should form the ethical 

standard or foundation in their duties. 

Why the aforementioned features are the standard in most advanced nations of the world however, 

Nigeria's ecological nature or system has undermined and hinder the progress and growth of civil 

service in Nigeria, because the process of employment is based on patronage or spoils system rather 

than meritocracy principle.  

Problems of Ethics and Accountability in Nigeria's Civil Service 

Corruption: Corruption is one of the major problems affecting unethical practices in Nigeria's civil 

service. Corruption is fraudulence; the brazen celebration of impunity, which pollutes the unethical 

hygiene of a society (Ogbunwezeh, 2005). Akanbi (2004) in Aina (2007) argues that systemic 

corruption leads to the waste of resources, and mismanagement, and undermines institutions that 

slow down progress which is vital to the survival of Nigeria's civil service. According to Ezeani 

(2004), corruption remains a major challenge that has affected civil service in Nigeria from 

contributing meaningfully to the improvement of the standards of living of people. Corruption 

among civil servants in Nigeria takes different forms such as forgery, fraud, bribery, and 

embezzlement of public funds.  

Disloyalty: Disloyalty refers to unfaithfulness to the organization, institution, or individual of 

superordinate status. Disloyalties in Nigeria's civil service mean a condition whereby civil servants 

use their authority in a way that is different from the public trust. Anger (2002) in Beetseh and Kohol 

(2013) said unethical behaviours have to do with attempts to accomplish personal gain against the 

interest of the general public. In the course of execution of government policies, civil servants most 

times violate the principles of faithfulness, good manners, anonymity, honesty, and neutrality which 

in the process hinder the growth and development of government ministry and parastatal. 

Nepotism: Murimi et al (2009) "is the showing of favoritism for relatives or friends based upon that 

relationship, rather than on an objective evaluation of ability or suitability". It is a state of offering 

a position or employment to a family member against a candidate who is most qualified for the job. 

It is the partial practice of sharing government funds where a government official prefers his or her 

acquaintance or associate in offering contracts, government positions, job employment, promotion, 

and placement. Nepotism which has hindered the growth and progress of civil service is common 

in the process of employment and placement in Nigeria's Civil service and public service. 

The problem of Accountability: The unethical attitudes of most civil servant in Nigeria has led to 

the problem of accountability which has become a frequent event and norm in the Nigeria civil 

service it includes underutilization and waste of human and material resources and unnecessary 

exercise of authority, with the aims of achieving some personal gain.  

Waste of resources: The unnecessary duplication of government establishment, institution, and 

ministries account for the misuse of material and human resource. This challenge has continued to 
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affect competence in the Nigerian civil service. The system thus, needs to be properly reviewed for 

better performance. 

Theoretical framework 
The deontological theory was adopted as the bases of analysis. The theory was set out by Immanuel 

Kant in the 18th century between (1724-1804). The theory emphasized the link between 

responsibility and morality of human action. He imagined that an act or accomplishment is 

considered excellent because of the features of the action itself, not because the result of the deed is 

excellent. It held that nothing is good without condition except benevolence that will act in 

conjunction with a moral act and out of admiration for that act rather than out of accepted tendency. 

The theory believed the moral act is uncompromising i.e, absolute control and standards that its 

content could be recognized by human reason. Deontological ethics believe that reason, intuition, 

or moral sense reveals what is right.  

The assumptions of Immanuel Kant's theory are: 
The theory is centered on the belief that every individual has the right that makes them act in a 

certain way. Such rights include liberty, physical security, freedom of speech, and absolute rule. 

This means that an individual will pursue his or her duty to society because upholding one's 

obligation is what is considered morally correct. 

An individual who applies this premise will make a very reliable choice since it will be based on the 

individual's responsibility. Deontology provides a basis for special obligations and duties to specific 

people, such as relatives. For example, a Director in a ministry may have an obligation to guide his 

junior and other Administrative Staff in adhering to the code of conduct of the service.   

Obligation Theory  
The obligation theory was set out by Broekhoven (2010) cited in Victor (2014), He presented that 

three subjects are involved in evaluating Ethics and Accountability. The foremost is the duty a 

person has in taking action based on the moral judgment of what is good, correct, or appalling and 

unlawful. This will allow individuals and organizations to make honest decisions on any issue. 

Secondly, it entails valuing the option made. There ought to be a link between the principles one 

holds and the choice one made. Thirdly, is the issue of motivation? What should be the thought of 

workers or people as they perform their duties and responsibility? The personal concern may lead 

one to value something that may not be valuable to the generality of the people, which also affects 

ethics and accountability. 

Applications of this theory to the study 

The application of deontological theory to the study requires that employees working in an 

organization should adhere to the rule, values, and norms guiding their duty. The theory tends to 

suit natural phenomena in what is unethical in administrative practice and procedures in an 

organization unlike consequentialism which judges actions by their result, deontology does not 

require weighing the cost and benefits of a situation. This avoids uncertainty because u will have to 
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follow set rules and regulations. Thus, rigidity following the theory can provide acceptable results. 

The theory requires conforming to the central rule and ethics of the organization.  

The obligations theory gives bases to the study of what is right, proper, permissible, or forbidden in 

private or public life. The theory provides a solid foundation for government and private 

organizational agencies to build strong values systems that regulate the conduct of individuals and 

employees in an organization. The Nigerian Constitution positions the government and their 

administrative agencies under obligation to fulfill the fundamental desires or well-being and 

aspirations of the individual or employees. The civil servants who execute government policies and 

action plans are under obligation to fulfill the needs of the public in line with their condition of 

service.  

The theory also provides a guiding principle to civil servants to assess options and choose what is 

good or unlawful, in executing policies and programs that improve the living standard of the people. 

Suggestions and Way Forward 
The government should reorganize and strengthen the anti-corruption institution or agencies so that 

they can carry out their mandate efficiently without any interference. The anti-corruption institution 

should design strong mechanisms or sound efficient systems of enforcement, minimizing, and 

preventing corruption in government agencies in any form.    

Recruitment, placement, and promotion should be merit-based systems, to ensure impartiality and 

quality of civil service delivery in Nigeria. The recruitment process should be transparent and carried 

out in line with ethical rules and values to prevent interference in the selection process. 

Enthroning the culture of loyalty principle and professionalism: Government administrative 

agencies and human resource managers should design policies, practices, and procedures that 

promote loyalty and ethical standard by ensuring adherence to standards, authorized and accepted 

practices, and equip officials or employees to love and appreciate doing what is right and 

disassociate from unethical practice such disloyalty to the code of conduct guiding administrative 

agencies. 

There is a need for reform in the civil service to make it efficient to enhance their productivity and 

standard. Beetseh and Kohol (2013) summit that there is a need to improve good action plans for 

the employment, and training of civil servants for effective and efficient service delivery.  

Quality Leadership: It entails leaders that have the styles and quality of leading or implementing 

good governance that enhance socio-economic development. Therefore, the need for creative, 

dedicated, focused, disciplined, focused, accountable, and unselfish leadership that can completely 

influence and drive the civil service toward achieving a high level of ethics and accountability in 

the system (Iji 2005) 
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Conclusion 
The study concludes that ethics and accountability play a very significant role in civil service growth 

and progress. However, high level of corruption, disloyalty, indiscipline, nepotism, and other 

unethical practice has hindered the progress of the respected organization in Nigeria. The civil 

service has exceptional responsibility to play to meet the yearning of common Nigerians. The public 

expects the benefit of a democratic system to be brought to their doorsteps. It is only the civil service 

that can ensure that it is realized. But the civil service is presently institutionalized and structured to 

deliver to the people their expectations from the government unless it embraces democratic 

governance measures such as; transparency and accountability, equity, distributive justice, and 

adherence to the rule of law. 
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