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Introduction

Ethical leadership and integrity are crucial aspects of public
service that ensure the effective functioning of organizations
and maintain public trust. Ethical leadership and integrity in
public service are rooted in a fundamental set of questions
that individuals in positions of authority must continuously
ask themselves: “Am I doing the right thing? Am I doing it in the
right way? Am I doing it for the right reason?” These probing
inquiries serve as the cornerstone of ethical decision-making
within the public sector. They demand a constant reflection on
the moral compass that guides actions and decisions, pushing
leaders to uphold not only the letter of the law but also the
spirit of ethical conduct. In this realm, doing the right thing goes
beyond mere compliance; it involves a commitment to principles
and values that prioritize the greater good, ensuring that public
trust is preserved, honor is maintained, and the dignity of public
offices is upheld. Ultimately, ethical leadership and integrity
are not just ideals but a continuous journey of introspection
and dedication to serving the public interest with unwavering

commitment to ethical principles.
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This article explores the definition of ethical leadership, the
reality of ethical dilemmas, the role of ethics in the constitution,
and the importance of leadership in promoting ethical
behavior. It also delves into practical strategies for practicing
ethical leadership, as well as the impact of ethics on the public
sector. Finally, the article concludes with a thought-provoking
comparison of Singapore’s governance, ethics, and culture in
1963 and 2023.

Defining Ethical Leadership and Integrity

Leadership, at its essence, is the force that shapes the future
by envisioning a path forward and fostering inclusivity to unlock
the full spectrum of human potential while addressing collective
needs. It transcends the mere exercise of authority, embodying a
profound responsibility to guide, inspire, and empower. Ethics,
rooted in the ancient Greek term “ethos,” is the embodiment
of character and serves as a moral compass that goes beyond
the confines of law. It directs individuals towards discerning
not just what is legal but, more importantly, what is morally
right. Integrity, as encapsulated in the Mwongozo framework,
entails the unwavering commitment to upholding moral and

ethical principles.

Lastly, ethical leadership emerges as a beacon of moral
dimension, anchored in core values, and characterized by the
courage to consistently manifest these values in every facet of
life. It signifies a profound commitment to acting in ways that

align with one’s ethical principles, not only in public service
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but as a guiding principle that extends to all aspects of personal

and professional life.

The Reality of Ethical Dilemmas

To illustrate the challenges of ethical leadership, below
are three case studies involving sexual harassment, financial
struggles, and accreditation issues. These scenarios highlight
the complexity of decision-making when faced with conflicting

interests and the need to uphold ethical principles.

Case Study 1: Balancing Ethics in the Face of Power and
Harassment

Susan, a dedicated employee, finds herself entangled in
a distressing situation as she becomes the victim of sexual
harassment perpetrated by John, a high-ranking director within
the organization. The gravity of the situation is amplified by
the impending closure of a crucial business deal worth KES
250 million, of which John is the linchpin. The ethical dilemma
confronting the leadership here is twofold: On one hand, there
is an ethical imperative to safeguard Susan’s well-being, address
her grievances, and ensure a harassment-free workplace. On
the other hand, there is immense pressure to protect the
organization’s financial interests by retaining John’s instrumental
role in securing the deal. This scenario underscores the ethical
leader’s challenge of reconciling the duty to uphold moral
principles and the need to make business decisions that affect

the organization’s viability and reputation.
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Case Study 2: Navigating Financial Struggles and Ethical
Considerations

In a dire financial predicament, the organization faces the
imminent threat of closure unless significant changes are made
to its financial situation. At this critical juncture, Company A
extends a substantial gift that could potentially rescue the
organization from the brink of insolvency. The ethical dilemma
lies in whether to accept this generous offer. On one hand,
accepting the gift could provide a lifeline for the organization,
enabling it to continue its mission and serve the community.
However, on the other hand, there may be ethical concerns about
the motivations behind Company A’s generosity and potential
conflicts of interest that could compromise the organization’s
independence and integrity. This case underscores the intricate
balance between financial survival and maintaining ethical

standards within the realm of public service.

Case Study 3: Accreditation and Ethical Compromises

As the organization prepares for accreditation, an ethical
quandary emerges. The leadership is asked to sign an attendance
sheet for employees, although they did not personally conduct
the attendance verification. To make matters worse, the sheet is
filled with employee names and false signatures. This situation
poses a direct challenge to the ethical principles of honesty and
integrity. While accreditation is essential for maintaining the
organization’s credibility and eligibility for funding, the decision
to falsify records raises ethical red flags. It forces leaders to
contemplate whether compromising on integrity to achieve
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a favorable outcome in the short term is justifiable when it
undermines the organization’s long-term reputation and ethical

standing.

Case Study 4: Ethical Quandary in the Insurance Industry

Within the insurance sector, a challenging ethical dilemma
unfolds. Physicians working in tandem with an insurance
company identify clients who possess comprehensive medical
coverage. In doing so, they intentionally prescribe expensive
medications and tests, pushing the boundaries of ethical medical
practice. This case underscores the ethical leadership challenge
faced by both doctors and insurance executives, as they grapple
with the conflicting interests of profitability and patient well-
being. Balancing the imperative to control costs while upholding
ethical principles becomes an intricate task in the insurance
industry.

Case Study 5: The Complexities of Misdiagnosis

In the field of healthcare and medicine, a poignant case
emerges involving misdiagnosis. There are cases of physicians
diagnosing patients with a severe ailment only to later discover
that the initial diagnosis was incorrect. The physician who
has misdiagnosed must navigate the ethical conundrum
of whether to acknowledge the error, potentially exposing
herself to legal repercussions, or to maintain the misdiagnosis,
thereby compromising the patient’s health and trust. This case
illuminates the ethical leadership challenge within healthcare,

highlighting the intricate decision-making process when faced
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with the tension between professional reputation and patient

well-being.

Case Study 6: Ethical Considerations in Agricultural
Practices

In the agricultural sector, an ethical dilemma arises concerning
the use of pesticides and chemicals. Farmers, facing mounting
pressure to maximize yields and profits, must decide whether
to employ pesticides known to be harmful to the environment
and human health. This case underscores the ethical leadership
challenge within agriculture, where stakeholders must weigh
short-term economic gains against the long-term ethical
responsibility to protect both the environment and consumer
health.

Case Study 7: The Ethical Dimensions of Cesarean Sections

Within the medical field, a perplexing ethical situation
unfolds as healthcare providers must make decisions regarding
the referral of women for Cesarean sections (CS) during
childbirth. In some instances, healthcare professionals may
opt for CS procedures even when normal delivery is medically
viable. This case emphasizes the ethical leadership challenge
within the medical community, where the interests of maternal
safety, convenience, and medical best practices must be
carefully weighed against the potential for overutilization of
CS procedures.

These case studies exemplify the multifaceted ethical

dilemmas that can be found in various sectors, including
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insurance, healthcare, agriculture, and medicine. They
underscore the complexities of decision-making when ethical
principles are pitted against competing interests, whether
financial, legal, or professional. Ethical leadership in these
scenarios necessitates thoughtful navigation of the ethical
landscape while maintaining a steadfast commitment to

upholding moral principles and the well-being of stakeholders.

In addition, these case studies exemplify the intricate web of
ethical dilemmas that confront leaders in public service. They
underscore the importance of ethical leadership in making
decisions that navigate the delicate balance between conflicting
interests while adhering to moral and ethical principles. Effective
ethical leadership demands careful consideration of the broader
consequences of one’s choices, emphasizing the critical role of
moral courage and ethical resolve in upholding integrity and

public trust.

Ethical Leadership and the Constitution

Ethical leadership is a fundamental principle outlined in
the Constitution of Kenya. Article 73 of Chapter 6 emphasizes
that leadership is a public trust, to be exercised in a manner
consistent with the Constitution’s purposes and objects. It
highlights the importance of bringing honor and dignity to
public offices, promoting public confidence in the integrity of
the office. State officers are expected to demonstrate personal
integrity, objectivity, impartiality, and selfless service based
on the public interest. Accountability and discipline are also

essential principles. Violations of these principles can result in
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disciplinary action and disqualification from holding any other
State office. The Constitution also emphasizes the need for an
independent ethics and anti-corruption commission to enforce

these principles.

Mwongozo: Ethics and Code of Conduct in the public
sector

In Chapter 4 of Mwongozo: Ethics and the Public Sector, a
profound emphasis is placed on ethical governance within
the public sector. The governance statement highlights the
imperative that operations should be guided by ethical practices
that extend beyond mere compliance with rules and regulations.
Instead, these practices aim to foster a culture of good corporate
citizenship, underlining the significance of public organizations
as responsible and ethical members of society. The governance
principle articulated within this chapter underscores a steadfast
commitment to ethical conduct and the promotion of corporate
social responsibility and investments. It reflects an unwavering
dedication to not only upholding moral and ethical principles but
also actively contributing to the betterment of the community
and society as a whole. This chapter serves as a critical
framework that reinforces the vital role of ethical leadership
and corporate responsibility in the public sector, underscoring
the importance of integrity, transparency, and ethical behavior

in the realm of public service.

Centrality of Leadership in Ethics
Leadership plays a pivotal and central role in fostering
ethical behavior within organizations. It is the board’s primary
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responsibility to provide ethical leadership by establishing and
upholding core values, ensuring strict adherence to ethical
principles, and actively monitoring the progress of ethical
initiatives. However, ethical leadership should not be confined to
formal leaders alone; it should be a collective practice embraced
by every member within an organization. The influence of
ethical leadership transcends hierarchical boundaries, making

it imperative for everyone to uphold ethical standards.

Practicing Ethical Leadership

The practice of ethical leadership demands the establishment
of a well-defined framework that aligns with the organization’s
overarching vision and mission. This framework is effectively
provided by the Mwongozo code of conduct, which offers
crucial principles for conducting business with honesty and
integrity. Within this code, there are key components that
require attention, such as addressing conflicts of interest,
managing corporate reputation, championing corporate social
responsibility (CSR), and instituting mechanisms to address

ethical and unethical behavior within the organization.

Mwongozo and Conflict of Interest

Conflict of interest can significantly compromise impartiality
when personal interests collide with the broader public interest.
To mitigate this, boards are entrusted with the responsibility of
ensuring that a comprehensive policy for managing conflicts of
interest is in place. This policy should emphasize transparency in
dealings, the obligation to declare conflicts, and the necessity for

individuals to abstain from participating in decisions when such
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conflicts arise. A robust conflict of interest policy safeguards the

integrity of decision-making processes within the organization.

Corporate Reputation and Image, CSR, and Whistle-
Blowing

Safeguarding and promoting a positive organizational
image is paramount for maintaining public trust. Boards must
proactively develop strategies to enhance corporate reputation
and image, giving due attention to reputational risk management.
Additionally, the promotion of corporate social responsibility
(CSR) and the responsible utilization of resources is crucial.
Boards should oversee the effective implementation of CSR
policies, allocate appropriate budgets, and encourage sustainable
environmental practices. Furthermore, establishing whistle-
blowing mechanisms is essential for uncovering wrongdoing
within the organization. Boards need to put in place whistle-
blowing policies that not only protect whistle-blowers but also
ensure that reported issues are independently and thoroughly

investigated.

The Importance of Ethics in the Public Sector and
Understanding Ethical Lapses

In the public sector, an ethical reputation is becoming
an increasingly significant factor in attracting investments
and building public confidence. Ethical leadership enhances
transparency and accountability, leading to more responsible
resource utilization, and ultimately resulting in improved
organizational performance and revenues. To address ethical

lapses effectively, it is essential to understand the factors that
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often compel individuals to compromise their ethics. These
factors may include self-interest, ego, intimidation, familiarity
with unethical practices, the repetition of unethical behaviors,
and a resignation to the status quo. Recognizing these influences
is a critical step towards preventing and rectifying ethical

violations within organizations.

The Bathsheba Syndrome

Success: The Bathsheba Syndrome is a term that reflects the
ethical challenges that often accompany success. As individuals
or organizations achieve greater success, there can be a tendency
to prioritize personal gain or organizational growth at the

expense of ethical principles.

Isolation: Success can lead to isolation, where individuals or
organizations become disconnected from the perspectives and
concerns of others. This isolation can create a dangerous echo
chamber that discourages ethical discussions and promotes
unethical behavior.

Control Over Resources: With success often comes control
over significant resources. This control can lead to a sense of
entitlement and a temptation to use resources for personal gain

or to manipulate situations unethically.

Loss of Strategic Focus: As success accumulates, there can be
a loss of strategic focus on ethical considerations. Organizations
may become more focused on short-term gains rather than long-

term ethical sustainability.
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Inflated Belief in Ability to Control Outcomes: Success
can foster an inflated belief in one’s ability to control outcomes,

leading to overconfidence and risky ethical decision-making.

The Problem of Dirty Hands and Ethical Decision-Making

“The future belongs to the few of us still willing to get our
hands dirty.” This statement encapsulates the ethical challenges
individuals face when navigating complex dilemmas. In the realm
of ethical dilemmas, one often encounters the following three

options:

Exit: This involves walking away from the situation or
decision when it conflicts with one’s ethical principles. It signifies
a commitment to maintaining one’s moral integrity, even if it

comes at the cost of personal or professional gain.

Voice: This option entails speaking out against unethical
practices or decisions. It requires the courage to advocate
for ethical conduct, even when doing so might be met with
resistance or adversity. Speaking out aims to address and rectify

the ethical dilemma rather than ignoring or perpetuating it.

Loyalty: Loyalty, in the context of ethical dilemmas, involves
standing by an organization or group despite ethical concerns.
This choice prioritizes loyalty to an entity over individual moral

values, often posing a significant ethical challenge.

Integrated Approaches to Ethical Management
Effective ethical management involves integrating compliance-

based and integrity-based approaches. Compliance-based ethics
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management relies on detailed, mandatory rules, controls,
and penalties. It can be both prescriptive (dictating what one
must do) and proscriptive (dictating what one must not do). In
contrast, integrity-based ethics management emphasizes general
statements of ethical values, incentivizes ethical behavior, and
establishes internal mechanisms for guidance and support.
Striking the right balance between these approaches is crucial

for building a robust ethical framework.

Winning the War: An Ethical ‘Culture’

Ethical culture is the bedrock of any organization’s
ethical framework. The phrase, “The way we do things here,”
underscores the importance of fostering a culture where ethical
conduct is the norm. Culture exerts a more substantial influence
on behavior than disciplinary actions alone. An ethical culture
ensures that individuals understand and abide by ethical values,

often without the need for strict enforcement.

The Dilemma of the Trigger Point

Ethical leadership can be cultivated through both top-down
and bottom-up approaches. Leaders at all levels must set an
example of ethical behavior. At the same time, employees should
feel empowered to voice ethical concerns, creating a culture
where ethical considerations permeate the organization at

every level.

The Impact of Leadership on Ethics
Leaders play a pivotal role in shaping ethical behavior

within organizations. The actions and values of executives are
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closely scrutinized throughout the organization. A significant
discrepancy between the ethical principles leaders preach and
their expectations for associates can erode trust and undermine

ethical standards.

Practice Steps for Ethical Leadership

To become ethical leaders, individuals should establish a
hierarchy of values that goes beyond mere compliance rules.
These values must be effectively communicated to everyone
within the organization. Moreover, creating a “complaint-friendly
environment,” where ethical concerns are openly addressed, is
crucial. Ethical leaders must be intolerant of unethical behavior
and prioritize transparency. It’s better to have bad news reported
than to allow it to remain hidden. Importantly, ethical leaders
never impose requirements or accept tasks that violate their core

values, and they actively reward and celebrate ethical conduct.

In conclusion, individuals aspiring to be ethical leaders should
reflect on their core values and principles. They must assess
whether their actions align with these values and consider the
legacy they want to leave behind. Ethical leadership should
be consistent across all aspects of life, from the workplace to
home and the community, even when faced with pressure to

compromise or rationalize.

Food for Thought
Reflecting on the transformation of Singapore from 1963
to 2023 provides valuable insights into the pivotal role of

governance, ethics, and culture in a nation’s development.
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Understanding how these factors have contributed to Singapore’s
progress highlights the significance of ethical leadership,
effective governance, and cultural values in driving positive
change and prosperity.
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