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Abstract 
Human beings in society engage in productive enterprise, to create goods and 

services in order to survive. Survival in this case means quenching thirst, satisfying 

hunger and providing shelter, all of which are central to human existence. To this 

end, people surely must interact with one another in order to produce to satisfy 

the unending needs of their existence. The attitudes and work ethics of Nigerian 

workers have been a cause for concern at this time  of our national development 

and in order to encourage a change towards positive development of the work 

enterprise and the effective utilization of inherent potentials and capacity, it is 

needful to harness the potentials of the greatest asset of any nation which is the 

human capacity. Be that as it may, the various expositions on the attitudes to work 

of the Nigerian workforce have painted a rather negative picture of an apathetic, 

uncommitted men and women who are unresponsive to traditional techniques. It 

is against this background that two issues become imperative in this paper. These 

are work ethics of Nigerian workers and the need for human capacity utilization 

in the workplace. The paper sheds light on the need for renewal of work ethics and 

attitudinal change of the workers to allow for effective utilization of every 

individual within a workforce. 
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Introduction 

Every individual in the society is at a point in time faced with the dilemmas and difficulties 

of dealing with the rightness or wrongness of his or her actions. Ethical issues therefore 

arise because of conflict among individual personal moral philosophies and values. Ethical 

issues often arise in business, professional, workplace and social settings whether during 

business transactions, relationships among individuals. Ethical issues also refers to 

problems or situations or opportunity which  requires an individual, organisation or 

society to choose among several actions which must be evaluated as right or wrong, ethical 

or unethical, good or  bad. The human situation is characterised by dichotomies inherent 
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in man’s existence and in his capacity to unfurl his latest potentialities .A good ethical 

system must make for those existential dichotomies and stipulate norms of conducts that 

synchronize with them.  

 

Human beings, acting either individually or collectively, cannot but be faced, one way or 

another, with issues that are suffused with ethical or moral questions. In fact, there are 

actions which all of us will acquiesce in or approve as commendable like honesty 

,truthfulness, fidelity to promises, hard work ,diligence, reciprocity etc. Conversely, there 

are behaviours and actions, which every rational mind will adjudge as reprehensible and 

as such should not   be tolerated or allowed to flourish in a human community. Such 

actions and behaviours include murder, rape, homosexuality, theft, adultery, corruption 

.graft, sleaze, kleptomania embezzlement etc.   

      

For our purpose in this paper we are more interested in the practical aspect of ethics in the 

workplace for the fact that managers, and business owners are constantly confronted with 

issues which demand making moral judgements on the right thing to do or the appropriate 

course of action to take. Workplace ethics are a dynamic set of values that vary with people 

and their definition of a workplace. For some, it is a physical office they go to every day, 

while others, their home office. It doesn't matter whether you work from home or commute 

to work every day, workplace ethics is required to build a successful career. Organizations 

are known to embrace ethical practices and behaviours to increase productivity and 

uphold integrity—while setting a penalty for workers who default workplace ethics. 

Following a predefined workplace ethics is a little harder for freelancers and business 

owners because there is usually no disciplinary committee to punish them for defaulting. 

It is however evident that for them to not lose clients, they need to imbibe workplace ethics 

into themselves. 

 

So the application of ethics to work, public life and the professions is of interest in this 

discourse. Thus, work ethics is a moral reflection in work life and in essence, every worker, 

business owner, entrepreneur and managers somehow faces situations that demand moral 

decisions that borders on honesty, truthfulness, care, safety ,trustworthiness, loyalty 

,solidarity etc. in the course of carrying out their responsibilities. The intention of this paper 

is to promote and re-echo the importance of quality delivery in the workplace through the 

knowledge of ethics with a view of raising the moral tone or consciousness of those who 

formulate policies and who are directly or indirectly affected by such policies.   
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Conceptualizing Ethics 

The best place to begin a discussion on ethics is to attempt a conceptualization of the term. 

This is because what ethics is and ought to be are problematic but germane to 

understanding of it. The ground issue of ethics however is what is good and bad or why a 

piece of action is good and praiseworthy and another bad and blameworthy. Scholars have 

not agreed on what constitute the nature of ethics because it does not easily lend itself to a 

univocal definition like physics, history and biology etc. however, saying this should not 

be construed to mean that ethics is incapable of being defined.  

 

Ethics comes from evolutionary process. It grows with the society and it is the nearest to 

common law. It provides the ways of judging social behaviour. Ethics is the systematic 

study of the fundamental principles of morality. It is a critical examination of values with 

a view of having qualitative way of living and conduct. It examines the rights and wrongs 

in human conduct and the society. It prescribes, instructs and exhorts human beings on 

what to do, and what not to do. Since man is averagely a pleasure- seeking and pain –

avoiding animal, since man’s first instinct is self –satisfaction and perpetuation, the 

tendency is for man to pursue those actions, conducts and things that would guarantee his 

maximum interest. Often times, it is at the expense of fellow human beings and the 

environment whose interest, satisfactions and self-perpetuation would necessarily collide 

with one another. 

 

 In order not to exist in the Hobbesian state of nature, wherein life will be nasty, brutish, 

chaotic, and short, in which there would be quarrelling, anger, forcefulness ,violence ,war 

of all against all, ethics serves as a conscience regulator, a check on one’s insatiable want 

and appetites, a check on one’s habit and character by reminding oneself  that same interest 

which he has is also same interest by another. Ethics therefore is a self –regulator, a refrain 

on human beings to be conscious and respectful of existence, lives, values, interest and 

needs of other human and non-human entities in nature and to be aware that every so-

called right imposes a responsibility on one to respect the right of another. 

 

 For there are many definitions or approaches to as deposed by scholars from antiquity to 

the contemporary period. There is the theoretical aspect as well as the practical aspect or 

dimension of ethics. In the former, ethics refers to the study of morality in all its forms, “it 

is primarily an academic exercise, an intellectual pursuit, a process of inquiry and 

reflection” (Bennars,1993:15).Ethics is that branch of philosophy that deals with the 

conduct of human beings as they make moral decisions, These decisions lead to actions 

which are results of judgement, and they involve the use of words known as moral 

predicate “ought” “should” “Right” “good” and their opposites.(Brandt,1959).Without 
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unnecessarily sounding repetitive, ethics as it is stated above “investigate the principle 

governing human actions in terms of their goodness, badness, rightness and wrongness. 

As such its tasks can be expanded to include a concern with discovering the principles that 

should govern human conduct and with the investigation of the normative issues 

involving value judgement” (Stewart and Blocker, 1982:176)  

 

Having considered briefly the theoretical dimension of ethics, let’s take up the other aspect 

of ethics which bother on the practical dimension of ethics which this paper is majorly 

concerned about. Ethics to some scholars is regarded as a practical discipline like law, 

medicine, journalism geography, engineering etc. In every day experience human beings, 

as social animals are always confronted which demand making moral judgements on the 

right thing to do or the appropriate course of action to take. This is so because human 

beings interact with other beings of their kind in various places, like market place, at work, 

worship centres schools and some other social groups. In the course of these meetings and 

encounters, certain moral issues are generated. So the application of ethics to public life 

and the professions in the interest of the discourse in professional ethics, also known as 

work place ethics. Thus professional ethics is a moral reflection in work life, where work 

is simply defined as an activity resulting in products or services done for 

payments.(Coran,2007:34) 

 

The word ethics is a derivative from the Greek “ethos”, which means custom or practice 

and has to do with a manner of doing things. Ethics refer to the scientific and theoretical 

method that illumines a subject in a “thematic, systematic, coherent and consistent 

manner”(Irele,2014:xi)  Accordingly, ethics is “the science of behaviour …a series of rules 

and principles by which we act and which tell us what to do ,it clarifies and classifies words 

and actions into things which are good and into things which are bad”(Otakpor,2006:65) 

Ethics therefore prescribes rules that guides moral decisions ,what ought to be done ,the 

value of action and the judgement of action. 

 

The kernel of this philosophical postulate of ethics is that it is a product of human rational 

will .Because man is a rational being; he must necessarily obey moral law. Moral issues are 

of philosophical interest. This has led to the emergence of ethics as a sub-discipline in 

philosophy. Ethics is concerned with philosophical inquiry about morality, moral 

problems and moral judgements. (Omoregbe,1993:10) When, as individual, we begin to 

think critically and generally about moral issues, we are in the domain of ethics. when we 

say an issue is a moral issue, it implies that the options open to the agent will affect the 

welfare of others, either positively or negatively. That is, moral issues normally arise only 

when there are possibilities of either harm or benefit to the people. But it may be argued 
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that moral issues are not limited to only questions about the well-being of other people. 

They may also arise in cases where the agent’s well-being is affected. 

 

Any issue that can be morally appraised may be classified as either morally prohibited, 

morally required or morally permitted. ” (Irele, 2014: xi)   When it is said that an action is 

morally prohibited it means that it is regarded as morally wrong or bad. That is, something 

you ought not to do .For something to be morally required implies that it is morally right 

or good. That is, something you ought to do. If something is said to be morally permitted 

or acceptable, it means that it is neither morally required nor prohibited. If you do 

something that is morally permitted, you cannot be said to have done something good or 

bad. 

 

What is Work Ethics? 

Workers, whether or not at the management position often encounter an ethical dilemma 

when they confront a situation that requires them to make choice between two courses of 

action, especially if each of them is likely to serve the interests of one particular interest 

group to the disadvantage of the other. To make right decision, workers must weigh the 

competing rights or claims of the different interests. Sometimes, taking a decision is easy 

because some obvious standard norm or value of behaviour applies. More specifically, 

work ethics are the accepted principles of right or wrong governing the conduct of people 

in the work place. (Hills and Jones, 2004: 395) 

 

Workplace ethics are the set of values, moral principles, and standards that need to be 

followed by both employers and employees in the workplace. It is the set of rules and 

regulations that need to be followed by all staff of the workplace. These ethics are 

implemented by employers to foster both employee-employee relationship and employee-

customer relationships. An organization may decide to put these ethics into writing or 

not—they are however meant to be followed. There exist some general workplace ethics 

that do not need to be defined by the employer, but are common ethical behaviours 

employees need to exhibit. In the same vein, some organization-specific ethics may need 

to be defined in a company handbook. 

 

Work ethics can also be regarded as a subset of ethics .It focuses mainly on the rules and 

regulations that guides the conduct of individuals as professionals. Somehow, these 

workers faces situations that demand making moral decisions bordering on honesty, 

truthfulness, care safety, trustworthiness, loyalty, solidarity etc.in the course of carrying 

out their duties like the relationship between a doctor and patient, employer and 

employee, teacher and students, lawyer and client etc. .In these professions, the objective 
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and goal is usually encapsulated in the operational guidelines, or technically referred to as 

codes of professional ethics. Different professional bodies have codes of ethics for their 

members who are expected to aid the stipulations of the relevant provisions. Every code 

of ethics must not contradict the constitution of the country, or the fundamental principles 

of morality, because the former is the supreme law of the lad whereas the latter provides 

the general framework, which ultimately validates the contents of whatever code of work 

ethics under any consideration.     

 

Work ethics is a form of applied ethics that examines ethical principles, moral or ethical 

problems that arises in a work place environment. It is applied to all aspects of work 

conduct and is relevant to the conduct of individuals in an organisation. This ethics 

originate from individuals, organisational statement and from the legal system. It refers to 

the contemporary organisational standards, principles, sets of values and norms that 

govern the actions and behaviours of an individual in a business organisation. It is the 

branch of philosophy that deals the philosophical and the ethical underpinning of work 

place environment. 

 

Recent incidence of unethical activity in workplace underscore the wide spread need for a 

better understanding of factors that contribute to ethical and unethical decisions. 

Individual personal moral philosophies and decision making experience may not be 

sufficient to guide in the work place, hence work ethics will help to identify ethical issues 

and recognise the approaches available to resolve them. Work ethics exposes the major 

problem that leads to the decree of unethical conduct in a work place which arises from 

the fact that people at work are willing to do things that are not only unethical but illegal, 

so as to maximise their position or boost their personal ego. This type of reasoning has led 

many to conclude that “anything is possible and applicable at work” however, it is not the 

case because the application of work ethics comes to play which enable appropriate rule 

to be formulated and applied. Hence, the importance of work ethics is to ensure that, at  a 

minimum, workers are expected to abide to  all the applicable laws and regulations and 

these are what keep the working relationships together .making everything else more 

effective and efficient and also enhancing productivity. Just as morality is essential for 

regulating the conduct of a society, a code of ethics cannot be dispensed with if members 

of a given organization want to make progress in their chosen profession. 

 

Factors Influencing Organizational Ethics and Values 

Ethics does not operate in a vacuum, there are many factors that shape the individual as 

well as organizational ethics and these account for why some entrepreneurs, business 

people and individuals have high ethical and moral standard while others have very low 
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ethical and moral standard. The question is why are there variations in the ethical 

standards of individual and organizations and how do we account for them? Below are 

some of the factors that play vital roles in the formation of individual and organizational 

ethics and values: 

 

i. Societal culture: This denotes values, customs norms and traditions which 

constitute the way of life of a group of people and which can be handed down or 

transmitted from generation to generation.We can therefore infer that societal 

culture dictates our ethical standards.  

 

ii. Personal values and aspirations: Our values guide our actions Values can be 

defined as broad preferences concerning appropriate courses of action or 

outcomes. As such, values reflect a person’s sense of right and wrong or what 

“ought” to be. “Equal rights for all”, "Excellence deserves admiration", and 

“People should be treated with respect and dignity” are representatives of values. 

Values tend to influence attitudes and behaviour.  

 

iii. The rule of law: Law is an instrument of social engineering and cohesion; laws are 

laid down rules to guide human actions. The law forbids us to infringe on the right 

of others, that they require us to engage in or refrain from certain behaviour 

thereby dictating our ethical standards. 

 

iv. Personal experiences: The notion of value readily goes with preferences because 

a thing or idea has more or less worth in relation to other things and idea. our 

personal experiences dictate our way of life especially from infancy through 

adulthood. We adjust our lives in the light of past experiences. A pleasant 

experience tends to be repeated while an unpleasant one tend to be discarded. 

 

v. Peer group: A child is the product of his or her environment, whether an 

individual’s ethical standards are low or high, it will be largely determined by the 

behaviour and norms of his or her close associates who may engage in all forms of 

questionable or right behaviour, thereby instilling in him an illegal and unethical 

way of life. Such associates or friends and equals may be found in schools, social 

organizations and in the workplace.  

 

vi. Social organisation: Plato once said that man is a social animal. This statement 

aptly describes the social nature of man in relation to his environment. Man wants 

to feel a sense of belonging, he enjoys being appreciated by others, he feels a sense 
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of achievement when he sees himself in the midst of other people and going 

through socialization process, this no doubt, account for why people affiliates 

social organizations like schools, trade organizations, religious organizations etc. 

 

vii. Situational factors: It has been observed that a situation that an individual or an 

entrepreneur finds himself dictates his manner of actions. A manager is asked at 

gun point to return the car key that belongs to the company should do what? 

Should he keep the car keys or lose his life or should he hand over the car keys to 

the hoodlums and save his life? It is interesting to note that tempting or trying 

situations do not force people to redefine their ethical standards; rather they 

present a real test of established ethical standards. Many individuals and 

entrepreneurs adjust their ethical standards in the light of the circumstance 

confronting them while others hold tenaciously to the right principles and 

standards 

 

viii. Family influence: The activities of various stakeholders in the family in which we 

are brought up play a major role in shaping our ethics and help to strengthen the 

socialization process, especially in the early part of our years. Parents instil a 

measure of value and ethics in their children, these values are imbibed by the 

children consciously and unconsciously which make them fully fitted into the 

larger society, this goes a long way in shaping and reshaping their ethical 

standards. 

 

ix. Mass media: The mass media include all sources of information and news.it is 

vital to realise that the ethical values that people display are often times the 

function of the information available to them. The emergence and growth of 

information technology has brought a host of transformation along with its 

attendant effects. Behaviours and characters that are unwholesome are featured in 

mass media, this in turn shapes the ethical standards and dictates the beliefs, 

values and culture of the people and organizations that emulate such values and 

negates societal ethics.    

 

Basic Ethical Tools That Influences Human Relationships in the Workplace 

i. Values: All human societies have well defined strategies for social control which includes 

system of values, beliefs, norms and sanctions. The understanding of value prescribes what 

is intrinsically and extrinsically worthwhile.it also refer to traits or qualities that we 

consider useful, beneficial or worthwhile .It has to do with social conception of what is 

right and wrong and what ‘ought’ to be. Values are sole determinants of priorities among 
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people’s goals and objectives. ‘Value’ fall under a branch of philosophy called the 

Normative or Prescriptive philosophy. It is precisely on the account of its prescriptive 

nature that an ideal statement is subject to varieties of interpretation and application. The 

word ‘value’ has multiple and often complex interpretation. This is because values are 

usually understood within different socio-cultural context. Secondly, values relate to 

persons, and persons are different and unique. Values are one of the most important 

features that distinguish humans from brute beasts; they are the things that define who we 

are and what we believe. In the same way, our values are usually the basis for our personal 

ethics and beliefs. In the words of Joseph Agbakoba, “the notion of value readily goes with 

preference because a thing or idea has more or less worth in relation to other things and 

ideas”(Agbakoba,2009:30) Families, groups or cultures have values that are largely shared 

by members. The values a group subscribes to identify the objects, conditions or 

characteristics that members of the group count to be important or worth pursuing. 

Individuals also have personal values that are unique to them. 

 

Values are the “basis for the simplest and the most profound steps we take in life; they are 

the road markers along the way of life”.(Olajire, 2017:9 This definition describes the 

pervasive guidance orientation of values. Again, value is seen as “the obverse of motives, 

the object, the quality, or condition that satisfies the motivation”.(Ajere, et al 2011:180 This 

is incentive oriented. Value is also seen “as a conception, explicit or implicit, distinctive of 

an individual or characteristic of a group, of the desirable which influences the selection 

from available means and ends of action”.(Njoku,2015:25) Here, values become standard 

instrument of directing social choices. 

 

ii. Rights and Duties: Rights are a set of principles defining and sanctioning people’s 

freedom of action in a social context. They are entitlements and privileges granted by 

agreement or assured by custom, law or property. A right is a claim that entitles an 

individual the “room” in which to take action. In a more formal sense, one might call this 

room a person’s “sphere of autonomy” or more simply, his or her freedom. Rights are 

rarely absolutes; this is so because the scope of individual rights is limited by the right of 

others. There are three types of rights: absolute, qualified and limited rights. Absolute 

rights are rights that are not limited and cannot be infringed upon, no matter how 

necessary it might seem to be to do so. (Ukpokolo, 2014:75)In the Article stating limited 

rights, the right of the individual is set out at the beginning. And there are specific 

limitations in the article itself. In the same way, in the Article stating qualified rights, the 

right of the individual is set out at the start, and then is qualified; Any infringement must 

be to promote a specific legitimate aim-in the interest national security and public safety 

etc. Such an infringement must be properly regulated by law, and must be necessary in a 
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democratic society. Indeed any interference with the rights of any individual must be a 

proportionate response to the legitimate aim of society. And, if the aim of can be achieved 

by a less intrusive method, such a method must be used instead. Generally, however, 

rights are those entitlements due sometimes on moral grounds. 

 

Moreover, rights are correlated with duties, whenever someone has a right; someone else 

has a duty to respect it. A duty is an obligation to take specific steps –to pay taxes, for 

example and to obey the law in other respects. Mill asserts that duty is a thing which may 

be exacted from a person as one exacts a debt.(1990:468)Real duties are duties of perfect 

obligation which ensures that a correlative right resides in some persons. As Kant also 

insists “duty is the designation of any action to which anyone is bound by an obligation”  

(Kant, 1990:391).  

 

iii. Moral rules: Human conduct connotes human actions that are performed voluntarily 

in form of enterprise, effort, exploits, undertaking, work or activity carried out by a person 

or a group of persons at a given period of time. Moral rule comes in to the issue of human 

action when we consider the nature of the action in relation to what is obtainable as the 

standard of behaviour in the work place or society, in order to determine the goodness or 

badness, rightness or wrongness, correctness of incorrectness of the action; especially in 

relation to the performer of the action and its effects on the people in the environment 

where the action is being performed. It is very important that the action of every individual 

of the work place  conform to the standard of moral rule that guides the organization. This 

is because man is a social being, who cannot live a solitary life; therefore, his action has 

effects on the people he relates with. If he does good thing the society will be peaceful and 

people will life in harmony, but if he does evil or wickedness, it will also has negative effect 

on the society. A society that has no sense of morality is not worthy of living, and it cannot 

be referred to as a society, for the activities of the people in such a society can only be 

likened to that of the state of nature. Hence moral rule guides us through situations where 

competing interests collide. It is the “tie breakers” guidelines that can resolve 

disagreements. These moral rules often become internalised as values. 

 

iv. Human relationship: As individuals that makes up the society or the workplace, we 

need one another for the actualization of our goals, in fact, the society or the workplace is 

a common ground between one’s individual network of relations and another.it can be 

said also that the convergence of interests between the individual and the society is rooted 

in the survival of the two parties. Everybody is connected to others in a web of 

relationships. These relationships exist because we need each other and one another for 

mutual support and to realise our goals and aspirations. From a child’s relationship with 
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the parents to a manager’s relationship with a worker, relationships are pervasive aspect 

of moral life. We constantly decide how to maintain and nurture them .these decisions 

reflect our values and our concern for ethics.     

 

Ethical and Unethical Behaviour in the Workplace 

Work has been defined as the mental and physical activity undertaken to achieve a goal 

and involving the expenditure of efforts (Otakpor, 2006) work is anything that a person 

does to earn a living or an employment. Workplace, therefore, denotes an arena or an 

environment where business activities are carried out with a view to making profit. The 

workplace has no meaning outside the social systems of which it is part. So the moral 

standards of a particular business cannot be radically different from its parent community, 

otherwise such business has no chance of survival when this happens, Also, while it is 

permissible for a business to evolve some sets of moral standards which are peculiar to it, 

care must be taken to avoid situations that can give rise to moral dilemmas (Otakpor, 

2006).Therefore, ethical and unethical behaviour in the workplace are concerned with the 

wrongness and rightness of employees behaviour in relation to their work. Unethical 

behaviour have negative consequences and could be demoralizing, while ethical 

behaviours ensure maximum productivity output at work and could be pivotal for career 

growth. For the purpose of this paper we shall explain some of the ethical behaviours as 

well as some of the unethical behaviours. These are explained as follows: 

 

Ethical Workplace behaviours  

 Obey The Company’s Rules & Regulation: At the start of an employee contract, 

companies may need the employee to sign various documents, including the 

company rules and regulation agreement form. Also, the employee may be given 

a handbook that may serve as a guide. Some common rules are tardiness, 

inappropriate dressing, and language, etc. Due to the excitement of getting a new 

job, some employees do not properly read these rules and may end up deferring 

them in the future. Therefore, it is important that new employees properly read 

these rules & regulations in other not to defer them. 

 

 Communicate Effectively: Effective communication is very important to avoid 

misunderstandings when dealing with issues in the workplace. Communicating 

effectively may mean different things to people at different points in time. Let us 

consider the hypothetical situation of an employee trying to relay information to 

a French-speaking customer. The best way to communicate effectively with the 

customer is to have an employee who can speak French relay the 

information.  Effective communication may also have an employee breaking one 
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of the rules and regulations of the company without getting penalized for it. An 

employee reaching out to the personnel and admin section that they will be 

coming in late due to some unforeseen circumstances may be spared for coming 

late if the situation is properly communicated.  

 

 Develop Professional Relationships: Good professional relationships are not 

only a thing that fosters teamwork among employees, but also help with 

individual career development for employees. Developing professional 

relationships with co-workers or other professionals outside the workplace will 

also directly or indirectly improve productivity. Professional relationships 

between low-level and high-level employees will make it easier for ideas to be 

shared and knowledge to be passed to junior employees. That way, the company 

can confidently have an intern work on a tough project to meet a pending deadline 

due to the guidance from older employees. Salespeople, for one, need to build 

external professional relationships with professionals from other organizations—

especially those who are potential clients. These relationships will help create a 

contact person in another organization in case they need to sell a product to them. 

 

 Take Responsibility: It is important for employees to always take responsibility 

for decisions made both individually and in a team. This is, in fact, a leadership 

trait that every employee who is looking to take up a managerial position in the 

future should exhibit. Understandably, employees may want to save their job and 

are therefore scared of taking responsibility for a particular event. However, they 

shouldn't let this fear take them out of the team. For example, the communications 

team came up with a marketing strategy for the company and it failed. The team 

members are to jointly take responsibility for this failure, not individuals coming 

out that they weren't part of the decision making process. If the strategy has gone 

the other way round, they wouldn't have said the same. 

 

 Professionalism/Standards: There are professional standards that everything an 

employee does in the workplace. The use of informal words in a formal workplace 

is highly unprofessional. These standards should be held high and applied to 

every part of an employee's activity in the workplace. This should include the way 

they speak, kind of work they deliver and their relationship with co-workers and 

customers. 

 

 Be Accountable:  Accountability is also a very good trait of an employee. One of 

the things that may short change a talented and responsible is the lack of 
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accountability. Lack of accountability may result in your boss thinking you have 

an "I don't care attitude" to the company's project or worst take you as a liar and 

may lead to job loss in the long run. For example, at the beginning of each year, a 

certain amount of money is allocated to each department. The manager is meant 

to oversee how this money is spent. If at the end of the year, the manager cannot 

make an account of how the money was spent, he may then be suspected of 

stealing company funds. 

 

 Uphold Trust: An employee should not do anything that may make his or her 

employer withdraw trust. As an employee of a company, your employer trusts 

you to get work done perfectly on time. Things like missing deadlines regularly or 

delivering work that needs to be revised over and over again will deny you a 

promotion. It may even leave the employer not giving you tasks to complete in the 

future. 

 

 Show Initiative without being told: Is the company running behind deadline and 

you feel you can stay a few extra hours after work to finish up? Do it. You are a 

freelance designer and your client wants a particular poster designed but doesn't 

have a copywriter to write the content. If you can write the contents, do so. Don't 

delay a client's work because of a few contents. 

 

 Respect Your Colleagues: It doesn't matter whether you are dealing with the 

intern, a junior, janitor, etc. they should all be treated with respect. As a manager, 

treating your team members with respect will help improve their productivity. 

Giving constructive criticism and saying kind words to them even when they are 

not able to deliver perfectly will help them strive to do better in the future. 

 

 Work Smarter:  Don't just work hard, work smarter. The reason why you see an 

employee promoted to the post of manager after just 2 years and a hardworking 

employee who has been with the company for 10 years failed to get a promotion 

is smart work. Assume that these 2 employees are data scientists who collect data 

and analyze them. A smarter employee will use the data collection tool to collect 

data and receive real-time data analytics, while a hard-working employee will 

print paper-based forms and do the hard work of sharing it to respondents 

 

 

 

 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.3 No.4 December, 2020 
 

Work Ethics as an Effective Tool for Human Capacity Utilization in Nigeria    102 

Unethical Workplace Behaviours 

 Lies: Lying is a trait that is detested in and outside the workplace. It kills trust, 

affects relationships and may even put people in trouble. There are different 

situations where employees lie in the workplace—with just one lie opening the 

floor for many others. It could be a sales manager lying about the number of clients 

they were able to get in a month or an employee calling in sick just to attend 

another job interview. A lot of employees start lying from their CV, by adding 

experiences they didn't acquire, and the skills they don't have. Employees need to 

understand that lying about work may eventually get them in trouble and needs 

to stop before they lose their job. However, we notice that employees lie due to 

fear of their employer—an employee will call in sick to go for interviews because 

companies frown against employees interviewing at another company.  

 

 Taking Credit for Others Hard Work: It is very common for managers to take 

credit for their team member's hard work when reporting to the management. A 

team member may have brought an idea that helped the sales team improve their 

sales by 200%.However, when giving a report; the manager doesn't mention the 

team member's name but claims the idea as his. Employees need to reduce the use 

of "I", but embrace the use of “We". By taking credit for another person's work, 

you will be denying the person a promotion, bonus or commendation for a job 

well done. This will discourage the person from sharing ideas that will benefit the 

company in the future.  

 

 Verbal Harassment/Abuse: Employees need to stay away from using foul 

language on co-workers in and out of the workplace. This is very important when 

dealing with customers. Customers are known to get angry and may result in 

verbal abuse due to a bad product or service. They may even get insult you when 

they are at fault.As a customer care representative, salesperson or any other 

employee, it is beth important that you don't use abusive words on customers no 

matter how provoked.  

 

 Violence: Similar to verbal harassment, employees should not be violent when 

dealing with co-workers and customers. Customers may likely provoke you, but 

it is better to keep shut and walk away rather than turn violent. 

 

 Non-Office Related Work:  A lot of employees have side hustles which they use 

to supplement salaries. This is very good and only very few companies are against 

employees working to make money outside work hours.However, some 
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employees still do non-office related work during office hours. Employees who 

have side hustles should try doing them on weekends or employing other people 

to handle some of the business logistics to avoid eating into office hours to get the 

work done. 

 

 Extended Breaks: Companies give lunch breaks to employees and people take 

advantage of these breaks to do other things outside office work like, go for 

interviews, meet with friends or even work on their side hustles. They are free to 

do whatever they want to do with the lunch breaks. Employees, however, take 

advantage of these lunch breaks and extend them beyond time.  

 

 Theft/Embezzlement: Some employees are known for diverting company funds 

into their bank accounts—padding project quotations, invoices, etc. to deceive the 

company on how much was spent on particular projects. This act is detrimental to 

the company because employees who steal sometimes replace quality products 

with counterfeits which are cheaper but causes damage in the future. 

 

 Sexual Harassment: Sexual harassment is an offense that is not limited to the 

workplace alone. An employee accused of sexual harassment will not only face 

consequences in the workplace but also tried at a court of law. Many companies 

have a zero-tolerance rate for sexual harassment in and outside the workplace. 

This may tarnish the company's reputation and the only way to curb is to make an 

example of defaulters. 

 

 Corrupt Practices: Some common causes of corruption can be seen during the 

employment process of an organization. They invite so many people to send their 

CVs and come for interviews but only people with the same political affiliation 

with them get the job. This is also common with companies that ask for contractors 

to bid for a project but the employees will only give them to their friends who may 

not even bid at all. 

 

Management/Employers Unethical Behaviours  

Workplace ethics is not for employees alone. Employers are also bound to workplace ethics 

and may also be tried for unethical behaviour such as: 

 

 Sex for Job/Promotion: It is common for managers, employers and major decision-

makers to use their position in the workplace to influence the hiring decision in 

exchange for sex.  
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 Late Night Out/Unpaid Overtime: Some employers take advantage of desperate 

job seekers and the competitive job market to use employees' leisure time as they 

wish. They do so with the mentality that they are doing employees a favor by 

employing them, not knowing that the favor is mutual. Employees who are scared 

of queries or job loss are not able to protest the infringement into their private time 

by the employer. 

 

 Verbal Harassment: It is common among employers to verbally harass employees 

when they make little mistakes. This will reduce employee morale and 

productivity. Employers should always say kind words to their employees.  

 

 Undue Pressure: Deadlines are a great way to make sure the work gets done on 

time. However, when employees are placed under undue pressure, they end up 

trading quality for on-time delivery. An example of undue pressure will be giving 

an employee a 1-day deadline for a project that would normally take a week. 

 

 Nepotism: This is a common type of corruption that happens in the workplace. 

An employee who has been working hard for years while influencing company 

growth may get side-lined for a promotion because of another employee who is a 

family friend, family or friend of the employer. Things like this are what reduces 

employee morale or even push talented employees from drop a resignation. 

 

 Unfriendly Work Environment: One of the things that can mar productivity is an 

unfriendly working environment. This may come as a combination of abusive 

bosses, lack of commendation, nepotism, etc. An unfriendly environment is an 

environment that combines various unethical behaviours into one. 

 

 Unrealistic Expectations: Creatives usually have it worse when it comes to having 

unrealistic expectations from employees.  

 

How to Solve Unethical Issues at the Workplace  

 Have Rules: Organizations need to have predefined rules and regulations 

regarding workplace ethics. These rules and regulations should be given to new 

employees together with their employment contract. Also having the rules written 

at strategic places at the workplace will also help remind people about the rules. 

People tend to unconsciously imbibe things they see every day. 
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 Accept Feedback/Complaint: Make it easy for employees to send feedback or 

complaint in case of harassment, abuse or any other unethical activities going on 

in the workplace.   

 

 List consequences for unethical behaviours: Consequences for unethical 

behaviours should also be placed alongside the rules at strategic places in the 

organization. That way, if anyone wants to ignore the rules despite seeing them, 

the fear of getting punished will stop him or her from going ahead. 

 

 Swift Justice/Disciplinary Action: Some Companies often cover up issues of rape, 

sexual harassment, etc. when the perpetrator is a high ranking member of the 

organization. Things like this should not be accommodated. Irrespective of who 

breaks the rule, there should be swift disciplinary action by the organization. 

 

Work Ethics: A Means to Human Capacity Utilization 

Academically, work ethics remain the philosophy of work. It is the philosophical 

evaluation of stipulated theory, principles, issues, goals, and problem of work in an 

abstract and concrete moderation, regulation and management of human resources. 

Accordingly, work ethics is what studies the moral standards, its application to systems 

and people within a working organisation through which goods and services are produced 

and distributed to the society. It however considers the welfare of and rights of people and 

workers within organisation. No doubt work ethics provide socially accepted objective 

standard for examining what is embraced and the means used in managing the operation 

of relation, productivity, consumption, sustainability and socioeconomic development, 

where legal means are only a check on the attitudinal behaviour of corporate leaders and 

business owners. As an applied approach, it is an examination of how to conduct oneself 

as a worker irrespective of ones status within an organisation. It is a specialised study of 

moral right and wrong which concentrates on moral standards as they apply to working 

behaviour, policies and institutions.  

 

The question that comes to mind is: Is there any need to examine morality of work? Should 

there be the need to make distinction between work practices that are morally good and 

morally bad? Can we investigate the behaviour of workers in the organisation? What can 

be the yardstick to consider when evaluating and opening judgement on working 

operations? Arguably, work ethics consideration originated from work practices taking 

into consideration the ethical and psychological egoism which argues for self-interest 

amidst the inevitable context, man seeks to maximise his advantage in other to create better 

space for existence and living.  
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The issue of whether a particular action is ethical or not in the workplace has attracted a 

host of controversy over the years both in philosophical and management literature. This 

is because the subject is very complex and perspectivistic in comprehension especially 

when an attempt is made to establish principles of general application. All of us can give 

many examples of ethical rules. Some of which readily come to mind are “one should not 

steal” “one should not tell lies” “one should help people in distress” etc. just as it has been 

explained in the preceding section. However, while a large majority of people would agree 

that in most situations, one should not tell lies, there is far less agreement if one proceed 

to ask whether exceptions to this rule are allowed in some more or less extreme cases. 

 

Be that as it may, the importance of ethics in the workplace cannot be ignored or over 

emphasised as virtually, all organisations and individuals need good reputation and good 

reputation or high reputation are gained by individuals or organisations when they behave 

ethically. This is a valuable asset that every individual or organisation would cherish. It is 

against this background that workers, managers, business owners and other stakeholders 

must strongly resist pressure to behave unethically and to ignore widely acknowledged 

societal standards and values because of the harm that unethical behaviour inflicts on the 

victims. 

 

The organisation is seen as either a structure or a process and has suffered due to the 

limitations in system-wide working standards and has thus far fallen significantly short of 

social expectations. Such deficits have undermined the institutions created by the owners 

of such organisation. The institutions created are intended to provide some form of 

stability, well-being and security for the individual and society. The organisation simply 

aim at efficient action, sustainable practice and existential continuation, underlying this 

feeling of mutual responsibility is both on the workers and the management of such 

business organisation which is presumably the attitude of trust and faith in a unique 

pattern. so business organisation whether private or public engage in social conduct that 

seeks the inclusion of all and sundry in the continual existence of the organisation. It has 

been observed that the integral problem within an organisation most directly concerns the 

human agents. The central concern therefore is to create institutionalised norms which can 

effectively bind the actions of individuals in their commitment to the organisation as a 

whole.  

 

The question is how can we establish and sustain rules and values that can propel human 

actions for positive ends? “Given the fractures and instability in the society, there is need 

for a new ethical and aesthetical philosophy of organisation-wide ethical standards that 

will undergird the working life of the people.”(Ujomu, 2014:173) The essence is to discover 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.3 No.4 December, 2020 
 

Work Ethics as an Effective Tool for Human Capacity Utilization in Nigeria    107 

how productivity of people can be increased in an atmosphere of peaceful cooperation, 

obedience to rules, amenability and loyalty to the organisation. These will afford us the 

more rational modes of choice capable of making human life more bearable and promising 

the sustenance of frameworks for enhancing the critical mind, advancing the work of 

human reason, destruction of prejudices or indolence, and the cultivation of a deep sense 

of tolerance and open mindedness towards others and new ideas. 

 

A search for work ethics or organisation-wide ethical standards, calls for an alternate 

structural approach to the reformation of the people in the organisation. This, in the view 

of the traditional pragmatic framework ,is an attempt to connect behaviour and experience 

in order to “strengthen the foundations of our knowledge and our actions” Human beings 

are seen as actors  and  players who create and give purpose to institutions and  

organisations through dynamic activity to ensure well-being and progress. Also, humans 

are creatures of habit. Once an act or attitude is imbibed, it takes a lot of effort and 

resistance to correct the situation. It is thus sensible to say that the values of cooperation 

and involvement should be imbibed for every human within the organisation to be well 

utilized. 

 

Ethics is the science of human conduct and a study of values, rules and justifications. It 

tries to separate what is right from what is wrong. It attempt to lay down rules for the 

proper conduct of men in their behaviour and experience. Wiredu observes that any 

society (Organisation) without a modicum of morality must collapse. (Wiredu, 

1992:191)Thus “morality is an observance of rules for the harmonious adjustment of 

interests of the individual to those of others in the society (organisation).The essence of 

rules and ethics in the workplace is for harmonious adjustments of the interest of the 

individual worker to those of others in the workplace. These moral codes of working will 

preserve social harmony and discourage injustice, deceit and anarchy.  

 

We must engage the idea of ethics in the workplace from a more theoretical perspective 

that examines the nature of right and wrong, while at the same time emphasise the 

axiological and justice dimension of work ethics. The essence of ethics according to Perry 

is Man’s endeavour to harmonise conflicting interests, to play the role of an arbiter, and to 

secure the greatest possible general good. (Perry, 1974:374) if this is true, work ethics is an 

injunction against harming others and protecting others in the work place.it is also an 

attempt to unleash the fullest of values and the potentials of the power of responsible 

knowledge. 
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Conclusion  

The question of how to bridge the hiatus between actual behaviour and the prescriptions 

of morality is the major problem facing human societies today, as it was in the past and 

would continue as long as human beings exist on earth. Man is endowed with powers of 

reason, imagination, memory and forethought, as well as of self-consciousness. He 

recreates the world in which he lives and recreates himself in the process. Morality is one 

of the fundamental tools in man’s activity of recreation and invention. Man is neither beast 

nor a god. He makes all kinds of mistakes, including moral mistakes. Most times he is 

aware of his mistakes and makes efforts to correct them, if he could, The principles of 

morality, the awareness of right and wrong, is essential in the rectification of one’s error. 

That is why people sometimes show remorse and regret when they make wrongs moral 

judgements, or do something, which they realise, is morally wrong.  

 

If human beings were morally perfect, there would be no need for the evolution of moral 

principles, to guide their behaviour because they would have been acting all the time 

strictly according to the fundamental moral principles known to them by intuition-

perhaps. Unfortunately, human beings are far from being morally perfect. The existential 

situation in which man finds himself is such that he has capacity to act immorally. Man’s 

recurrent failure to live to ethical standards at work or any other sphere of human 

endeavour necessitates continuous interrogation of the complex issues which arise from 

the asymmetry between the stipulations of conscience and actual behaviour. 

 

 The achievement of the intentions of any organisation regarded as workplace requires the 

establishment of a structure that ensures proper definition of rules and responsibility to 

provide the basis for corporate performance through effective utilization of human 

potentials and capacity. The set objective cannot be achieved unless the employers and 

employees demonstrate the appropriate ethical behaviour in the execution of assigned 

duties, ultimately enhancing the corporate image of the organisation’s outfit in the 

environment where it operates. This becomes essential for the strategies developed to 

operate and stimulate patronage. Employees who demonstrate unethical behaviour do not 

promote the fortunes and the well-being of the organisation. This paper has presented the 

broad overview of what ethics is? Its benefit to the organisation, what ethics has to do with 

workplace as it relates to human relations, what constitutes ethical and unethical conduct 

in the workplace and why should a worker be ethical in conducting his or her affairs in the 

workplace? 

 

Implanting work ethics is a call for dutifulness and hard work that must be the major 

conditions for reward and promotion to greater heights irrespective of who is affected .The 
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critical condition for success will be based on merit and enterprise, distinction and 

competence. These criteria ought to be impartial and geared toward the primary goal of 

optimal performance of the organisation. Only recourse to the highest level of excellence 

as seen in the pursuit of diligence, entrepreneurial expertise and organisational capacity 

will count in the pursuit of organisational ethical standards. These advantages will be 

directed towards spectra gains and corporate responsibility. The result of implanting work 

ethics on the organisation will drive a robust sense of strong loyalty, commitment, and 

selflessness on the part of the individual that will altogether enhance his or her capacity 

utilization. The point then is that the demand and supply, conception and application of 

talent, good conduct and excellence are reciprocal between the worker and the 

organisation. Work ethics ought to be upheld so as to ensure the normative revitalization 

of our workplaces and the release of human potentials for urgently needed development 

and stability.   
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