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Abstract

This study examines local government staff perceptions of whether accountants within the Kassena-
Nankana Municipal Assembly, Ghana behave ethically. Within Ghana’s decentralised governance
system, accountants play a central role in safeguarding public resources, yet little is known about how
ethical they are perceived to be by colleagues. Using a qualitative case study design, data was collected
through semi-structured interviews with staff from eight departments. Thematic analysis, guided by
Rest’s four-component model of ethical decision-making, revealed gaps in ethical awareness,
inconsistent training, and organisational pressures that undermine ethical conduct. While staff
expressed strong intent to act ethically, weak institutional support, political interference and limited
enforcement of policies often prevented ethical judgement from translating into action. The study
findings underscore the need for continuous, context-specific ethics training and stronger institutional
safeguards. The study contributes to the literature by extending Rest’s model to show how
organisational culture mediates the translation of ethical intent into practice.
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Introduction

Ethical governance has emerged as a critical concern in public administration, particularly within
decentralised systems, where local governments are entrusted with delivering essential services and
managing public resources. The conduct of public-sector accountants, who bear responsibility for
ensuring the integrity of financial management processes, lies at the core of this discourse. Recent
concerns over financial misreporting, fund misappropriation and procedural irregularities have raised
questions about how ethical standards are applied in local governance (Shree 2024). In both private and
public sectors, these standards act as both regulatory requirements and a moral compass, shaping
integrity, transparency and accountability (Temitayo et al. 2024). Ethical standards promote honesty,
responsibility, objectivity and fairness, underpinning institutional legitimacy and public trust. However,
applying ethical principles in real-world financial contexts is often compromised by illegal practices
such as fraudulent reporting, nondisclosure of critical financial information, asset misappropriation, and
other forms of financial mismanagement. This type of malpractice undermines institutional credibility

and erodes public confidence in governance systems (Shree 2024; Temitayo et al. 2024).

In Ghana’s decentralised governance framework, local government institutions — specifically the
metropolitan, municipal and district assemblies (MMDAS) — occupy a critical space in managing public
resources and delivering essential services. Given their proximity to citizens, these institutions are
particularly vulnerable to unethical pressure from limited resources, competing interests and
unnecessary public interference. Accountants in local government play a vital role, as they are tasked
with ensuring that financial records are accurate, transparent, and consistent with professional and
statutory ethical standards (Azeez 2024). However, their ability to discharge this role effectively

depends on their technical skills and the organisational context within which they operate.

Although professional codes of conduct bind accountants, the ethical ecosystem within which they
function involves the awareness, perceptions and behaviours of other staff members within the
organisation. Ethical lapses in accounting are often symptomatic of broader institutional challenges,
including weak oversight mechanisms, a lack of training, inconsistent enforcement of regulations, and
varying degrees of ethical awareness among non-accounting staff. As Barker and White (2020)
observed, the failure to cultivate a shared understanding of ethical principles across departments can

lead to unintentional violations or misjudgements, thereby compromising institutional accountability.

Despite the proliferation of ethical codes and standards within public financial management systems, a
notable gap remains in understanding how staff, elected representatives and political appointees in local
governments perceive and interpret these standards, particularly those not directly involved in
accounting functions. Most studies have focused on the actions and responsibilities of accountants
rather than on the perspectives of other staff and other elected or appointed representatives, whose

attitudes, expectations and experiences can significantly influence ethical outcomes within the
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organisation. For example, Ayee (2001), in his case study on civil service reform in Ghana, found that
non-financial staff often perceived ethical codes as irrelevant or a top-down imposition. Similarly,
Lawton and Macaulay (2004) reported in their study that ethical codes were viewed by non-finance
staff as abstract or overly bureaucratic, highlighting a disconnect between the formal ethical framework
and its practical relevance in day-to-day operations. Furthermore, while there is general agreement on
the importance of ethics training in improving workplace behaviour, there is limited empirical evidence
on the extent to which such training initiatives enhance ethical decision-making and conduct within

local government assemblies.

This study explores how local government staff perceive the ethical responsibilities of accountants
within the context of the Kassena-Nankana Municipal Assembly (KNMA) in Ghana’s Upper East
Region. This research examines the level of ethical awareness among staff, the organisational and
contextual factors that shape their perceptions, and the impact of training programmes on ethical
conduct. By adopting a qualitative case study approach, the authors aim to provide a deeper
understanding of the complex ethical dynamics that influence accountants’ conduct in local
governments. The findings from this study are expected to contribute not only to the academic literature
on public sector ethics, but also to policy and practice by highlighting the need for more inclusive and
context-specific ethical training programmes, stronger ethical cultures, and systemic interventions to

support ethical conduct within local governments.

Study context: Kassena-Nankana Municipal Assembly

Presenting a brief profile of KNMA is important because the municipality’s socio-economic and
institutional characteristics directly shape the ethical environment in which KNMA’s accountants
operate, and influence how their conduct is perceived by staff. KNMA serves as the principal
administrative authority for the Kassena-Nankana municipality. With a land area of approximately
1,100km? and a population of 121,437, according to the 2021 Population and Housing Census (Ghana
Statistical Service 2021), the municipality is predominantly rural, with agriculture as the primary
economic activity. Over 70% of the working population is engaged in subsistence farming (Ghana
Statistical Service 2021; Ghana Districts 2023). Local people and the municipal assembly face
persistent challenges, such as food insecurity, limited infrastructure, high youth unemployment and

climate vulnerability.

These socio-economic and demographic conditions directly affect the assembly’s ability to mobilise
resources and fulfil its developmental mandate under the Local Government Act 2016 (Act 936).
Limited revenue generation, dependence on central government transfers and institutional inefficiencies
(Institute for Democratic Governance 2020) create financial pressures that heighten the likelihood of

ethical dilemmas in resource management.
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The assembly’s governance structure — which combines elected representatives, technical staff and
career bureaucrats — further introduces tensions between political imperatives and professional
standards (Ayee 2019). Within this environment, accountants are at the centre of financial management,
expected to uphold ethical standards despite weak accountability systems, recurring audit delays, and
documented cases of fund misapplication (Audit Service of Ghana 2022). Moreover, the rural setting
constrains access to professional ethics training and capacity-building opportunities (Commonwealth
Local Government Forum 2022), shaping how staff interpret accountants’ actions. The selection of
KNMA as a case study is therefore deliberate. Its socio-economic profile and institutional context
provide critical insight into how local government staff perceive accountants’ ethical conduct and, by
extension, how broader issues of accountability and ethical governance play out in Ghana’s

decentralised system.

Literature review and conceptual framework

This section synthesises current knowledge on ethical standards in public sector accounting, the
influence of organisational culture and leadership on ethical behaviour, the challenges encountered in
upholding ethics in local governments, and the broader implications for public trust. It employs 1) Rest’s
four-component model of ethical decision-making (Rogers and Breakey 2023; Craft and Shannon 2025)
and 2) organisational culture as theoretical lenses for the study (Barrainkua and Espinosa-Pike 2018;

Mekonnen 2025).

Ethical standards in public sector accounting and governance

Professional accountants operating within the public sector are guided by internationally recognised
ethical codes that emphasise integrity, objectivity, transparency and accountability. These values are
codified in national frameworks such as the Ghana Accounting Standards and the International
Federation of Accountants (IFAC) Code of Ethics. Within local government settings, adherence to these
standards is essential for maintaining public trust and ensuring sound financial governance (Nafiisa et
al. 2023; Garcia et al. 2024). However, empirical research has indicated that local government
accountants often face systemic constraints that hinder compliance. These include inadequate training,
resource limitations, and conflicting pressures from political actors (Cohen and Pant 1991; Zimmerman

2016).

While much of the literature focuses on accountants’ actions, there is increasing recognition that ethical
behaviour is also shaped by the perceptions and interactions of non-accounting staff within the same
institution. These perceptions influence organisational norms and the degree of accountability expected
of finance professionals (Widyawati and Saud 2015). As such, understanding the ethical landscape
within local governments requires an examination of formal standards and how these standards are
socially constructed, interpreted, and sometimes contested by staff and elected or appointed

representatives across departments.

CJLG December 2025 44



Aliu & Salifu Accountants’ ethical conduct in Ghana

Organisational culture, leadership, and ethical behaviour

Organisational culture and leadership have been shown to play a significant role in shaping ethical
conduct in public institutions. A favourable ethical climate, characterised by clearly communicated
values, ethical role-modelling by leaders, and institutional support for whistleblowing, has been linked
to enhanced staff motivation and reduced incidences of unethical behaviour (Victor and Cullen 1988;
Demir et al. 2023). In contrast, where organisational values are ambiguous or inconsistently enforced,
employees are more likely to engage in, ignore or rationalise ethical violations (Lestari and Saud 2024;

Kamau and Gakobo 2024).

Leadership styles, particularly those grounded in ethical and transformational principles, can foster
institutional environments where accountability and integrity are upheld. Ethical leaders not only
influence individual behaviour through example, but also shape the collective expectations of their
teams (Brown and Trevifio 2006). This dynamic is especially pertinent in local government settings
where informal practices and interpersonal relationships often exert a more decisive influence than
formal rules or regulations. Therefore, organisational support mechanisms, including regular ethics
training, ethical reporting frameworks, and performance appraisals that reward ethical behaviour are

critical to sustaining an ethical work culture.

Ethical challenges, dilemmas, and impacts on public trust

Although ethical approaches are formalised through laws and codes, local government staff often face
dilemmas such as conflicting loyalties, weak accountability, and pressure to compromise ethical
standards. Accountants in particular may be asked to falsify reports, conceal misuse of funds, or
overlook irregular procurement (Blake and Gowthorpe 1998; Parmar 2016). Without safeguards, such

pressures erode professional standards and staff morale.

Significantly, the consequences of unethical conduct extend beyond internal dysfunction; they directly
affect public perceptions of governance. Ethical lapses in local governments are often visible and
personal to communities, diminishing trust in the state and compromising citizen engagement (Amrizal
2018; Azeez 2024). Studies have consistently found that public trust in governments correlates with
perceptions of fairness, financial transparency and procedural integrity. Even well-intentioned

development efforts may be viewed with scepticism, where these are absent.

Consequently, restoring or sustaining public trust in local government institutions requires a
multifaceted approach that combines clear ethical standards, robust institutional frameworks, and an

organisational culture that empowers staff to act ethically despite institutional pressure.
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Theoretical and conceptual framework

This study employs Rest’s four-component model of ethical decision-making as its core theoretical lens
to analyse how local government staff perceive accountants’ ethical conduct. This model posits that
ethical behaviour arises from a sequence of four psychological processes — moral awareness, moral

judgement, moral intent and moral action — as shown in Figure 1 (Khursheed et al. 2019).

Figure 1: Integrating Rest’s four-component model and organisational culture: a conceptual

framework for ethical governance in local government

1. Local Government Staff Perspective
2. Organisational impact

3. Area for improvment

Rest's Four-Component Model:
1. Moral Awareness o

2. Moral Judgement
Organisational Culture Context

3. Moral Intent

A 4

4. Moral Action

1. Improve Governance
2.Public trust

3. Inform policy training

Source: Authors’ construct, 2025
Rest’s model offers a structured lens through which the ethical conduct of individuals within

organisations can be understood.

The first component, moral awareness, refers to the recognition of ethical dimensions embedded within
a situation. This awareness is influenced by contextual cues, prior ethical training, and extent of
exposure to professional discourse on ethics. In the context of local government, moral awareness might
manifest in recognising practices such as inflated budgets, the insertion of ghost names on payrolls, or

irregularities in procurement procedures as ethically problematic behaviours.
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Once an ethical issue is identified, the individual proceeds to the second stage, moral judgement, which
involves evaluating various courses of action to determine the most ethically appropriate one. This
process relies heavily on analytical capacity, clarity of values, and familiarity with professional codes
of conduct. During this stage, individuals weigh competing interests and assess their various

consequences in the light of ethical standards.

The third stage is moral intent, which represents the internal motivation and commitment to pursue the
ethically correct course of action, even when doing so may conflict with personal interests, peer
pressure, or institutional expectations. Moral intent reflects an individual’s prioritisation of ethical

values over expediency or self-preservation.

The final component, moral action, involves executing ethical decisions through concrete behaviour.
However, this step can be significantly influenced — or even obstructed — by organisational realities
such as inadequate whistleblower protections, fear of retaliation, or institutional inertia (Procopio 2019).
Thus, while an individual may recognise an ethical issue and intend to act ethically, successfully
translating intention into action often depends on the broader organisational environment. While Rest’s
model focuses on individual cognitive processes, this study extends it by incorporating organisational
culture as a mediating factor. The ethical climate of an organisation, including leadership support, peer
influence and institutional safeguards, shapes whether individual moral awareness and intent are likely
to be translated into action (Bogale and Debela 2024). Looking at ethical decisions through this dual
framework allows for an integrated analysis of how personal and institutional factors influence staff

ethical behaviour.

Research design and methodology

This study adopts a qualitative approach. Given the exploratory nature of the research, the qualitative
approach was deemed most suitable, as it enables an in-depth investigation of participant experiences,
insights and interpretations in their natural contexts (Bryman 2016; Creswell and Poth 2017). A case
study design was adopted to provide a focused and context-specific understanding of ethical perceptions
within a municipal assembly (Yin 2018). This design was particularly appropriate because it allowed
the study to situate KNMA staff perceptions of accountants’ ethical conduct within the broader socio-

political and institutional realities of the municipality.

Sampling strategy

A purposive sampling strategy was employed to identify participants with relevant exposure to the work
of the finance or accounting departments within the KNMA. This approach ensured that the selected
individuals had either direct interaction with accountants or worked in roles that were significantly
influenced by accounting practices (Palinkas et al. 2015; Etikan et al. 2016). Participants were drawn

from departments such as procurement, internal audits, budgeting, administration, parks and gardens,
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works, and transport. The accounting department was deliberately excluded to maintain an external

perspective on accountants’ conduct and ethical practices.

The study initially aimed to include participants from 15 departments. However, interviews across eight
departments revealed recurring views, with no new themes emerging. This thematic consistency

indicated data saturation (Guest et al. 2006; Palinkas et al. 2015), supporting the adequacy of the sample.

Data collection methods

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews, a method well suited to capturing deep,
reflective responses and uncovering the meanings participants attach to their experiences (DiCicco-
Bloom and Crabtree 2006; Kvale and Brinkmann 2015). This approach allowed the interviewer to
probe, clarify and explore emergent issues during the interviews while maintaining consistency through
a thematic protocol designed around the study’s conceptual framework, particularly Rest’s four-
component model. Semi-structured interviews are especially useful for exploring sensitive ethical issues
as they allow flexibility in following participant narratives while still ensuring comparability across

responses (Gill et al. 2008).

To minimise researcher bias, careful phrasing of questions and adherence to ethical interviewing

standards were maintained throughout the process (Kvale and Brinkmann 2015).

Data analysis

The data collected from the semi-structured interviews was analysed using a thematic approach, which
is well suited for identifying, analysing and reporting recurring patterns in qualitative data (Braun and
Clarke 2006; Guest et al. 2012). The analysis followed a structured, multi-stage approach. First,
interviews were transcribed verbatim to preserve meaning. Open coding was then applied to generate
initial codes, following by axial coding to identify relationships among categories, and finally selective

coding to distil central themes (Guest et al. 2012).

NVivo 12 software facilitated the management of data, coding and theme retrieval. To ensure
trustworthiness and rigour, the study incorporated peer debriefing and independent cross-checking of
coded transcripts (Nowell et al. 2017). Attention was also paid to contextual nuances, emotional tones
and non-verbal cues observed during the interview, ensuring that findings reflected the institutional and

ethical complexities shaping staff perceptions.

Findings

The analysis revealed five interrelated themes that shape staff perceptions of accountants’ ethical
conduct within the KNMA. These themes highlight staff experiences of ethical awareness and training,
the dilemmas encountered in accounting practices, the perceived effectiveness of ethical policies, the

organisational and external influences on ethical behaviour, and the link between public trust and
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accountability. Together, the findings illustrate the tensions between ethical principles and the practical
realities of local government financial management. Table 1 summarises the five themes, and

illustrative quotations that informed each category.

Table 1: Summary of themes and illustrative quotations

Theme

Description

lllustrative quotation

Enhancing ethical
awareness and training

Ethical dilemmas in
local government
accounting

Effectiveness of ethical
policies

Influencing factors on
ethical practices

Public trust and
accountability

Variable levels of ethical understanding
among staff and need for regular,
structured ethics training

Real-world ethical conflicts in financial
decision-making and varied staff
responses to pressure

Perceptions of policy effectiveness, gaps
in enforcement, and the role of leadership
in policy implementation

Internal and external influences on ethical
behaviour, including leadership, political
pressure and communication gaps

Importance of ethics in building trust, with
transparency and accountability as critical

“Staff awareness varies; regular
training and clear communication of
ethical guidelines are needed.”

“A contractor demanded immediate
payment...the monitoring team stood
their ground.”

“Effective if adhered to properly... but
weak enforcement reduces impact.”

“Political interference and limited
resources.”
“Ethical behaviour builds public

confidence in local governance.”

tools

Source: Authors’ fieldwork, 2025

Enhancing ethical awareness and training among local government accountants

Participants widely acknowledged that ethical conduct is foundational to maintaining integrity in public
services, especially in local government settings where financial management directly impacts public
trust. A consistent theme across the interviews was the variable level of ethical awareness among staff
members, which was attributed to limited and irregular training opportunities. This disparity in
understanding was noted as a critical gap that required a structured intervention. An internal auditor
observed, “there seems to be limited understanding among staff but this can easily be resolved through
clear guidelines and training.” Similar concerns were raised by two budgeting officers and an internal
auditor, who emphasised that while ethics training exists, it is neither comprehensive nor frequent
enough to address the complex and evolving nature of ethical issues in public service. By contrast,
respondents from administration and works departments reported having had little or no access to ethics
training in the past two years: “Since my appointment to the assembly two years ago, no formal training

programme has been conducted,” an administrative officer emphasised.

The findings therefore reveal a shared perception, across multiple departments, that existing training
programmes are insufficient to meet current ethical demands. Three respondents from the budgeting,
works, and transport units emphasised the need for more robust and frequent training, with one staff
member from the works department stating, “Yes, but more emphasis on training and awareness is
needed,” suggesting that the depth and impact of current initiatives are limited. This critique recognises
that ethical training must move beyond introductory sessions and evolve into a continuous learning

process embedded within institutional culture.
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Respondents from departments tasked with audits and procurement also stressed the importance of
ongoing training in responding to changes in standards, laws and expectations. An audit officer
succinctly remarked, “Continuous training is necessary due to evolving standards,” emphasising the
dynamic nature of ethical obligations in financial governance. In response to this reality, both
procurement and budgeting staff specifically called for ethics education to be updated regularly and
tailored to the current institutional and regulatory conditions. This would ensure that staff members
understand existing policies and are equipped to interpret and apply them in new or unfamiliar

scenarios.

Beyond content delivery, the structure and evaluation of training were also raised as concerns. Two
procurement officers proposed that ethics training should include mechanisms for feedback and
reflection, allowing organisations to assess what has been learned and where gaps remain. As one
respondent from the procurement unit suggested, “Periodic evaluations and reviews could enhance
understanding, ” highlighting the need for systematic follow-up to determine whether training has a

lasting impact on behaviour and decision-making.

Collectively, these insights point to a pressing need for more intentional and comprehensive ethics
capacity-building within local government institutions. The perceived inconsistencies in levels of
ethical knowledge and calls for structured, ongoing training indicate that efforts to foster ethical
awareness must be integrated into broader institutional development strategies. Building a shared
ethical foundation among staff grounded in formal guidelines and applied reasoning will strengthen

both ethical culture and accountability in the local government context.

Ethical dilemmas in local government accounting

Ethical dilemmas in local government accounting are not abstract challenges, but routine occurrences
that test staff’s moral judgement, resilience and professionalism. Some participants described situations
in which they were confronted with decisions that required balancing organisational expectations, legal
obligations, and personal ethical convictions. These dilemmas often emerge from systemic weaknesses,

institutional pressures, and competing interests in financial governance.

For example, an officer from the budgeting department recalled “an example of being pressured to
process a warrant to pay for unauthorised expenditures”. He went on to say that he had resolved it “by
escalating the issue”. This case underscores the institutional tension between ethical standards and
hierarchical directives, while the act of escalation demonstrates professional integrity in the face of

pressures.

A works department officer recalled a “contractor demanding immediate payment for an Interim

Payment Certificate”. The monitoring team resisted and completed all checks despite the pressure. This
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example shows how collective decision-making and adherence to procedures can safeguard against

unethical practices.

From the internal audit unit, one staff member recounted “discovering a misclassification of expenses
leading to a necessary restatement of financial statements through the escalation of the issue.” This
example reflects the importance of accountability and professional courage to ensure transparency in

financial reporting, even when it requires revisiting past decisions.

By contrast, administrative staff and officers from parks and gardens reported no direct encounters with
ethical dilemmas, offering responses such as “No specific experience shared” or “Not yet faced an
ethical dilemma”. This suggests that exposure to ethical conflict may depend on department or role:
those in finance-related units face more ethical risks, while staff in administrative or technical units may
encounter them less frequently. Alternatively, the absence of reported experiences may indicate

reluctance to disclose sensitive information or a tendency to normalise questionable practices as routine.

Overall, this theme illustrates both the everyday nature of ethical decision-making in local government
accounting and the mixed capacity of staff to navigate such challenges. While some budgeting, works
and audit staff demonstrated resilience and confidence in confronting misconduct, administrative and
technical departments showed limited awareness or direct exposure. These findings reinforce the need
for ethical training that not only builds awareness of subtle dilemmas but also equips staff across all

units with practical strategies for responding to the pressures of financial governance.

Effectiveness of ethical policies

Ethical policies and codes of conduct are foundational tools for fostering the integrity, transparency and
accountability of local governments. Participants generally acknowledged the importance of these
frameworks and their potential to guide ethical behaviour. However, the responses also revealed tension

between the existence of policies and the realities of their implementation and enforcement.

From the procurement unit, a respondent remarked: “Effective if adhered to properly” reflecting a
common belief that policy alone does not ensure ethical behaviour; compliance and enforcement are
what determine their effectiveness. This perspective was echoed by an internal audit officer who
observed that policies are “very effective, monitored, and evaluated,” pointing to the importance of

oversight mechanisms in translating written guidelines into practice.

By contrast, staff in administration described policies as “Fairly effective but needs improvement”
while a budgeting department respondent noted that “Weak enforcement reduces impact”. These views
highlight how well-intentioned frameworks often fall short due to gaps in leadership commitment or
operational follow-through. Such comments reflect a broader challenge in public institutions, where

rules may exist on paper but be undermined by institutional inertia or lack of accountability.
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Leadership has emerged as a central factor shaping the efficacy of ethical policies. An officer from the
transport unit stressed: “Commitment to ethical behaviour from leadership is crucial” reinforcing that
ethical governance must be modelled from the top. This sentiment resonates with scholarship on public
sector ethics, which emphasises the decisive role of senior officials in shaping organisational culture
(Lawton and Paez 2015). Beyond leadership, participants also identified the need for stronger internal
control systems to support policy enforcement. A respondent from the budgeting unit suggested the
need to strengthen “internal controls and underscore the operational dimension of ethical policy
implementation”. Mechanisms such as checks and balances, independent audits and automated
monitoring systems were seen as crucial to embedding ethics into practice and reducing reliance on

individual discretion.

The interplay between leadership, policy and organisational values was further emphasised by a works
department office respondent who argued that “strong leadership and clear policies are needed”. Such
statements highlight that policies are most effective when aligned with institutional culture and
championed by leaders. If leadership tolerates circumvention or inconsistency, policies lose normative

force and staff moral intent declines.

Finally, some participants linked the effective application of ethical policies to public trust in local
governance. For instance, a respondent from the administrative unit observed: “Ethical policies
positively influence public trust” suggesting that consistent enforcement and transparency in
communication not only enhance internal accountability but also build external legitimacy. This
underscores the dual function of ethical policies as both internal governance tools and external signals

of integrity to the wider community.

Influencing factors on ethical practices
Participants highlighted interconnected internal and external factors that shape ethical behaviour within
local government accounting. These influences operate at multiple levels — individual, organisational

and systemic — as they interact to reinforce or undermine ethical conduct.

The recurring internal influence cited by some respondents was leadership behaviour. Staff across
finance-related units (budgeting, procurement, and internal audit) emphasised the importance of ethical
leadership in setting expectations, modelling appropriate behaviour, and reinforcing standards. For
example, a budgeting officer noted: “effective leadership and well-defined ethical policies are essential
for guiding our work,” while an officer from the transport unit reiterated: “leaders who act ethically
inspire confidence and accountability among staff.” These perspectives affirm the well-established
understanding that good leadership fosters an ethical culture. Where leaders demonstrate integrity,
transparency and consistency, staff are more likely to align with those values in their daily

responsibilities.
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In addition to leadership, organisational culture — particularly norms around communication and
accountability — was highlighted as a major determinant of ethical practice. Respondents from the
administration and works departments expressed concerns about barriers to cooperation and
information sharing, which could obscure ethical problems or delay their resolution. They noted that
siloed structures and poor collaboration often contribute to ethical ambiguities and complicated
decision-making processes. Transparent communication and cross-functional engagement were

described as critical for ethical responsiveness.

The roles of training and professional development were also highlighted. A budget officer stressed:
“regular ethics training is essential to keep pace with changing standards and regulations,” while a
procurement officer added: “More frequent training programmes should be organised.” These
reflections reinforce earlier themes and point to the need for institutionalised, adaptive learning systems

that respond to the dynamic nature of ethical challenges in the public sector.

External influences, particularly political interference and resource constraints, were repeatedly cited
as major obstacles to ethical conduct. An internal audit officer highlighted “political interference and
limited resources” while a budgeting staff member referred to “pressure to manipulate reports”. These
remarks underscore the complexity of ethical decision-making in public services, where informal power
dynamics or structural limitations may undermine formal policies. Even well-intentioned staff may find

it difficult to uphold ethical standards without institutional protection or support.

Finally, participants highlighted the importance of personal integrity and professional responsibility. A
respondent from the audit unit explained that these character traits “ensure confidentiality and
professional due care” underscoring the role of individual ethical commitment as a safeguard,

especially when institutional protections are weak or ambiguous.

Overall, this theme illustrates that the complex interplay of leadership, organisational systems, external
pressures and personal values shapes ethical practices in local government accounting. Strengthening
ethical conduct requires a holistic strategy that addresses structural weaknesses, fosters ethical

leadership, and empowers staff through training, communication and institutional support.

Public trust and accountability in local government accounting

The findings revealed a strong consensus among participants that ethical behaviour in local government
accounting is inextricably linked to public trust and accountability. Ethical conduct was described as a
professional obligation and a moral and civic duty essential to good governance and citizen confidence

in public institutions.

Respondents from the budget and internal audit departments emphasised that ethical practices directly

enhance service delivery and institutional credibility. An internal audit officer explained: “Very
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important for accountability and service delivery” highlighting how transparent financial management
fosters efficiency and responsiveness in government operations. Similarly, a budget officer observed:
“Ethical behaviour builds public confidence in local governance” clarifying the connection between
ethical integrity and public perception. These reflections align with broader governance literature,
which suggests that trust in public institutions is shaped not only by the quality of services delivered

but also by how fairly, transparently and accountably they are administered.

All participants viewed accountants as stewards of public resources, whose actions send powerful
signals to the public regarding government intentions. This was emphasised by an internal auditor, who
stated that ensuring ‘‘funds are used for intended purposes” is essential, underscoring how ethical
financial reporting affirms the government’s commitment to the responsible use of taxpayer money. In

this light, ethical lapses are not merely technical failures but are perceived as breaches of public trust.

The respondents further identified accountability mechanisms such as internal audits, transparent
procurement processes and citizen-facing reporting as vital for safeguarding integrity and reinforcing
public confidence in public institutions. A procurement officer noted: “Accountability and transparency
are vital for maintaining faith in the system, ” while a budget officer noted that this approach “positively
influences public trust by demonstrating accountability”. These statements underscore that public trust
is not passively awarded but must be built through visible, responsible and verifiable governance

practices.

At the same time, respondents acknowledged that, despite their best intentions, external influences
continue to challenge ethical governance. A budgeting officer pointed to “political pressure and
circumvention by suppliers” as factors that compromise the integrity of financial systems and weaken
public confidence. If unaddressed, such external threats create perceptions of impunity, corruption or

favouritism, thereby eroding the trust necessary for effective governance.

In summary, participants across audit, budgeting and procurement were clear that public trust is both a
consequence and a reflection of ethical governance. Maintaining it requires strict adherence to codes of
conduct, sound accounting procedures, visible mechanisms of accountability, firm resistance to political
interference, and a culture of integrity that permeates the entire institution. When these elements are in
place, ethical financial management becomes the platform for democratic legitimacy and sustainable

local development.

Ethical conduct through the lens of Rest’s four-component model

To deepen the researchers’ understanding of staff perspectives on ethical behaviour in local government
accounting, the study findings were analysed through the lens of Rest’s four-component model of
ethical decision-making. As noted above, the model comprises four key stages: moral awareness, moral

judgement, moral intent and moral action. This framework revealed a nuanced picture in which staff
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members generally exhibit high ethical awareness and intent but struggle with judgement and action

due to contextual constraints.

Moral awareness: Respondents across procurement, budget and internal audit units demonstrated a
clear understanding that ethical responsibilities are central to their roles, and that deviations have
tangible implications for both governance and public trust. However, a budget officer noted that “the
level of understanding of ethical principles differ significantly among staff” suggesting that although
awareness exists, it is unevenly distributed across departments. Similarly, audit staff highlighted
instances of unauthorised payments, while a budgeting officer pointed to irregular procurement
requests, indicating that moral sensitivity is present but constrained by inconsistent training and weak

communication channels.

Moral judgement: The ability to critically evaluate ethical issues and determine the most appropriate
course of action varied significantly across the respondents. As a budget officer remarked: “Some staff
are able to critically assess the ethical implications while others struggle to articulate what constitutes
an ethical issue.” By contrast, administration staff admitted limited exposure to complex ethical
dilemmas which restricted their judgement capacity. These differences reveal that while moral
awareness is fairly widespread, moral reasoning skills are uneven and require targeted capacity-

building.

Moral intent: Staff across the budget, procurement, internal audit and works departments generally
expressed a desire to uphold ethical standards even under pressure. A budget officer explained: “We
want to do the right thing, but often the pressure of the job makes it difficult to follow through on ethical
decisions.” Respondents cited factors such as political interference (budgeting officer), fear of reprisal
(internal audit officer), and heavy workloads (procurement officer) as obstacles that weaken their ability
to translate ethical intent into action. This illustrates the disjunction between individual commitment

and organisational realities, highlighting the need for institutional support to bridge this gap.

Moral action: Barriers to acting ethically were most strongly reported by internal auditors and transport
officers, who described situations where structural and procedural gaps blocked ethical responses. As
one auditor explained: “Even when we know the right thing, the lack of support in procedures makes it
challenging to act ethically.” Transport staff similarly noted the absence of “formal reporting
mechanisms to escalate ethical breaches”. Across both groups, the lack of whistleblower protections

and supportive leadership structures left staff vulnerable or isolated when confronting misconduct.

Discussion
This study makes a substantive contribution to the ongoing discourse on ethical standards in local
government accounting by affirming prevailing scholarly perspectives and introducing new empirical

insights rooted in the lived experiences of public officials. It thus provides a deeper, context-specific
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understanding of how ethical standards are perceived, enacted and challenged within Ghana’s local

governance structure.

The findings strongly affirm the centrality of ethical behaviour as a prerequisite for maintaining public
trust in government institutions. This aligns with Adams and Gibbon (2018), who argue that ethical
conduct is not merely an abstract ideal, but also a practical requirement for administrative legitimacy.
Procurement and budget department participants’ views, such as the emphasis on ensuring that ‘‘funds
are used for intended purposes”’, demonstrate how ethical practice is intrinsically linked to the public’s
perception of government credibility. These insights reinforce the idea that ethical integrity in financial
management plays a critical role in sustaining citizens’ confidence and enabling effective service

delivery at the local level.

Although Hurtado-Guevara et al. (2024) stress institutional frameworks as the main factor influencing
ethical behaviour, the KNMA case reveals several other barriers. Staff across departments highlighted
poor communication, fragmented supervision and limited ethics training as key obstacles to ethical
behaviour. These findings suggest that ethical compliance cannot be assured by formal policies alone;
rather, it must be nurtured through enabling organisational culture, consistent leadership and ongoing
ethics education. This challenges the traditional institutionalist view and invites a more integrated

ethical governance model that balances rules with culture and practice.

Building on Azeez’s (2024) framing of transparency and accountability as cornerstones of local
governance, this study introduced ethical awareness as a critical antecedent to accountability.
Participants from the procurement, budgeting, works and transport departments expressed varying
levels of understanding of ethical obligations, which contributed to inconsistencies in financial
oversight and decision-making. These findings underscore that formal accountability mechanisms are
only as effective as individuals’ ethical consciousness in operating them. By situating ethical literacy
as central to accountability, this study calls for a shift in policy focus from compliance-based reform to

capacity-building in ethical reasoning and practice.

This study also contributes empirical support to the call by Barker and White (2020) for greater
investment in ethics training in public sector accounting. The testimonies of participants from the
budgeting, works and transport units highlight a strong demand for “more frequent training”, and
training which is both context-specific and reflective of real-world dilemmas. The desire for continuous
learning highlights the need for training programmes that go beyond static codes of conduct to include
scenario-based learning, reflective practice, and peer accountability mechanisms. These insights
provide actionable guidance for integrating ethics more systematically into public service training

curricula and professional development plans.
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A distinctive contribution of this study lies in its focus on the contextual complexities of ethical
behaviour in resource-constrained and politically charged environments. Participants from budget,
works and internal audit units shared vivid examples of ethical dilemmas, such as the pressure to
authorise unauthorised payments or circumvent standard procurement procedures, which highlight the
routine nature of moral tension in local governments. These narratives enrich the literature by grounding
ethical discourse in the social and political realities of local administration, an area often overlooked in
abstract or global frameworks. This underscores the importance of developing ethical guidelines and

interventions that are sensitive to local dynamics and administrative culture.

Finally, the study makes an important contribution to the theoretical discourse by applying and critically
reflecting on Rest’s four-component model of ethical decision-making within a public sector context in
the Global South. The findings suggest that while moral awareness and intent are generally present
among staff, moral judgement and action are frequently hindered by institutional constraints such as
fear of retaliation, unclear reporting channels, or lack of leadership support. This illustrates the
limitations of Rest’s model when applied without sufficient consideration of organisational and
contextual factors. By highlighting the structural conditions that prevent staff from acting ethically,
even when they recognise and intend to do so, this study invites future scholars to expand the model to
account more explicitly for the mediating role of organisational culture, power dynamics, and

administrative support.

Conclusion and implications for practice and research

This study explored the perceptions of local government staff regarding the ethical conduct of
accountants within the KNMA, offering important empirical insights into how ethical awareness,
judgement and action are shaped by institutional reality. Central to this study is the recognition that
ethical awareness varies considerably across departments, a disparity that impedes the development of
consistent accountability practices. The data revealed that while participants generally recognised the
importance of ethical conduct, many also expressed concern over the inadequacy of current ethics
training, the absence of reinforcement mechanisms, and the limited support systems available to staff
seeking to uphold ethical standards. This suggests that structural compliance alone is insufficient to
promote ethical behaviour. Instead, a deliberate effort to build a values-based organisational culture that

prioritises ethical learning, supports moral reasoning and reinforces ethical action is necessary.

Applying Rest’s four-component model helped explain how ethical behaviour unfolds in local
governance. While staff showed awareness and intent, they struggled at the judgement and action stages
due to weak leadership, poor communication, and unclear procedures. This extends Rest’s model by
highlighting the role of organisational dynamics in shaping ethical decisions. This contextualised
application of the model reveals that individual ethical capacity must be matched by institutional

readiness if ethical action is to be sustained.
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This study also contributes to the broader discourse on ethical training in public administration. All
participants strongly advocated for more frequent, context-specific and structured ethics training, which
reinforces the idea that ethical competence must be cultivated continuously rather than being assumed
or front-loaded at entry points. The call for ongoing capacity-building and the integration of ethics into
both formal training and workplace culture reflects the growing recognition that ethical behaviour must

be embedded holistically within public institutions.

Simultaneously, the findings illuminate the fragile nature of ethical behaviour in environments where
political interference, operational opacity, and leadership ambivalence create conditions of ethical
vulnerability. Participants’ accounts of external pressures and procedural breakdowns illustrate that,
without institutional safeguards, even well-intentioned actors may struggle to translate ethical
awareness into ethical actions. This highlights the need for local government institutions to move
beyond symbolic adherence to ethics and towards the development of systems that enable and protect

ethical decision-making at all levels.

While the study is situated within the specific institutional and socio-cultural context of the KNMA, its
findings offer insights that may be transferable to other settings where public sector accountability and
ethical practice are subject to comparable pressures. As with all qualitative studies, the findings are
interpretive and context-bound, rather than predictive or universally representative. They should be read
as a lens through which to understand the lived realities of ethical conduct in local governments, not as
a claim to statistical generalisation. Future research may build on this foundation by examining similar
dynamics in other municipal contexts, exploring cross-cultural comparisons, or adopting longitudinal
designs to assess how ethical practices evolve over time and under various institutional reforms. By
deepening our contextual understanding of how ethical standards are enacted, constrained and
potentially transformed, such research can help to inform ongoing efforts to strengthen accountability

and integrity in public governance.
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