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Protocol

Convener: Dr Rotimi Oladele, PhD, FNIPR

Mr  Chairman; Esteemed discussants: Justine Green; Mateus Furlancetto;  Mallam Moukhtar Siraj, FNIPR, President , NIPR; 
Distinguished audience; Gentlemen of the Press, Ladies and gentlemen

Introduction

Today is historic.  The date itself  is symbolic:  20/02/2020. Global Alliance,  the umbrella body bringing together public relations
professional bodies and professionals has adopted February 2020 as the month of global attention to issues of ethics in professional
and personal conducts. This, in a nutshell is a clarion call for global citizens to give deserved attention to the values, virtues and ideals
that  bring out the humane in humanity;  the ideals that  separate  man from the lower primates and other animals;  the ideals  that
extinguish the bestiality from humanity. Put in proper perspective, personal and professional ethics, ideally represent the finesse in
humanity.  

In this paper, I begin with conceptual clarifications on ethics and professional practices. In addition, I will  identify basic components
of  public  relations  ethics,  exemplified  by  ethical  codes  of  select  public  relations  institutes.  I  will  also  extensively  discuss  the
interrelationships  between  ethics  and  national  development,  while  linking  the  attainment  of  the  United  Nations  Sustainable
Development  Goals  (Vision  2030)  to  the  adoption  of  best  personal  and  professional  ethical  practices.  My conclusion  will  re-
emphasize the need for a combination of best personal and professional practices as the most assured path to sustainable development
at national and global levels.  
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Conceptual Clarifications

What is Ethics?

Ethics is often defined in association with issues around the good and the bad; justice and injustice, rightness or wrongness, fairness
and unfairness, and so on. 

CiFA (2017, p. 2) defines ethics as “the study of moral philosophy, which helps us to decide what is right and to act accordingly”.

Earlier, Olatunji (2005, p 652) says that ethics is the science of morals and a branch of philosophy that uses personal, professional and
societal norms and mores as basis for “evaluating human conducts”. Ethical issues  dwells on “value judgment regarding what is right
or wrong, good or bad, responsible or irresponsible behaviours”.  

Bowen (n.d) defines ethics as the moral philosophy involving “systematizing, defending, and recommending concepts of right and
wrong  behaviour”.  He  opines  further  that  in  public  relations,  ethics  includes  values  such  as  honesty,  openness,  loyalty,  self-
mindedness, respect, integrity and forthright communication”. 

Ethics vs. Law

A distinguishing feature has to do with enforcement of sanctions. Law deals with somewhat severe sanctions but moral sanctions are
more important in dealing with ethics. 

 Personal and Professional Ethics

“Professional ethics relates to a set of philosophical rules of behaviours that an association establishes and are morally binding on
every member of the group”(Olatunji, 2005, p. 653). With professional ethics, every individual’s rights are often subjected to the
overall acceptable standards within the professional body in question. 

Professional ethics may further appear in the form of  Quandary ethics. Quandary is a state of dilemma, predicament or state of
confusion. This occurs when a professional finds herself in a morally confused or confusing state or ethical dilemmas. This sometimes
occurs when there is a conflict  between personal values and professional requirements.  Trial  of Brother Jero, authored by Wole
Soyinka, Nobel laureate or IDAMU PADRE 

Evolution of Public Relations Ethics

Bowen (n.d.) traced the historical evolution of public relations ethics beginning with the Edward Barneys (1850-1905) let “the public
be damned era”, through Ivy Lee’s 1906  “the public be informed” era; John W. Hill’s (1958 & 1963)  advocacy of ethical counsel of
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management  and  that  public  relations  should  act  as  “corporate  conscience”,  to  the  modern  era  of  “open,  ethical  and  socially
responsible forms of public relations”. The finest moment come when  in 1965 professionals adopted the  Code of Athens, a universal
set of ethics guiding the human relations teaching and learning. 

Philosophy of Professional Ethics

Drawing from the works of Roger Steare (2014) CiFA (2017, p. 4) postulated that professionals must be guided by three ethics: 

1. The  ethic  of  care,  which  he  says  is  linked  to  the  philosophy  of  consequentialism  or  utilitarianism.  It  is  guided by the
embedded consequences of our actions on a larger majority in the society, although this position stifles or marginalises the
minority.  

2. The ethic of reason that encompasses such virtues as wisdom, and self-control or temperance. Ethics of care is similar to the
theory of reasoned action (TRA), or theory of planned behaviour often associated with health communication campaigns.
Rationality in ethical decisions is often flawed because of differences in individual capacity to arrive at generally acceptable
reasoned decisions. 

3. The ethic of obedience. This is often based on deontological philosophical worldview which claims that what is right or wrong
comes from externally imposed (ethical) codes or rules. But ethical conducts decisions that are externally imposed, and not
fully internalised can hardly endure. 

GLOBAL PRINCIPLES OF ETHICS (2018)

Global Alliance for Public Relations and Communication Management has adopted February 2020 as the month of total focus on 
issues of ethics in professional practices. This is what underscores the critical significance of today’s conversation. 

a) Working in the public interest 

b) Obeying laws and respect diversity and local customs
c) Freedom of speech

d) Freedom of assembly

e) Freedom of media

f) Honesty, truth and fact-based communication

g) Integrity
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h) Transparency and disclosure

i) Privacy

Principles of professional ethical practice: 

1. Commitment to continuous learning and training

2. Avoiding conflict of interest

3. Advocating for the profession

4. Respect and fairness in dealing with publics

5. Expertise without guarantee of results beyond capacity

6. Behaviours that enhance the profession

7. Professional conduct

Public Relations Code of Athens- a set of ethical guidelines adopted by public relations bodies when they met in the city of Athens in 
the early 1965 to adopt a common set  of ethical code.

Table 1: Major Ethical Values in Public Relations Professional bodies

HONESTY COUNCIL OF PR 
FIRMS

GLOBAL 
ALLIANCE

PRSA NIPR

Assure clients, the 
public and media, 
employees, and 
business partners 
and vendors the 
highest level of 
professionalism and
ethical conduct in 
every relationship 
with a Council 
member.

Adhere to the highest 
standards of accuracy 
and truth in advancing 
the interests of clients 
and employers.

Adhere to the 
highest standards 
of accuracy and 
truth in 
advancing the 
interests of those 
you represent and
in communicating
with the public.

Have a positive duty to observe the highest standards in the practice of 
Public Relations and to deal fairly and honestly with employers and 
clients (past and present), fellow members and professionals, the public 
relations profession, other professions, suppliers, intermediaries, the 
media of communications, employees and above all, the public.

COUNCIL OF PR 
FIRMS

GLOBAL 
ALLIANCE

PRSA NIPR

Apply your fullest Serve client and Serve the public Respect any statutory or regulatory codes laid down by any other 
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ADVOCACY/   
EXPERTISE

capability to 
achieve each client's
business objectives.

employer interests by 
acting as responsible 
advocates and by 
providing a voice in 
the market place of 
ideas, facts and 
viewpoints to aid 
informed public 
debate.

interest by acting 
as responsible 
advocates for 
those you 
represent.

authorities which are relevant to the actions of his or her employer or 
client, or taken on behalf of an employer or client 

INDEPENDENCE

COUNCIL OF PR 
FIRMS

GLOBAL 
ALLIANCE

PRSA NIPR

Provide objective 
counsel to those 
you represent.

Serve an employer or client under terms or conditions which might 
impair his or her independence, objectivity or integrity  

LOYALTY

COUNCIL OF PR 
FIRMS

GLOBAL 
ALLIANCE

PRSA NIPR

Insist that members 
are faithful to those 
they represent, while 
honoring their 
obligations to serve 
the interests of society 
and support the right 
of free expression.

Be faithful to 
those you 
represent, while 
honoring your 
obligation to 
serve the public 
interest.

Honour confidences received or given in the course of professional 
activity

FAIRNESS

COUNCIL OF PR 
FIRMS

GLOBAL 
ALLIANCE

PRSA NIPR

Charge a fair price 
for PR services.

Conduct business with
integrity and observe 
the principles and 
spirit of the Code in 
such a way that 
personal reputation 
and that of your 
employer and the 
public relations 
profession in general 
is protected.

Deal fairly with 
clients, 
employers, 
competitors, 
peers, vendors, 
the media, and 
the general 
public. 
Page

Have a positive duty to observe the highest standards in the practice of 
Public Relations and to deal fairly and honestly with employers and 
clients (past and present), fellow members and professionals, the public
relations profession, other professions, suppliers, intermediaries, the 
media of communications, employees and above all, the public

COUNCIL OF PR 
FIRMS

GLOBAL 
ALLIANCE

PRSA NIPR

Maintain total Preserve the have a positive duty at all times to respect the truth and shall not 
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FREE FLOW OF 
INFORMATION

accuracy and 
truthfulness in 
communicating with 
the public and media.

integrity of the 
process of 
communication.

disseminate false or misleading information knowingly or recklessly 
and take proper care to check all information prior to its dissemination.

COMPETITION

COUNCIL OF PR 
FIRMS

GLOBAL 
ALLIANCE

PRSA NIPR

Refrain from 
recruiting employees 
of your clients.

Follow ethical 
hiring practices 
designed to 
respect free and 
open 
competition 
without 
deliberately 
undermining a 
competitor.

Member shall not represent conflicting interests but may represent 
competing interests with the express consent of the parties concerned.

DISCLOSURE OF
INFORMATION

COUNCIL OF PR 
FIRMS

GLOBAL 
ALLIANCE

PRSA NIPR

The sources of 
communications and 
sponsors of activities
will not be 
concealed.

Investigate the 
truthfulness and
accuracy of 
information 
released on 
behalf of those 
represented.

A member shall not issue unauthorized statement about the Institute to 
the media except the statement is authorized by the President

CONFIDENTIAL
ITY

COUNCIL OF PR 
FIRMS

GLOBAL 
ALLIANCE

PRSA NIPR

Respect client 
confidences and the 
privacy of client 
employees.

Safeguard the 
confidences and
privacy rights of
present, former, 
and prospective 
clients and 
employees.

Safeguard the confidence of both present and former employers or 
clients; shall not disclose or use these confidences to the disadvantage 
or prejudice of such employers or clients, or to the financial advantage 
of the Member (unless the employer or clients has released such 
information for public use or has given specific permission for 
disclosure), except upon the order of a Court of law.

CONFLICTS OF 
INTEREST

COUNCIL OF PR 
FIRMS

GLOBAL 
ALLIANCE

PRSA NIPR

Avoid representing 
any conflicting or 
competing client 
interests without the

Avoid actions 
and 
circumstances 
that may appear 

Represent conflicting interests but may represent competing interests 
with the express consent of the parties concerned.
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expressed approval 
of those concerned.

to compromise 
good business 
judgment or 
create a conflict 
between personal 
and professional 
interests

ENHANCING THE 
PROFESSION

COUNCIL OF PR
FIRMS

GLOBAL 
ALLIANCE

PRSA NIPR

Safeguard the 
privacy and protect 
the professional 
reputation of 
current and former 
employees.

Acknowledge that 
there is an 
obligation to protect 
and enhance the 
profession.

Acknowledge that 
there is an obligation 
to protect and enhance
the profession.

Be free to represent his or her capabilities and service to any 
potential employer or client either on his or her own initiative or at 
the behest of any client, provided in so doing he or she does not 
seek to break any existing contract or detract from the reputation or 
capabilities of any member already serving that employer or client. 

OBLIGATION TO  
CODE

COUNCIL OF PR
FIRMS

GLOBAL 
ALLIANCE

PRSA NIPR

Require that 
individual members 
observe the ethical 
recommendations 
and behavioral 
requirements of the 
Protocol.

Counsel subordinates 
in proper ethical 
decision making.

Adhere to the highest standards of accuracy and truth avoiding 
extravagant claims or unfair comparisons and giving credit for 
ideas and words borrowed from others. 

Sources:  https://www.globalalliancepr.org/code-of-ethics Global  Alliance  accessed  15/02/20;  http://nipr.org.ng/index.php/about-nipr/ethics-code The
Nigerian Institute of Public Relations Public Relations Practitioners accessed 15/02/20

Ethics, Good Governance and National Development in Nigeria

 Concept of development 
 Concept of Sustainable Development 
 The story of Thievery as Occupation among a people
 Corruption is in every of Nigeria’s strata. 
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UNDP (2001, p. 1) noted that there is greater awareness of the need for ethics, accountability, and transparency in public life. Good

governance  and  sound  public  administration  are  considered  to  be  critically  significant  towards  enhancement  of  sustainable

development.  

Ethical Agenda for Sustainable Development Goals- Vision 2030

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), (Global Goals), were adopted by member states of the United Nations in 2015. It is
a  universal  call  to  action  to  end poverty,  protect  the  planet  and ensure  that  all  people  enjoy peace  and prosperity  by 2030.
Unethical practices substantially account for underdevelopment of nations and a large chunk of global citizens.   

In Table 2 that follows, I will proceed to highlight the ethical values embedded in the 17 SDGs.      

Table 2: SDGs- VISION 2030 – VALUES WITHIN SDGS

SDGs Sub-Component Key Values

Goal 1: "End poverty in all its forms everywhere." 1.4: By 2030 ensure that all men and women… have
equal rights to economic resources

Justice;  Equality;  Human
dignity;  Sustainability;
accountability; solidarity

Goal 2: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition,
and promote sustainable agriculture." 

2.1  by  2030  end  hunger  and  ensure  access  by  all
people … to safe,  nutritious and sufficient  food all
year round

Justice, sustainability

Goal 3: "Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all 
ages." 

3.7 by 2030 ensure universal  access  to  sexual  and
reproductive healthcare services

Human well-being, dignity,
solidarity

Goal 4: "Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all."  

4.1 By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys complete
free,  equitable  and  quality  primary  and  secondary
education….

Equity,  accessibility,
justice… 

Goal 5: "Achieve gender equality and empower all women and 
girls." 

5.1 end all forms of discrimination against all women
and girls
5.2 eliminate all forms of violence against all women
and girls… 

Justice, equity; harmony

Goal 6: "Ensure availability and sustainable management of water
and sanitation for all." 

6.1 by 2030, achieve universal and equitable access
to safe and affordable drinking water for all 

Equity;  accessibility;
accountability

 Goal 7: "Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and 7.1 by 2030, ensure universal  access  to affordable, Universality  of  access;

9



modern energy for all” reliable, and modern energy services  sustainability

Goal 8: "Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 
growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all.”

8.5 by 2030, achieve full productive employment and
decent work for all men and women, including for
young people and persons living with disabilities..
8.8 protect labour rights

Human  dignity;  rights
protection; sustainability

Goal 9: "Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and 
sustainable industrialization, and foster innovation." 

9.c significantly increase access to ICT… Sustainability; accessibility;
accountability

Goal 10: "Reduce income inequality within and among countries." 10.2  by  2030,  empower  and  promote  the  social,
economic and political inclusion of all irrespective of
age, sex, disability, race… 
10.7 facilitate orderly, safe, regular and responsible
migration and mobility of people…  

Equality;  justice,  fairness,
accountability

Goal 11:  "Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, 
resilient, and sustainable.  

11.3  by  2030  enhance  inclusive  and  sustainable
urbanisation

Human  dignity,
inclusiveness, sustainability

Goal 12:"Ensure sustainable consumption and production 
patterns. 

12.1  implement  the  10-Year  programmes  on
sustainable consumption and production (10YFP)
12.3 by 2030 halve per capita global food waste

Waste-avoidance;
sustainability;  justice;
accountability

Goal 13: "Take urgent action to combat climate change and its 
impacts by regulating emissions and promoting developments 
in renewable energy. 

13.3:  improve  education,  awareness  raising  and
human  and  institutional  capacity  on  climate
mitigation… 

Sustainability;
accountability

Goal 14:"Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and 
marine resources for sustainable development."  

14.1  by  2025,  prevent  and  significantly  reduce
marine pollution of all kinds, particularly from land-
based  activities,  including  debris  and  nutrient
pollution

Sustainability;
accountability

Goal 15:"Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of 
terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, 
combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and 
halt biodiversity loss. 

15.6 ensure fair and equitable sharing of the benefits
arising from utilization of genetic resources… 

Sustainability;
accountability

Goal 16: "Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 
development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, 
accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.” 

16.1 significantly reduce  all  forms of violence and
related deaths everywhere
16.2  end  abuse,  exploitation,  trafficking  and  all
forms of violence and torture against children…
16.5 substantially  reduce  corruption and bribery in
all its forms
16.6 develop effective,  accountable and transparent
institutions at all levels. 
16.7 ensure responsive,  inclusive,  participatory and
representative decision-making at all levels 

Peace and harmony;
Transparency;
Justice;
Participation;
Accountability
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Goal 17: "Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize 
the global partnership for sustainable development. 

17.10  promote  universal  access,  rules-based,  open,
non-discriminatory and equitable multilateral trading
system… 

Mutual sharing;
Openness;
Equity, etc. 

Sources: https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals.html on 15/02/2020; Bert de Vries, 2017;  Globthics.net 2015  

The Code of Athens, adopted in 1965 by members of the International Public Relations Association (IPRA). It specified the expected
ethical behaviours of members. A critical aspect of the Code of Athens was the prescription that members should commit themselves
to the achievement of  the moral and cultural conditions in ways that enable human beings to reach their fullest potentials and the
enjoyment of fundamental human rights under the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Accordingly, ethics in personal and
professional conducts is foundational to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs. 

Ethical Decisions: Key points

What then should be the guiding principles when we take ethical decisions? 

Taking a cue from PRSA, Global Alliance encourages professional bodies to adopt the following  ethical decision-making guides: 

1. Define the specific ethical issue/conflict.

2. Identify internal/external factors (e.g. PESTLE analysis) that may influence the decision.

3. Identify key values that are in question

4. Identify the parties who will be affected by the decision and define the public relations professional’s obligation to each.

5. Select the ethical principles to guide the decision-making process.

6. Decide and justify it to all parties affected by the decision and to the public if necessary.

Moreover, Steare (2014), cited by AiCF (2017) proposes a balanced approach to resolving ethical dilemmas, called doing the RIGHT
thing always. The acronym RIGHT, translates to the following ethical principles: 

R- Follow what the Rules say (avoidance of impunity; follow due processes)

Integrity- Act with Integrity
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G- Your courses of action should do the most Good

H- Your possible courses of action should avoid doing Harm those who depend on you

T. Be Truthful in your dealing with your publics.  

Payne (n.d.) draws our attention to the following Good decision ethical Principles: 

1. Adopt the Golden Rule- Putting yourself in the other person’s skin (Do unto other what you want them to do to you)
2. Consider  the  Mentor/Respected  Person’s  Test-  Consider  what  your  mentor  or  your  respected  person  would  do  in  the

circumstance
3. Take the Sunlight Test- How would you feel if your decision was made public. Do not do in the night what you do not want to

be published the following morning. 

Character building and ethical compliance- Some personal reflections  

A very intimate friend, brother, compatriot and comrade sent the message that follows to me through his WhatsApp platform:  
Intelligence Quotient (IQ)*: this is the measure of your comprehension ability",  solve maths; memorize things and recall
subject matters.  Emotional Quotient (EQ)*: this is the measure of your ability to maintain peace with others; keep to time; be
responsible; be honest; respect boundaries; be humble, genuine and considerate.  *Social Quotient (SQ):* this is the measure of
your ability  to build a network of friends and maintain it over a long period of time.

The Morals of the Story and Conclusion

The formation of enduring character, integrity, honesty, resilience, tenacity of purpose, fairness, sense of justice and other enduring
ethical values take place at the level of your AQ. Honesty, loyalty, sincerity and other cherished personal and professional ethics are
often proved, if not consolidated, during periods of adversities.  I dare say in conclusion that IQ, EQ, SQ, and AQ  underpin man’s
ethical behaviours. These values are all too important to guarantee sustainable development, nationally and globally. 

Thank you.  
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