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Description

In public administration, the concepts of accountability and ethical governance are cornerstones for
effective and legitimate functioning. They are not-merely bureaucratic jargon but represent fundamental
principles that ensure government actions serve the public interest.\and maintain citizen trust. For
aspiring civil servants, a deep understanding of these intertwined-ideas is essential, not only for the
UPSC Civil Services Examination but also for practical application in their future roles. An
administration that lacks accountability risks becoming arbitrary, while one devoid of ethics can quickly
succumb to corruption and injustice.

The symbiotic relationship between accountability and ethical governance means that one strengthens
the other. Accountability provides the frameworks and mechanisms through which ethical conduct can
be enforced and deviations can be addressed. Conversely, a strong ethical foundation within the
bureaucracy cultivates a culture where accountability is not just a compulsion but a natural inclination
towards responsible public service. Together, they form the bedrock upon which good governance
rests, promoting efficiency, fairness, and responsiveness to the needs of the populace.

Accountability and Ethical Governance: Basic Meaning

Accountability, in its most fundamental sense, refers to the obligation of an individual or an organization
to explain and justify their actions to relevant stakeholders and to be held responsible for the
consequences of those actions. It involves answerability for decisions and actions, coupled with
enforceability for any shortcomings or transgressions. This concept extends beyond mere responsibility,
as responsibility often implies simply having a task, while accountability includes the requirement to
report on that task and accept the ramifications.

The components of accountability typically include transparency, which allows scrutiny of actions;
answerability, which requires providing explanations; and enforceability, which ensures that penalties or
corrective actions can be taken when standards are not met. Without enforceability, accountability
becomes hollow. For instance, an officer might be responsible for a project, but true accountability
comes when they must explain delays or cost overruns to a higher authority or the public, and face
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consequences if their explanations are insufficient or their conduct is found wanting.

Ethical governance, on the other hand, means governing in a manner that adheres to a set of moral
principles and values, placing integrity, fairness, and the public good above all else. It is about making
decisions and implementing policies based on what is morally right and just, rather than solely on
legalistic interpretations or personal gain. This involves fostering a culture where honesty, impartiality,
and compassion are intrinsic to administrative processes. Ethical governance aims to build and
maintain trust between the government and its citizens. It implies that public servants act with probity,
ensuring that their actions are beyond reproach and consistently oriented towards societal welfare. The
absence of ethical considerations can lead to governance that, while perhaps legally compliant, may be
morally bankrupt or detrimental to public trust.

The connection between these two is intrinsic. Ethical governance sets the standards for 4??what
ought to be donea?? and a??how it ought to be donea??, guided by moral principles. Accountability
then ensures that these ethical standards are actually met in practice. An ethical public servant will
naturally strive for transparency and be ready to justify their actions. Conversely, robust accountability
mechanisms can deter unethical:behavior by ensuring that transgressions are identified and addressed,
thereby reinforcing the ethicalframework of governance. This point needs attention: accountability acts
as a check and balance for ethical conduct.

Types and Mechanisms of Accountability

Accountability manifests in various forms within a democratic setup, each playing a distinct role in
ensuring that governance remains responsive and responsible. Understanding these types helps
appreciate the multi-layered system designed to keep public administration in check.

Types of Accountability

1. Political Accountability: This refers to the accountability of the government and its executive
branch to the legislature (Parliament/State Assemblies) and, ultimately, to the electorate.
Ministers are accountable to Parliament for the actions of their departments, and the government
as a whole is accountable to the public through elections. This is a fundamental aspect of
parliamentary democracy.

2. Administrative Accountability: This is primarily internal to the administrative structure. It
involves the accountability of subordinates to superiors within the bureaucratic hierarchy. It is
enforced through rules, regulations, codes of conduct, performance appraisals, and disciplinary
actions. This ensures adherence to established procedures and efficient execution of policies.

3. Legal Accountability: This refers to the accountability of public officials and government bodies
to the law and the judiciary. Officials can be held legally responsible for actions that violate
statutory provisions, constitutional mandates, or court orders. This type of accountability is crucial
for upholding the rule of law.
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4.

Social/Public Accountability: This involves the accountability of the administration to civil
society, media, interest groups, and citizens at large. It is often non-statutory but powerful, driven
by public opinion and the demand for transparency and responsiveness. This fosters a sense of
ownership among citizens in governance.

Mechanisms of Accountability

To operationalize these types of accountability, several mechanisms have been established in India:

Right to Information (RTI) Act, 2005: This landmark legislation empowers citizens to seek
information from public authorities, thereby promoting transparency and administrative
accountability. It allows individuals to scrutinize government decisions and actions, holding
officials answerable.

Lokpal and Lokayukta: These are anti-corruption ombudsmen. The Lokpal at the Centre and
Lokayuktas in states are statutory bodies tasked with inquiring into allegations of corruption
against public functionaries, including the Prime Minister in some cases. They provide an
independent avenue for citizens to lodge complaints.

Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG): As @ constitutional authority, the CAG audits the
accounts of the Union and State governments and public sector organizations. Its reports are
presented to Parliament/State Legislatures, highlighting financial irregularities and non-
compliance, thus ensuring financial accountability.

Parliamentary Committees: Committees like the Public Accounts Committee (PAC), Estimates
Committee, and Committee on Public Undertakings scrutinize government expenditure, financial
performance, and policy implementation. They hold ministries and departments accountable to
the legislature.

Central Vigilance Commission (CVC): This independent body advises and assists the central
government in all matters relating to vigilance and integrity in public administration. It investigates
complaints of corruption and abuse of office by public servants.

Citizen Charters: These documents articulate the commitment of an organization towards quality
service delivery, transparency, and accountability to its citizens. They outline service standards,
complaint redressal mechanisms, and responsibilities of both the service provider and the user.
Social Audits: This is a process of reviewing official records to ascertain whether reported
expenditures and actions reflect the actual ground reality. It involves active participation of the
community to hold local bodies accountable for development schemes.

Whistleblower Protection Act, 2014: This legislation aims to protect persons who report acts of
corruption or wrongdoing in government organizations. It encourages integrity and ensures that
individuals exposing unethical practices are safeguarded from victimisation.

These diverse mechanisms, both internal and external, statutory and non-statutory, collectively form a
comprehensive framework for ensuring that public administration remains accountable and, by
extension, ethical in its operations.

Core Values for Ethical Governance
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Ethical governance is not just about avoiding wrongdoing; it is about actively upholding a set of positive
values that guide decision-making and conduct in public service. These core values serve as the moral
compass for civil servants, ensuring that their actions consistently align with the public interest.

1.

10.

Integrity: This is paramount. It means being honest and having strong moral principles, acting
consistently with those principles, even when no one is watching. For a public servant, integrity
implies resisting corruption, nepotism, and any form of improper influence.

Impartiality: Public servants must act without bias or favouritism towards any individual, group, or
political party. Decisions should be based solely on merit, facts, and established rules, ensuring
equitable treatment for all citizens.

Non-partisanship: While serving the elected government, civil servants must remain politically
neutral. Their advice and actions should not be driven by political ideologies but by objective
assessment and professional competence, ensuring continuity and fairness across different
political regimes.

Objectivity: Decisions should be based on evidence, rational analysis, and relevant facts, rather
than personal feelings, prejudices, or unsubstantiated opinions. This value demands a
dispassionate approach-to/preblem-solving and policy formulation.

Dedication to Public Service:-This entails a deep commitment to serving the welfare of the
public. It means prioritizing the needs 'of citizens, especially the most vulnerable, and striving to
improve their lives through efficient and empathetic administration.

Empathy: The ability to understand and share the feelings.of others is crucial. Public servants,
particularly those at the front lines, need empathy to grasp the challenges faced by citizens and to
respond to their grievances with understanding and compassion.

Tolerance: In a diverse society like India, public servants must exhibit tolerance towards different
cultures, beliefs, and lifestyles. This fosters an inclusive administrative environment where every
citizen feels respected and heard.

Compassion: This goes beyond empathy; it involves a desire to alleviate suffering and a
willingness to act on that desire. Public servants demonstrating compassion are more likely to
adopt a humane approach in policy implementation and service delivery, particularly in situations
involving distress or vulnerability.

Probity: This refers to having strong moral principles, honesty, and decency. In governance, it
signifies uprightness, adherence to high ethical standards, and a complete absence of financial
impropriety or moral corruption.

Transparency: Openness in government operations, decision-making, and access to information
is vital. Transparency builds trust, reduces opportunities for corruption, and makes accountability
more effective by allowing public scrutiny.

These values are not abstract ideals; they are practical guides for daily administrative conduct. When
deeply ingrained in the culture of public administration, they create an environment where ethical
governance is the norm, and accountability is a natural outcome. At this stage, one issue becomes
clear: the mere presence of rules is insufficient; the internalisation of these values is equally, if not
more, important.

Connecting Accountability and Ethics: Challenges in Practice
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The relationship between accountability and ethics is reciprocal: ethical conduct demands
accountability, and robust accountability mechanisms promote ethical behavior. When these two
principles work in tandem, they foster good governance, build public trust, and ensure that the
administration genuinely serves the people. An ethical public servant, for instance, would proactively
uphold transparency, making their actions easily verifiable, thus facilitating accountability. Conversely,
the knowledge that one will be held accountable for actions can serve as a powerful deterrent against
unethical choices.

However, translating these principles into practice often encounters significant challenges:

1.

Lack of Transparency: Opaque decision-making processes, limited access to information, and a
culture of secrecy obstruct both ethical conduct and accountability. When information is withheld,
it becomes difficult for citizens or oversight bodies to scrutinize actions, allowing unethical
practices to thrive unnoticed. This breeds suspicion and erodes public trust.

Corruption: This is perhaps the most pervasive challenge. Corruption, whether financial or abuse
of power, directly undermines both ethics and accountability. It prioritizes personal gain over
public service, subvertsiules, and distorts decision-making. Where corruption is rampant,
accountability mechanisms are-often deliberately weakened or bypassed.

Red Tape and Bureaucratic Inertia: [Excessiye procedural formalities and a reluctance to
change can hinder efficient and ethical service delivery./Bureaucratic inertia can lead to delays,
indifference to citizen needs, and a lack of responsiveness, which, while not always illegal, is
certainly unethical in its impact on public welfare. It can also be used as a shield to avoid
accountability.

Political Interference: The executive and political leadership can sometimes exert undue
influence on administrative decisions, forcing civil servants to act against their ethical judgment or
established rules. This compromises the impartiality and non-partisanship of the bureaucracy,
weakening its ethical core and ability to remain accountable.

Weak Enforcement Mechanisms: Even with accountability frameworks in place, their
effectiveness depends on rigorous and impartial enforcement. If disciplinary actions are delayed,
diluted, or selective, it sends a message that unethical or unaccountable behavior might go
unpunished, undermining the entire system.

Absence of a Strong Ethical Culture: If an organization lacks a deeply ingrained ethical culture,
individuals might feel less compelled to adhere to moral principles. A culture where unethical
practices are tolerated or even rewarded can quickly become self-perpetuating, making both
ethical conduct and accountability difficult to establish. This becomes important: culture can
outweigh rules.

. Dilemmas between Efficiency and Strict Adherence to Rules: Public servants often face

situations where strict adherence to rules might impede urgent public service delivery, creating a
dilemma. While rule-following is a form of accountability, an overly rigid approach without ethical
consideration for the outcome can be detrimental. Balancing legalistic compliance with the spirit of
public service requires sound ethical judgment.

Addressing these challenges requires a multi-pronged approach, encompassing legal reforms,
institutional strengthening, technological integration for transparency, and, critically, fostering a strong
ethical culture through continuous training and leadership by example. Only then can the ideals of
accountability and ethical governance truly be realized in practice.
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Practical Examples of Accountable and Ethical Conduct

Real-world scenarios often best illustrate how accountability and ethical governance translate into
practical action for a public servant. These examples demonstrate the concrete application of the
values and mechanisms discussed.

1.

Decision-making based on Public Interest, Not Personal Gain: An ethical district collector,
while allotting land for a public project, ensures that the site chosen provides maximum benefit to
the community, minimizes displacement, and is free from any personal or political vested
interests, even if an alternative, personally beneficial option exists. The collectora??s decision is
open to scrutiny and can be justified on objective grounds, demonstrating accountability.

Prompt and Fair Grievance Redressal: A municipal officer, faced with numerous complaints
about sanitation, not only acknowledges them promptly but also implements a transparent system
for tracking and resolving each complaint within a stipulated timeframe. Regular public updates
are provided on the progress, and individuals are given clear reasons if their grievances cannot
be met. This shows respensiveness and accountability to citizen concerns, guided by the ethical
commitment to public service.

Transparent Procurement Processes. A government department undertaking a large
infrastructure project ensures that all tenders are published widely, bids are opened in the
presence of all bidders or their representatives, and the-evaluation criteria are objective and
predefined. The successful bidder is selected purely on merit and the process is auditable, leaving
no room for corruption or favouritism. This exemplifies both transparency and integrity, key
components of ethical governance and accountability.

Adherence to Rules and Procedures Even Under Pressure: A civil servant refuses to sanction
a project that deviates from environmental regulations, even when pressured by influential political
figures. The officer cites the relevant laws and internal guidelines, explaining the potential long-
term negative consequences. This demonstrates integrity, impartiality, and legal accountability,
prioritising the rule of law and public good over external pressure.

Protecting Vulnerable Sections: An officer responsible for welfare schemes actively reaches out
to marginalized communities, simplifies application procedures, and ensures that eligible
beneficiaries receive their entitlements without needing intermediaries or paying bribes. This
shows compassion, empathy, and dedication to public service, while holding the system
accountable for reaching its intended recipients.

Whistleblowers Exposing Wrongdoing: An employee within a public sector undertaking
discovers significant financial irregularities or corrupt practices and, using the available
whistleblower protection mechanisms, reports the issue to the appropriate authority, enduring
potential personal risk. This is a powerful act of ethical courage and a mechanism for
accountability, even when internal systems fail.

. Maintaining Confidentiality while Promoting Transparency: A public servant handles sensitive

personal data with utmost care, respecting privacy and confidentiality rules. However, in matters
of public interest, where disclosure is legally mandated or ethically required, they ensure that
relevant information is released transparently and timely. This balancing act requires both
discretion and openness, guided by an ethical framework.

Officers Taking Responsibility for Departmental Failures: When a public service delivery
system fails, a senior officer accepts moral and administrative responsibility, initiates an inquiry,
implements corrective measures, and apologizes to the affected public, rather than deflecting
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blame. This exemplifies true leadership and administrative accountability.

These examples highlight that accountability and ethical governance are not abstract concepts but
tangible actions that build trust, ensure fairness, and ultimately strengthen democratic institutions. They
underscore the importance of a civil service that is both principled and answerable.

UPSC Perspective

For the UPSC Civil Services Examination, accountability and ethical governance are not standalone
topics but are deeply integrated across various papers, particularly in the Mains examination. Aspirants
need to grasp both their theoretical underpinnings and practical implications.

Prelims Focus:
The preliminary examination often tests foundational knowledge related to these concepts. Questions
may revolve around:

¢ Definitions and differences: For-instance, distinguishing between responsibility and accountability.

¢ Key institutions and mechanisms: Questions on the powers and functions of the CAG, CVC,
Lokpal, or the provisions of the RTI Act.

o Constitutional provisions: Articles related to public service, good governance, and the rule of law.

e Important terms: Understanding specific terms like a??probitya??, a??transparencya??, a??non-
partisanshipa?? as they relate to governance.

Mains Focus:
The Mains examination requires a comprehensive, analytical, and application-oriented understanding.

e GS Paper 4 (Ethics, Integrity, Aptitude): This is where accountability and ethical governance
are most directly assessed.

o Direct Questions: Aspirants can expect questions on the meaning of accountability, the
components of ethical governance, the role of various values (integrity, impartiality) in public
service, and the challenges to implementing these principles.

o Case Studies: A significant portion of this paper involves case studies where candidates
must apply ethical principles and accountability frameworks to real-life administrative
dilemmas. This includes identifying ethical issues, proposing solutions, and justifying their
choices based on ethical reasoning and administrative norms. Questions may involve
scenarios where an officer needs to balance different types of accountability or uphold
ethical values under pressure.

o Role of Institutions: Understanding how bodies like Lokpal, RTI, and CAG contribute to
ethical governance and accountability forms a crucial part of the syllabus.

e GS Paper 2 (Governance, Constitution, Polity, Social Justice):

o Good Governance: Accountability and ethical governance are fundamental pillars of good
governance. Questions on citizen charters, e-governance, and various reforms aimed at
improving public service delivery often touch upon these concepts.
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o Role of Institutions: The functioning and effectiveness of institutions like Parliament,
judiciary, and various commissions in ensuring governmental accountability are key areas.

o Transparency and Citizen Participation: Topics such as the Right to Information, social
audits, and avenues for citizen feedback are directly linked to fostering an accountable and
ethical administration.

e GS Paper 3 (Economy, Security):

o Corruption: Corruption is a major impediment to economic development and national
security. Its root causes and solutions are discussed in the context of undermining ethical
governance and accountability.

o Public Finance: Issues related to financial accountability, proper utilization of public funds,
and the role of auditing bodies are relevant.

To excel, candidates should not just memorize definitions but develop an ability to critically analyze
situations, connect theory with practice, and articulate well-reasoned arguments, always keeping the
Indian administrative context insmind.

Common Student Confusion

Aspirants often grapple with subtle distinctions and interconnections when studying accountability and
ethical governance. Clarifying these common confusions is vital for a robust understanding.

Misunderstanding Accountability as Solely a??Responsibilitya??: A frequent misconception is that
being a??responsiblea?? for a task is synonymous with being a??accountablea??.

e Correction: Responsibility implies having a duty or a task to perform. Accountability goes further;
it means being obligated to explain onea??s actions, decisions, and performance regarding that
responsibility, and crucially, facing consequences for successes or failures. For instance, a junior
officer might be responsible for data entry, but the head of the department is accountable for the
accuracy of the overall report generated from that data, and must answer for any discrepancies.

Confusing Ethics with Personal Morality Alone: Students sometimes view ethics in governance
purely through the lens of individual moral beliefs, without understanding its systemic and public service
dimensions.

e Correction: While personal morality forms a basis, ethics in governance refers to a set of
universally accepted moral principles, values, and standards of conduct that are specifically
applicable to public servants and institutions. It transcends individual beliefs to encompass
impartiality, public interest, integrity, and rule of law as they apply to official duties, ensuring
fairness and justice for all citizens, irrespective of personal biases.

Believing Legal Compliance Automatically Ensures Ethical Conduct: Many assume that if an
action is legal, it must also be ethical.

e Correction: Legality provides the minimum standard for conduct, but ethical conduct often
demands more. An action can be legally permissible yet ethically questionable or harmful. For
example, exploiting a legal loophole to gain personal advantage, or making a decision that is
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technically within rules but causes significant hardship to vulnerable populations, might be legal
but is certainly not ethical. Ethical governance goes beyond 4??what is alloweda?? to a??what is
right and justa??.

Thinking Transparency is the Sole Component of Accountability: While transparency is critical, it is
sometimes mistaken for the entirety of accountability.

e Correction: Transparency is a crucial prerequisite for accountability, enabling scrutiny and
understanding of actions. However, true accountability also requires answerability (the obligation
to explain) and enforceability (the power to impose consequences). Simply providing information
(transparency) without the mechanisms to demand explanations and impose sanctions if
explanations are unsatisfactory, renders accountability incomplete.

Addressing these nuances helps build a more accurate and comprehensive understanding necessary
for both the examination and future administrative roles.

Short Revision Points

e Accountability: Obligation to explain‘and/justity actions, with consequences for performance.
Involves transparency, answerability, and enforceability.

e Ethical Governance: Adherence to moral principles (integrity, impartiality, public interest) in
public administration.

¢ Interlink: Ethics guides a??what ought to be donea??, accountability ensures &??it is donea??.
One reinforces the other.

e Key Values: Integrity, Impartiality, Non-partisanship, Objectivity, Dedication to Public Service,
Empathy, Probity, Transparency.

e Mechanisms: RTI, Lokpal, CAG, CVC, Citizen Charters, Social Audits, Whistleblower Act.

e Challenges: Corruption, Lack of Transparency, Political Interference, Weak Enforcement,
Bureaucratic Inertia.

e Goal: Foster public trust, ensure justice, promote good governance.

FAQs

1. What is the difference between responsibility and accountability?
Responsibility means having a duty or task to perform. Accountability means being answerable for the
outcome of that duty, and potentially facing consequences for actions taken or not taken.

2. How does ethical governance contribute to good governance?

Ethical governance ensures that decisions are made based on moral principles like fairness, integrity,
and public interest, fostering trust, reducing corruption, and promoting efficient and just service delivery,
all of which are hallmarks of good governance.

3. What is the role of citizens in ensuring accountability?

Citizens play a vital role through active participation, using tools like RTI, filing complaints with
ombudsmen (Lokpal/Lokayukta), participating in social audits, and holding elected representatives
responsible through elections, thereby demanding transparency and responsiveness.
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Understanding accountability and ethical governance is not just an academic exercise for the UPSC
Civil Services Examination but a foundational requirement for building a robust, trustworthy, and
effective public administration. For aspirants aiming to excel in this crucial area of the exam and in their
future careers, comprehensive guidance is invaluable. SHRI RAM IAS is regarded as the best IAS
coaching in Delhi, providing a structured approach and expert faculty to help students master such
complex subjects, ensuring they are well-prepared to contribute to ethical and accountable governance.
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