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Summary 

Pursuant to decision 2008/37 of the Executive Board, the UNDP Ethics Office submits to the 

Board the present report covering its activities in 2013. In accordance with the Secretary-

General’s bulletin on United Nations system-wide application of ethics: separately 

administered organs and programmes (ST/SGB/2007/11), the United Nations Ethics 

Committee reviewed the report at its fifty-fifth session in February 2014; the report was 

subsequently presented to the Administrator of UNDP. As required by the Executive Board, 

pursuant to its decision 2011/24, this report includes recommendations to management on 

strengthening the UNDP culture of integrity and compliance. 

This is the sixth annual report presented by the Ethics Office since its establishment in 2007 

and marks the Director’s first full year since taking office in June 2012. 

Elements of a decision 

The Executive Board may wish to take note of the present report and comment on the 

progress made by the Ethics Office. 
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I. Introduction 

1. The present report is submitted pursuant to Executive Board decision 2008/37, and 

discusses the work of the Ethics Office for 2013 in accordance with its mandate to 

“cultivate and nurture a culture of ethics, integrity and accountability, and thereby 

enhance the trust in and credibility of  the United Nations, both internally and 

externally,” as highlighted in the Secretary-Gneeral’s bulletin ST/SGB/2007/11, 

section 1.1. This report marks the Director of the Ethics Office’s first full year of 

service since assuming duties in June 2012.  

2. The report summarizes the activities of the Office in each functional area of its 

mandate, and reflects its vision for enhancing critical aspects of the programme and 

embedding ethics in business processes and decision-making, in connection with the 

shared value of ‘operating with unwavering integrity’. The report elaborates on the 

implementation of key initiatives undertaken by the Office as part of the overhaul of 

the programme in 2013, including supporting ethical leadership through face-to-face 

briefings and personal engagement with leaders and managers, developing online 

learning modules and better use of the intranet and social  media to promote an ethical 

work environment. These initiatives are outlined in more detail below. 

3. The report includes an analysis of the ethical climate in UNDP based on feedback 

from staff and leaders during personal consultations, in-person trainings and regional 

cluster meetings, a review of  relevant sections of internal staff surveys, and other 

anecdotal feedback from staff. This analysis, in part, forms the basis for 

recommendations made to management.  

Standard-setting and policy support  

4. In 2013, the Ethics Office was successful in revising and implementing changes to 

specific policies and procedures, including: 

(a)  Proposed revisions to the Financial Disclosure and Protection against 

Retaliation Policies, adopted by the Organizational Performance Group and 

published on the Office’s intranet website;  

(b) Adoption and implemetation of an amendment to the Family Relationships 

Policy, proposed by the Ethics Office to the Office of Human Resources with the 

aim of harmonizing the UNDP policy with policies in other United Nations 

organizations;  

(c)  Detailed guidance provided to the Office of Human Resources on how best to 

manage potential conflicts of interest that arise from the movement of staff and 

personnel to and from UNDP on secondments, nonreimbursable loans and similar 

arrangements. That discussion is still ongoing;  

(d)  Implementation of the new Conflict of Interest Declaration Form for vetting 

newly recruited staff by the Office of Human Resources as part of the new e-recruit 

system;  

(e) The new Gifts Policy and the new Conflict of Interest Policy, drafted and 

expected to be completed and implemented in 2014.  

5. In 2013, the Ethics Office grew its proactive initiative to exploit electronic media to 

enhance delivery of education and awareness and to broaden its outreach to staff 

around the world. Informational blog entries were posted regularly to the Ethics 

intranet and Teamworks sites; guidance messages were disseminated by email and the 

intranet to leaders and to staff; the Office appeared on several instructive or 

inspirational videos; peer-trainer network meetings were hosted on a new video-
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conferencing system; and a new curriculum of live ethics training was developed and 

delivered via the Web.  

6. In accordance with decision 2010/17 of the Executive Board, the Ethics Office is 

required to vet recommended candidates for key oversight positions for poten tial 

conflicts of interest. One such new official (the Chief of Staff of the Office of the 

Administrator) was duly vetted in 2013.  

7. Within the framework of the Ethics Panel of the United Nations (formerly United 

Nations Ethics Committee) and the Ethics Network of Multinational Organizations, the 

Ethics Office collaborated on harmonizing ethics standards within the United Nations 

system and, in fact, led several such efforts during 2013.  

Training and outreach activities 

8. In 2013, UNDP leadership urged all offices to reduce travel expenses. As a result, 

the Ethics Office revised its training strategy to develop and deliver live webinars and 

briefings using electronic media, such as Skype and Lync. The Office delivered many 

in-person headquarters sessions, and developed a series of online training modules 

based on the live training courses, scheduled for rollout in 2014. Though there was  

reduced emphasis on in-country, face-to-face training, the Office did deliver a number 

of such sessions, and attended regional cluster meetings of country leaders to network, 

offer one-on-one advice, and present programmes on leadership ethics.  

9.  The Office has worked closely with the United Nations Secretariat Ethics Office on 

a new mandatory ethics training course for new hirees which will replace the current 

course developed in 2008. Once finalized by the Secretariat, UNDP will adapt the 

course for its own use and mandate that all current and newly recruited staff complete 

it.  

10.  Approximately 1,065 individuals participated in ethics training and 80 in other 

briefings delivered by the Office in 2013. Throughout the year, the Office was deeply 

engaged with the Afghanistan country office, the largest UNDP operation. It delivered 

a week-long series of live, in-country sessions on general ethics and the standards of 

conduct, and multiple live web-based sessions on ethical leadership, procurement 

ethics and ethics for human resource practitioners. 

11.  In addition to online training and face-to-face briefings, the Office expanded its 

training and awareness initiatives to include development of electronic modules on 

specific topics, in collaboration with the Office of Human Resources. The Ethics 

Office participated in cross-functional panels to encourage deeper discussion around 

ethics and values as a part of day-to-day business processes, including panels on 

whistleblowing, women’s professional development, vendor sanctions, anti-corruption, 

and leadership ethics.   

12.  In order to enhance its efforts to nurture and promote a culture of ethics and 

integrity, the Office engaged with UNDP senior managers through individualized 

briefings at headquarters and through participation at the aforementioned regional 

cluster meetings. These meetings led to many requests for specific ethics advice and 

training in various countries.  

13. The Director personally briefed and vetted five new director-level (and above) 

appointees on the standards expected of managers, the role of the Ethics Office, 

potential conflicts of interest, financial disclosures, and the need to support, embrace 

and foster an ethical culture in UNDP.  
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Confidential advice 

14.  The Office’s advisory function remains perhaps the key component of its mandate 

to assist the UNDP Administrator in fostering a culture of ethics and integrity in 

UNDP. Through this role, the Office guides senior leaders, staff and other individuals 

in  avoiding, mitigating and resolving potential conflicts of interest so as to preserve 

and protect the reputation of UNDP. The Office fielded 466 requests for services, of 

which 353 were for ethics advice and guidance. 

15. During the year, in order for ethics to become more relevant to day-to-day UNDP 

activities and to render more practical advice, the Office modified the extent of 

confidentiality applicable to its review of outside activities. The Office amended the 

form used by staff members so that requests now state that, in the course of reviewing 

the matter for conflicts of interest, the Ethics Office may consult with the staff 

member’s supervisor, the Legal Support Office, the Office of Human Resources or 

other pertinent party in order to make an informed decision on whether to recommend 

approval of the outside activity. As such, these requests are no longer treated as 

confidential.  

Financial disclosure programme 

16.  For the 2013 annual filing exercise, 1,383 staff members (up from 1,274 in the 

previous year) filed financial disclosure statements. The Office achieved 100 per cent 

compliance, though exemption was granted to three staff members on extended leave 

and six staff members who separated before conclusion of the exercise. The Office 

provided advice to a total of 87 filers.  

17.  The Office revised the filing format and several questions for greater clarity and 

relevance, which helped the review process, especially where filers had nothing of 

substance to declare, resulting in a process that is simpler and less confusing. The 

Office conducted real-time reviews of disclosures made contemporaneously with the 

filing exercise, which in turn: (a) greatly enhanced efficient communication with filers; 

(b) enabled the Office to request additional information or clarification; and 

(c) provided immediate guidance on ways to mitigate potential conflicts of interest.  

Protection against retaliation 

18. In 2013, the Ethics Office received four complaints alleging retaliation. The Office 

undertook a preliminary assessment in three cases, however none resulted in a prima 

facie finding. In each, the complainant was advised of alternative internal mechanisms 

to address the issues raised. In the fourth case, the individual was referred to the Office 

by another ethics office within the United Nations system. Despite follow up by the 

Office, the individual did not wish to pursue the matter and the case was closed. The 

Office is monitoring three other matters referred to it by another independent office.  

II. Administrative activities  

19. The Office is currently staffed with a director (D-1), a P-5, a G-6 and a third year junior 

professional officer who transferred from another business unit in September 2013 to join the 

Office for 14 months. A budget of $200,000 for general operating expenses remains constant 

from year to year. The Office was provided with a one-time infusion of an additional $76,000 

to offset the costs for the junior professional officer. 

20. The terms of reference for the Audit Advisory Committee (AAC) specifically include 

oversight of the Ethics Office. As such, the Office met periodically with the committee in 

2013, sharing its workplan and progress reports, and engaging in healthy discourse 

concerning the direction and initiatives of the Office. The AAC has fully endorsed the 
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creative undertakings of the Ethics Office and supports the positive changes thus far 

accomplished. 

21. The Director continues to meet regularly with the Associate Administrator to ensure the 

continued engagement of UNDP leadership with ethics strategy and initiatives, and to obtain 

– and provide – critical feedback. 

22. The Office participates as an observer at meetings of the Organizational Performance 

Group. The Director is engaged with UNDP senior leadership to: (a) provide confidential 

ethical advice and guidance; (b) support ethical decision-making at the highest levels of the 

organization; (c) keep abreast of all major UNDP initiatives and policies; and (d) offer value, 

as needed, in areas where the Director may have expertise that transcends ‘ethics’ in the 

traditional sense. 

III. Mandated activities  
 

23. During 2013, the Ethics Office was fully engaged in fulfilling its mandate in all of its 

functional areas of responsibility. The Office received a steady number of requests for 

services ranging from advice and guidance to managing conflicts of interest. Figure 1, below, 

displays the breakdown of requests for services received by the Office for the period.  

 

Figure 1. Requests for advice and other services, by category, 2013 

 

 
  

24. Typically, each year UNDP administers a Global Staff Survey (GSS) to all staff and 

personnel. Survey questions include a number which are submitted or edited by the Ethics 

Office to gauge staff perceptions of ethics and integrity within the organization.  

25. The Office reviewed the responses to the ethics-related questions in the GSS and 

observed that the ethics climate has remained fairly constant over the years with some 79 per 

cent of staff in 2013 agreeing that ‘UNDP is an ethical organization worthy of public trust’. 

However, despite increased awareness efforts, some staff remain reluctant to report 

wrongdoing when observed. Though it has not conducted a separate statistically valid survey 

to delve deeper into this phenomenon, the Office has conducted follow-up questioning at 

various presentations, briefings and trainings. The anecdotal evidence does not point to a fear 
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of retaliation, but rather a failure to believe that the organization will take appropriate 

disciplinary action if the allegation is proved true. Further questioning led to the revelation 

that staff have not seen swift action or tangible results that reporting will indeed lead to any 

action. This is discussed further in the management recommendations section. 

A. Standard-setting and policy support 

United Nations system-wide 

26. The Office continued active participation on the Ethics Panel of the United Nations 

(EPUN), and has contributed to dialogue on policy harmonization, system-wide coherence 

and introducing best practices from the private sector. Over the year, the Office has led 

targeted research and discussion with EPUN, and advocated for a more practical approach to 

confidentiality.  While consensus has yet to be reached, the Office has been asked to continue 

the discussion in 2014. 

27. The Office also participated in the annual meeting of the Ethics Network of Multilateral 

Organizations (ENMO), which is comprised of the ethics officers of United Nations 

organizations and affiliated agencies. The Office contributed to knowledge sharing in the 

network through a presentation on identifying and addressing conflicts of interest, including 

introducing its new conflict of interest disclosure programme, which was very well received. 

The Office also contributed to general discussions on harmonizing ethics practices across the 

United Nations system.  

Within UNDP 

28. Within UNDP, the Office revised the notion of confidentiality as it relates to the 

provision of advice and guidance in relation to requests to participate in outside 

activities. The strict concept of confidentiality in the Ethics Office had, at times, 

served to hamper protecting the organization and from quickly addressing potentially 

volatile or otherwise risky issues. In 2013, the Office reviewed this issue and embraced 

a more practical approach. The Office continues to respect the confidentiality sought 

by those who seek personal advice and guidance but understands that adhering to strict 

confidentiality in all matters is counter-productive. For example, the form used to 

request approval to engage in outside activities was revised to make it clear that the 

request is not confidential and that, during the course of its review, the Ethics Office 

may consult with the supervisor of the staff member in question, the Legal Support 

Office, the Office of Human Resources or others in order to make an informed decision 

on whether to recommend approval. 

29. In 2012, the Office developed a conflict of interest d isclosure form. Following 

lengthy discussions and negotiation, in late 2013, the Office of Human Resources 

included it in the recruitment process. The form aims to identify and resolve potential 

conflicts of interest as disclosed by new candidates prior to actual hire. It is not 

intended to eliminate candidates from consideration, but rather to ensure the 

independence and impartiality of new staff. The form makes it clear that the disclosures 

made allow the candidate and UNDP to address potential conflicts by instituting controls and 

avoiding placement of staff in situations where actual conflict can arise. Such disclosures will 

not be kept confidential and must be shared with the hiring manager.  

30. Based on discussions which it commenced with the Office of Human Resources 

in 2012 to identify more efficient ways to address or eliminate conflicts in a manner 

favorable to the organization, the Office proposed an amendment to the family 

relationships policy, which was adopted in 2013. The amendment brings UNDP policy 

in line with that of the United Nations Secretariat and other funds and programmes, 
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and reduces the number of potential conflicts of interest identified via the financial 

disclosure programme. 

31. In another initiative, the Ethics Office joined with the Office of Human Resources 

and others to address how best to mitigate potential conflicts of interest arising from 

the movement of staff between UNDP and external entities. A briefing document was 

prepared to assist the Office of Human Resources and management in identifying and 

classifying the various forms of existing arrangements, and to propose guidelines to 

mitigate conflicts of interest that may arise out of such arrangements.  

32. The Office also participated in many information technology efforts, including 

the Email Archiving and Public Cloud Solutions Steering Committee (and as part of 

the selection test group), and provided substantive input into Information Technology 

Policies, including the new Email Records Retention Policy, the Mobile Devices 

Policy (annex to Information and Communications Technology Resources Policy), the 

Information Classification and Handling Standard, and the Information and 

Communications Technology Assets Replacement Life best practices, an annex to the 

Programme and Operations Policies and Procedrues (POPP) Furniture and Equipment 

Acquisition and Maintenance Policy.   

33. The Office also drafted new policies on the handling of gifts and conflicts of 

interest, expected to be adopted in 2014. 

34. The Ethics Office was instrumental in a number of other cross-functional efforts, 

including coordinating the UNDP response to the Institutional Integrity Initiative 

within the United Nations system, undertaken by the United Nations Office of Drugs 

and Crime.  

Communication activities  

35. The Office expanded its use of social media, and increased online messaging 

through emails, blogs, postings on the Ethics Intranet and Teamworks sites, as well as 

on all regional and business unit sites in an effort to reach as many staff as possible . 

Such regular messaging to staff focuses on the business value of ethics, building and 

reinforcing ethical culture, ethical leadership, role-model behaviours and ethical 

decision-making. The aim is to encourage individuals to keep ethics foremost in their 

minds in all that they do, and to view ethics as a critical component of business at 

UNDP rather than as an afterthought. 

36. The Office also addressed resident representatives and other senior leadership across 

UNDP via RR-net by providing targeted messages reinforcing the practical application of 

ethics. Topics such as ‘Setting the Tone at the Top’ are important, but more creative subjects 

were covered as well, for example: Results Orientation vs. Principled Performance; Does 

Being Ethical Pay?; The Importance of Integrity;  and Ethics and Generations – Do We All 

Share the Same Values?  All are more relevant to the leadership and have been very well 

received. These and similar messages (for example, holiday guidance around gifts and social 

behaviour) were also developed and shared with internal staff and partners, and several were 

adopted and used externally through EPUN and ENMO.  

37. The Ethics Intranet and Teamworks sites’ content were kept current and updated by 

adding new resources, updated policies, articles, whitepapers and videos. A French language 

subsection was created in 2013 to provide translated materials and information; a Spanish 

language subsection is under development. The Ethics Office website was viewed thousands 

of times over the year, with spikes coming on the heels of broadcast ethics messages. Finally, 

the Office also joined a cross-functional communications panel to explore new ways to 

increase the visibility of critical messages at UNDP, including those emanating from ethics.  
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B. Training, outreach and awareness-raising  

38. Training and education remain key elements of the Ethics Office, which works 

proactively with management and staff in response to specific topical training requests. 

Training aims to reinforce ethical behaviours and ethical decision-making by emphasizing 

why ethics makes good business and personal sense. The Office also focuses on cultural 

differences and explains why local culture and practices must take a back seat to United 

Nations practices, principles, rules and regulations. 

39. In 2013, training and rejuvenated outreach and awareness activities of the Ethics Office 

sought to: (a) deepen staff members’ understanding of ethics and its practical application in 

their daily activities; and (b) reinforce role model behaviours and UNDP values. Managers 

were urged to promote a work environment where staff members are encouraged to speak up 

and raise concerns without fear of reprisal. 

40. In an effort to reduce travel costs in 2013, the Office created and delivered a series of 

training via live webinars, audio conferences and other electronic communications on a broad 

scope. The Office also increased its participation on cross-functional panels to encourage 

deeper discussion around ethics and values as a part of day-to-day business processes. By 

becoming more of a resource and expanding its influence into the daily activities of UNDP, 

the Ethics Office is moving away from a reactive body to a valued contributor that can 

identify issues and work with country, regional and headquarters offices to avoid problems 

before they arise.   

41. During 2013, approximately 1,145 staff members and other personnel participated in 

face-to-face ethics workshops, group briefings, panel discussions and live/web-based training 

sessions. Separate individual briefings were provided to five senior leaders at headquarters as 

part of their induction to new appointments.  

Online modules 

42. The training programme includes a mandatory online module which provides basic 

understanding of ethics and the rules, regulations and standards of conduct at UNDP. Because 

the current course is dated, it will be replaced in 2014 by a new course currently under 

development by the United Nations Secretariat Ethics Office. This new course will be 

customized for UNDP and serve both as an introduction to newly recruited staff and as a 

mandatory refresher for current staff. It will reinforce the application of ethics standards and 

raise awareness of outside activities, conflicts of interest, gifts and favours, confidentiality, 

reporting concerns and prevention of retaliation, in a much more user-friendly, interactive 

format.  

43. The Office increasingly used new technological platforms to deliver briefings and 

training, and developed specialized mini-modules on ethical leadership, conflict of interests, 

as well as ethics for human resources practitioners and a revised ethics in procurement. While 

these courses were delivered as live webinars to offices away from headquarters in 2013, the 

Office is working with the Office of Human Resources to convert them to online modules, 

accessible on demand to all UNDP staff. Other online modules on protection against 

retaliation and the financial disclosure programme are being developed and are expected to be 

available in 2014.  

44. Even as new training is developed, the legacy online training continues to be used by 

staff at all levels. Since that programme’s launch in 2008, more than 13,000 persons have 

completed the online module.  
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Face-to-face workshop and webinars 

45. Augmenting the web-based delivery of training, in 2013 the Ethics Office continued in-

person training and awareness-raising activities for staff at headquarters and across regions. 

The Office significantly overhauled and revised the face–to-face workshop presentation to 

further emphasize that building an ethical culture in UNDP is an individual as well as a 

collective responsibility, with particular focus on the practical application of ethics in the 

workplace and the role of managers in fostering an ethical work environment. The Office now 

customizes training to address the needs and risks identified for each country office or 

business unit. It now uses targeted case studies and hypotheticals that are pertinent to that 

specific office.  

46. In 2013, face-to-face ethics training was delivered to country offices in Afghanistan, 

Egypt and Lesotho. Similar training was provided to two groups of junior professional 

officers in New York as part of their induction, as well as to deputy country directors and 

deputy resident representatives as part of their induction training organized by the Office of 

Human Resources.  

47. The Ethics Office held meetings with its peer training network to exchange ideas, 

support ethics and values-related learning, and explore opportunities for greater engagement 

of trainers in promoting ethics within UNDP. Peer trainers facilitated ethics training in UNDP 

offices in Belize and Guinea Conakry, and the peer trainer in Burkina Faso supported week 

long, manager-led ethics refresher activities initiated by country management. 

48. In addition to face-to-face training, the Office had sustained engagement with the 

Afghanistan country office in 2013. The in-person training was supplemented with seven 

training sessions delivered through live webinars covering ethical leadership, ethics for 

human resource practitioners and ethics in procurement. A webinar on conflicts of interest 

was also delivered to the country office in Moldova. 

General or customized briefings and panel briefings for cross-functional groups 

49. The Ethics Office provided general or customized briefings, both proactively and upon 

request. Over the year, in-person briefings were delivered to: the Office of Audit and 

Investigations; the Evaluation Office (including a follow-up presentation at the annual 

evaluation officers team retreat to address specific issues arising from the Global Staff 

Survey); the headquarters-based team for the Regional Bureau for Europe and the 

Commonwealth of Independent States; the Audit Universe team; the inaugural meeting of the 

Evaluations Advisory Panel; and an orientation of new Executive Board members. A briefing 

was also provided to two UNICEF ethics office staff on developing a programme to detect 

and resolve conflicts of interest.  

50. The Ethics Office also participated in a panel discussion (together with representatives 

from the Office of Human Resources and the Office of Financial Resources Management) 

entitled Human Resource Management and Ethical Leadership at the cluster meeting for the 

Regional Bureau for Africa. 

51. Working with the Office of Human Resources Integrated Talent Management Team, the 

Office developed a video presentation on ethical leadership as part of the Regional Bureau for 

Africa talent management programme for female leadership development. The Office also 

provided a briefing note for the Office of Human Resources induction programme, 

YOUNDP, and contributed content to the onboarding intranet and Teamworks sites for new 

staff to introduce the Office as a resource for addressing ethics-related concerns. 

52. The Ethics Office participated remotely in a discussion organized by the Belarus 

country office around whistleblowing and protection against retaliation. It briefed the human 

resource business advisors on identifying and dealing with conflicts of interest to support 

them in implementing the conflict of interest disclosure form.  
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53. The Office met with a team led by the UN-Volunteers Executive Coordinator to provide 

a briefing on the role and work of the Office, and to explore opportunities for the Office to 

provide more support on standards of conduct issues that relate specifically to UN-

Volunteers. The Office also briefed, and serves as a resource to, the UNDP Vendor Sanctions 

Committee. 

54. In 2013, the Director briefed a delegation of the Viet Nam Communist Party 

Inspectorate on ethics efforts underway at UNDP, specifically the financial disclosure and 

conflict of interest programmes. 

55. Finally, in 2013 the Office also participated in a panel convened by the Bureau for 

Development Policy to discuss the 2013 Resource Governance Index, focusing on anti-fraud 

and anti-corruption efforts in the extractives industries.  

Senior management briefings 

56. For the reporting period, the Ethics Office continued to build on previous efforts to 

promote an ethical culture in UNDP, and has proven its value to senior leadership through 

regular proactive outreach, practical advice and guidance. While the Office emphasizes that 

senior leadership must be role models of ethics and integrity (establishing the standard of 

behaviour expected of all staff serving the organization), it is also focusing on the next level 

down – that of middle management – as crucial to the success of the effort to embed ethics 

into the fabric of the organization.  

57. The Office also embarked on an intense awareness campaign to promote ethical culture 

in UNDP. Messages on email and social media encourage staff to “do what is right, even if no 

one is watching”. The Office focuses leadership ethics training on encouraging managers to 

establish a speak-up culture in their respective units, supporting staff members to raise 

concerns without fear of retaliation. Ethical culture promotes staff engagement, trust and 

integrity, which in turn raises organizational performance and reputation. 

58. In 2013, the Director personally briefed four senior managers at the D-1 level or above, 

newly assigned to headquarters. These senior leaders were reminded of the importance of 

setting the ‘tone at the top’, and of their responsibility to reinforce an ethical culture and 

promote a harmonious, open working environment in which individuals are empowered to 

raise concerns without fear of reprisal. The briefings covered the role of the Ethics Office and 

how it fosters a value-added relationship with the various UNDP units. Essential to obtaining 

buy-in was the need for the Director to clarify how ethics are practically applied in the 

workplace, and to make the business case for ethics. One other key oversight official 

reassigned to Headquarters was also briefed and vetted for conflicts of interest pursuant to 

Executive Board decision 2010/17. Four other visiting officials were met and provided 

confidential advice and guidance. This led to requests for two missions to provide ethics 

training to country staff. 

59. The Office attended three regional cluster meetings (Regional Bureau for Asia Pacific, 

the Regional Bureau for Arab States and the Regional Bureau for Africa). At each, 

discussions were held with individual senior leaders to raise awareness about ethical 

leadership and to reinforce the concept of ethics in UNDP as an integral and essential element 

in the organization’s culture and a necessary component of daily business processes. The 

personal briefings and networking resulted in several follow-up requests for training and 

education, targeted communications, or simply advice and guidance. One such meeting led to 

a cross-functional mission with the Ethics Office and the Office of Human Resources to 

address multiple, deep-seated cultural obstacles facing new country office leadership. These 

opportunities were extremely valuable in providing exposure for the ethics effort at UNDP 

and the opportunity to reinforce with regional leadership the need to keep ethics at the top of 

the mind and to “operate with unwavering integrity”. It also served as a welcome sounding 
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board for the Director to get the essential feedback that the Ethics Office’s outreach efforts to 

leadership via social media were well received and extremely helpful to the country offices.  

60. Through communications delivered via the RR-net, the Office regularly impressed upon 

senior leadership not only the importance of role model behaviour in building ethical culture, 

but also how to view ethics differently. The communications took a different approach than 

traditional bulletins and sought to impress upon leadership that ethics is a critical part of all 

that the organization does, and that sometimes (based on culture or environment) not all will 

view ethics in the same manner. The communications’ aim is to assist leaders in 

understanding how best to convey the ethics message to their staffs so that all will not only 

understand ethics but embrace it in their daily tasks and interactions. These messages have 

been particularly welcome and the Office has been encouraged by various senior leaders who 

stated that sharing the messages among their teams and business units has led to more open 

dialogue and a better working relationship. In some instances, the messages have generated 

requests for the Office to provide deeper learning for particular groups. One such message 

formed the basis of the previously mentioned weeklong, multifaceted ethics refresher in 

Burkina Faso, spearheaded by the Country Director.  

Awareness-raising activities 

61. A key focus of the Ethics Office is to have a regular communications campaign aimed at 

sustained engagement with staff to encourage them to embrace ethics. The Office believes 

that brief but pertinent reminders of how and why ethics play a role in all that they do in-and-

out of UNDP will reinforce proper behaviour. It also believes that staff will feel more 

empowered to step forward and raise concerns when they suspect wrongdoing.  

62. In 2013, the Office expanded its exploitation of email and social media: blog postings 

and videos were placed on the Ethics Intranet and Teamworks sites; and guidance bulletins, 

on topics such as building ethical culture, anti-corruption, results orientation via principled 

performance, generational impact on ethics, and gifts and hospitality during the holiday 

season, were shared with all staff. 

63. The Office also launched a new awareness-raising initiative through which staff and 

leaders that attend and complete in-person or other live trainings and briefings will be 

provided with small promotional items such as ‘Ethics Champion’ pins or notepads with 

ethics-related messaging. The messages are geared towards reinforcing ethics’ lessons 

learned, serving as a reminder for staff to act with integrity at all times and to adopt role 

model behaviours to promote a positive work environment. The items display a unique 

‘compass’ icon incorporating UNDP values. 

64. The Director serves as a resource on ethics and anti-corruption on the newly 

established ‘Speakers’ Corner’ (managed by the Office of Communications) that 

focuses on providing such expertise to the public. The Ethics Office also served on 

several information technology working groups, and a cross-functional 

communications team. 

C. Advice and guidance 

65. The provision of advice and guidance on ethics-related concerns remains the key 

function of the Office. Through direct involvement with staff and others, the Office is able to 

positively influence individual behaviour, and provide critical guidance when staff are unsure 

where to turn. By availing themselves of this resource, staff, leaders, contractors and others 

are able to obtain critical feedback on the appropriateness of certain actions and behaviours, 

redress perceived retaliation, and ensure that activities inside and outside of UNDP do not 

undermine the integrity, independence and impartiality required of persons serving the 



 
DP/2014/17 

 

13 

organization. Staff and others are thus better able to manage conflicts of interest and resolve 

ethical dilemmas. 

66. In 2013, the Director focused his proactive outreach on various leadership teams and 

groups throughout UNDP. As a result, the frequency of contact and questions from this group 

increased. It is the hope of the Office that, with leadership’s greater comfort level and belief 

in the ‘business value’ of ethics, these interactions will continue to rise and business decisions 

will be positively influenced. 

67. Over the year, the Ethics Office received 466 requests for services, of which 353 were 

for ethics advice. As shown in figure 2, the main area of concern for staff members and other 

personnel seeking ethics advice in 2013 pertained to outside activities, with those requests 

accounting for 56 per cent of the total.  

Figure 2. Requests for advice, by category, 2013 

 
 

68. Of the number of individuals seeking ethics advice, 47 per cent were female and 45 per 

cent were male. The remaining 8 per cent were anonymous, unidentified or from a group. 

69. As shown in figure 3, the largest percentage of requests comes from staff members and 

other personnel at headquarters, accounting for 46 per cent of the total. An increase in the 

number of requests from the Asia and the Pacific region was noted, up 6 per cent from 2012. 

This may be related to the training and awareness focus on the country office in Afghanistan, 

which itself accounted for the highest number of requests for advice and guidance from a 

single country. 
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Figure 3. Requests for advice, by geographic location, 2013 

 
 

D. Financial disclosure programme, 2012 transaction year, filed in 2013 

70. The Office administers the financial disclosure programme, implements annual and 

periodic filing exercises, reviews disclosed information, and provides advice and guidance to 

mitigate any conflicts of interest detected or disclosed. The Office developed a training 

module in 2013 to guide focal points and heads of business units in identifying and 

registering filers and in submitting statements; this training module has been converted to an 

on-line, on-demand tool to be rolled out in 2014. 

71. The programme is designed to assist the organization in detecting actual and potential 

conflicts of interest between a staff member’s private interests and his or her official 

obligations. Its primary purposes are to: (a) assure that the independence and impartiality of 

UNDP staff are preserved in official decision-making; and (b) promote transparency and 

public confidence in UNDP. Staff regulations require all staff at the D-1 level and above, and 

other designated staff members, upon appointment and annually thereafter, to file a financial 

disclosure statement concerning themselves, their spouse and dependent children. When 

requested, filers are required to assist in verifying the accuracy of the information submitted.  

72. In addition, in 2013 the Office introduced the revised financial disclosure policy, which, 

for the first time, includes the capability of capturing financial disclosures for contractors; 

applicable contractors will be enrolled, as needed, in 2014. 

Financial disclosure exercise for the 2012 transaction year 

73. In 2013, the Office implemented its seventh annual financial disclosure exercise, 

covering the 2012 transaction year. The Office streamlined the filing criteria based on a risk 

assessment, and focused on staff members with significant functional responsibilities in the 

identified areas.  

74. The annual filing exercise started on 1 March with the disclosure of the financial interest 

and outside activities of 1,383 selected filers, their spouses and dependent children. Figure 4 

below shows the number of annual financial disclosure programme filers from its inception in 

2006/2007. Since 2008, the identification of filers has been subject to a risk assessment 
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resulting in a general decrease in the number of annual filers. The 1,383 filers for 2012 

represent a 22 per cent decline from the 1,774 filers in 2008, but a slight upturn from 2011.  

 
Figure 4. Number of financial disclosure programme annual filers from 2006 to 2012 

 

 
 

75. In addition to the 1,383 annual filers, a total of 20 newly hired/appointed staff members 

were identified as needing to file a statement during the June induction exercise. This mid-

year exercise is undertaken to capture those staff members who were newly 

recruited/appointed to a relevant function following the annual filing exercise.  

76. Figures 5 and 6 below show the number of financial disclosure programme filers by rank 

and function for the 2013 annual exercise. Once again, Middle management and those with 

procurement responsibilities represent the largest percentage of filers. 

 
 
    Figure 5. Breakdown of filers by rank, 2012                               Figure 6. Breakdown of filers by function, 2012                                                                  

   
 

77. Figure 7 below provides a visual display of filers by geographic location. The breakdown 

is consistent with prior years. 
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Figure 7. Filers by geographic location, 2012 

 
 

Review of data and provision of advice 

78. Review of the financial disclosure programme statements followed a three step 

approach. Individual statements were first vetted for completeness; filers were immediately 

contacted to resolve any incomplete or unclear information. Next, disclosures were compared 

to a list of restricted vendors and investment funds. The third step examined outside interests 

and activities against relevant prohibitions or restrictions contained in the staff regulations 

and rules, bearing in mind the staff member’s functions and duty station. In 2013, the Office 

introduced an efficiency in the disclosure exercise, which allowed for those statements with 

no disclosures (~20 per cent of the total) to be automatically cleared, but still subject to 

verification. 

  

79.  Because it is critical that the organization manage and remediate risks arising from 

potential conflicts of interest as soon as they are detected, the Office reviewed statements 

as they were received rather than after the close of the filing exercise, allowing for 

immediate feedback to filers. A total of 87 cases were addressed for the year. Fifteen 

potential conflicts of interest were identified, mainly relating to previously undeclared 

outside activities. Those staff members were required to seek formal approval and , in 

each case, did so. The Office vetted each request separately and made a 

recommendation to grant approval or not. 

 

80.  In fifty-five cases, the Office provided proactive advice to safeguard  against 

conflicts of interest arising in the future. With the amendment to the family 

relationships policy, fifteen additional cases that previously would have been identified 

as raising a potential conflict of interest were resolved with proactive advice . In 

another two cases involving family relationship issues not affected by the amendment, 

advice and guidance was provided to the staff members to mitigate the potential 

conflict. In both cases, the staff members acted on the advice. 

Secretary-General’s voluntary public disclosure initiative 

81. The United Nations Ethics Office administers the Secretary-General’s voluntary public 

disclosure initiative for senior officials at the assistant secretary-general level and above. The 

UNDP Administrator and most members of UNDP senior management team took part in the 

exercise.  
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E. Protection of staff against retaliation for reporting misconduct and/or 
for cooperating with duly authorized audits or investigations 

82. In accordance with the Secretary-General’s bulletin on United Nations System-Wide 

Application Of Ethics: Separately Administered Organs And Programmes 

(ST/SGB/2007/11), the Ethics Office administers the UNDP policy for protection against 

retaliation. The Office’s proposed revisions to UNDP policy for protection against retaliation 

were adopted in 2013 by the Organizational Performance Group and made effective 

immediately. The revised policy broadens the scope of protection to now include staff, 

contractors, UN-Volunteers staff serving in UNDP and interns. The revised policy encourages 

all covered individuals to raise concerns and report allegations of misconduct, and cooperate, 

to the fullest extent, with authorized audits and investigations without fear of reprisal. 

83.  In 2013, the Office recieved four complaints alleging retaliation, down from nine 

cases received in 2012. Although the Office undertook a preliminary assessment in 

three of these cases, no prima facie case of retaliation was established. In each case, 

the complainant was advised of appropriate alternative internal mechanisms to address 

the issues raised. In the fourth case, an individual was referred to the Office by another 

Ethics Office within the United Nations system. Despite follow up by the Office, the 

individual did not wish to pursue the matter.  

84.  The Office also received a referral of three related cases alleging retaliation from 

another independent office. After internal consultations with the referring office, the 

Ethics Office continues to monitor these cases.  

IV. The United Nations Ethics Committee and the Ethics Network 

of Multinational Organizations 

85. The Ethics Office has taken a more active role in the Ethics Panel of the United Nations 

in 2013 and has been a respected, worthy contributor to monthly EPUN meetings. The 

Director has been a leader in introducing best practices from ethics in the private sector, 

including spearheading an effort to ease the strict rule of confidentiality when circumstances 

warrant. Further information on the work of EPUN is provided in the report of the Secretary-

General on the activities of the Ethics Office to be presented at the sixty-ninth session of the 

General Assembly.  

86. The Office also attended the annual meeting of the Ethics Network of Multilateral 

Organizations. During the event, the Office presented a briefing on addressing conflicts of 

interest in the United Nations system, with an eye toward harmonizing practices that build on 

best practice from private industry and governments. The Director shared details and 

documents concerning updates and revisions to the UNDP financial disclosure programme 

and new conflict of interest disclosure tool, which led to several ENMO members considering 

adopting UNDP changes. 

V. Recommendations to management to strengthen the UNDP 

culture of integrity and compliance 

87. In its decision 2011/24, the Executive Board called upon the Ethics Office to make 

recommendations to management for strengthening the UNDP culture of ethics, integrity and 

accountability. UNDP management is therefore requested to consider the following 

recommendations: 

(a) Improve the mechanisms for addressing allegations of misconduct. Based on interviews, 

Global Staff Survey follow-up and anecdotal evidence, a significant percentage of staff 

remain reluctant to report wrongdoing when suspected or witnessed. When questioned as to 
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why, staff and leadership have consistently responded that fear of retaliation is not a factor; 

rather, reporting appears to be a futile exercise because “nothing happens”. The concern is 

that discipline or punishment is not visibly or timely forthcoming, so that it appears alleged 

offenders are not being held accountable. Management must remove any obstacles that serve 

to dissuade staff from coming forward to report misconduct. 

Recommendation 1: It is recommended that management review with relevant stakeholders 

the procedures and the time that it takes to deal with a complaint of wrongdoing from receipt 

of the complaint to conclusion of the matter and imposition of discipline under the Legal 

Framework for Addressing Non-Compliance with United Nations Standards of Conduct. 

Whether it is founded in truth or merely a broadly held misperception, management must 

dispel the fear that reporting of misconduct will not lead to tangible results and ensure that 

meaningful and appropriate action is visibly taken within a reasonable period of time.  

(b) Revisit accountability framework. UNDP staff have confidentially raised concerns to the 

Ethics Office that allegations of certain types of misconduct (for example, harassment, 

discrimination and abuse of authority) may not always be considered and treated by UNDP, 

as an organization, with the same level of attention and seriousness as financial-based 

allegations (for example, corruption, fraud) and consequently, such allegations may go 

unresolved. The Office of Audit and Investigations (OAI) Investigations Unit uses a triage 

process to assign allegations for investigation; according to OAI, dollar value may be a 

relevant factor in determining priority to certain cases. There are occasions when OAI may 

also refer a complainant or a matter to another unit (such as OHR) if it is believed that the 

other unit may be better suited to handle a case involving a personal relationship-type 

allegation (for example, harassment, abuse of authority). If such allegations of misconduct are 

not fully addressed, whether through investigation or other administrative action, alleged 

wrongdoers could be emboldened in their actions. This undermines the culture of ethics and 

integrity in which staff are encouraged to raise concerns without fear of reprisal. 

Recommendation 2. It is recommended that management revisit the accountability 

framework for addressing allegations that involve harassment, discrimination and/or abuse 

of authority, and ensure that such matters are adequately addressed.  

(c) Improve management training in managing human resources. This recommendation is a 

carry-over from 2013. The Office is calling for a stronger training regimen focusing on 

leadership skills in managing human resources. In its outreach activities, the Office has often 

heard from management that they need more training on how best to handle and motivate 

their workforce. The Office is aware of a broad initiative planned for 2014 by the Integrated 

Talent Management Group in the Office of Human Resources entitled ‘Managers as Great 

People Managers’. The Ethics Office is hopeful this initiative will address the stated need.  

Recommendation 3. Develop mandatory supervisory training on managing people. 

(d) Formally resolve guidance for secondments, special leave without pay, and loaned 

personnel arrangements. In 2012, the Ethics Office revived a dialogue with the Office of 

Human Resources, the Legal Support Office, and the Procurement Support Office to achieve 

consensus on how best to control the various arrangements existing in UNDP for retaining 

staff and other personnel through secondments, non-reimbursable loans, and special leave 

without pay. These discussions continued in 2013 with no resolution. The Ethics Office 

worked with pertinent parties each time to mitigate conflicts of interest that arose.  Clear rules 

and guidance concerning these arrangements will protect against conflicts of interest and will 

result in fewer requests for advice and guidance and fewer opportunities for inconsistent 

treatment of individuals. 
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Recommendation 4. Agree on and implement the form and content of arrangements to 

manage the movement of staff and individuals to UNDP from external entities, and to agree 

on the criteria to determine when each form is most appropriate, in order to help avoid 

conflicts of interest. 

VI. Conclusion 

88. The Ethics Office is committed to its call for all at UNDP to “operate with unwavering 

integrity”. As noted previously, “Ethics [is] not the sole responsibility of the Ethics Office or 

the Office of Human Resources”. Supervisors and managers at both the senior and the middle 

levels of the organization must embrace ethics as a basic and necessary part of all UNDP 

activities. Foremost is the need to establish and enforce a working environment that fosters 

and mandates ethical behaviour and ethical business decision-making; ethics needs to become 

second nature. An open-door policy without fear of retribution leads to trust and a freer 

exchange of ideas and concerns, and can serve as a means of redressing potential problems 

before they take form.  

 


