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ETHICS & INTEGRITY 

Enhancing the Environment for 
Professional Ethics in the Commission

Awareness-raising and Prevention

Our guiding principle 

“TO PROVIDE HIGH QUALITY 
PUBLIC SERVICE TO 500 MILLIONPUBLIC SERVICE TO 500 MILLION 

EU CITIZENS”
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Objective of the course 

Awareness-raising on professional ethics should

contribute to :
Understanding of staff conduct rules;

Prevention of wrongdoings;g g ;

Protection of staff in working relationships and delivery
of work;

Recognising and minimising risk situations.
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References

Staff Regulations; Title II, Art 11-26a

Code of Good Administrative Behaviour

Internal Control Standardste a Co t o Sta da ds

Communication on ethics
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Professional ethics framework 

I. Principles of professional ethics in the European 
Commission;

II. Main staff obligations including:
C fli t f i t t E t l ti iti F d fConflicts of interest, External activities, Freedom of 
Expression and discretion, Gifts and Interest Groups; 

Proper conduct, internally and externally;

Financial liability, Whistle-blowing and Disciplinary 
proceedings.

5

Part I principles of professional ethics 
in the commission

Institutional context

Dimensions of ethics

Principles of transparency and accountability

Instruments to ensure integrity

Key principles of EU staff conduct

Relations with the public
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Enhancing the environment for 
professional ethics in the commission

“Ensuring a Culture of Integrity, Loyalty and 
Trust in the Commission and in 

its external relations”its external relations  

(Communication 5 March 2008)
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Management and staff are aware of 
and share : 

Appropriate ethical and organisational values;

Uphold these through their own behaviour and 
decision-making .

Internal Control Standards
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Ethics and integrity:

Ethics are about:
Accepted/unaccepted behaviour in organisation.
It relates to:

The job we perform and the services we deliver;
The relationships with our stakeholders;The relationships with our stakeholders;
Taking into account that our private conduct (external)
may have an impact on our job.

Integrity is about: One’s own behaviour!
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Ethics:
Professional staff conduct standards within and
outside the Commission (Deontology) in order to
provide high quality service to EU citizens

What does it mean in the european
commission?

Integrity:
Individual conduct in the light of the Commission’s
standards.
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Dimensions of ethics
( 3 “r’s” of ethics)

RULES

RESPONSIBILITY

RESPECT
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Respect

Citizen (external stakeholders)

Community Resources and Property
Economy, Efficiency, Effectiveness

Relations
Working Together, Communication,
Diversity and Tolerance, Resolving conflicts.
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A culture of integrity …

...is in everybody’s interest because it:
Gives Citizens a better service;

Promotes public trust and enhances public image of the
Commission and its staff;

Makes the Commission a better place to work.
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Fish bowl

AccountabilityTransparency
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Our image

High ethical standards and behaviour help to 
improve the  reputation of the Commission and its
staff. 

The diffusion of a good image stimulates higherThe diffusion of a good image stimulates higher
ethical
performance.

Ethics are a key principle of good governance!
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Instruments for ensuring ethical 
behaviour

Staff Conduct Rules

Communication policy/ Training

Control and monitoring systems/ bodies

Disciplinary legislation

Registering private interests

Job rotation (mobility)

Whistleblower policy

Mediator/ Ethics correspondent DG

Leadership / Role modelling /management

Instruments should lead to a self-regulating system
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Instruments for ensuring ethical 
behaviour

Who is looking at what?

Inside Commission:

Internal audit capabilities in DGs
Internal Audit Service (Commission),
DG Budget, IDOC,OLAF,
Data Protection Officer
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Who is looking at what?

Outside Commission:
Other EU institutions

E P li t

Instruments for ensuring ethical 
behaviour

European Parliament
Council
Court of Justice
Court of Auditors

Ombudsman
European Data Protection Supervisor
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Fundamental EU values – treaty

“Liberty, democracy and respect for  human rights 
and fundamental freedoms and the rule of 
law…solidarity”

“United in diversity”United in diversity

Peace and worldwide perspective (Founding 
fathers’ vision)

“Sharing a common destiny” (basis for solidarity)
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Commission staff...

...must offer the highest standards of :

Ability

Effi iEfficiency

Integrity
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Key prinicples of staff conduct

To provide high:

INDEPENDENCE (Art 11,11a)
IMPARTIALITY and OBJECTIVITY (Art11,11a)
LOYALTY (Art 11, Art 16, Art 17a)LOYALTY (Art 11, Art 16, Art 17a)

By acting with:

RESPONSIBILITY (Art 21, 21a,22, 22a/b)
CIRCUMSPECTION (Art 12,12a,16,17, 17a)
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Relations with the public

Code of Good Administrative Conduct 
(external): “Citizens First”

Principles of relations between Commission and 
public
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Principles:

Lawfulness

Non-discrimination and Equal Treatment

Relations with the public

q

Proportionality and Consistency

Objectivity and Impartiality

Transparency and accountability
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Citizens have the Right :

To be heard;

Reasons for decisions;

Relations with the public

Reasons for decisions;

Procedure for complaints;

Response in the same Community language.
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ACCESS TO DOCUMENTS

General rule:
Right of access to all documents (Art 255 EU Treaty)

Relations with the public

Unless:
Disclosure would undermine for example public or
private interest, relating to data protection, security
and discretion
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HANDLING OF THE MEDIA:

Refer to the spokesperson and /or ask for
instructions

Relations with the public
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Complaints from the public

Code of good administrative behaviour;

European Ombudsman in cases of administrative
malpractices;

Right of petition to the European Parliament.
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Ethical dilemma

Situation is not always straightforward

Not always obvious what is right or wrong
Which choice to make?
How to act?

Do not confuse with ethical temptations!
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Ethical reasoning

Reflect before you act, Be Transparent!
Analyse the situation
Consider the consequences
Check (Rules, Hierarchy, Ethical correspondent DG, DG
HR)
Take action/Decide on best option
Evaluate

Ethical Reflex: “Is my behaviour risking the
Commission’s position?”
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Part II: Main staff obligations

Including:
Conflict of interest; external activities;

Confidentiality and discretion, including 
publication/speeches and contacts with media;

Obligations after leaving the service;Obligations after leaving the service;

Policy on gifts and other favours from third parties, 
including contacts with interested parties (lobbyists);

Staff responsibilities and carrying out instructions;

Fraud and irregularities, financial liability and disciplinary 
proceedings.
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Conflict of interest 

Situations that compromise independence in 
decision making or are perceived or might be 
perceived  as compromising such independence;

When in doubt ask and inform in advance!When in doubt, ask and inform in advance!
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Conflict of interest

OBLIGATION to inform in advance!

Avoid situations which might impair your
independence or impartiality (Art 11, 11a)

Undertakings and independence
Inform of your interests (Art11a)

Inform of employment of spouse (Art13)

No misuse of insider information (Art11,17)
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Outside/external activities

Obligation to ask for permission for “outside”
activities, paid or not paid, in advance (Art 12b)

Refused if activity impairs independence and/or is 
detrimental to the work of Commission (Art 11a,detrimental to the work of Commission (Art 11a, 
12, 23 and  55)

Amount of the net remuneration
Ceiling of  € 4500 per year

Obligations after leaving the service (Art 16)

33
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What to know about:

Candidates for elective office (Art 15) => Notify the 
Appointing Authority

Witness in legal proceedings => Ask permission for g p g p
disclosing information related to duties (Art 19)

34

Every staff member should:

Refrain from acts/behaviour inside or outside the 
Commission that could bring the image and the 
reputation of the Commission and its Staff into 
disrepute  (Art 12)
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Publications and speeches
Freedom of expression, provided loyalty and discretion 
(Art 17a);

Circumspection, confidentiality and discretion (Art 12, 
Art 17 and Art 18), also after leaving service;

Publications on professional and EU matters andPublications on professional and EU matters and 
speeches (17a)=> Inform Appointing Authority (AIPN) in 
advance;

Remuneration for publications and speeches.

All contacts with the media about EU matters: 
Spokesperson.
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Classified documents

Information that is only for staff who need to
know it for their work:

RESTREINT UE
CONFIDENTIEL UECONFIDENTIEL UE
SECRET UE
TRES SECRET UE/EU TOP SECRET

Consult Local Security Officer and Local
Informatics Security Officer
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Relations with interest groups  
(incl. lobbyists)

European Transparency Initiative: Code of
Conduct-Register for Interest Groups

Be Transparent: inform about external contacts and ask
for instructions;for instructions;
Be aware of Risks, in particular of Conflicts of Interest and
Public Image Commission.

Ethical Reflex: “Is my behaviour risking the
Commission’s position?”
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Gifts

In principle NO to gifts!

Negative for public image and potential conflict of 
interest (Art 11,12)

Possible Exceptions: 
Gifts <=  € 50 per year from one single source 
may be accepted;
Gifts > € 50 per year from one single source require prior 
authorisation.

Be Transparent and consider Consequences!

39
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What staff should do? 

Staff should know and observe legal obligations, 
administrative, financial and safety/security rules 
and procedures;

Be responsible for the performance of  their duties 
and shall assist and tender advice to superiors (Artand shall assist and tender advice to superiors (Art 
21). 

As a general rule staff must follow  instructions, 
unless they are manifestly illegal or constitute a 
breach of the relevant safety standards (Art 21a).

Do not confuse with disagreements!
40

Every staff member should:

Refrain from acts/behaviour inside or outside the
Commission that could bring the image and the
reputation of the Commission and its Staff into
disrepute (Art 12)

Refrain from Harassment (Art 12a, 24)
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Instructions from superiors

As a general rule an official must follow  
instructions, unless they are manifestly illegal or 
constitute a breach of the relevant safety standards 
(Art 21a).

Do not confuse with disagreements!

42
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Finances and budget

Fact:
95 % of the EU budget is spent in the form of money
transfers benefiting private institutions and people

D li ith fi i iti i

43

Dealing with finances is sensitive issue:
Sound financial management is top priority.
(Refer: fish in a fishbowl)

Public procurement and grants

Public procurement and grants are sensitive area for
mistakes!
Important as more than 90% of budget is spent this
way!

i i i lMain Principles:
Transparency
Proportionality
Equal treatment and non-discrimination

Code of Good Administrative Behaviour
Beware of conflicts of interest!
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Financial liability

Staff members may be held responsible for any 
financial damage as a result of serious personal 
misconduct in relation with the performance of 
his/her duties (Art 22).

45
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REPORTING OF FRAUD AND 
DISCIPLINARY MATTERS

46

Olaf: 

Fights against fraud, corruption and other serious 
illegal financial activities affecting the EU-budget

Also charged with investigating serious matters relating to 
officials’ obligationsg
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Disciplinary measures
Title 6, Art 86 and Annex IX Staff Reg.

Failure to comply with staff obligations may lead to 
disciplinary action;
Disciplinary investigations: OLAF and/or Appointing 
Authority (AIPN);
IDOC: Administrative inquiries (independently) andIDOC: Administrative inquiries (independently) and 
prepares disciplinary proceedings of Disciplinary 
Board. IDOC reports are published;
Rights of staff: to be heard, access to certain 
documents and of defence;
AIPN decides on measures. Appeal procedure.

48
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Whistleblowing
Art 22a/b Staff Regulations

Duty to report immediately suspicions of illegal acts/ 
serious failure to comply with staff obligations, in 
exercise of duties, to Superior/ Director General/ SG and 
OLAF;

Staff member has the right to be protected and shouldStaff member has the right to be protected and should 
suffer no negative consequences, provided he/she acted 
reasonably and honestly;

President of Commission, Court of Auditors, Council or EP 
or Ombudsman may be addressed only if own Institution/ 
OLAF have not taken action within 60 days.
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Integrity comes from inside

Keeping the highest ethical standards in the conduct
of our work is a continuous process and effort. We
cannot afford to be complacent.

It is our shared responsibility to act and decide inp y
accordance with the Commission’s ethical standards.

We should set the good example ourselves!
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Further sources of information

Staff Regulations and Financial Regulations;

Code of Good Administrative Behaviour;

Communication on Ethics;

Internal Control Standards;

Practical Guide on Staff Ethics and Conduct.

Consult Pers Admin Intranet site Staff Ethics and Conduct:
http://myintracomm.ec.europa.eu/hr_admin/en/ethics/Pages/index.aspx
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Questions and answers
Thanks for your attention

52

Thanks for your attention



 

 

EXERCISE A 
 
Why ensuring professional ethics is important? List the benefits of good ethical conduct for 
the EU citizen (external stakeholders), the European Commission and yourself as a staff 
member: 
 

1 ......................................................................................................................................  

 ........................................................................................................................................  

2 ......................................................................................................................................  

 ........................................................................................................................................  

3 ......................................................................................................................................  

 ........................................................................................................................................  

4 ......................................................................................................................................  

 ........................................................................................................................................  

5 ......................................................................................................................................  

 ........................................................................................................................................  

6 ......................................................................................................................................  

 ........................................................................................................................................  

7 ......................................................................................................................................  

 ........................................................................................................................................  

 

 

 



 

 

EXERCISES B 
 
Please note that a proper answer depends on knowing all the facts and circumstances in a 
case. 
 
1. The Stapler 
 
Your child has to collate papers for a project at home. You do not have a stapler so you take 
the stapler from the office for permanent use at home. 
Can you do this? 
 
2. Free Trip to the UK 
 
An in-house trainer has been invited by a training provider to attend an interesting and 
important training conference in the UK. The conference is considered of utmost relevance 
for the Training Office and courses which need to be developed in the very short term, but 
there is no mission budget available. The offer includes Eurostar tickets and free conference 
passes. There is a training call of tender going out in 3 months and no one knows if this 
training provider will answer the call for tender or not. 
Could the trainer accept? 
 
3. The Translator 
 
A Commission translator works in her/his free time for a private translation company, which-
due to the excellent quality of her/his work-increases her/his workload, so that the official 
starts to work during office hours for her/his private company. 
Can the official do this? 
 
4. Sheep 
 
An official is fascinated by the idea of preserving old races of sheep having no economic 
value anymore and which are threatened with extinction. In the evenings and during the 
weekends, the official cares for a herd of such sheep kept in a stable at her/his private 
premises. Due to her/his activity he/she becomes a well-known expert in her/his field. 
He/she is invited to presentations and speeches on her/his private activity. He/she also starts 
publishing a book and a web-site on her/his hobby. 
Is this allowed? 
 
5. Gift 
 
One of the major lobbyists with whom you have to deal regularly is inviting you and your 
family for a Christmas dinner in a fancy restaurant as a token of appreciation for the good 
relationship.  
How would you act upon this offer? 
 



 

 

6. The Head of Unit’s daughter 
 
A head of unit ask his/her secretary to make a series of tables in Excel for the thesis of 
his/her daughter at the university during office hours. As it is a less busy period and the 
secretary is very helpful, the person accepts to make the tables. 
Can the head of unit ask this from the secretary? 

 



 

 

EXERCISES C 
 
Please note that a proper answer depends on knowing all the facts and circumstances 

 
1. The subsidy 
 
An official working in a unit responsible for dealing with a fund for technologically innovative 
projects considers awarding a subsidy to a very promising project but the file is not in order. 
If she/he requests for the vital information till lacking, he/she is likely to miss the deadline 
for approval and misses the opportunity for a showcase project for the unit. What should the 
official do? 
 
2. The call for tender 
 
You are told by your head of unit to give in-depth information about services that are to be 
carried out to a candidate who stands for an open call for tender. This information is not 
disclosed to other candidates. What do you do? 
 
3. Mr X 
 
Mr X, an official of the Commission, is drunk at a pub near his office. Whilst there he begins 
to be have appallingly. He throws a glass through a window, tells a journalist confidential 
information and swears at the waiter. Is his conduct subject to disciplinary proceedings? 
 
4. Safety checks 
 
A colleague at a Commission’s research institute is responsible for safety checks at the 
laboratory in which dangerous substances are stored. Despite several warnings from his 
superior, he omits regularly to follow the safety procedures. One day a fire breaks out in the 
laboratory. Investigation shows that the fire could have been avoided if the checks would 
have been carried out properly. What might be the consequences for the colleague? 
 
5. Letter 
 
By mistake you get a letter which is addressed to a colleague in your unit. The chairperson 
of a major service provider, which won a big call for tender of your DG recently, was 
expressing her gratitude to your colleague. The inside information she got from him enabled 
her company to make a successful bid. She expressed her hope the good collaboration was 
to continue in the same way next year. How do you react? 
 
 





























 

 

GOLDEN RULES OF STAFF CONDUCT 

 
In order to adhere to the essential elements involved in staff ethical conduct: 
 

o Serve the public interest, by acting with integrity and being objective and impartial in 
your work 

o Be loyal to the Commission 

o Provide citizens and others with the quality service you would expect yourself 

o Remember that you are the human face of the Commission and that others will judge 
the Commission on the basis of what they see and experience 

o Carry out the tasks assigned to you with responsibility and to the best of your ability 

o Treat your colleagues with respect 

o Make sure your conduct is beyond reproach, by not knowingly being a party to an 
activity that could bring the commission into disrepute or could cause your 
impartiality to be questioned 

o Ensure that you are aware of the relevant legal obligations, rules and procedures 

o If you are unsure whether something you do or are asked to do is ethical, consult the 
relevant information and if in doubt, ASK your superior or your local HR unit. 



 

 

INTERNAL CONTROL STANDARDS 

 
Management and staff are aware and share: 
 

o Appropriate ethical and organisational values; 

o Uphold these through their own behaviour and decision-making. 

 
Internal control: 
 

o Process intended to provide reasonable assurance regarding the achievement of the 
objectives of the services of the Commission; 

o The management and staff should take the appropriate measures to ensure that: 

 Operational activities are effective and efficient 

 Legal and regulatory requirements are met 

 Financial and other management reporting is reliable 

 Assets and information are safeguarded. 
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