
Building a culture of lawfulness starts with strengthening our ethical values and the ability to act upon them. To that end, 
the Education for Justice (E4J) initiative developed a series of Integrity and Ethics Modules, which lecturers can use as a 
basis for teaching in universities and academic institutions across the world. The modules seek to enhance students' 
ethical awareness and commitment to acting with integrity and equip them with the necessary skills to apply and spread 
these norms in life, work and society. To increase their effectiveness, the modules connect theory to practice, encourage 
critical thinking, and use innovative interactive teaching approaches such as experiential learning and group-based work. 
The modules are multi-disciplinary and can be integrated as ethics components in non-ethics courses. By focusing on 
common universal values, the modules leave room for diverse perspectives and lecturers can easily adapt them to 
different local and cultural contexts. Each module is designed as a three-hour class but also provides guidelines on how 
to develop it into a full course. Additional pedagogical guidance is provided in the E4J Teaching Guide on Integrity and 
Ethics.



THE UN PROJECT TO TEACH ETHICS GLOBALLY 
by Tom Cooper—Assisted by Abigail Moore 

Over the past century many educators, religions, and organizations have sought to expand the teaching of  ethics 
internationally. Yet such spreading of instruction  met a series of large challenges. These included: 

• Language/culture: what is meant by ethics in each culture?
• Government/politics: what types of ethics instruction, if any, does the national government allow, if not foster?
• Religion: do(es) prevailing religion(s) pre-determine what is meant by ethics and education?
•  Pedagogy: are the local teaching practices compatible with ethical thinking, debate, cases, and reasoning when it is 

imported? 
• Inclusiveness: Are students of all races, orientations, genders, religions, and classes/castes welcome in local schools?
• Resources: Often translators, publishers, teachers, educational administrators, and a large payroll are needed to 

introduce and implement curricula.
• Perspective: Who determines which ethics paradigm is “normal?” For example, Buddhist, Baptist, capitalist, socialist,  

and indigenous ethics all differ. Which one prevails? 
• Complexity: What if a country has hundreds or dialects, little electricity, no internet access, 90 per cent illiteracy, etc.?

These and many more factors made the implementation of global ethics instruction worldwide little more than a 
dream. 

A POSSIBLE SOLUTION: 
Although these challenges seemed formidable, at least one global organization had sought to address these 

pedagogical differences and limitations over the decades. The United Nations was no stranger to issues such as cultural 
relativism, time and language diversity, regional practices and doctrines, and differing assumptions about “ethics,” a word 
which does not appear in some languages and tribes. 

While the United Nations has a mixed track record with solving global problems, it has developed an infrastructure 
and resources sufficient for researching and addressing some multi-national, multi-cultural, and multi-lingual concerns. 
Indeed, the UN has offices, headquarters, members, or representatives in almost all populated sectors of the world and 
a sustained reputation for concurrently honoring multiple traditions, faiths, governments, and perspectives. 

To their credit, the United Nations has also learned that no institution can positively change international concerns 
after the fact by solely focusing upon enforcement and suppression activities. While the United Nations has sometimes 
been effective in treating the effects of organized crime, corruption, human trafficking, terrorism, and other problems, it 
has also discovered the importance of understanding and addressing the causes of such problems. Hence an emphasis 
upon preventive solutions, rather than “band-aid” remedies, has become important.     

Since both ethics and education are important to preventive solutions, the combination of the two into “ethics 
education” potentially creates a dynamic hybrid tool. Ideally the effective implementation of “ethics education” 
worldwide can reach if not train the “conscience” of millions of literate students and provide cognitive skills in moral 
decision-making if not effect preventive or corrective behavior.  

Only a group like the United Nations has sufficient international support, financial capability, and trained multi-
cultural, multi-lingual leadership to increase the quality and quantity of ethics instruction within all continents.  For these 
and other reasons the United Nations, often working in cooperation with UNESCO, has sought to strengthen and 
support education as a vital preventive resource working against the most severe problems the world faces including 
war, poverty, crime, terrorism, disease, and sustainability. 

Although previous steps taken by the United Nations were significant, the importance of implementing ethics 
education was not fully articulated until the conclusion of the 13th United Nations Congress on Crime Prevention and 
Criminal Justice held in Qatar in 2015.  At that time the “Doha Declaration” was created which affirmed the importance 
of crime prevention and criminal justice through education as an aspect of work done by the United Nations.   

While the actual word “ethics” was not used within the Declaration, it was frequently implied by an emphasis upon 
equality, justice, and other concepts central to ethics instruction. The value of education was emphasized repeatedly 
such that by inference the document calls for (ethics) education that supports the rule of law and civility worldwide.1 

A Global Programme for the Implementation of the Doha Declaration was established within the office of the 
United Nations known as UNODC (United Nations Office of Drugs and Crime) with headquarters in Vienna. Within 
that office a specific initiative was created which is called Education for Justice (E4J) and it is within that program that 



the development of ethics education curriculum has been developed step-by-step over the past three years.  The E4J 
initiative describes itself in this way:

The Education for Justice (E4J) initiative seeks to prevent crime and promote a culture of lawfulness 
through education activities designed for primary, secondary and tertiary levels. These activities will help 
educators teach the next generation to better understand and address problems that can undermine the 
rule of law and encourage students to actively engage in their communities and future professions in this 
regard.  A set of products and activities for the primary and secondary levels is being developed in 
partnership with UNESCO.2  

An important goal of E4J is to strengthen education at all three levels of schooling — primary, secondary, and 
tertiary—throughout the world.   UNODC staff are familiar with customizing such instruction to differing educational 
systems worldwide such that each of the three program levels take national and regional differences into account. 

Other attempts to strengthen justice education worldwide have seldom been so ambitious as to include all major 
levels of education.  In a best-case scenario, students from six to thirty years of age would be taught about justice, law, 
and/or ethics when graduate schools are taken into account. More typically students terminate their education at the 
approximate age of 18 (secondary school) or 22 (tertiary – college/university) if they successfully complete their 
programs.  

Whatever the case, the E4J initiative approach might be seen as highly ambitious as it seeks to educate students in 
almost all countries of all backgrounds and at all levels of education wherever UNODC has access and influence. The 
initiative has also convened dozens of “experts” from all continents in the world to develop curriculum at all three 
levels. 

It is within the “tertiary” (cf. university and college) level within E4J that the teaching of “integrity and ethics” are 
specifically named and taught as free-standing modules. While students at the other two levels are introduced to the 
nature and importance of specific ethical and legal principles, it is at the tertiary level where a specific ethics 
curriculum has been developed and offered as a discrete branch of education.3  

At the same time, ethics is at the heart of E4J’s work on primary and secondary education that is carried out 
within the framework of the UNODC/UNESCO partnership "Global Citizenship Education: Doing the right thing". 
Under this partnership the Education for Justice initiative proffered these goals:

By strengthening the capacities of policymakers, educators, teacher trainers and curriculum developers, the 
partnership (between UNODC/E4J and UNESCO) will empower learners to engage in society as constructive and 
ethically responsible agents of change, supporting justice and strong institutions. This, in turn, will enhance societies' 
resilience to violent extremism by promoting a positive sense of identity and belonging.4

DEVELOPMENT OF A GLOBAL ETHICS CURRICULUM
Hence the goals of E4J are not simply descriptive and analytic but also prescriptive in an attempt to change thinking 
and behavior for the betterment of society. Such a distinction is important to note since many academics have often 
debated whether behavior change can and should be taught, especially at the tertiary level when many students have 
already molded their moral habits and practice.

The initial discussion and development of the E4J draft curriculum began in March 2017 with a gathering of 
professional experts in ethics and integrity while concurrent gatherings of experts in related areas (not discussed 
herein) also met at UNODC in Vienna. They discussed and debated which ethics content and teaching methods should 
be included within the global curriculum as well as how to make these new modules available to interested teachers 
and administrators worldwide. 

Their preliminary work was tested at regional gatherings one month later such that the discussion was broadened 
to include experts in far more countries. Six months later and again one year later many of the participants in the 
initial group reconvened in Sounion, Greece, with additional experts from yet other countries. In addition to these 
meetings many worked independently and collectively whether as paid consultants or as group participants to further 
develop a draft curriculum that could be used by tertiary level teachers worldwide.  

Ultimately, over seventy academic experts from over thirty countries were involved with the discussions and 
development of the curriculum.5 Each contributed different specializations – such as business ethics, media ethics, 
professional ethics, classical ethics, etc. – to the overall pool of expertise. 



THE ETHICS MODULES
Although many teaching tools are being developed by E4J including lists of references, promotional videos, a teaching 
guide, interviews with participants, and regional workshops for teachers, perhaps the most important tools readily 
available to all teachers are the integrity and ethics modules.6  The E4J website introduces and describes the modules 
in this way: 

…the Education for Justice (E4J) initiative developed a series of Integrity and Ethics Modules, which 
lecturers can use as a basis for teaching in universities and academic institutions across the world. The 
Modules seek to enhance students' ethical awareness and commitment to acting with integrity, and equip 
them with the necessary skills to apply and spread these norms in life, work and society. To increase their 
effectiveness, the Modules connect theory to practice, encourage critical thinking, and use innovative 
interactive teaching approaches such as experiential learning and group-based work. The Modules are 
multi-disciplinary and can be integrated as ethics components in non-ethics courses. By focusing on 
common universal values, the Modules leave room for diverse perspectives and lecturers can easily adapt 
them to different local and cultural contexts. Each Module is designed as a three-hour class but also 
provides guidelines on how to develop it into a full course.  Additional pedagogical guidance is provided 
in the E4J Teaching Guide on Integrity and Ethics.7  

The concluding sentences are worth emphasizing.  In essence they say that the modules may be 1) customized for 
any school’s cultural context and student backgrounds, 2)  potentially developed into a complete course, and 3) 
supplemented with the E4J Teaching Guide. Hence it is important to note that this is not a “one size fits all” pedagogy 
but rather local teachers, administrators, and students may all be participants in the further development and 
adaptation of the curriculum. 

At present, 14 modules are available and labeled in this way:8

• Module 1:  Introduction and Conceptual Framework 

• Module 2:  Ethics and Universal Values 

• Module 3:  Ethics and Society 

• Module 4:  Ethical Leadership 

• Module 5:  Ethics, Diversity and Pluralism 

• Module 6:  Challenges to Ethical Living 

• Module 7:  Strategies for Ethical Action 

• Module 8:  Behavioural Ethics 

• Module 9:  Gender Dimension of Ethics 

• Module 10:  Media Integrity and Ethics 

• Module 11:  Business Integrity and Ethics 

• Module 12:  Integrity, Ethics and Law 

• Module 13:  Public Integrity and Ethics 

• Module 14:  Professional Ethics

Other modules were suggested during discussions and may be added later.   Moreover, the current modules will be 
assessed after initial implementation and no doubt adjusted to accommodate helpful feedback. 

FOCUS UPON MEDIA ETHICS 
Since one of the modules is about media ethics, it as an example for inspection. This media integrity and ethics module  
#10 can be found online at the link provided10 and as above.9  A report about the degree of success of the 
implementation of this curriculum is forthcoming. 

https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-1/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-1/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-2/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-2/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-3/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-3/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-4/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-4/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-5/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-5/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-6/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-6/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-7/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-7/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-8/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-8/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-9/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-9/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-10/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-10/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-11/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-11/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-12/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-12/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-13/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-13/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-14/index.html
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/integrity-ethics/module-14/index.html
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