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Ethical Dilemma in Banking: The Case of a Teller in the Cash Cage 

By Nancy Evelyn Korkor Oheneba-Dornyo 

In Ghana’s banking sector, ethical dilemmas often arise when commercial objectives overlap with 

professional responsibility. Banks operate in a competitive environment where growth, 

profitability, and portfolio expansion are important indicators of success. Yet, alongside these 

goals lies a deeper obligation: the sacred duty to protect depositors’ funds and sustain the integrity 

of the financial system. For instance, a relationship manager may feel subtle pressure to approve a 

borderline loan in order to meet lending targets or sustain business growth. However, sound 

judgment, regulatory compliance, and prudent risk management demand carefulness. In such 

moments, the banker must balance long-term financial sustainability with the preservation of 

institutional trust and financial stability, recognizing that sound banking practice requires 

safeguarding both economic performance and the confidence of clients and stakeholders.   

In banking practice, ethics is not confined to policies or boardroom discussions; it must guide 

everyday decisions. It is reflected in everyday practice through the small, often unnoticed decisions 

made by staff at every level of the institution. Nowhere in the bank is this more visible than at the 

teller’s counter, where daily transactions test both professionalism and integrity. The teller, 

stationed within the secure enclosure commonly referred to as “the cage,” occupies one of the most 

sensitive and trust-dependent roles in the banking environment. Here, ethics moves beyond policy 

and theory into real practice. It is where the trust placed in the institution meets the personal 

integrity of those who represent it—and sometimes temptation. 

Tellers interact directly with customers and handle cash that does not belong to them. On any given 

day, large sums of money pass through their hands. In the fast pace of daily banking operations, 

situations may arise that quietly test one’s ethical judgment. A customer may be distracted and fail 

to collect part of their money. A teller may mistakenly count excess cash into a withdrawal. At the 

end of the day, a surplus balance might appear during reconciliation. These moments may seem 

minor, but they carry significant ethical weight. 

The dilemma in such cases is often simple in appearance but demanding in principle: what should 

the teller do when no one is watching? 

Modern banking systems are built on layers of internal controls, reconciliation processes, and 

supervisory oversight to safeguard accuracy and accountability. Yet not every ethical challenge 

can be detected immediately by technology or oversight. Sometimes, the right course of action 

depends entirely on the individual’s sense of responsibility. A teller who discovers an 

overpayment, for example, must decide whether to report the discrepancy immediately, knowing 

that doing so may require explanations, additional paperwork, or scrutiny from supervisors. 

Remaining silent may appear easier in the moment, but such choices gradually undermine personal 

integrity and institutional trust. 

For this reason, the teller’s role occupies a unique and important position within the banking 

system. It combines access to financial resources with the expectation of absolute honesty. Ethical 

failure at this level does not merely result in balance inconsistency; it threatens the basis upon 
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which banking rests—trust. Customers entrust their money to the bank with the confidence that it 

will be responsibly managed and safeguarded with the highest standards of care and integrity. If 

that trust begins to erode, confidence in the institution weakens, and reputational damage can 

spread far beyond a single incident. 

For banks in Ghana and elsewhere, ethical banking must extend beyond written policies and be 

reflected in everyday practice. Controls, audits, and compliance frameworks are essential, but they 

cannot replace character. Training programs can teach procedures, systems, and operational 

guidelines. However, values ultimately guide the decisions people make when procedures are 

unclear or when temptation quietly arises. 

This is why institutions must intentionally build and sustain a culture of integrity. Ethical 

awareness should be strengthened through ongoing training, open dialogue, and leadership that 

leads by example. Staff must also feel safe to report mistakes or irregularities without fear of 

unwarranted punishment. When honesty is encouraged and acknowledged, employees are more 

likely to act in ways that protect both the bank and its customers. 

Ultimately, the teller in the cage is more than a processor of transactions; they are a custodian of 

trust. Every note counted, every transaction processed, and every ethical decision made contributes 

to the credibility of the institution. Even the smallest act of honesty at the counter strengthens the 

reputation of the bank and upholds the professionalism of the industry. 

In the end, ethical banking is not only about compliance—it is about integrity. And integrity is 

most clearly demonstrated when individuals choose to do the right thing, especially when it is 

difficult and when no one appears to be watching. 

 


