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PREFACE

We wrote this third edition of The Ethics Challenge in Public Service with
optimism and confidence. We are optimistic that the fires in the United
States and abroad that rage today against the public sector and its many millions
of public servants will subside. We are optimistic as well that the insistent
ideological and partisan claims that fan the flames will calm. Our confidence
stems from our profound appreciation for public servants’ contributions to our
society and our democracy. We hope that you, the reader, will understand and
even come to share these feelings with us.

As we wrote, we found ourselves captivated by the many remarkable
incidents and changes in public service since the previous edition in 2005. The
litany includes the rise of social media and e-government; the intense pressures
of a deep recession; the fissures of a divided and insistent electorate and their
uncompromising elected leaders; demographic changes; natural catastrophes;
ill-considered risk assessments biased by greed on a grand scale; the widespread
recognition of pressing needs for collaboration; and the global availability
of information (and disinformation) through the Internet. These and other
developments challenge our increasingly complex, interdependent, and fragile
public life. Research findings in the cognitive sciences, neuroscience, genetics,
and economics challenge several of our long-held but wrong-headed beliefs about
human motivation, human morality, and even what being human means.
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In his “Metamorphoses,” Ovid tells us, “ Omnia mutantu” (everything changes).
This all-too-human fascination with change is countered by the adage, “Plus ¢a
change, plus c’est la méme chose” (the more things change, the more they stay the
same). Some fundamentals, such as our inborn human nature, surely have not
changed even over several millennia. So we decided to follow the ancient Greeks,
aim at a balanced view, and highlight continuities as well as change.

As in the earlier editions, this book’s subject is managing in—not mor-
alizing about—public service today. It is written for professional managers in
government and nonprofit agencies, where unprecedented demands for ethical
judgment and decisive action resound at increasingly higher decibel levels. It is
also written for those who work with public agencies and for public purposes.

Again we encounter low ethics in high places. Scandals rock boardrooms,
bedrooms, Wall Street, and Main Street. Political leaders are outed for ethical
violations, along with their counterparts in just about every walk of life. A perva-
sive public disillusionment and loss of confidence touch political, economic, and
even religious leaders and institutions.

Is behavior today better or worse than in the past? Is there more corruption
in government and society generally? Is moral character —that ingrained sense
of right and wrong—a thing of the past? There really is no evidence either
way, except through anecdotes, media images, and public opinion polls. More
important (and the reason these questions are not confronted with evidence
and argument in this book) is that the answers are intellectually interesting but
practically irrelevant to managers in public service. First, we depend on the moral
character of public managers and employees. Whole administrative systems in
the United States and around the globe are built on this foundation. Second,
to work at all, public managers must work with what is here now. Nostalgia
contributes nothing to daily operations; it solves no ethical problems on the job.

We argue that public service attracts a special breed and that the majority
of the many millions of practicing and aspiring public managers and employees
are well intentioned and bring good moral character to public service. It is the
job itself—the ambiguous, complex, pressured world of public service—that
presents special problems for ethical people who want to do the right thing.
We offer some examples to make our point. Ethical issues involve information
in a public setting where public disclosure and transparency vie with concerns
over confidentiality and privacy; expert analysis sometimes slips into outright
advocacy. Assessing and communicating risk were critical in the unfolding
nuclear emergency following the earthquake and tsunami in Japan in 2011 and
the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico in 2010. Social media and global banking reach
across political boundaries and environmental challenges, and natural disasters
respect no barriers at all. A final example is diversity—in the workplace, among
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service recipients, and in the general population. Professional managers need
to overcome cultural and linguistic barriers and appreciate cultural differences
rather than fear them. Practical managers know how to work with and for people
of different backgrounds, and ethical managers know why they should.

Best practices address the public workplace directly by helping to reinforce
moral character and engage adults in a dialogue about ethics where it counts.
And count it does, for supervisors, subordinates, colleagues, citizens, taxpayers,
people around the world, and generations to come.

Our Approach to the Challenge

Given our purpose of promoting ethical practice and assisting ethical managers
in making ethical decisions, we aim at ethical literacy. We provide the ideas
and vocabulary needed to raise and address ethical concerns in a professional
setting in a professional way. This book is meant to be a shortcut through
a maze of information and perspectives. We chose issues according to our
assessment of their current and future managerial impact rather than academic
coinage or strict philosophical import.

Our method is, first, to link good character with the particular ranking of
values and principles that distinguishes public from personal ethics. Respect for
individuals’ feelings and informed judgments pervade our arguments. The same
approach obligates us to provide readers with some explanations of inclusions,
omissions, emphases, and biases. We argue that the dominant values and
guiding principles in public ethics are different from personal ethics: the public’s
expectations are higher, and the burdens are heavier.

Second, we provide practical tools and techniques for resolving workaday
dilemmas at the individual and agency levels. Third, our purpose is to help ethical
managers structure the work environment so that it fosters ethical behavior and
eases the transition of good intentions into meaningful action in the agency.

Experiential learning tunes up sensitivity to ethical challenges and polishes
the skills needed to resolve them ethically and practically. This book’s cases
at the ends of the chapters showcase common problems and are test runs
in applied problem solving. They allow readers to practice in private (and at
no public cost) until, following Aristotle, ethics becomes a habit. The cases
exercise the two-step by requiring informed, systematic reasoning, followed by
simulated action. The open-ended questions that follow them encourage analysis,
and more pointed questions force decision making. Some resolutions depend
on empathy and imagination. Cases work best when readers alter decision
premises and circumstances to double-check ethical judgments or reconcile
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different philosophical perspectives. The cases, like the book itself, are driven
by democratic processes, for which accommodation is the vehicle and tolerance
the grease.

Anecdotes and stories help us make sense of things. Throughout human
history, we have relied on stories (parables, allegories, fables, and myths) to
communicate visions of the ideal and our distance from it. These stories often
suggest alternatives to the status quo. These stories arouse feelings, demand
thought, and inspire understanding of ethics in public service.

Winston Churchill, the great British leader who shepherded his besieged
country through the blitzkrieg of World War 11, told the world, “The farther back
you can look, the farther forward you are likely to see.” We draw on history for
this purpose. Likewise, we use a comparative framework to stretch beyond our
own political boundaries for best practices and important lessons. Why repeat
mistakes that we can avoid? Why ignore valuable insights just because they need
translation or adaptation? Efficiency is on the list of important values today, but
surely parochialism is not.

A touch of humor here and there helps learning by reducing the tension that
is unavoidable when we confront hard questions and tough choices. Humor need
not trivialize the serious; rather, it helps us face serious issues head-on. Similarly,
popular culture and graphics help us connect to these issues, and we suggest
films, videos, and literature in this spirit. We offer additional resources— cases,
illustrations, photos, explanations, and more—on the book’s Web site. A symbol
(WEB) tags these Web site resources.

Our multidisciplinary perspective draws on philosophy, genetics, sociology,
political science, economics, public administration, business management, his-
tory, cognitive and developmental psychology, and other disciplines. Figure 6.2
lays out the many resources from which we draw. We incorporate normative and
empirical approaches, along with a variety of theories and academic disciplines.
We consider factors that are independent of context and other factors with a
social or situational focus. We shift the unit of analysis among the several possi-
bilities: the individual, the organization, and the community or jurisdiction. We
agree with other scholars (such Frederickson and Ghere, 2005; Menzel, 2005)
that public sector ethics is a vibrant and intellectually rich field.

No book of reasonable length includes everything. We do not deal in any
detail with the very important topics of ethics in public policy, electoral ethics,
legislative ethics, judicial ethics, and some other major topics. Although these are
important to the environment in which professional managers find themselves,
they do not directly show up on their desks or in the inbox.
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Although this edition, like the earlier ones, is designed for individual reading
as well as for use in training and academic settings, this edition differs from the
previous one in several major ways. First, many cases, figures, and exhibits are
new, and we updated a great deal of the data and many vignettes. We include
recent experiences in the United States and around the rest of the world. Just
one example of where this took us is the more dynamic and thick description of
the public sector as a web rather than as a dichotomy. Many new figures visually
represent textual material, and we hope that the three-dimensional images
and concept maps in particular help readers engage the material. Second, this
edition stresses the nonrational aspects of decision making and recent research in
different disciplines. This research has profoundly influenced our understanding
of moral choice, moral judgment, and moral reasoning. Third, a lot of the
substantive and illustrative content is on the companion Web site; although most
of this is new material, we have retained some of the exhibits and cases from the
previous edition for users who have come to rely on them. Fiction, films, URLs,
classic documents, and suggestions for in-depth reading are listed at the end of
each chapter as “Additional Resources for Each Chapter.” Fourth, we added a
glossary (Resource A) and end-of-chapter questions as learning tools. These can
be adapted as discussion or review questions in training programs or classroom
settings or used to stimulate reflection by individual readers. The instructor’s site
includes PowerPoints and examination or review questions. Fifth, and taking a
cue from our discussion of diversity in Chapter Ten and the far-flung reach of
e-books, we have aimed at a more readable and engaging style. After all, a book
is meant to be read, is it not? Anonymous reviewers, students, and practitioners
suggested some of the changes, and we appreciate their criticisms and ideas.

Overview of the Contents

We offer some tools and techniques that professional public managers can use to
meet the demands for making ethical judgments and taking decisive action on
the job. In sum, what counts? What is at stake? How can managers ensure ethical
survival and professional success? Veterans and rookies alike may wonder, now
and then, Are both possible? Our answer here is an emphatic yes. We argue that
ethics and genuine success march together.

The Ethics Challenge in Public Service examines these questions in terms of
managerial realities and their ethical dimensions, which together shape the
book’s structure, mapped out in Figure P.1.
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Preface

The Introduction offers a look at ethical issues encountered on the job
and in the profession. The chapters in Part One address public service ethics
as rooted in moral character and anchored in ethical values and principle.
Chapter One distinguishes public service ethics from personal morality and
shows how contending values and many cross-pressures translate into a personally
demanding, ambiguous, complex context for everyday decision making. One of
public service’s special ethical claims on managers is to implement and comply
with the law; an elementary decision-making model given in Chapter Two helps
decision makers act on legal obligations without devaluing other considerations.
The obligation of serving the public interest entails empathy and respect for
future generations and spawns the public service standards regarding conflict of
interest, impartiality, and the appearance of impropriety under public scrutiny
(Chapter Three). Combined with the idea of individual responsibility, these
obligations are converted, in Chapter Four, into general guides to action for
managers who work in an organizational context: individual responsibility
for decisions and behavior, for what is done and how, and for professional
competence. The obligations and action guides are the ethical underpinnings for
doing public service.

These earlier chapters expose the problems, conflicts, and claims shouldered
by the public manager. The task in Part Two is to provide tools for reconciling
and sorting them ethically. In these chapters, we discuss individual managers
who make ethical decisions and live with the consequences. Ethical reasoning
1s grounded in commonsense and different philosophical perspectives that lead
to varying outlooks on what is important in particular decisions; experience
and political tradition advise impartiality and open-mindedness over ethical
extremism (Chapter Five). Using a decision-making model that allows contend-
ing viewpoints and values, managers gear up for fact finding, accommodating,
and making selective trade-offs that lead to the informed, principled choices
they must make (Chapter Six). The obligation to avoid doing harm is reconciled
with collective action and selective action. Practical tools and techniques for
resolving workaday dilemmas help answer questions about what counts (obli-
gations and responsibilities in Chapter Six) and who counts (stakeholders in
Chapter Seven). Ethical managers are counted as well, and principled discrimi-
nation in responding to ethical offenses equips managers to discount trivialities
and survive professionally, with their integrity intact (Chapter Seven).

Moving from the individual to the organization, Part Three looks at ethics
in the agency. Ethics codes and ethics systems—their functions, development,
and management—in all their variety are benchmarks for the current record
and forecasts of things to come (Chapter Eight). What can professional
public managers learn from the global movement in public service ethics?
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Chapter Nine offers a glance at colleagues in other administrative settings
so that we may better understand and assess our own. A look at the global
context is an efficient way to push back boundaries and a useful way to trigger
the moral imagination. In Chapter Ten, the supervisory function—a central
managerial responsibility—turns the spotlight on organizational interaction. In
a host of ways, including modeling, the manager shapes ethical conduct and the
ethical organization. Workforce diversity, alternate recruitment channels, mixed
administrative settings, and collaborative relationships figure among the current
challenges (Chapter Ten). Chapter Ten argues that routine agency operations
set the organization’s ethical tone, and these operations can be structured to
support and promote ethical action.

Throughout, The Ethics Challenge in Public Service pays special attention to what
lies ahead on the manager’s agenda. The Afterword in particular has an eye
on the future. Designed for ready reference, the glossary in Resource A includes
the more technical terms from a variety of disciplines. Bold type identifies the
defined terms where they are first used. Also for reference, Resource B compiles
the main arguments and recommendations culled from this book.

September 2011 Carol W. Lewis, Storrs, Connecticut
Stuart C. Gilman, Manassas, Virginia



To our friends and colleagues in public service

GOOD ADMINISTRATION

Depicting good administration, this mural shows balanced scales
of justice, a citizen carrying a book and voting, and prosperity represented
by a jar being filled with grain. The inscription on the marble below the feet
of the figure of Justice reads ““good administration.”

Credits: Mural ca. 1898 by Elihu Vedder (1836—1923); at Library of Congress Thomas Jefferson Building,
Washington, D.C. Photograph by Carol M. Highsmith, 1994.

Photographs in the Carol M. Highsmith Archive, Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division,
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2007684335.
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