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Public Service Ethics

Nancy A. Farage, M.A., M.Edu.

Activity

• What does ethics mean to you in the workplace?
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Ethics

• Comes from Greek word ethos which originally meant 

“accustomed place” or “abode” of animals

• Came to mean “habit, disposition or character” of human beings
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Aristotle

• “Each man judges well the things he knows.”

• “If there is some end of the things we do, will not the knowledge 

of it have some great influence on life? Shall we not, like 

archers who have a mark to aim at, be more likely to hit upon 

what is right?”
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The Individual Nature of Ethics

• Ethics is an individual responsibility

• Improvements will be made only incrementally

• One person & one decision at a time!
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• "Ethics is knowing the difference between what you have a right 

to do and what is right to do."

• Potter Stewart 

• Associate Justice U.S. Supreme Court

6
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Ethics Defined

• Ethics refers to principles that define behavior as right, good 

and proper. Such principles do not always dictate a single 

“moral” course of action, but provide a means of evaluating and 

deciding among competing options.
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Ethics & Values

• Ethics is concerned with how a moral person should behave, 

whereas values are the inner judgments that determine how a 

person actually behaves. 

• Values concern ethics when they pertain to beliefs about what is 

right and wrong. 

• Most values, however, have nothing to do with ethics. 

• For instance, the desire for health and wealth are values, but 

not ethical values.
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• People have lots of reasons for being ethical.

• Name some reasons…

9
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Ethical Reasoning

• There is inner benefit. Virtue is its own reward. 

• There is personal advantage. It is prudent to be ethical. It’s 

good business. 

• There is approval. Being ethical leads to self-esteem, the 

admiration of loved ones and the respect of peers. 

• There is religion. Good behavior can please or help serve a 

deity. 

• There is habit. Ethical actions can fit in with upbringing or 

training. 
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• Obstacles to Ethical Behavior--Rationalization• I’m Just Fighting Fire with Fire

• It Doesn’t Hurt Anyone

• Everyone’s Doing It

• It’s OK if I Don’t Gain Personally

• I’ve Got it Coming

• I Can Still Be Objective
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The Ethics of Self-Interest

• When the motivation for ethical behavior is self-interest, 

decision-making is reduced to risk-reward calculations. If the 

risks from ethical behavior are high — or the risks from 

unethical behavior are low and the reward is high — moral 

principles succumb to expediency. 

• This is not a small problem: many people cheat on exams, lie 

on resumes, and distort or falsify facts at work. 

• The real test of our ethics is whether we are willing to do the 

right thing even when it is not in our self-interest. 

12
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What Would You Do?

• What are the competing rights or obstacles in these scenarios?

• What rationalizations might someone make in this situation? 

(Examples might include, “It’ll just be easier this way”, “It’s not 

that big a deal.”, “I don’t have time…”

• What outside influences might be in play?
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What Would You Do?

• Going to work when you’re obviously sick, possibly contagious.

• Telling an insecure co-worker (or subordinate) their work is 

good when it is not.

• Voicing support for a decision you don’t really believe in 

because everyone else is in favor of it and there is no more time 

for discussion.

• Ignoring a subordinate’s chronic tardiness because the 

employee has a troublesome home life and you figure they’ve 

got enough to deal with.

15
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Principles of 
Public Service Ethics

• Public Interest

• Objective Judgment

• Accountability

• Democratic Leadership

• Respectability

• From Preserving the Public Trust: The Five Principles of Public 

Service Ethics by Michael S. Josephson

16

Public interest

• Public servants should treat their office as a public trust, only 

using the power and resources of public office to advance 

public interests and not to attain personal benefit or pursue any 

other private interest incompatible with the public good.
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Objective Judgment

• Public servants should employ 

independent objective judgment in 

performing their duties deciding all 

matters on the merits, free from 

avoidable conflicts of interest and both 

real and apparent improper influence.
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https://www.amazon.com/Michael-S.-Josephson/e/B001K812US/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1
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Accountability

• Public servants should 

assure that government is 

conducted openly, 

efficiently, equitably and 

honorably in a manner that 

permits the citizenry to 

make informed judgments 

and hold government 

officials accountable.

19

Democratic Leadership

• Public servants should honor and 

respect the principles and spirit of 

representative democracy and set a 

positive example of good citizenship 

by scrupulously observing the letter 

and spirit of laws and rules.
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Respectability

• Public servants should safeguard 

public confidence in the integrity 

of government by being honest, 

fair, caring, and respectful and by 

avoiding conduct creating the 

appearance of impropriety or 

which is otherwise unbefitting a 

public official.

21
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Two Core Principles—
Ethical Decision Making

• We all have the power to decide what we do and what we say, 

and 

• We are morally responsible for the consequences of our 

choices

22

Ethical Decisions

• Have extended consequences

• Have certain consequences

• Have multiple alternatives

• Have personal implications

• Have mixed outcomes

23

Ethical Decision Making

• What’s the right thing to do?

24
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Seven Steps for Decision Making

1. Stop and Think

2. Clarify Goals

3. Determine Facts

4. Develop Options 

5. Consider Consequences

6. Choose

7. Monitor and Modify

25

STOP AND THINK

• Situations where you have no time to stop and think – action 

necessary

• Situations where you have time to stop and think – personal 

consideration of a situation

• Situations where you can and should other’s assistance prior to 

making a decision

26

CLARIFY GOALS

“It is not what you say – it is how you say it.”

https://youtu.be/MS2aEfbEi7s

27

https://youtu.be/MS2aEfbEi7s


7/5/2022

10

DETERMINE FACTS

28

CONSIDER CONSQUENCES

“Can’t see the forest for the trees.”

https://youtu.be/VrSUe_m19FY

29

DEVELOP OPTIONS

“Perception is reality????”

https://youtu.be/9T3X0hRbTek
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https://youtu.be/VrSUe_m19FY
https://youtu.be/9T3X0hRbTek
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CHOOSE

• Choose your words carefully

• https://youtu.be/Hzgzim5m7oU

31

MONITOR AND MODIFY

Team work and team building.

https://youtu.be/hazitrxzhPk
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Protecting the Public Trust

• AVOID    wrong-doing

• AVOID    conflicts of interest

• AVOID    violating propriety

• AVOID    appearance of wrongdoing

• DISCLOSE POTENTIAL CONFLICT

• CONSIDER SELF-DISQUALIFICATION

33

https://youtu.be/Hzgzim5m7oU
https://youtu.be/hazitrxzhPk
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ETHICAL DECISION TREE

34

Tests to Evaluate Ethical Dilemmas

• Ethical Map

• Golden Rule

• Publicity Test

• Kid (or Mama) Test

• Ethical Action Test
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Describe the situation.

Get all the facts 
including what is legal, 

professionally 
acceptable, and publicly 

expected

Describe all the people 
involved and what they 
expect as an outcome

Identify the values 
and principles at 
stake.  What the 

organization expects 
and what individual’s 
conscience dictates

Make a list of options 
and reasons for each

Identify the 
consequences of the 

options.

Now, make a choice, 
confident that you have 

considered all the 
relevant information and 
done the best you can

Ethical 

Map

36



7/5/2022

13

THE GOLDEN RULE ACROSS CULTURES

• What you do not want done to yourself, do not do to others.

• Confucius (500 B.C.)

• We should behave to others as we wish others to behave to us.

• Aristotle (325 B.C.)

• Do nothing to thy neighbor which thou wouldst not have him do 
to the thereafter. Mahabarata (150 B.C.)

• Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.

• Jesus of Nazareth (1st Century A.D.)

37

https://kidworldcitizen.or

g/world-religions-

golden-rule-across-

cultures/
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The Ethical Test 1

• Is it legal?

• Does it comply with our rules and regulations?

• Is it consistent with our organizational values?

• Will I be guilt-free and comfortable if I do it?

• Does it match our stated commitments?

• Would I do it to my family and friends?

• Would I feel okay if someone did it to me?

• Would the most ethical personal I know do it?

• This “test” is outlined in the “Ethics 4 Everyone” video and 
supplemental material

39
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What’s your Motivation for Morality?

What are three items that you find most important in motivating 

you to remain aware of ethical issues for you and your 

organization?

40

Activity: Change in ethics over the generations

• Technology

• Entertainment

• Movies

• Politics

• TV

• Families

• https://youtu.be/x0EnhXn5boM

41

What Good Is Power?

• Think for a few minutes about electrical power ... what are the 

benefits of electrical power?

• What does it help us do? What does it give us?

• Think about what it takes to get electrical power. What are the 

risks associated with it? What does it cost us?

42

https://youtu.be/x0EnhXn5boM
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Power

Now ... define power--not in the sense of electrical power, but in 

terms of personal power.

43

Power

Power can be defined as INFLUENCE POTENTIAL

44

Indicators of Upward/Outward Power

• Intercede on behalf of someone in trouble

• Get desirable placement

• Get approval for expenditures beyond budget

• Get items on/off agenda

• Get fast access to top decision makers

• Maintain regular/frequent contact with decision makers

• Acquire early information about decisions

45
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Power

• Who has power in your organization? Why?

• Who does not have power in your organization? Why not?

46

Two Faces of Power

• Personal Power 

• used for personal gain

• Institutional Power

• used to create motivation

• used to accomplish group goals

47

48
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Sources of Power (Position)

• Coercive Power - perceived ability to punish

• Reward Power - perceived ability to provide things people 

would like to have

• Legitimate Power - perception that leadership is appropriate 

due to position or title

• Information Power - perceived access or possession of useful 

information

49

Sources of Power (Personal)

• Referent Power - perceived ability of a leader to cultivate the 

respect and admiration of his followers in such a way that they 

wish to be like him/her

• Expert Power - perception that leader has relevant education, 

experience and expertise

• Charismatic Power - perceived charm and persuasiveness of 

the leader

• Rational Power- perceived ability to convince

50

5 local/state
5 national
5 worldwide

Human Capital: an individual’s abilities and 
competencies.
Social Capital: a person’s social connections 
within and outside an organization
How do Human and Social Capital Connect?

51



7/5/2022

18

“In every situation that arises, we choose to be 
powerful or powerless.”

-Stephen Covey

52

All of you are Powerful

• What is one thing about YOU, your job, or your personality that 

makes you powerful?

Write it down—What will you do with it?

53

Turning Power into Leadership:
Mastering Self-Leadership Framework

• Self-goal-setting

• Self-observation

• Cuing (Prompting)

• Self-rewarding

• Self-punishing

• Practicing

54
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Mastering Self-Leadership Strategies

• Visualizing successful performance

• Self-talk

• Evaluating beliefs and assumptions

55

Enhance Your Power and Ultimately Your 
Leadership Role

• Improve your expertise, personal attraction, effort and 

legitimacy

• Improve your centrality, flexibility, visibility, and relevance  

• RETRIBUTION – SOMETHING DONE TO GET BACK AT 

SOMEONE

• RECIPROCITY – EXCHANING THINGS WITH OTHERS FOR 

MUTUAL BENEFIT

• Learn to sell issues to your superiors

56

Case Study #1

• How would you respond if someone higher in local government 

asked for favorable  infractions either for themselves or others?

• How would you respond if you were asked for unusually harsh 

treatment for someone with a code infraction?

57
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Case Study #2

• Are there situations that rise between managers and “regular” 

code officers? 

• Are there situations where officers are managers of others or 

perhaps the manager is someone higher up in the local 

government?

58

Case Study #3

• Sometimes, it appears there are some jurisdictions where there 

are “internal goals "of issuing  a certain number of citations, 

need or not”.  Is this ethical?

59

Case Study #4

• A local government leader asks for special treatment for his 

friend.  

• Is this an infraction?  

• How should it be handled?

60
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Case Study #5

• A code officer has a child in girl scouts and the troop has signs 

out in violation of the code ordinance.  Then, there is another 

organization that also has signs out in volitional of the sign 

ordinance.  

• Is it unethical to leave one girl scout sign up and take the other 

down?

61

Summary

• There is high demand for ethics today.

• Ethics is comprised of character, actions, goals, honesty, power, 

and values.

• Ethics has many dimensions.

• To be ethical, you need to pay attention to who you are, what 

you do, what goals you seek, your honesty, the way you use 

power, and your values.
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www.cviog.uga.edu

Connect With Us!


