
Beyond Scandals &Statutes:
Ethics in Public Administration

..........................
The author is an ethicist who has taught ethics in
public administration at the FederalExecutive Insti
tute) Charlottesville) and at the Pennsylvania State
Universit} Harrisburg. She lives in Charlottesville.

In the public mind, the word ethics has become a
shorthand term for conflicts of interest in govern
ment. This narrowing of ethics into conflict of
interest issues is reflected by the reporting of alle
gations ofofficial impropriety under headlines of
'ethics scandals,' and by the fervor to regulate offi
cial behavior through so-called 'ethics laws' and
'ethics regulations.'

While conflicts ofinterest are matters ofgrave
public on r, they are not the only; nor the most
important, subject matter ofethics in government.
Moreover, those who use the word 'ethics' to de
scribe conflict of interest statutes or rules ignore
the fact that once an activity has been regulated,
the very condition necessary for that activity to be
ethical- freedom ofchoice- has been proscribed.
The phrase 'ethics law' or 'ethics regulation,' then,
is a contradiction in terms.

As a branch of the discipline of philosophy,
ethics is a process ofreflecting upon and analyzing
moral principles and values, moral behavior, moral
judgments, and moral problems. The word moral
in turn, describes all those phenomena that, while
they may be incorporated into law, have sources
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of authority other than the law. These sources of
authority are our value systems.

Subsequently, the role of ethics in govern
ment can be defined as the effort to reflect upon
and analyze (1) the moral values and principles of
representative democracy; (2) the general ends or
purposes ofour democratic republic (security; public
health, andwell-being); (3) guarantees oflegal, social,
and economic rights; (4) the distribution of eco
nomic resources in a time of increasingly scarce
public funds and budget deficits; and (5) the policy
judgments and decisions ofpublic officials in these
areas. This definition of ethics makes it clear that
very few activities or functions ofgovernment are
free from ethical considerations.

This News Letterwill be concerned with the
last of the above categories - the policy judg
ments and decisions ofpublic officials. Specifically,
we will focus on administrative discretion, for the
exercise ofdiscretion raises the most serious issues
ofmoral responsibility in the profession ofpublic
administration. But given the preoccupation with
conflicts ofinterest, let us first consider that topic.

CNFLICTS OF INTEREST
Speaking to federal civil servants shortly after his
inauguration, President Bush said his administration
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would be committed to ethics in government. To
demonstrate this commitment, he was appointing "a
bipartisan commission to develop ethics reform pro
posals [to include] all branches of government." The
"guiding principle" of this commission would be "to
know right from wrong, to act in accordance with what
is right, and to avoid even the appearance of what is
wrong.... Government should be an opportunity for
public service and not for private gain."

This statement reflects a simple but common
perception of what 'ethics' is. Ethics, in this view, re
fers to our behavior on matters of 'right' and 'wrong.'
To be ethical, then, presumably all we have to do is
determine what is right, and do it. Or find out what is
wrong, and not do it. And on matters of 'appearance'
[of~rongdoingJ,avoid even bein associated with it.

This line-drawing between right and wrong be
havior is then applied to the distinction between pub
lic and private interests that characterizes most con
flicts of interest. The public/private distinction is
important, for it underlies a moral principle inherent
in the public trust of all democratic institutions: that
the use of public office for private gain is wrong; and
it, or the appearance of it, is not to be condoned.

In practice, however, the laws and regulations
adopted to enforce this principle are neither as clear as
the principle itsel£ nor as simple as its standards of
right and wrong behavior. In fact, the proliferation of
conflict of interest statutes and regulations (particu
larly at the federal level) has created in many instances
a regulatory nightmare, where many rules are trivial,
others vague, and some of questionable legality. As a
result, those who become involved in this regulatory
process frequently discover a truth inherent in the task
of 'doing ethics'- that while most of us have little
difficulty understanding conceptual distinctions be
tween 'right' and 'wrong,' separating activities or be
havior into these categories is quite a different matter.

For example, most of us would agree that if a
public official accepted a vacation trip or an expensive
gift from a private contractor whose firm is bidding
on a contract being let by the official's agency, that
action would be a clear and flagrant conflict of inter
est. But would we as readily judge the contractor's of
fer of a' ride to the airport, or of coffee and a dough
nut, as equally clear cases ofconflict ofinterest? Where
do we draw the line between courtesy or hospitality
and potential conflicts of interest?

Or ifa government contract is awarded to a cor
poration by an official who holds significant financial
interest in that corporation, we would again perceive a
conflict ofinterest. But would there be a conflict ifit is
not the official, but a friend, who holds major stock in
that corporation? Would it make a difference if that
friend is only an acquaintance rather than a close friend?
If degrees of friendship matter in such cases, what

criteria should be used to distinguish 'acquaintances'
from 'good friends'? In other words, to what extent
are we willing to permit the public interest to intrude
upon our private affairs or relationships?

Consider, too, the many conflicts ofinterest facing
an administrator who discovers violations of law or
regulations within his or her own agency. 1£ for ex
ample, the administrator's position provides access to
confidential information, does knowledge that others
in the agency are abusing that same privilege for per
sonal gain justify whistle-blowing? What if blowing
the whistle would seriously jeopardize the work of the
agency and thereby undermine a major public policy
initiative? Can notions of,right' and 'wrong' adequately
resolve this moral dilemma?

These few examples indicate that all too often
lines between right and wrong behavior are fluid or
vague. And in other cases the right and wrong distinc
tion is inadequate or even inappropriate in the con
text of larger moral or policy questions.

Yet regulatory efforts to eliminate or prevent con
flicts of interest are usually well-intended. The osten
sible purpose is to encourage integrity while empha
sizing the importance of good character and virtue in
public service. However, the result is to legislate integ
rity - an effort that is fundamentally cynical in its
approach to good character and virtue in government.

INTEGRITY
Our understanding of integrity, like many ofour moral
values, is frequently intuitive. That is, while we know
it when we see it, we are hard put to define it. But we
should explore the meaning ofour basic moral values.

Given its root, integer, the idea of integrity refers
to a state of"material wholeness, completeness"- thus
to something that is unbroken as well as undefiled.
From this comes its moral definition as "the character
of uncorrupted virtue, esp[ecially] in relation to truth
and fair dealing; uprightness, honesty, sincerity."

Thus when we say that we want public officials
with integrity, we expect the absence of corruption.
But clearly we mean much more than this. While
ideally we may want public officials who are morally
pure, we usually are willing to accept a more practical
standard - such as 'good moral character.' Yet even
this standard is demanding, for it embraces a whole
cluster of other values: truthfulness, honesty, incer
ity, fairness.

In relation to moral character, integrity becomes
the force that binds this cluster ofvalues into a state of
being 'whole' or 'sound.' But when any ofthese values
is violated, the stability of the whole is shaken. Thi
means that if we discover we have been deceived or
treated unfairly by someone, we begin to have suspi
cions about the soundness ofthat person's moral char
acter. In other words, we doubt his or her integrity.



Thus moral character refers to a set of inner
qualities and moral beliefs that predispose or motivate
us to act in certain ways. For instance, one person may
tell the truth - even under duress - because he be
lieves it's the right thing to do. But another person
may tell the truth because she believes it's the safest
way to stay out of trouble. In the first case, telling the
truth reflects a commitment to moral principle; but in
the second case, the motivation is self-interest. While
the result may be the same, the disposition or motive
of the person telling the truth (when we can discover
it) tells us a good deal about that person's character.

Accordingly, we evaluate moral character not
only by observing a person's actions but also by at
tempting to discern whether those actions reflect a
concern for others or self-interest. These judgments
are critical here, for a basic premise ofpublic service is
that a commitment to the public good takes priority
over, and at times actually requires the sacrifice of, self
interest. Thus when an incident is revealed alleging
the use ofpublic office for personal gain, we are not as
disturbed with the details of the alleged wrongdoing
as with the apparent betrayal of public trust in the
pursuit of self-interest. We then begin to doubt the
integrity of all that person's official activities.

LEGALIZATION OF ETHICS
The intention ofmost conflict ofinterest regulation is
to promote integrity in government. But in public
administration, the overall level of integrity may have
been affected more by measures like civil service re
form and substituting merit for spoils systems. 1

Moreover, we should be skeptical ofclaims that
making more rules is the way to promote integrity.
Any process of making rules assumes a relatively high
degree ofobedience, and the use ofsanctions as deter
rence usually assures further compliance. But obedi
ence and compliance are not sufficient indicators of
integrity. Even scoundrels will obey rules when it is in
their self-interest to do so.

For some, however, this is precisely the point.
Admitting that efforts to promote moral virtue or integ
rity are unreliable, they demand instead measures that
will compel good behavior. Therefore, they believe
we should design laws and rules to cover any possible
breach of public trust or other impropriety - and
then proceed with strict enforcement.

This, in briet is the legalist view of the role of
ethics in government - one that is profoundly cynical
about the possibility ofintegrity or virtue in government.
It is also a dangerous view, with several pitfalls:

1. Given its basic distrust of human nature,
the legalist mentality sees an enormous potential for

1 Robert N. Roberts, White House Ethics, The History ofthe
Politics of Conflict of Interest Regulation (New York: Green
wood Press, 1988).
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conflicts of interest at every level of public service.
Ultimately, however, this profound distrust ofhuman
nature will undermine the public trust upon which
our democracy is founded.

2. In transferring trust from public servants to
conflict of interest rules, the legalist creates the per
ception that the burden ofmorality is lifted from indi
vidual officials. That is, as long as these rules clearly
specify what is 'right' and 'wrong,' officials need not
worry, for as long as they obey the rules, they are safe.

3. The result is the collapse of ethics into law.
This is reflected in the statement of former u.s. At
torney General Edwin Meese who, after being investi
gated in the Wedtech scandal, concluded that because
he was not indicted on criminal charges, he was"com
pletely vindicated" of any wrongdoing (Washington
Post, July 6 and 21, 1988). Meese's innocence or guilt
is not of concern here. What is disturbing is his non
chalance in reducing judgments ofmoral behavior into
a legal framework, reflecting an apparent ignorance of
a sphere of morality separate from that of law.

CONSEQUENCES OF LEGALISM
In addition to the problems it creates for conflicts of
interest, the legalist approach to ethics in government
harbors other serious consequences.

1. Logically, legalism leads to efforts to curtail
or eliminate administrative discretion - activities
wherein public managers exercise independent judg
ment and make decisions for which they are held per
sonally responsible. But in the legalist view, agency
rules and procedures eliminate the need for indepen
dent judgments and decision-making by administra
tors. The effect is to replace moral responsibility with
organizational accountability.

2. These efforts to deny meaningful discretion
resurrect the old, functional model ofpublic adminis
tration. In this model, the role of public administra
tors is to implement in a neutral, unbiased fashion the
policies created by those with the statutory or regula
tory authority for policy - presumably elected offi
cials and the top echelon of appointed officials.

However, this model has been discredited not
only in theory but also by the experience of the vast
cadre of local, state, and federal officials who are well
aware ofthe wide-ranging discretionary authority they
exercise. And when discretion is rescued, the moral
responsibility that flows from it is revived.

3. Interpreting ethics in government simply as
adhering to rules or regulations creates a mindset that
avoids or ignores the value questions inherent in pub
lic policy. Well-seasoned managers know that many
of the dilemmas they face require them to discern
between and negotiate competing concepts of 'the pub
lic good.' Yet ethics statutes and regulations are of no
help in resolving these larger value questions.
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· MoRAL RESPONSIBILITY
IN PUBLIC SERVICE
Although a prerequisite ofethical government, integ
rity is insufficient for understanding the full range of
ethical considerations that public managers encoun
ter almost daily. The idea of responsibility is a more
useful approach to this task.

To be responsiblemeans"answerable, accountable
(to another for something)"; or "capable of fulfilling
an obligation or trust." In the first definition, the syn
onyms 'answerable' and 'accountable' express the no
tion that when one is acted upon, some sort of re
sponse is expected. Thus, in a simple sense, responsibility
refers to this anticipation of a response.

However, a subtle difference between 'answer
able' and 'accountable' becomes important in under
standing the more complex dimensions of responsi
bility. On one hand, being 'answerable' permits
considerable latitude or freedom in choosing a par
ticular response. On the other hand, being 'account
able' usually refers to an expectation that a certain kind
of response will be forthcoming. Thus accountability
has a formal or legal connotation in daily use - refer
ring, for example, to cases of liability or duty where
another party is able to exact redress (e.g., contract
and tort law). Answerability, by way of contrast, re
flects the notion of duties that, in being solely moral,
are free from legal duress or sanctions.

These two dimensions of the idea of responsi
bility are portrayed in the diagram. Here a realm of
legal accountability lies at the core of the concept of
responsibility. Moving out from the center, the lines
offormal accountability shrink as we consider spheres
of activity that increasingly rely on moral principles,
rather than on law or regulations, to help us under
stand what is due or for what we are responsible.

In public administration, the lines separating
formal accountability from moral responsibility are useful
in understanding (1) accountability to organizational
structures and procedures, and (2) responsibility in the
sphere of administrative discretion.

ACCOUNTABILITY
IN PUBLIC ORGANIZATIONS
Organizational structures and hierarchy, conceived in
the standard pyramid model, assign specific duties and
levels ofauthority to each position in the system. The
duties ofeach position are based on professional, tech
nical, or managerial expertise, while authority reflects
rank in the organization. Thus organizational account
ability has two distinct strands. The first, derived from
the role of expert, is based on the standards of one's
profession; the second, derived from the role ofadmin
istrator, is based on one's duties in the organization.

Along with structure, an organization's rules
and procedures are designed to ensure that its internal
operation is efficient and consistent. These standards

also contain guidelines for ensuring procedural due
process in the organization's dealings with its public
constituencies. So rules and procedures also have two
sources of formal accountability: (1) the internal re
quirements of organizational efficiency, and (2) the
external requirements of due process for the public.

However, we are all aware of instances where
the formal structures and standards of accountability
are subverted, obstructed, or otherwise violated. Com
mon instances of these are:
• Superiors who undercut the authority of their

subordinates.
• Subordinates who block the flow of information

to superiors.
• Supervisors who urge employees to compromise

organizational or professional standards.
• Organizations that identify groups within their

constituencies as special problems or, conversely,
bestow favored treatment on others.

Problems like these are the source ofmuch frus
tration among public managers, and solutions to them
are as varied as the problems themselves. At this point,
three observations are in order:

1. While some persons willingly exercise the
authority of their positions, they may try to evade
personal responsibility for their decisions by blaming
the organization's structure or its rules and procedures.
However, even though authority is affixed to positions
within the organization, accountability is imputed to
the individuals who hold those positions. In other words,
we attribute accountability or responsibility only to
persons, not to organizations or institutions.

Spheres of Responsibility
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2. Many administrators forget that rules and
procedures are only means to achieving an organization's
policy objectives. k such, rigid adherence to these stan
dards degenerates swiftly into the legalist mentality,
thwarting a larger sense ofparticipation in and respon
sibility for the agency's public mission.

3. Administrators who uncritically assent to
and comply with the rules and procedures of their
organization come to ignore or avoid the value pre
mises of their agency's policies and programs. Here
claims of 'moral neutrality' frequently surface. How
ever, pleas of neutrality are only pretexts for denying
each person's role in shaping and maintaining the moral
values ofhis or her organization.

RESPONSIBILITY
I ADM S RATIVE DISCRETION
Administrativediscretion refers to the independent judg
ment and free choice exercised by public managers in
the context of both (1) formal standards of account
ability and (2) the larger sphere of moral values and
principles governing public service. Administrative
discretion can be understood in our diagram as those
points where the lines between formal accountability
and moral responsibility become fluid.

Take, for example, the process of implement
ing policy. When existing rules or procedures do not
cover a particular situation, an opportunity for inde
pendent judgment by individual manager(s) is created.
If the course ofaction chosen simply forces this situa
tion into existing standards, passing it off as routine,
those in charge can be criticized for being rigid and
refusing to recognize the opportunity for, and the re
sponsibilities o£ discretion.

In this situation, a responsible exercise of dis
cretion would require a thorough process ofreview
including reflection, consultation, and conscious choice.
If a decision is then made to pursue a course ofaction
outside existing rules, the exercise ofdiscretion can be
judged responsible. Likewise, if the review process re
sults in a conclusion that current standards offer the
best solution, the use of discretion is again respon
sible. In other words, the exercise of discretion does
not foreordain a particular decision or outcome. What
it does insist upon is respect for rules and procedure,
balanced by a recognition that those same rules and
procedures may be limited in situations ofambiguity.

Those who fear independent decision-making
by administrators call for the increased regulation of
discretion. But while it may be curtailed, discretion
will never be eliminated. Therefore, it is best to un
derstand (1) the ways in which discretion is used, and
(2) the standards that should guide its exercise.

agencies regularly exercise discretion.2 In policy for
mulation these include: (1) seizing the initiative in a
policyvacuum, (2) proposing and drafting legislation,
(3) interpreting policy authorizations, and (4) mobi
lizing constituencies. In policy implementation, some
of these are: (1) setting program strategies, (2) deter
mining program priorities, (3) staffing programs, (4)
making funding decisions, and (5) evaluating policy
and programs.

These examples indicate the breadth of discre
tionary influence and authority in the field of public
administration. But rather than taking up demands
for further regulation, administrators should develop
their skills in moral analysis so that when organiza
tional rules provide little or no guidance, they are not
bereft ofdirection. Using Warwick's outline, consider
an example where, in a policy vacuum, an agency has
the opportunity to seize the initiative, propose and draft
legislation, and even mobilize its constituencies to lobby
for the bill. What criteria should be used to analyze
these potential uses of discretion?

Situations like these raise value questions that
should be addressed in the context ofan agency's mis
sion. For example, are these activities appropriate to
that mission? That is, do they fall within the sphere of :
statutory authority delegated to the organization? In
mobilizing their constituencies, are personnel main
taining a proper distinction between advocacy on be
half of those constituents and partisan political activ
ity? Will the legislation sought advance substantially :
the welfare of their constituencies, or will it primarily :
expand the agency's turf and political influence?

The italicized words indicate that these ques
tions do not have simple 'right' and 'wrong' answers.
But these questions are qualitative in nature, so some
ambiguity in answering them may persist. However,
that ambiguity should not prevent administrators from
seeking answers that are as truthful and acceptable as
possible in a context of public trust.

In addition to the activities outlined byWarwick,
discretion is also at work in choosing the substantive
values of individual policies and programs. At times
the moral principles underlying policies and programs
are stated explicitly in authorizing legislation, but of
ten that legislation is vague or silent on the subject.

In the latter case, those in the organization should
identify the principles in question, for these become
the value premises ofsubsequent rules and procedures.
Merely reaffirming the dominant value structure of :
the organization is not sufficient. Rather, public offi
cials have an obligation to treat values seriously - to
recognize them, define them, and be explicit about
them both within the agency and with the public.

Administrators

cannot permit the

claims of various

interests to

overwhelm their

primary obligation

to the public good,

particularly when
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conflict WIth the

good of the whole.

RECOGNIZING DISCRETION
In an excellent essay, Donald P. Warwick describes a
number oforganizational activities through which public

2 Donald P. Warwick, "The Ethics ofAdministrative Discre- • 5
tion," in Joel L. Fleishman, eta!.) ed., Public Duties: The Moral •
Obligations ofGovemment Officials (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1981).
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: NORMS OF ADMINISTRATIVE
: DISCRETION
: The moral standards of administrative discretion de-
• rive from the moral values ofpublic service. What are
• these norms? And where do they come from?

We must warn that these principles should not
• be those of a personal ideology. That is, they should
: not come from an administrator's partisan political
• convictions, religion, or any other personal value sys
: tem. This point is critical, for the fear that discretion
: creates the opportunity for officials to use public au
: thority to pursue a private agenda is legitimate.

The 'public good' and 'regime values' are gen-
• erally recognized as the most important sources ofmoral
• value and obligation in administrative discretion. But
• to these, I shall add 'justice' and 'benevolence.'

The Public Good. The ethos of public service
: is not merely to serve the public. Rather, it is to serve

in order to realize the vision ofpublic good that lies at
: the heart ofour democratic institutions.

Unfortunately, the idea ofpublic good in tradi
: tional moral philosophy has been replaced by that of
: public interest in both public policy theory and popu
: lar usage. But when used to refer to public values, the
: phrase 'public interest' is inherently problematic.

The most serious issue here is a general percep
: tion of public interest as that which maximizes mate
: rial goods and services. Behind this view of 'interests'
: lurks a psychology ofself-interest, distorting the con-

cept of public good to which our nation's Founders
: were committed.

Ifwe take the philosophy ofour Founders seri
: ously, the public good is tied to a moral idea ofgood

ness - an idea that transcends the notion of good as
: material benefits or private interests. At the heart of
: this vision of the public good is an effort to create a

morallygoodsociety, a community that cares about, and
: is committed to, the well-being, the happiness, and
: the human dignity of all its members. Subsequently,
• the public goods created by such a society reflect a
• sense ofmutual responsibility for the well-being ofthe
: community, rather than a preoccupation with mate
: rial possessions or self-interests.

Today we can perceive something of a renewal
• of this notion of public good in some areas of public
: policy. One example is the increasing public demand
• for governmental regulation ofthe private sector. Chal
: lenging the traditional laissez faire policies of govern
• ment toward business and industry, this shift in pub
: lic values calls for environmental regulations, consumer
• protections, anti-drug policy, family policy, and other
• similar measures. These regulations have not only cur-
• tailed the power ofthe private sector but also begun to
• reshape its internal value structure according to this
• new perception of the public good.

The specific public goods being sought through
these demands for regulations are significant in that

they are communal goods, designed to promote the
health, safety, and well-being ofthe entire society. Thus,
while these goods benefit individuals, they cannot be
easily reduced to private interests. Behind this shift in
public values lies at least two premises: (1) that our
quality of life as a nation consists not only in material
affluence but also in restoring and preserving the well
being of our communities, and (2) that the demo
cratic process, rather than the marketplace, is the proper
arbiter of the public good.

Thus the idea ofthe public good - understood
in the qualitative language of 'well-being' rather than
in the quantitative language of'interests'- forms the
first strand ofmoral obligation for public administra
tors. This means that administrators have a duty to
evaluate the potential effects of any policy or program
on the good ofthe entire community, rather than just
upon one group or segment within it. Conversely,
administrators cannot permit the claims of various
interests to overwhelm their primary obligation to the
public good, particularly when the interests ofanyone
constituency conflict with the good of the whole.

Regime Values. While our notions of public
good are evolving, Americans share a remarkable con
sensus on our fundamental regime values- freedom,
equality, and economic opportunity.3 These values
identify moral principles we believe to be true, prin
ciples our republic was created to defend and preserve,
and principles upon which our democratic institutions
were founded. These shared values give us a common
identity, a sense of belonging or community, mean
ing, and purpose. They are the wellspring of our in
spiration and our aspirations as Americans.

Through various twists and turns in our his
tory, these regime values have been turned into legal
protections in our national and state constitutions and
in much statutory law. As law, these values are formal
standards of accountability that all public officials are
sworn to obey through their oaths ofoffice.

But more than laws to be obeyed, these prin
ciples represent a vision of moral truth and a set of
moral ideals to which we as a nation are committed.
Indeed, as our ideas of freedom, equality, and eco
nomic opportunity have evolved in the last 200 years,
they have contributed substantially to our understanding
ofwhat it means to be a moral society.

Thus our regime values form the second strand
ofmoral obligation for public administrators. This means
it is their duty to further the process of realizing these
ideals and, in so doing, to expand the moral horizons
of the nation.

Justice. In public policy analysis, the idea ofjus
tice is typically represented by the language of 'social

3 The phrase regime values was coined by John A. Rohr in
Ethicsfor Bureaucrats, An Essay on Law and Values (New York:
Marcel Dekker, 1978).
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equity.' Equity demands fairness and impartiality in
the distributi n ofbenefits and services. 'Fairness' iden
tifies a criterion of distribution (e.g., need, merit) in
the sphere of goods being allocated (health care, edu
cation, or employment, for example), while 'impar
tiality' requires the absence of prejudice or favoritism
in the process of distribution.

However, these principles ofequity or distribu
tive justice are primarily procedural ones. They only
tell us how to distribute benefits and services already
evaluated as good and designated for production and
distribution. But these principles tell us nothing about
which goods should be produced in the first place.

The an wer to this last question usually comes
from the moral theory of utilitarianism, which has as
its fast principle the duty to seek "the greatest good
for tb greate t number." Policy analysts interpret this
as a mandate to maximize goods and services, from
which two correlate principles are derived: (1) that goods
with the highest utility function (benefits/costs) are
those that will serve the greatest public good, and (2)
that these goods should be produced and distributed.

Two issues are important here. First, policy de
cisions based upon the maximization principle and its
utility formulas represent a quantitative, materialistic
view ofthe needs or good ofthe public. This approach
to policy-making discounts other important social and
human values inherent in policy development - as
the massive failures ofthe low-income housing projects
of the 1960s and 1970s have demonstrated.

Second, utilitarian calculations of the greatest
good avoid the individuality or identity of those af
fected by a particular distribution. This means that
people and their needs are reduced to abstractions in
graphs, statistical charts, and strategic plans, further
divorcing policy decisions from the people and com
munities being served.

This brief critique does not mean that the tasks
ofgoo maximization and equitable distribution are
inappropriate in policy planning and development.
Quite the contrary: these tasks will always occupy con
siderable time and managerial resources. The point,
however, is that utilitarian values now dominate policy
to such an extent that other values are seldom recog
nized - much less discussed and analyzed.

To understand the demands ofjustice in public
policy, we must recognize that at the core of the con
cept ofjustice lies the dignity ofthe individual. Justice
requires, then, that all policies and programs concerned
with human needs evaluate the inherent value ofgoods
required to make individual lives meaningful and pur
poseful. This means that before addressing issues of
good maximization or equitable distribution, we should
be asking questions about whether the goods being
considered actually enhance or diminish the dignity
of individual lives.

Thus justice forms the third strand of moral
obligation for public administrators. Creating a just
society, with its focus on persons, balances the idea of •
a good society with its focus on the public good. Yet
the idea of justice is contained within that of good
ness, for it is impossible to conceive ofa society that is
morally good and not, at the same time, just.

Benevolence. The public good, regime values,
and justice are objective standards of moral obligation
in that the sources of obligation - our historical tra
ditions and our democratic ethos - lie outside the
self However, we do not consider it sufficient for public
officials to adhere to these objective standards in a le
galistic manner. Rather, we expect them to be con
vinced of the truth and legitimacy of these standards
and to have adopted them into their personal value
syst m. In other words, we are concerned with the •
subjective commitments of our public servants.

In utilitarianism, the commitment to public ser
vice derives from the idea of beneficence- doing good
for others without motives of self-interest. In doing
good, the utilitarian is concerned primarily with the
objective maximization and impartial distribution of •
goods. However, as the adjectives 'objective' and 'im
partial' suggest, beneficence encourages a psychologi-
cal detachment from the recipients of such kindness.

Thus the idea ofbeneficence leads readily to the
image of the dispassionate, neutral bureaucrat. And as
neutrality slips easily into indifference and callousness,
the idea of public service as a commitment to people
unravels, and public service becomes little more than
another career ladder for the professionally ambitious.

Public disaffection with government bureaucracy
reflects this perception of administrators as uninter
ested and uncaring. If public trust is to be restored, a
climate must be created in which professionalism in
the public service is inspired by a dynamic interest in
the lives of those who make up 'the public.'

One way to begin this process is to replace be
neficence with benevolence, a concept that refers to a
moral disposition ofactive caring and concern - even
love. And unlike the dispassionate nature of benefi
cence, the passionate nature of benevolence implies a
willingness to make an emotional as well as a moral
commitment to the object of love. Although many
public officials may be uncomfortable with the no
tion oflove in professional settings, benevolence refers
to the love of those who live within, and make up,
one's country. In the context of public service, then,
benevolence is not only consistent with but is, in fact,
a form of patriotism.4

Thus benevolence is the fourth strand ofmoral
obligation for public administrators. As love of or

4 H. George Fr derickson and David K. Hart, "The Public
Service and the Patriotism of Benevolence," Public Adminis
tration Review) 45 (Sept./Oct. 1985): 547-53.
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caring for persons, benevolence rejects policy meth
ods that deal with the public good, regime values, and
justice only as abstract ideas. In coming from the heart
rather than the mind, benevolence understands that
these principles have meaning only as they affect real
lives. The promise of benevolence, then, is that even
as these other values are sought for the greatest num
ber ofpeople, no one will be abandoned or forgotten.

· MoRAL LEADERSHIP
We have described the role ofethics in public admin
istration as a process of identifying, reflecting upon,
and analyzing the sphere of morality within the pro
fession. Recognizing the opportunities for discretion
also reveals the contexts in which moral or value judg
ments occur. And in seeking guidelines for the exer
cise of discretion, our standards are the basic moral
principles of public service: the public good in the
context ofmoral communities, regime values, justice,
and benevolence.

Meeting the demands of these principles con
stitutes the essence of moral responsibility in public
service. These demands are so extensive that one ethi
cist has called the profession of public service a form
of 'moral endeavor.'5 But this idea should be broad
ened to one of moral leadership.

Because we conceive ofleadership narrowly, be
stowing the title primarily on elected political leaders,
viewing public administrators as leaders will require
us to stretch our imaginations. But it is time that we

5 David K. Hart, "The Virtuous Citizen, the Honorable Bu
reaucrat, and 'Public' Administration," Public Administration
Review) 44 (March 1984): 111-20.

do so. Administrative autonomy, initiative, and dis
cretion create numerous possibilities for administra
tive leadership. Moreover, the role oftrusteeship thrust
upon all public administrators raises administrative
leadership to the status of a moral obligation.

Traditionally, the fiduciary nature ofpublic ad
ministration has meant being responsible for manag
ing the apparatus of government. But this passive,
caretaking imagery does not portray the dynamics of
the trust relationship between administrators and the
public. On one hand, in implementing the policies
and programs of government, public administrators
represent the institutions ofgovernment to the public
in a more direct and regular way than do elected lead
ers. Conversely, in bringing the needs and concerns of
the people to their agencies and to the elected assem
blies ofgovernment, administrators represent the people
to the government itself through channels different
from those of the normal political process.

Given the tensions of this dual role and the fact
that their actions are not subject to public judgment
through elections, the credibility of public managers
rests upon their ability to generate and maintain pub
lic trust. Creating trust in this context is not simple. It
requires administrators to be open and honest, to be
willing to provide guidance, and to be compassionate
and ready to take risks on behalfof their constituents.
In other words, building trust requires administrators
to be leaders in working with the public from their
respective spheres ofprofessional expertise and authority.

The leadership we are speaking of here is not
political, but moral. It is leadership that emerges through
building trust. And it is a leadership sustained by be
lieving in the moral vision ofour Founders - a vision
in which people in their communities care about, and
work to achieve, the well-being and dignity of all.
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