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This paper explores the realities and challenges of public servants in 

upholding ethical conduct.  First, it examines the struggle of public servants to 

maintain the ethical values ingrained in traditional bureaucratic models as reforms 

and inherent changes to public administration take place, such as the introduction 

of New Public Management.  NPM effectively grants greater discretionary powers 

upon public servants.  It is a movement towards decentralization; contracting out 

services; and submersion of core public service values to ‘new’ values inspired by 

the private sector.  Second, it looks at the ethical dilemmas embedded in the policy 

process -- policy formulation and implementation, taking into account the concern 

that public servants may inject their own personal biases and values into the 

decision-making process.  Third, it demonstrates that the absence of a strong ethics 

framework, including the lack of recourse mechanisms to enforce high standards of 

conduct, inevitably leaves public servants to their own devices to look for guidance, 

as they face-off with conflict-of-interest scenarios or ethical dilemmas.  Still, public 

servants, regardless of the changing nature of the public administration, or the 

greater complexities of government and its relationship to society, must still be held 

to the highest ethical standards --- to promote and foster a public service culture of 

genuine accountability, democratic governance and to remain loyal to its original 

task:  Serving the public interest.  
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Ethics can be defined as the, “dimension of human thought and behaviour 

which is guided by standards and principles of right conduct.  It involves a 

commitment to do the right thing” (Inwood, 2009, pg.344).   But, what is this 

standard?    At the heart of ethical values, “the public servant’s primary ethical duty 

is to serve the public interest”(Kernaghan, 1997, pg 41). The crux of the public 

servant’s ethical considerations is the need to consult all relevant key players, avoid 

self-interested or self-serving behaviour and conduct procedures with fairness, 

integrity, respect and honesty.  Added to those values are probity, prudence, 

impartiality, equity, selflessness, discretion and public trust (Inwood, 2009, pg. 

345).   Categorically, these values are similar to those in other institutions; however, 

the distinction of ethics in the public sector is that, ““…the public service lies in the 

capacity to hold a public trust and to put the common good ahead of any private 

interest or advantage” (Tait, 1997, pg. 18).  Apart from serving the general interests 

of the community, public servants must also remain loyal to the government of the 

day.  Thus, “loyalty to the current government is a primary ethical duty for public 

servants”(Kernaghan, 1997, pg. 42).    However, Kernaghan clarifies that loyalty 

in this regard is not blind loyalty.  For instance, deputy ministers have the duty to 

resist unethical, questionable ministerial actions.

The private-public spheres must be further highlighted.   In the 

private sector for example, certain practices deemed unethical in the public arena 

are quite acceptable. Those practices include: accepting large amounts of cash or 

gifts; discussing appointments; withholding information contrary to the public 
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interest; and leaking private information (Inwood, 2009).  Ultimately, private sector 

is driven by bottom line ethics, whereas public service has no such motivation.  

In “Searching for Accountability in a government without boundaries”, Savoie 

underscores the relevance of private-public sector distinctions.  Boundaries, he 

states, “establish who has legitimate access to certain decision-making arenas, as 

well as departmental mandates and who is responsible for what.  They enable those 

at senior levels to exercise control and to hold subordinates to account for their 

decisions and activities” (Savoie, 2004, pg. 2).  Now, what happens when those 

distinctive borders are blurred and when the traditional bureaucratic model 

subsumes private-sector style management?  Savoie states that by the 1990s, many 

were inspired by the private sector entrepreneurial spirit and were using phrases 

borrowed from the business vocabulary.  However, the cultural shift away from 

bureaucratic government to a more business-like footing poses new challenges, as 

lines of accountability, fair dealing and responsibility become blurred. 

Consequently, it creates more opportunities for conflict-of-interest scenarios, 

testing the public servant’s ethical values.    There is considerable agreement that 

the once prestigious status of a bureaucrat is now tarnished and even looked down 

upon. Recent poll suggests that only about 30 percent of Canadians have trust in the 

government (Inwood, 2009).  While there is an erosion of public confidence in 

government and its institutions, it is now more imperative that ethical conduct and 

standards of public servants are practiced, and consistently upheld, especially at the 

leadership level, to restore public confidence.
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CHANGING NATURE OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 

 

In an effort to eradicate views that support the notion of government 

bureaucracy as slow moving, dinosaur-like, ancient and hidebound in secrecy, there 

were applied transformations and structural changes across public administration.  

More specifically, the introduction of NPM is a shift to a private sector style 

management, with an emphasis on efficiency in delivering public services.   

Its ‘client-centred’, ‘results-oriented’ approach focuses on output controls, 

quantitative measures of performance and a ‘hands-on’ professional management.   

Values such as efficiency, innovation, and risk-taking hold more prominence.  

Further, there is a shift away from centralization, which meant disaggregating of 

units/departments to make it easier to manage.   There is stress in doing more with 

less (Hood, 1991, pg. 5).  

It is argued that NPM gave little importance to ethical values once associated 

with traditional bureaucratic models of public service.  This movement involved:

1. a shift from a rule-centred approach to a people-centred one characterized 

by an empowering and caring milieu for employees;

2. a shift from independent action to collective action involving increased 

consultation and collaboration;

3. a shift from status-quo orientation to a change orientation where innovation 

and risk-taking are encouraged; and

4. a shift from departmental forms of organization to non-departmental forms, 

with the result that programs are delivered by a wide variety of mechanisms 

(Kernaghan, 1997, pg 47).
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These mega-shifts shaking up the old bureaucracy have several implications.   First, 

downsizing is one of the byproducts of NPM.  In effect, ‘top-slicing’ and massive 

layoffs across bureaucracy sucked out career professionals who accumulated years 

of experience, talent and expertise.  Senior bureaucrats bought early retirement or 

crossed over towards the attractive employment in the private sector.  In essence, 

downsizing undermined the employment security bargain, and brought down public 

service morale.  The Tait Report claims that: 

…public servants found their faith in public service shaken up by both the 

fact of downsizing and the way they saw it being carried out:  some processes 

were seen as punitive, secretive and capricious; ruthlessness appeared at 

times to be permitted and even rewarded; a focus on short-term results 

sometimes seemed to crowd out concern for public policy purposes and 

values (Tait, 1997, pg 7).   

  

It can be argued then, that downsizing meant downgrading equity considerations 

and the end result is twofold:  First, the culture and core values in the public service 

is no longer supported nor nurtured if many public servants are weeded out, and if 

loyalties, faith and trust of public servants are dissolved.   If the very public servants 

mistrust the government it serves, it can easily enter into questionable contracts or 

unethical behaviour, which in turn, infuses the public’s view that the government 

cannot be trusted and the cyclical nature continues.   Second, people entering a 

series of employment contracts without the guarantee of longer permanence may 

prioritize their own interests and values over the public’s interest, especially when 

faced with ethical dilemmas.  Without the long-term relationship, public servants 
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will be devoid of the skills, knowledge, sensitivities and ethical values built into the 

profession (Tait, 1997).  Thus, the underpinning principles of loyalty and trust, a 

dimension of democratic ethics and values, contradicts one of NPM’s movements 

towards parsimonious use of resources.  

      In a similar vein, loyalty as Tait contends, is a “two-way street”.   Public 

servants and their treatment of each other in the political and bureaucratic arenas 

demonstrate their common values and shape the nature and culture of the public 

service.  The Al-Mashat affair is a stark example of how career officials were 

treated unfairly and irresponsibly. Sutherland contends that the Al-Mashat case is 

a “’…class by itself’ since it cemented the substitute for ministerial answerability…” 

(Sutherland, 1991, pg. 577).   The questions surrounding the case was not an 

assessment of Al-Mashat’s new status (i.e. how he and his wife came to Canada as 

landed immigrants in less than a month) but rather, the failure of an official and a 

political aide to bring forth to light the case to the appropriate minister, Secretary 

of State for External Affairs, then Mr. Joe Clark (Sutherland, 1991).  This case 

raises several ethical considerations:  Is it appropriate to bring public officials to 

the foreground of political carnage without the status, rights and mechanisms to 

defend themselves? Is it fair that the Minister evaded the fundamental principles of 

ministerial responsibility?  Is the simple justification that he ‘did not know’ a suffice 

answer in dealing with the problem at hand? Further, is it ethical to approve landed 

immigrant status to a former Iraqi Ambassador ahead of those who experience 

longer waiting periods in the immigration system?  

Sutherland concludes that the “…managerialist philosophy appears to 
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be ‘deeply unworkable’, as “it apparently seals ministers off from the democratic 

pressure points and safety valves that are built into the system…“(Sutherland, 1991, 

pg. 602).   This accentuates the view that embedding values and style of private-

sector managerialism within responsible government not only clash these ‘old’ 

and ‘new’ values in conflict with each other but also creates opportunities to drift 

into unethical behaviour.  

 

TREND TOWARDS CO-DEPENDENCY

 

The trend toward shared, interdependency between governments and 

arm’s length agencies challenges the common, shared values by the public service 

community. By contrast, Tait’s report claims that separate service delivery agencies 

do not diminish ministerial responsibility.  Ministers can delegate their authority 

to CEOs and CEOs would still be accountable to a minister, who is accountable to 

parliament.  Tait argues that “…it may be more helpful to think of them as a new 

kind of department—operational departments with wider, more explicit, and more 

public delegations of authority and performance targets” (Tait, 1997, pg. 5).  Still, 

in evaluating this arrangement, it seems that the wider the net is cast, the greater 

difficulty it is in gauging who is responsible for what.  Savoie suggests that, “…when 

you draw boundaries, you not only establish space within which people can operate, 

you also draw a visible understanding of how things work.  When you remove 

boundaries, you remove this understanding, and without boundaries in government, 

we end up with a ‘big conceptual mess’”(Savoie, 2004, pg. 19).   The Federal 
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Sponsorship Program reveal this “big conceptual mess” as government agendas and 

objectives are channeled vis-à-vis entrepreneurial circles. The Gomery Commission 

reported key findings and here are some of the following:

 

■ Clear evidence of political involvement in the administration of the Sponsorship 

Program. 

■ Insufficient oversight at the very senior levels of the public service, which 

allowed program managers to circumvent proper contracting procedures and 

reporting lines. 

■ A veil of secrecy surrounding the administration of the Sponsorship Program and 

an absence of transparency in the contracting process. 

■ Reluctance, for fear of reprisal, by virtually all public servants to go against 

the will of a manager who was circumventing established policies and who had 

access to senior political officials. 

■ Gross overcharging by communication agencies for hours worked and goods and 

services provided. 

■ Inflated commissions, production costs and other expenses charged by 

communication agencies and their subcontractors, many of which were related 

businesses.

■ The refusal of Ministers, senior officials in the Prime Minister's Office and public 

servants to acknowledge their responsibility for the problems of mismanagement 

that occurred. (Gomery Report, Major Findings, 2005)

 

Collaboration may be fashionable but this raises ethical questions:  Should 

there an open and fair competition for businesses to partner and work with the 

government?  Or can governments simply collaborate with private firms who 

they wish to work with based on their business and operational needs?  Do close 
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relations between these partnerships create more conflict of interest for the public 

servants? (Inwood, 2009).  In addition, are employees working in agencies held 

to the same standards and if so, what measures should be installed to ensure that 

they conduct themselves aligned to the ethics and core values of public service? 

Further in, how much of those core values should be infused?  Does the increased 

mobility between the public and private sector corrode political neutrality, thereby 

generating a tendency for partisan politics and patronage appointments?  Lastly, is 

it appropriate to work in partnership with private enterprises, whose motivations 

and goals are to make a profit?  

Inwood rightly points out that as government, its bureaucracy and shared 

partnerships grew, it became more complex and unwieldy, effectively carving 

out larger space in interpreting what constitutes ethical behaviour (Inwood, 

2009).  Ultimately, if scores of public servants, quasi-public officials and CEOs 

collaborate in a business partnership, it enhances a broader scope for buck-passing 

of responsibility. That seems to be the case in the Liberal Sponsorship scandal.  

Accountability, ethical values and fairness decreased, or altogether vanished, as 

the complexity of co-dependency with the private sector increased.  It must be 

acknowledged, nevertheless, that the reality of neoliberalist-capitalist state is one of 

co-dependency with various stakeholders, (i.e. government agencies, private firms, 

NGOs).  Nowadays, this seems to be how services to the public are rendered.  But 

shared agreements must also equate to shared accountability and public servants 

are not excused from adhering to utmost ethical standards.
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DISCRETION

 

The ‘free to manage’ concept, lessened bureaucratic controls and 

decentralization may spur creativity and induce initiative and innovation but on 

the other side of the coin, old values such as responsibility, accountability and 

fairness may be the exchange.   Essentially, empowering public servants may 

enhance motivation and service quality but bigger allowances for decision-making 

power exposes them to a slew of conflict-of-interest situations.  Discretion, or more 

accurately, abuse of discretion is another ethical issue in the public administration.  

Discretion is used incessantly in the administration, implementation and decision-

making processes.  Almost always, ethical considerations play into the decision-

making of a politician, senior bureaucrat, public official or a front-line worker.     

In “Policy-making and administrative discretion: the case of immigration in 

Canada”, Bouchard and Caroll define discretion as “…the making of adjustments by 

bureaucrats to policy or programs through their exercise of judgment” (Bouchard 

and Caroll, 2002, pg. 241).  The article enumerates four factors that influence the 

degree of discretion.  First, policy instructions can be vague or inconsistent. Second, 

there is a need for flexibility in various situations, which then require “human 

dimension”.   Third, the degree of monitoring is variant.  Policy-makers are usually 

far (distance) from policy implementers.  Fourth, is the level of control policy 

makers have over front-line workers (Bouchard, et. al, 2002).  

Managers and front-line workers exercise a considerable amount of 
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discretion in their daily duties, and the reasons are twofold:  One, directives from 

the top echelons of bureaucracy are sometimes out of touch with the day-to-day 

realties of service provides.  Two, policy legislations are ambiguously worded, 

leaving room for interpretation.  For instance, the report on immigration system 

reveals that a great amount of discretion is applied in handling or granting visas to 

applicants.   Immigration agents can use their authority to decide first if applicants 

need to be interviewed; second, to choose how interviews will be conducted and 

which questions will be asked; and, finally, agents can make use of their judgment in 

asking for additional documents  (Bouchard et. al, 2002, pg 249).  Beyond these 

procedural discretionary values, officers also assess the personal suitability, 

adaptability and language knowledge of the person wishing to enter Canada.  

Ultimately, their discretionary powers have an impact on policy outcomes.  It is 

argued that, “…their own views and their own values may influence the way they 

implement guidelines.  How programs are delivered and the discretion used by 

officials in posts scattered across the country and abroad will reflect, at least to 

some degree, their personal philosophical outlook” (Bouchard, et. al, 2002, pg. 247).  

Bouchard notes that most of the immigration agents they interviewed were white 

males and this again raises important questions:  How much of their personal 

philosophy and values are injected into the system?  How will it impact our cultural, 

economic and societal disposition?  Is it fair that a class of white, male immigration 

officers are given great discretionary authority in making life-changing decisions for 

those coming from a different background?  More specifically, is cultural sensitivity 

training sufficient for them to apply their rules and procedures fairly, limiting their 
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personal biases and prejudices?  

It is fair to make assumptions that in the policy implementation stage, front-

line service providers must strike a balance between objective responsibility, which 

Kernaghan refers to as the value of duty or loyalty to the current government’s 

policies; and personal responsibility, associated with their own ethics, interests and 

biases apart from the views of their political masters.   These tensions parallel the 

Humanist theorists rejection of the Weberian model of organization theory, since 

it implies that strict application of guidelines and rational procedures is sufficient 

to necessitate objectives and desires of an organization.  It excludes sociological, 

psychological behaviours and values of individuals.   Thus, in a situational ethical 

dilemma, a public servant experiences a strain between his or her loyalty and 

standards as a public servant; and his or her own personal ethics or values infused 

into any decision–making process.  Karnaghan claims that the answer to such 

dilemmas “…is not to engage in obstruction or subversion of government policy but 

to use ethical creativity and imagination to find the optimal solution” (Kernaghan, 

1997, pg. 44).  

 

ABSENCE OF RECOURSE MECHANISMS
 

In developing a set of ethical and behavioral guidelines, critics claim 

that it is impossible to codify ethical conduct because of all the different and 

constant change of scenarios in the field of public administration and politics.  In 

fact, attention paid to ethics and values are relatively a new development.  Often, 

legislators draft rules and ethical guidelines made to fit across the bureaucracy and 

17
 



as consequence, there is much ambiguity in its design and intent.  The vagueness of 

wording conjures loose interpretations of the rules and regulations (Inwood, 2009).  

The recent conflict-of-interest allegations against matriarchal mayor Hazel 

McCallion, involving a $14.4 million land deal comes to mind.  The Mayor’s legal 

team requested to narrow the terms of the Municipal Conflict of Interest Act.  In the 

end, Commissioner Douglas Cunningham ruled that the term “conflict of interest” 

should be defined broadly (O’Toole, 2010).  This illustrates how the codes of ethics 

are left to open interpretation by legal counsels, judges and public officials.  It also 

demonstrates that despite their tenure and years of serving their communities, 

officials can get caught up in ethical dilemmas or situations that are put under 

glaring public scrutiny.   Parameters of this case involves first distinguishing a 

definition for “conflict-of-interest”; and then determining if there was one, or even a 

potential of it.  

It is important to highlight that there is much work needed to develop a 

stronger, coherent, ethics regime that suits the changing dynamics of organizations. 

In addition, the Tait Report advocates for practical recourse mechanisms to ensure 

that misguided public servants or politicians face consequences when they deviate 

from those guiding principles.  Otherwise, “…talk about ethics and values are 

just ‘hot air’”(Tait, 1997, pg. 14).  

 

A LOOK AHEAD

 

It is vital to acknowledge and understand the realities and challenges 
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that public servants face today in order to implement creative, alternative ways in 

ensuring that ethical values are restored, revived and refreshed.   Those serving the 

interests of the community and public at large are humans and humans naturally 

have biases.  Inwood observes that, “…the root of the problem is the fact that moral 

behaviour in organizations requires individuals to assume an objective and 

disengaged perspective.  It requires them, in other words, to separate their own self 

–interest from the interest of those they are serving and to be unbiased in the 

application of rules and procedures as humanly as possible “(Inwood, 2009, pg. 

349).   The other side of the argument, however, is that moral relativism leads to a 

checkerboard of ethics and values and even chaos if personal morality permeates 

every decision and action (Inwood, 2009).   Therefore, a balance must be struck 

between these two contesting views.  The Tait report outlined different strategies to 

combat ethical challenges in public service. Training, education and role models are 

ways to help and improve ethical conduct.  It indicates that if greater discretion is 

allowed, those exercising it must be held accountable.  If innovation and risk-taking 

are encouraged, those ‘new’ values must be applied in conjunction with ‘old’ values 

such as accountability, equity, and responsibility.    Bureaucrats and politicians alike, 

especially those working at the leadership level must exemplify a moral and 

dignified behaviour because they serve as role models.    Ultimately, there is no 

better way of learning ethics other than witnessing a living embodiment of it, 

bringing this energy into the recesses of bureaucratic halls, that trickles all the way 

down to bottom-line workers who deal with the public.  No matter how many 

metamorphoses that the public administration renders unto itself, it is inherently 
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held under the same principle of responsible government and great measures of 

public interest must still prevail.
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