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Surviving and thriving in the public service: Ethical principles revisited

Toronto, October 16, 2003

By Jeffrey Stutz

New public service professionals went to work on IPAC’s approach to ethical standards at an event designed to test the relevance of the organization’s 1987 statement of principles for the conduct of public servants. 

IPAC will review the ethics statement over the coming year, culminating in a reaffirmed statement to be voted on next summer at the national conference in Vancouver.  The Toronto event was the first chance for a regional group to generate input to the review.

Ryerson University professor Carolyn Johns chaired the session, IPAC Toronto Region’s annual wine and cheese get-together for new professionals on October 16th.

Ian Greene, Professor of Political Science at York University, spoke first, defining ethics as “principles to guide practice.”  He said public service ethics in democracies are founded on mutual respect, the rule of law and equality.  Democracy cannot survive, he asserted, if public servants are not ethical.  Greene reviewed the eight principles of IPAC’s 1987 statement and found they contained the fundamentals of what is needed to guide behaviour.  He assured participants that, while ethical dilemmas in public service are challenging, he’s found that here is always something that can be done to resolve them.

Ted Glenn, Program Coordinator of the Public Administration program at Humber College, spoke next and outlined five principles that make up his personal view of public service ethics: impartiality, confidentiality, conflict of interest, professionalism and honesty.  He said that IPAC’s statement addressed the first three directly.  More clarity is needed on professionalism and honesty, he suggested.  Glenn urged the participants to build their ethical character on these principles.  It is a vital part of establishing a good reputation.

The 100 participants then got down to solving ethical scenarios.  Divided into 16 table groups, the new professionals received 10 scenarios designed to test their ethical judgment and the IPAC statement.  Two samples:

Scenario 1: You are a Senior Case Worker in a municipal Social Services Department.  Last week you decided to stop providing social assistance to a client names Ms. White because you discovered from a Police Officer that she has been making a great deal of money under the table as an exotic dancer and possibly from prostitution.   You have just received a telephone call from a local newspaper reporter who tells you that Ms. White has been in to see him regarding her case. She claims that she has received unfair treatment.  The reporter wants to get your side of the story.  What do you do?

Scenario 2: You’re a Policy Adviser in an environmental program that was one of the defining initiatives of the last Federal government.   Personally, you’re strongly committed to this program and you plan to make your career in this area.  You’re convinced that it is essential to protecting Canada’s environment and to meeting our international commitments.  Now, following a leadership convention, there’s a new Prime Minister.  You’ve seen a draft Cabinet Submission that would drastically curtail the program, based on new findings of the cost to Canadian industries and more pessimistic forecasts of Federal revenues.  Shutting down the program wasn’t part of the new Prime Minister’s platform, nor has there been public debate recently on the subject.  Is there anything you can do?

After working on the prepared scenarios, participants brought their own real-life ethical dilemmas to the table and discussed how they could be resolved.  In the final half-hour the table groups answered four questions:

1. Did the IPAC statement help your group resolve the ethical/values dilemmas in the scenarios and situations you discussed?  If so, how?  If not, why not?

2. What amendments or revisions, if any, would you suggest related to IPAC’s Statement of Principles for the Conduct of Public Employees?

3. Is the IPAC statement relevant/useful for new public service professionals?  Why or why not?

4. What supports, if any, could make the IPAC statement more useful to public servants?  Consider, for example, the implementation arrangements for the Federal government’s Value and Ethics Code for the Public Service, 2003.

In the wrap-up discussion, groups reported on their answers.  Some highlights of the table reports were:

· IPAC’s statement is useful but vague.  It’s not clear how to apply the principles to specific situations.

· Key terms need to be defined, for example, “political neutrality.”  

· It would be helpful to have supporting materials such as commentary to interpret the general statements and examples of how to apply them.

· IPAC could prepare training packages that could be used by discussion groups in the workplace.  Such kits could include more scenarios to help people learn how to use the statement.  Best practices from other organizations could be demonstrated.

· The preamble to the IPAC statement should make a strong case why the statement is important.  The opening page needs to be engaging and convincing.

· More supports are needed to help public servants apply the ethics statement, and perhaps especially new professionals, because of power inequalities in the workplace.

After all that hard work, the new professionals enjoyed the free refreshments and time to mix informally.  IPAC Toronto Region will analyze the discussion notes from this session and prepare a report to a national committee that IPAC has established to review the ethical statement.  That report will be available soon on the Toronto Region website.
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