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Ethics Counts

When Professional Ethics 
and Politics Intersect
By David L. Cotton

Let’s say your agency gets new leader-
ship after an election. This new team’s 
philosophy of government is well-known 
to everyone, and also considerably 
differs from the prior leadership team’s 
thinking. Policy changes begin filtering 
down to the level where you work. 
Should you simply follow orders without 
question? Or should you “push back” 
regarding policy changes with which you 
do not agree? The AGA Code of Ethics 
(Code) can help you decide what to do.

Two things are important to keep in 
mind in situations like these. First, our 
system of government was deliberately 
designed in such a way that this type 
of transition tension is inevitable. Our 
federal and state constitutions mandate 
we elect leaders on a rotating basis. 
When we think one set of leaders is no 
longer doing the best job for the country, 
state, or local community, we elect a 
new set. As James Madison explained: 

“… we may define a republic to be, 
or at least may bestow that name on, 
a government which derives all its 
powers directly or indirectly from the 
great body of the people, and is 
administered by persons holding their 
offices during pleasure, for a limited 
period, or during good behavior. It is 
essential to such a government that it 
be derived from the great body of the 
society, not from an inconsiderable 
proportion, or a favored class of it; 
otherwise a handful of tyrannical 

nobles, exercising their oppressions 
by a delegation of their powers, might 
aspire to the rank of republicans, 
and claim for their government the 
honorable title of republic. It is 
sufficient for such a government 
that the persons administering it 
be appointed, either directly or 
indirectly, by the people; and that they 
hold their appointments by either of 
the tenures just specified; otherwise 
every government in the United 
States, as well as every other popular 
government that has been or can 
be well organized or well executed, 
would be degraded from the 
republican character. According to 
the constitution of every state in the 
Union, some or other of the officers 
of government are appointed 
indirectly only by the people.1” 

Second, just because you may 
personally disagree with policies you 
are being asked to implement does 
not mean they are unethical, illegal or 
unconstitutional. On the other hand, of 
course, the policies might actually be 
unethical, illegal or unconstitutional. 
Personal bias is a complicated thing 
to manage.

When those new policy directives 
reach your office and you are asked to 
implement them, suppose you bristle, 
because they just seem wrong and 
implementing them goes against your 
core beliefs. What should you do?

Most government employees see 
two possible choices: (a) implement 
the policies to the best of your ability 
(after all, “these decisions are above 
my pay grade”); or (b) stay true to your 
core beliefs and “resist” implementing 
them. Government accountability 
professionals, AGA members and 
CGFMs, however, should see a third 
option — actually, a responsibility. We 
are charged with maintaining govern-
ment accountability. Thus, we must 
consider whether the proposed policies 
should be implemented. In doing so, 
we need to be guided by our Code.

The views expressed in this article are the author’s and do not necessarily 
represent the official views of AGA’s Professional Ethics Board (PEB).

… a government … derives all 
its powers directly or indirectly 
from the great body of the 
people and is administered by 
persons holding their offices 
during pleasure, for a limited 
period, or during good behavior.  

— James Madison
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Serving the Public Interest

The first principle of the Code says 
AGA members and CGFMs shall serve 
and support the public interest. Two 
important rules under this principle 
state that we must:

 Accept personal responsibility for 
the foreseeable consequences of 
action(s) and inaction.

 Consider the long-term interest of 
the government and its citizens.

Rather than simply deciding between 
implementing the policies and refusing 
to implement them, this ethical principle 
and its underlying rules call for us to 
assess whether the proposed policies 
are ethical, legal and constitutional.  

But wait! What about considering the 
long-term interests of the government 
and its citizens? This is where deciding 
on the right course of action gets 
complicated by another Code principle.

Remaining Objective

Principle 3 says AGA members and 
CGFMs shall remain objective in 
carrying out their duties and responsi-
bilities, and two important rules come 
into play under this principle:

 Remain free from real or perceived 
conflicts of interest.

 Be fair and do not allow prejudice, 
bias, conflict of interest, or influence 
of others affect decision-making.

We need to recognize that determining 
whether a policy is in the long-term 
interests of the government and its 
citizens is often subjective. We also 
must acknowledge that everyone 
holds personal views that can affect 
decision-making. Objectivity requires 
us to set aside individual opinions, 
which is certainly easier said than done.

So, where does this leave us on the 
question at hand: you are being asked 
to implement policies with which 
you disagree; what should you do? 
Principle 1 obligates us to assess 
whether the policies are ethical, legal 
and constitutional. That should be an 
objective determination. If you can point 
to an ethical principle, law or consti-
tutional provision the policies violate, 
then bring that to the attention of those 

in your chain of command. Perhaps 
the policymakers are unaware of such 
provisions. If so, they will appreciate 
your knowledge, insight and profes-
sionalism. But if your superiors refuse 
to listen or refuse to change course, and 
you remain convinced that the polices 
are unethical, illegal or unconstitutional, 
should you “blow the whistle” and report 
your concerns to the inspector general 
or the media? Before doing so, take time 
to consider yet another Code principle.

Maintaining and Protecting 
Confidential Information

Principle 4 of the Code holds that AGA 
members and CGFMs shall carefully 
maintain and protect confidential 
information. An underlying rule states 
you must refuse to disclose or use 
any confidential information acquired 
while performing professional services, 
unless proper and specific authority has 
been granted or a legal or professional 
right or duty to disclose becomes 
apparent.

The Ethical Dilemma

Now, you face a true ethical dilemma  
in which you must choose between two 
options but cannot do both. No matter 
what you do, you are doomed to moral 
failure in one way or another.2 If you 
report your concerns outside your chain 
of command, you violate Principle 4 
(maintaining and protecting confidential 

Ethical Dilemmas: 
Situations in which you  

must choose between two 
options, but you cannot do both; 

either choice is considered 
ethical failure.
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information). If you do not do something 
to correct the situation, you violate 
Principle 1 (serving and supporting 
the public interest). 

Doing the Right Thing

Here is how I would handle this 
situation. I would first recognize my 
potential lack of objectivity and do 
my best to divorce my personal views 
on the proposed policies from my 
professional obligations to carry out 
government policy decisions. Unless I 
could find some ethical principles, laws 
or constitutional provisions that the 
proposed policies clearly violate, I would 
acknowledge that the decisions of our 
elected leaders should be respected, 
and I would implement the policies to 
the best of my abilities.

But, if I were to conclude that the 
proposed policies are unethical, illegal 
or unconstitutional, I would document 
my findings as thoroughly as possible, 
go the extra mile to build the best 
arguments possible, and present them, 
professionally, to my superiors. I would 
consult my organization’s ethics experts 
and seek advice from others in my 
organization, and I would do my best 
to remain open-minded and alert for 
evidence previously unconsidered.

Ultimately, however, it might come 
down to a choice between which of 
the conflicting ethical principles is 
more important. In my view, serving 
the public interest trumps maintaining 
and protecting information. Hopefully, 

is challenging. As Winston Churchill 
said to the British House of Commons 
after World War II: 

“Many forms of Government have 
been tried and will be tried in this 
world of sin and woe. No one 
pretends that democracy is perfect 
or all-wise. Indeed it has been said 
that democracy is the worst form 
of Government except for all those 
other forms that have been tried 
from time to time.…”3 

If you find yourself grappling with the 
challenge of implementating policies 
with which you disagree or are facing 
some other ethical dilemma, you will 
find it beneficial to seek guidance in 
AGA’s Code of Ethics.   
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    Democracy is the worst form 
of Government except for all 
those other forms that have  
been tried from time to time.   

— Winston Churchill

my organization would have policies 
and procedures allowing me to convey 
concerns to an inspector general or 
ethics official without violating the 
organization’s policies or procedures. 
But certainly, I would hope my 
choice did not end up being which 
ethical principle to violate. I would 
do everything legally and ethically 
possible to avoid arriving at that 
undesirable outcome.

Staying Ethical Under the  
“Worst Form of Government”

Accountability professionals play 
special roles in our governments. 
We are charged with assuring that 
governmental organizations, programs, 
activities and functions operate legally, 
ethically, responsibly, efficiently and 
effectively. Fulfilling these responsi-
bilities in often politically charged and 
sometimes contentious environments 

56   JOURNAL OF GOVERNMENT FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT FALL 2020

Ethics Counts, ContinuedEthics Counts, Continued


