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Abstract

This paper outlines a unique approach to assessing the ethical priorities of Master of Public Administration students. Based on the American Society for Public Administration’s code of ethics, the exercise asks students to rank twenty-five statements in their order of importance to their own sense of public service ethics. The exercise uses a modified form of Q-methodology so that the results are easier to interpret, thereby broadening the potential audience and usefulness for this ethics-assessment tool.
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Ethics in Public Administration

The leading organizations in the field have emphasized the importance of ethical values to sound management. Notably, the NASPAA Guidelines for MPA programs suggest that enhancing students’ skills to act ethically is no less important than developing capacities for effectiveness. Similarly, the American Society for Public Administration has numerous initiatives designed to underscore the centrality of public sector ethics including an ethics section, the quarterly journal Public Integrity, and the Ethics Corner in PA Times. Indeed, one need only turn to the inside back cover of Public Administration Review to find ASPA’s Code of Ethics.

The public administration literature similarly abounds with discussions, analysis, and research focused on the significance of public sector ethics to individuals, teams, agencies, and networks. In their analysis of the ethics-related literature published since 1970, Menzel and Carson (1999) categorized the research by foci: ethical decision-making, ethics laws and regulatory agencies, organizational performance and ethics, ethics management, and community and the ethical environment. Across these five categories, the authors observed that, despite a noticeable increase in the number of articles that use empirical methodologies, the literature continues to be dominated by works with a theoretical or conceptual focus. Of particular interest here is the implication that there are but a handful of empirical works that addresses ethical decision-making and value prioritization.

Ethical Assessment for Individuals


A relatively small, though increasing, number of scholars have used empirical methodologies to examine the ethical standing of individuals (Menzel, 2003). Many of these studies are based on Kohlberg’s (1980) stages of moral development. Examples of such work include Stewart and Sprinthall (1993), Stewart, Siemienska, and Sprinthall (1997, 1999), Wittmer (1992, 2000), Jurkiewicz and Brown (2000), and White (1999). These studies measure the levels of ethical reasoning and ethical sensitivity in public officials and students.

Other scholars have used survey research and case studies to analyze the ethical development of public administrators. Strait (1996, 1997, 1999) used interviews and surveys to describe ethics-related attitudes and behaviors of public employees and students. Frederickson and Newman (2001), on the other hand, conducted an in-depth case study of a high-ranking public official who resigned her position “out of a sense of responsibility” (360).

Q-Methodology

The exercise presented here uses Q-methodology to assess the ethical priorities of MPA students. A brief overview of the method is in order. Exercises based on Q-methodology ask individuals to rank a set of statements about a given topic according to their strength of agreement (Brown, 1986). The completed ranking, called a Q-sort, reflects the individual’s attitudes about the topic (Brewer, Selden, and Facer, 2000). Unlike surveys that typically ask about each statement in isolation from others, the ranking of statements in Q-methodology presents a relative, comparative picture of attitudes. Once the Q-sorts are completed by all of the individuals in the sample, the results are correlated and factor analyzed to identify groups of respondents who have a similar ordering of attitudes. As will be discussed later in the paper, the analysis of the Q-sorts in this exercise was modified so as to broaden the potential audience and usefulness of this ethics-assessment exercise.

Q-methodology has been used to assess various topics in the public administration literature. Selden, Brewer, and Brudney (1999) identified five conceptions of administrative roles and responsibilities. Brewer, Selden, and Facer (2000) assessed the predilection of certain individuals to pursue public service careers. Of particular interest is Hiruy’s (1987) research on the ethical orientation of public administrators. Respondents were asked to rank statements that reflected ethical theories that emphasized personal, situation, social, and existential ethics (Hiruy, 1987).

Q-sort Statements

The statements for the exercise presented here were adapted from the code of ethics of the American Society for Public Administration. As such, the statements reflect the primary ethical values of public administration and public service. ASPA adopted a revised code of ethics in 1994 that reflected the moral obligations of members (Bowman, 2001). The code is organized around five core principles: Serve the Public Interest, Respect the Constitution and the Law, Demonstrate Personal Integrity, Promote Ethical Organizations, and Strive for Professional Excellence. Each of these values is largely consistent with Cooper’s concept of the ethical principle, which is “a general law or rule that provides a guide for action” (Cooper, 1998, 12). Under each of the five principles is a list of four to eight so-called commitment statements that serve to elaborate on the core principles. There are a total of thirty-two commitment statements in the code of ethics. These commitment statements are reminiscent of Cooper’s moral rules, where “rationality and systematic reflection are involved but only in a limited, piecemeal fashion” (11). These thirty-two commitment statements were modified and condensed for use in the exercise, resulting in a total of twenty-five statements. Thus, the five principles in the ASPA code are each represented by five statements in the Q-sort (see Exhibit A: Statement Groupings). 

P-Sample


The Q-sort was completed by students in a required course on public service ethics in the Masters of Public Administration Program at Binghamton University. A total of fifteen Q-sorts were completed. These fifteen completed Q-sorts constitute the P-sample.

Ranking of Principles


The Q methodology exercise presented herein incorporates both the list of five core principles and the twenty-five modified commitment statements from the ASPA code of ethics to assess the ethical priorities of MPA students. Respondents were first asked to answer eight basic questions that could serve as important independent variables in subsequent analysis. Next, the respondents were instructed to rank the five core principles from the ASPA code of ethics in their order of relative importance to the student’s sense of public service ethics (see Exhibit B: Response Sheet).

Q-Sort


The second part of the values-ranking exercise was the Q-sort of the twenty-five statements. Students were asked to sort the statements along a continuum from least important to most important (see Exhibit C: Q-sort Sheet). The continuum approximates a normal distribution, with relatively more responses categorized as neutral than either of the two extremes.

Results


The responses to the first part of exercise indicate the relative importance of the five core principles from the ASPA code of ethics: Serve the Public Interest, Respect the Constitution and the Law, Demonstrate Personal Integrity, Promote Ethical Organizations, and Strive for Professional Excellence. When these results are interpreted as general laws or rules that provide a guide for action (Cooper, 1998), the exercise reveals which principle is most important to a respondent’s sense of public service ethics. The results can also be considered in the aggregate, with a similar implication for the respondent group (P-sample).

The aggregate results are presented in Table 1. With a range of 1 to 5, the average rankings of the five statements clearly show that demonstrating personal integrity is of highest importance to the MPA students. Serving the public interest received the second highest average ranking, followed by striving for professional excellence, respecting the Constitution and the law, and promoting ethical organizations.


The interpretation of the results from the Q-sort is more complicated. As was previously mentioned, Q-methodology relies on factor analysis to interpret the Q-sort data. Factor analysis is an important tool used by researchers that yields robust and sophisticated outputs. This sophistication proves, however, to be both a blessing and a curse.  The methodological rigor that factor analysis brings to Q-methodology also presents a barrier to the technique for those lacking a firm grasp of statistical analysis. Consequently a new approach to interpreting the Q-sort results is proposed. The obvious trade-off for this simpler, more accessible analytic technique is the loss of statistical integrity.


The seven categories on the Q-sort continuum between least important and most important are assigned a numerical value from 1 to 7. The numerical value and the degree of importance are positively correlated. The completed Q-sort, then, indicates the relative importance of all twenty-five statements with a range of 1 to 7. While this raw data is intrinsically interesting, the interpretation of over two dozen scores can be cumbersome. Since each of the statements corresponds to one of the five core principles, it is useful to pool the statement rankings into these five groups. With five statements in each of the five groups, the average ranking of the five statements in the group represents a second measure of the relative importance of the core principles. 


The results from the Q-sort are presented in Table 1. The statements related to respecting the Constitution and the law received the highest average ranking. Serving the public interest and demonstrating personal integrity were next highest, followed by promoting ethical organizations and striving for professional excellence. When the statements are considered approximations for Cooper’s moral rules (1998), these results suggest that MPA students regard respect for the law as having primary importance for their sense of public service ethics. 


A comparison of the results from the value ranking and statement Q-sort suggests a partial inconsistency in the ethical priorities of the respondents. While demonstrating personal integrity and serving the public interest were ranked high in both parts of the exercise and striving for professional excellence was ranked relatively low in both, there is an apparent disconnect in the importance of respecting the law. Although the statements associated with respecting the law received the highest average Q-score, the value, in and of itself, was only ranked fourth out of the five core principles. 

The inconsistency in the ranking results can partly be explained by the nature of the nature of the statements in the two exercises. The five ethical principles in the first exercise reflect a higher order of ethical analysis (Cooper, 1998). Respondents were asked to make distinctions based on perceived importance among five principles that are all fundamental to public administration (by virtue of their inclusion in the ASPA code of ethics). While a “rough hierarchy” emerged for each respondent, the principles reflect an idyllic and abstract notion of ethical priorities.

The statements in the Q-sort, in contrast, are more action-oriented and practical in nature. While the twenty-five statements retain a degree of universality and abstraction, the practical consequences of each statement are more apparent than the general principles to which they are all related. Thus, this interpretation of the results suggests that the five principles are ethical ideals while the twenty-five statements constitute practical ethical guides for action.

Conclusion


Since this value-ranking exercise has been conducted only once, no grand assertions can be made about its usefulness or applicability. Having reviewed the extant literature and research on ethics, this exercise makes a valuable contribution due to the focus on public sector values in the first place, and the relative ordering of values in the second. Further applications of this exercise are planned, most obviously with the next group of students in the ethics class. Finally, formal factor analysis will be conducted on the Q-sort data once a larger pool of respondents has completed the exercise.

Exhibit A: Statement Groupings (based on the 5 values in the ASPA Code of Ethics)

Group I: Serve the public interest

3. Exercise discretionary authority to promote the public interest.

21. Recognize and support the public’s right to know and participate in the public’s business.

15. Exercise compassion, benevolence, fairness, and optimism.

16. Respond to the public in ways that are complete, clear, and easy to understand.

11. Assist citizens in their dealings with government.

Group II: Respect the Constitution and the law

1. Work to improve and change laws and policies that are counter-productive or obsolete.

9. Eliminate all forms of unlawful discrimination and harassment.

24. Prevent all forms of mismanagement of public funds by establishing and maintaining strong fiscal and management controls.

17. Respect and protect privileged information.

4. Promote constitutional principles of equality, fairness, representation, responsiveness, and due process.

Group III: Demonstrate personal integrity

10. Maintain truthfulness and honesty and do not compromise them for advancement, honor, or personal gain.

8. Ensure that others receive credit for their work and take responsibility for their own errors.

23. Zealously guard against conflict of interest or its appearance.

19. Respect the public, subordinates, colleagues, and superiors.

2. Conduct official acts without political bias.

Group IV: Promote ethical organizations

18. Enhance organizational capacity for open communication and creativity.

12. Establish procedures that promote ethical behavior and hold individuals and organizations accountable for their conduct.

20. Provide organization members with an administrative means for dissent, assurance of a fair process, and safeguards against reprisals.

5. Promote merit principles that protect against subjective and inconsistent actions.

25. Encourage organizations to adopt, distribute, and periodically review a code of ethics.

Group V: Strive for professional excellence

22. Accept as a personal duty the responsibility to keep up-to-date on emerging issues and potential problems.

6. Provide support and encouragement to enhance professional competence.

13. Encourage others, throughout their careers, to participate in professional activities and associations.

14. Interact with students of public service to bridge theory and practice.

7. Promote public service as a civic responsibility.

Exhibit B: Response Sheet

1. What are the last four digits of your social security number?  ___  ___  ___  ___

2. What is your current age?  ______

3. What is your gender (circle one)?  Female   Male

4. How many years have you worked in the public/non-profit sectors? ______

5. How many courses have you completed in the MPA program? ______

6. What was your undergraduate major?  ______________________________

7. What is your race/ethnicity?  _________________

8. How would you describe your political ideology (circle one)?

Very Liberal    Liberal    Moderate    Conservative    Very Conservative

Please rank the statements below in their order of relative importance to your sense of public service ethics (“5” is most important, “4” is next most important, etc.). A lower ranking for a statement does not mean that it is unimportant, rather it signifies that it is less important to your sense of public service ethics when compared to the other statements.

___
Serve the public interest: Serve the public, beyond serving oneself.

___
Respect the Constitution and the law: Respect, support, and study government constitutions and laws that define responsibilities of public agencies, employees, and all citizens.

___
Demonstrate personal integrity: Demonstrate the highest standards in all activities to inspire public confidence and trust in public service.

___
Promote ethical organizations: Strengthen organizational capabilities to apply ethics, efficiency, and effectiveness in serving the public.

___
Strive for professional excellence: Strengthen individual capabilities and

encourage the professional development of others.
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Table 1: Results

Average rank of the 5 principles (scale: 1-5)

3.47
Serve the public interest: Serve the public, beyond serving oneself.

2.73
Respect the Constitution and the law: Respect, support, and study government constitutions and laws that define responsibilities of public agencies, employees, and all citizens.

4.13
Demonstrate personal integrity: Demonstrate the highest standards in all activities to inspire public confidence and trust in public service.

1.87
Promote ethical organizations: Strengthen organizational capabilities to apply ethics, efficiency, and effectiveness in serving the public.

2.80
Strive for professional excellence: Strengthen individual capabilities and encourage the professional development of others.

Average score for the 5 statements in each of the statement groups (scale: 1-7)

3.97
Group I: Serve the public interest

5.24
Group II: Respect the Constitution and the law

3.97
Group III: Demonstrate personal integrity

3.91
Group IV: Promote ethical organizations

2.91
Group V: Strive for professional excellence
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