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I n the winter of 2009-2010, I called JoAnne Speers, head of the extraordinary ethics 

program at the Institute for Local Government in Sacramento. It seemed there were an 

awful number of headlines about ethics scandals involving elected leaders at every 

level of government. I wanted (and value) JoAnneôs advice, so I asked her: ñIs there 

some significant gap in materials to assist local governments in addressing severe  eth-

ical misdeeds?ò Her advice, and that of the experts at ICMA, City Ethics, and my 

great friend and colleague in Virginia, Megan Kelly, a senior Assistant County        

Attorney for Prince William County, was that there was no tool kitðno emergency 

plan a county or city could use when disaster struck. So, as we await an important   

decision from the U.S. Supreme Court about ñhonest servicesò expected by the federal 

government  of local and state officials, and as we watch headlines and viral blogs, an 

exceptional group of senior employees in a graduate class in public administration at 

George Mason University accepted the challenge to try and create a tool kitðnot un-

like an emergency response plan that almost every post-9/11 local government in the 

country now hasðto help when the unexpected happens and a local government finds 

itself confronted with an ethical crisis splashed across the headlines.   

 

The students elected to accept this challenge. They selected a superb individual, Diane 

Kresh, the head Librarian of Arlington County, to be the chief. This publication, the 

accompanying videos, and related materials are an extraordinary testament to their 

work, their commitment, their creativity, and their dedication to local government. I 

have been deeply honored and touched by their commitment. I sometimes wonder if 

the public realizes how gifted some of its public servants areðthese are truly          

individualsðand now a teamðwho gave so much more than was asked or expected. 

 

No issue is more essential to good government than trust and respect. To gain those 

requires elected and appointed servants of the people to embrace ethics in creative, 

responsive, and positive ways.  It requires courage and resiliency to act and respond 

when the worst and most unanticipated violations occur. Our values as a nation are 

premised on honor and respect. This publication seeks to help find ways to constantly 

help all local officials earn and keep this trust. 

 

We hope these pages, these tools, and these exercises will help you to demonstrate 

how very, very good local governments can be. 

 

Frank Shafroth, Professor 

George Mason University 

May, 2010 

 

Members of Cohort 6 

Deborah Anderson, Aimee Brobst, Nyisha Busby, Cynthia Chambers, 

Matt Corneliussen, Kevin Crisler, Colleen Donnelly, Ross DôUrso, John 

East, Lyda Costello Kiser, Diane Kresh, Dawn Oliver, Archie Pollard, 

Talmage Reeves, Patricia Reilly, John Simmons, Dustin Sternbeck, Lee 

Stewart, Rick Strobach, Mary Tuohy, Kaye Wallace 
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 Introduction  

You discover that your trusted, long-time County Treasurer has 

embezzled $67,000. 

 

You are told by a member of your staff that a respected com-
munity leader has billed your organization for 5,000 hours of 

senior citizen counseling services that were never delivered. 

 

The Sheriff in your town knew about a drug and theft operation 
that went on for several years, but did nothing about it. 

 

YOU  are a government manager. YOU  are an elected official. 
YOU  have a responsibility to act. 

 

W ould you know what to do? 

 

Can you afford the cost of ignoring or mishandling an ethics vi-
olation? 

 

Ethics violations occur every day at every level of government.  
They dominate headlines.  They ruin careers, credit ratings, rep-

utations, and the ability to bring in critical resources to support 

your work. Whether accidental or deliberate, ethical violations in 

government are a sad reality. Even the slightest perception of 

wrong-doing on the part of government employees or officials 

can erode public trust. 
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This visual guide is designed to prompt broad thought on your part before you 
begin to make any decision, regardless of the situation.  It facilitates the broader 

concept of trust, which has been tainted to some degree by the situation you must 

now begin to manage from your position in the organization.  The guide simply sup-

ports a logical series of important questions, designed to aid the decision making 

process in the preliminary phases of any situation. 

Flow Chart  
A s local government employees, we are often confronted by situations that truly challenge 

our abilities as leaders and managers, but none more than ethical dilemmas, as they straddle 

complex boundaries that are difficult to define and regulate.  The first hours or days of an ethi-

cal event are of importance, and may well set the stage for how well your organization responds 

in both internal and external arenas. 

  

Ethical 

Dilemma  

Criminal or      

administrative in 

nature?  

Who is the     
focus?  

¶ Elected Official  

¶ Constitutional Officer  

¶ Department Head  

¶ Division Manager  

¶ First Line Supervisor  

¶ Employee  

¶ Group  

What is the 
nature of the 

problem?  
¶ Immoral Activity  

¶ Sexual  

¶ Discriminatory  

¶ Cover -Up  

¶ Management Debacle  

How much 

power do 

they have?  
What governs or regulates 

their role or power?  

What is your 

role as an official, 

administrator or 

employee?  

How much 

power do you 

have? 
Now that you are aware 

of the problem, what 
should you do first?  

Notify your supervisor?  

Interview/question the employee?  
Call the police?  

Relieve the employee of duty?  

Prepare for a press release?  

Maybe, you should refer to 

the relevant decision tree 

template for guidance.  
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 Top Ten List  

1. Implement internal controls, standard  procedures 
and a Code of Ethics. 

2. Institute checks and balances at all levels of the or-
ganization. 

3. Rotate responsibilities and duties ð change per-

sonnel assignments. 

4. Place professional and ethical responsibility over 
personal friendships. 

5. Empower your employees to do ñright.ò 

6. A ct upon ð do not ignore ð ethical violations. 

7. Collaborate ð involve all appropriate personnel 

and authorities in an ethics investigation. 

8. Communicate ð internally and externally ð with 

all of those who need to know. 

9. Be transparent. Cover-ups damage trust and     

credibility. 

10.Learn from the incident ð as individuals, as an   

organization.  

 

Ten Commandments of Local Government Ethics 

To Prevent, Manage, and Recover From an Ethical Crisis 


