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Abstract

An important interest in public-administration ethics has been expressed in OECD 
member states since the 1990s in reaction to the development of New Public Man-
agement (NPM) reforms. However, the meanings attached to the ethical issue in a 
context of managerial modernization remain ambiguous depending on the country 
and / or time period studied. Th erefore, this article aims at underlining the main 
characteristics of administrative ethics thanks to the creation of a theoretical con-
cept which summarizes them. Th e latter can also serve as an analytical grid to en-
gage in further research and especially comparisons between varying national cases.

For that purpose, the analysis is divided in two parts and draws insights from 
the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, Canada and France, 
through a review of major offi  cial reports and a series of interviews with public of-
fi cials and experts in charge of these questions. First of all, it concentrates on the 
OECD’s historical activities on public-sector ethics in order to devise a theoretical 
concept of administrative ethics. Th e utility and relevance of this concept is then 
tested while being implemented to compare the Canadian and French governments’ 
overall interest in ethics in their process of public-management reform.

Th e article distinguishes two key dimensions of public-administration ethics, 
namely the managerial and normative ones, which are strongly intertwined. On the 
one hand, the managerial dimension focuses on the management of civil servants’ 
daily behaviors and combines the compliance-based and integrity-based approach-
es to govern conducts in public administration. On the other hand, the normative 
dimension refers to the normative framework incorporating the core principles and 
values which defi ne civil servants’ professional identities and guide their specifi c 
missions and goals within the democratic system.
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Th e historical comparison of major trends in terms of administrative ethics 
in Canada and France shows, fi nally, that, despite national characteristics, the two 
countries have tended progressively to deal with the ethical issue in a more com-
prehensive way. Th ey are trying to take into account, for example, problems due to 
confl icts of public values and combine compliance-based and integrity-based in-
struments of ethics management. Th ese evolutions shed light more generally on 
the movement of hybridization, incorporating elements from traditional public ad-
ministration and New Public Management, which seems to develop in both states.
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ethics; public administration; New Public Management; OECD; Canada; France.

Introduction

Ethics is regarded as one key pillar (OECD. Public Governance and Territorial De-
velopment Directorate 2009) of public administration and governance as a whole by 
the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). Some of 
its member states have made eff orts recently to update their policies and measures 
in this area. One of the latest examples was the adoption by the French National 
Assembly in October 2015 of a draft  law related to civil servants’ ethics, rights and 
obligations (France. Assemblé Nationale 2015). Similarly, a new version of the Val-
ues and Ethics Code for the Public Sector was issued in 2011 by the Government 
of Canada.

If there has been growing interest in public-administration ethics in recent 
years, it must be kept in mind that it was also a major reason for the establish-
ment of a professional and neutral civil service at the end of the 19th century and 
the beginning of the 20th century in most Western countries.1 Indeed, problems of 
patronage and corruption caused by the close proximity between political leaders 
and civil servants at the time paved the way for structural changes, like the strict 
separation between politics and administration, merit-based recruitment, hierar-
chy as well as command and control systems. Unlike these evolutions, the analysis 
of administrative ethics has developed slowly throughout the last century. It was 
not before the 1970s in the United States that a specialized and signifi cant fi eld of 
research emerged in the wake of John Rohr’s seminal work (1978) before progres-
sively extending to the rest of the world (Cooper 2001).

A renewed concern for this central issue has been strongly expressed among 
OECD states since the 1990s in reaction to the development of managerial reforms 
usually inspired by the New Public Management (NPM). Th e latter does not refer 
to a coherent reform model but rather to a “set of broadly similar administrative 

1 For example, the Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act of 1883 in the United States or the Civil 
Service Acts of 1908 and 1918 in Canada.
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doctrines” (Hood 1991, 3) which advocates the introduction within public admin-
istration of market-type mechanisms and private-sector management tools in order 
to improve its economic performance (Merrien 1999).

In spite of diff erences in the scope and ways public-management reforms 
have been implemented in each national case, they have almost unanimously raised 
questions about their compatibility with public sector’s philosophy and function-
ing. It has been especially true among public-administration scholars debating on 
“the impact of NPM-reforms on the ethics of public servants”, known as the “NPM-
ethics literature” (Maesschalck 2004, 466). Diverse types of works have emerged in 
relation to these debates. Some deal, for example, with the empirical assessment of 
supposed increasing ethical violations (Kolthoff  et al. 2007; Kolthoff  2007) or con-
fl icts between diff erent public values (De Graaf and Van Der Wal 2010; De Graaf 
and Paanakker 2015).

A big stream of research in the United States and Europe has also focused on 
“ethics management” (Menzel 2001) strategies. Proponents of this approach have 
strived to complement and compensate for possible corruption and ethics risks 
caused by managerial innovations but without undermining them (Maesschalck 
2004, 2005). In a similar vein, but from a diff erent theoretical background, a re-
search program on applied ethics to organizations (l’éthique organisationelle) has 
developed in the French-Canadian province of Québec since the early 2000s. It has 
sought to associate ethics, understood as a regulation mode based on civil servants’ 
autonomous ethical judgment, with the managerial modernization of public ad-
ministration (Boisvert et al. 2003; Boisvert 2011a).

Several remarks can be made aft er briefl y reviewing this broad literature. First, 
there is a relative lack of comprehensiveness in the analysis of administrative eth-
ics. Although a more comprehensive book was published recently (Huberts 2014), 
specialists usually tend to focus on one separate aspect of this issue. For example, 
the ethics-management approach oft en concentrates on implementation problems 
and overlooks refl ections about confl icts between diff erent public values. Second, 
research in the fi eld oft en remains abstract and decontextualized. It does not explain 
how and why the ethics of civil servants has been perceived and tackled in various 
ways over time and space. While many analyses compare evolutions of the overall 
public-management movement (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011) as well as national tra-
jectories of reforms (Kickert 2008; Ongaro 2009), there are no similar attempts re-
garding administrative ethics, even though some specialists are well aware of these 
limits (De Graaf and Van Der Wal 2009).

One could ask, for example: how has public-administration ethics been un-
derstood precisely in OECD states depending on specifi c administrative traditions ? 
Have Anglo-American countries and Continental European countries shared the 
same concerns and applied the same types of measures since the 1990s ? How has 
ethics infl uenced the development of administrative reforms, and the other way 
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around ? Is administrative ethics considered diff erently in the context of NPM or 
public governance ? In other words, there is still a lot of confusion about the mean-
ings attached to the ethical issue since the beginning of public administration’s 
managerial reform process in OECD countries.

In order to deal with this problem, the aim of this article is to devise a theo-
retical concept of administrative ethics which outlines the key characteristics of this 
phenomenon. One major reason for the creation of such a concept, regarded as a 
kind of Weberian ideal type (see Weber 1965, 106 – 168), is to get an analytical grid 
making it possible to engage in further research. Th is tool would be especially useful 
to make not only in-depth studies of national situations but also comparisons be-
tween varying countries. Indeed, there are many methodological biases associated 
with comparison. One serious shortcoming is, for instance, the idea that too diff er-
ing national cases are incomparable (Hassenteufel 2005). But there are also practical 
limits, e.g. problems of translation between languages. A good example related to 
our topic is the French word éthique, whose meaning tends to go far beyond “eth-
ics” in English. Th e latter is then usually translated into French by déontologie, when 
applied to public administration. Th erefore, the theoretical concept of administra-
tive ethics presented in this article intends to overcome some of these diffi  culties.

Th is study draws insights from the OECD, Canada and France but without 
pretending to be exhaustive. For clarity’s sake, it is divided into two parts. On the 
one hand, it concentrates on the OECD’s long-lasting expertise (Boisvert 2011b, 
11 – 52) concerning public ethics and integrity2 in order to be able to make general 
conclusions synthesized in the concept. It is assumed here that the work done by 
this organization3 may be considered a representative example of the core evolu-
tions in administrative ethics for the past twenty years. Indeed, the OECD was the 
fi rst international organization to dedicate activities to this question in the 1990s 
and has produced since then an impressive amount of reports, models, standards 
and recommendations based on systematic research and comparisons between its 
member states. Th at being said, one must still bear in mind that the OECD’s work 
on ethics is not without limits. For example, it tends sometimes to neglect the in-
dividual public servant and the cultural dimension while concentrating mainly on 
rules and regulations (Lynch and Lynch 2011, 254). And yet, despite diff erences be-
tween OECD countries and possible biases, it is regarded here as a relevant enough 
overview of big trends in this matter.

On the other hand, the usefulness and relevance of the concept is tested 
through its implementation as an analytical grid to compare the Canadian and 
French governments’ overall interest in ethics in their historical process of manage-

2 No specifi c distinction is made between the terms “ethics” and “integrity” in this article. For more 
details on the different uses of these concepts, see Cox 2009.

3 The analysis focuses exclusively on activities realized by the Public Management (PUMA) and 
Public Governance (GOV) committees and services (see explanations below).
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ment reform. Th e choice of these two countries is due to their diff erences in terms 
of political system and administrative culture4 as well as their apparent opposition 
regarding the development of administrative ethics. Canada was among the fi rst 
OECD states in the mid-1990s to deal with the ethical issue in the federal public 
service, whereas France was at the time more reluctant to tackle civil servants’ ethics 
but has proved to be more willing to fi ll the gap since the late 2000s.

Concerning the methodology and data collected, the analysis for each case 
relies mainly on a review of major public offi  cial reports. Some archive documents5 
from the OECD’s public management and governance services and committees are 
also analyzed. Besides, this article draws directly on responses from semi-struc-
tured interviews carried out in person from December 2013 to June 2015 with: 
three former and current OECD offi  cials (two of them being heads of a directorate 
or a division and the other a consultant for the Organisation), two Canadian top 
executives in charge of values and ethics in the federal civil service and one French 
public servant working on state modernization and ethics. For confi dentiality rea-
sons, all interviews are left  anonymous throughout the article and referenced with a 
code associating each case to a number.

1. A conceptualization of the main features of public 
administration ethics: insights from the OECD

1.1 The OECD’s work on public ethics: from ethics management to 
public values

As already mentioned, the OECD is considered a key reference in the fi ght against 
corruption and the promotion of ethics in the public sector. More precisely, it is the 
Public Management (PUMA) Committee supported by its corresponding service6 
which started to turn its attention to these issues in the fi rst half of the 1990s. It is 
important to recall that PUMA was at the time devoting most of its activities to 
putting forward public-management ideas and standards (Pal 2009, 2012). Indeed, 
the committee drew directly on NPM practices like privatization, deregulation, de-
volution of power through empowerment and results-based management (OECD 

4 Each country represents a different political system, a Westminster parliamentary versus a Semi-
Presidential regime, but also a broad administrative tradition within the OECD area, i.e. an 
Anglo-American versus a Continental European system.

5 All documents cited are available for consultation at the Centre for External Researchers, the 
OECD Library and Archives, OECD Headquarters, Paris.

6 As a reminder, the OECD has a threefold structure: at the top, the Council gathers ambassadors 
of the member states who set the broad orientations and make decisions about the existence per 
se of the Organisation. There is then a system of committees made up of national representa-
tives and generally specialized in the policy sector, with smaller working groups and networks 
focusing on a theme. The third and fi nal organ is the Secretariat led by the Secretary General 
and composed of administrative services (directorates) dedicated to support the work done by 
the committees.
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1995), which had been developed since the late 1970s primarily in the Anglo-Amer-
ican countries before extending to the rest of Europe.

Th e committee sought nonetheless during this period to balance its manageri-
al orientation with “a more explicit reference to ethics and shared values in the pub-
lic service and the importance of enhancing professional standards and democratic 
principles” (OECD. Public Management Service 1994, 4). Several member states 
had indeed begun progressively to express concerns for the ethical issue, which was 
offi  cially recognized in 1995 during a meeting of the network of Senior Offi  cials 
from Centres of Government. Th e participants insisted on the “apparent decline 
in confi dence in government … with corresponding negative implications for the 
legitimacy of government and its institutions” (OECD. Public Management Service 
1995, 2) due to an increase in scandals within the public sector. Th e decision to start 
full-time activities about the ethics of public offi  cials was thus taken explicitly in 
reaction to “the down side” (interviewee OECD2) of managerial reforms as clearly 
stated by this former consultant within the PUMA service:

[Member states] were at that time very much into public man-
agement. And there was a concern that if you gave too much dis-
cretion to managers, this would raise ethical issues (interviewee 
OECD3).

Th e fi rst initiative in the fi eld was thus to review measures of ethics manage-
ment in nine self-selected countries whose results were published in 1996 in the 
report entitled Ethics in the Public Service: Current Issues and Practices. It is worth 
underlining briefl y the main features of the fi rst ever OECD report on public eth-
ics. First of all, it privileged a managerial and “institutional” (interviewee OECD1) 
approach to ethics defi ned as “the rules that translate characteristics, ideals or ethos 
into everyday practice” (OECD 1996, 14). It also provided an “ethics infrastruc-
ture” consisting of “tools and processes to regulate against undesirable behavior and 
to provide incentives to good conduct” (OECD 1996, 8) with the view to “serving 
three functions: control, guidance, and management” (OECD 1996, 27).

Th is framework relied more precisely on the combination of two broad strat-
egies to manage ethics in the public service. On the one hand, the “low-road” or 
“compliance-based approach” put the emphasis on “strict compliance with admin-
istrative procedures and detailed rules (oft en codifi ed in legislation) which defi ne 
what public servants should do and how” (OECD 1996, 59). On the other hand, the 
“high-road” or “integrity-based approach” insisted on “encouraging good behavior 
rather than policing and punishing errors or bad behavior” (OECD 1996, 59). It fo-
cused on achieving ends, especially thanks to values statements, non-binding codes 
of ethics, training for ethical decision-making etc. Given the development of public 
management, the OECD has tended to put forward the integrity-based approach 
regarded as more compatible with the results-based philosophy and organizational 
model of NPM reforms.
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It is important to note the central reference made to the ethics-management 
knowledge which served as the main background for the report. For example, the 
“low-road” and “high-road” approaches were originally presented by Rohr in his 
seminal book (1978). Th e main reason explaining this infl uence lies in the exis-
tence of a close collaboration at the time between PUMA offi  cials and several aca-
demic and professional experts in administrative ethics (interviewee OECD3). One 
of them, for example, was the national representative of the United Stated to the 
OECD while being also “Special Assistant to the Director of the US Offi  ce of Gov-
ernment Ethics” (OECD. Public Management Service 1997, 2) and pointed out the 
need for “realigning ethics systems to fi t the new models of public administration” 
(OECD. Public Management Service 1997, 6).

Nevertheless, this attempt to link new working practices in the public sector 
with ethical requirements was not limited to the institutional aspect. More funda-
mentally, PUMA highlighted the necessity to reconcile the main goals of public 
management, namely “the ‘three E’s’, economy, effi  ciency and eff ectiveness” with the 
growing priority attached to “a fourth ‘E’: ethics” (OECD 1996, 9). Th is statement 
is particularly interesting insofar as it shows a certain ambiguity about the meaning 
of the term “ethics” in the report. Unlike the fi rst managerial defi nition cited above, 
the focus here seems to be more on the content of ethics understood as a specifi c 
goal or value opposed to the three others.

Th e PUMA committee has progressively devoted more and more attention in 
the following documents to public-sector values. A good example of this increasing 
emphasis is found in its review of the implementation by member countries of the 
Recommendation on Improving Ethical Conduct in the Public Sector, adopted in 1998 
by the OECD Council. Th e report stressed the need to identify “core values [which] 
should provide a solid basis for daily operations in the public service” and the fact 
that “impartiality, legality and integrity are the distinct characteristics of the public 
service” (OECD 2000, 12) in OECD countries. More importantly, it claimed that 
public ethics was “a keystone of good governance” (OECD 2000, 9).

Th e link made then between ethics, especially its normative content, and good 
governance must be outlined. Indeed, the work done on public ethics has been an 
“integral part” (interviewee OECD2) of the development towards good governance 
at the OECD. It has even had an impact on a broader scale in the way to conceive 
this new perspective according to a former consultant:

I think there was a contribution towards, you know, discussion 
about governance. And the whole issue of the terminology of gov-
ernance came from the World Bank. But it was seen much more, 
just simply as a simple decision-making mechanism. Th e whole 
idea of the ethos, the values, the ethical principles underlying, I 
think the OECD had a contribution (interviewee OECD3).
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Th is shift  fi nally triggered the demise of PUMA, replaced in the early 2000s by 
the Public Governance committee and directorate (GOV). More importantly, the 
more “systemic approach” (interviewee OECD1) associated with good governance 
has also infl uenced the international organization’s program on the ethical issue 
because it has led to frame it in terms of “integrity” since the mid-2000s.

One of the last signifi cant publications on the subject defi nes public integ-
rity as “the application of generally accepted public values and norms in the daily 
practice of public sector organizations” (OECD. Public Governance and Territorial 
Development Directorate 2009, 9). Th is defi nition is interesting insofar as it shows 
a synthesis between the more explicit reference to public values and the managerial 
orientation always favored by the OECD. Th e new “integrity framework” appears 
also to be an updated and more comprehensive version of the former ethics infra-
structure. It strives to overcome “the implementation-defi cit” (OECD. Public Gov-
ernance and Territorial Development Directorate 2009, 7) of ethics management at 
the organizational level in taking into account “all instruments, factors and actors 
that infl uence the integrity of the members of an organization” (OECD. Public Gov-
ernance and Territorial Development Directorate 2009, 9) and advocates especially 
to fi nd a balance between the high-road and low-road approaches.

A general remark should be made regarding the OECD’s overall interest in 
matters of corruption and ethics before trying to set up a concept of administrative 
ethics. Th us far, the focus has been put on PUMA and GOV, but other committees, 
directorates and groups have been dealing with these broad issues. Th e most im-
portant example is the Working Group on Bribery in International Business Trans-
actions. It was created to monitor the implementation of the OECD Anti-Bribery 
Convention signed in 1997 and to support the fi ght against corruption of foreign 
public offi  cials in international business.

Th ere are two reasons why these initiatives are not taken into account for this 
study. Th e fi rst one is the fact that activities concerning public-service ethics and 
corruption in business have been “fundamentally separate” (interviewee OECD1) 
for a long time due to the organization of work within the OECD. It was only re-
cently that eff orts were made to coordinate the diff erent directorates through a 
more integrated approach with the CleanGovBiz initiative7 launched in 2011. Apart 
from this organizational aspect, a central diff erence lies also in PUMA’s initial focus 
on the “positive side” (OECD. Public Management Service 1996, 6) of ethics given 
its direct relationship with the movement of managerial reform. In addition to a 
continuous attention to confl icts of interests and corruption problems, the work on 
public ethics has also stressed the promotion of public servants’ good conduct. Th is 
goal has thus implied to resort to non-binding ethics management tools instead of 
focusing mainly on law enforcement as privileged in the Anti-Corruption program.

7 See Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, The CleanGovBiz Initiative. 
Available at http://www.oecd.org/cleangovbiz/ (last accessed 30 January 2016).
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1.2 The two key dimensions of administrative ethics

Th is brief overview of the OECD’s activities on public ethics in the past twenty 
years is obviously limited. Many other elements, factors and actors should be re-
called in order to get a more precise and comprehensive explanation of the work 
done by the international organization on this topic. Nonetheless, it is believed to 
be far suffi  cient as regards the main goal of this article, namely identifying and con-
ceptualizing the central features of administrative ethics in the context of public-
management reforms.

By and large, it seems necessary to distinguish between two levels of concern 
about the ethical issue in public administration, each level being associated to a key 
dimension of the theoretical concept of administrative ethics proposed. Th ese two 
key dimensions are the following:
• the managerial dimension, which focuses on the management of civil servants’ 

daily behaviors and practices in the process of policy-making and policy im-
plementation. It relies on both the compliance-based and integrity-based ap-
proaches to ethics management, i.e. laws, rules, norms and all binding and non-
binding instruments which govern conducts in public administration;

• the normative dimension, which refers to the substantive content of admin-
istrative ethics, i.e. the normative framework incorporating the core principles 
and values, especially the political and moral ones, which defi ne civil servants’ 
professional identities and guide their specifi c missions and goals within the 
democratic system. Th is dimension is concerned with the legitimacy of the civil 
service and thus citizens’ trust in government.

Several comments need to be made just aft er this quick presentation. On the 
one hand, it is possible to single out three degrees of analysis applying to each di-
mension, namely: the overall civil service, the organizational level and the individ-
ual case level. Let’s give several examples combining the two dimensions together 
at these diff erent levels. A fi rst one can refer to the core principles (the public in-
terest, impartiality, integrity, equality etc.) applying to the whole civil service and 
expressed in a law, e.g. the general statute of civil service in France. Th en, it is pos-
sible to stress an organization’s particular values, which are to be summarized in a 
specifi c statement or binding code of conduct. And fi nally, at the individual level, 
any public servant might have to sort out confl icting values, norms or rules so as to 
make a decision and act in the most appropriate way in given circumstances.

On the other hand, these two dimensions of administrative ethics prove to be 
strongly intertwined, and both are considered essential to characterize it. Th e nor-
mative dimension is here particularly essential because it sheds light on the broad 
normative framework which legitimates any kind of public action or behavior and 
thus any management system set up in public administration. Th is framework usu-
ally has the same basis in Western countries, which the OECD summarizes this 
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way: “the fundamental mission of the public service is … serving the public inter-
est” (OECD 2000, 28). It is, however, worth pointing out that the normative dimen-
sion avoids defi ning beforehand which values are relevant or not (Huberts 2014). 
Its main function consists in highlighting the public interest as the core normative 
specifi city of administrative ethics in democratic states.

Indeed, the common reference to the public interest does not mean that 
all these countries would share the same public values or, more probably, would 
rank them in the exact same order. Th is question is not only context-related but 
also very complex insofar as the priority attached to one or several public values 
may diff er greatly depending on particular situations, and confl icts of values may 
therefore be frequent. Nonetheless, the great probability of ethical dilemmas jus-
tifi es, at least to a certain extent, complementing detailed rules and enforcement 
mechanisms with incentive tools like statements of values, training, ethics advis-
ers etc. Th e latter aim rather at stimulating and supporting public servants’ ethi-
cal refl ection and autonomous judgment to cope with unexpected or ambiguous 
situations (Maesschalck 2005).

Finally, the normative and managerial dimensions turn out to be reinforcing 
each other. Th ey have to be taken into account in a simultaneous way to provide 
public-administration ethics with its proper meaning, as shown in detail in scheme 
1. Th e compliance-based approach to ethics management (referred to only as “com-
pliance” in the scheme) appears as a top-down implementation of the normative 
framework, i.e. all fundamental principles and values, in particular the political and 
moral ones like, for example, the public interest, the rule of law, neutrality, probity 
etc. Th ey are primarily, but not exclusively, embodied by the constitutional and legal 
frameworks of any democratic system.

In a complementary manner, the integrity-based approach (symbolized by 
“integrity” in the scheme) starts from practical behaviors to determine and justify, 
in a bottom-up perspective, what are the core values and principles to prevail or 
the rules and norms to be applied depending on specifi c circumstances. As a result, 
practical reality represents a point of departure from which to assess and clarify the 
normative content of administrative ethics, especially when values, norms or even 
rules are confl icting or missing. Following the three degrees mentioned before, this 
evaluation may be carried out at diff erent levels by the civil servant, the leaders of 
his organization or the relevant court when concerning the overall civil service.
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Scheme 1

Normative framework 

                      

Integrity
Administrative     

 Compliance 

       ETHICS
  

Practical Behaviors

Normative f

 

egrity
Adminis

 ETHI

     

trative   
Complia

CS

B h i

t
IC

All these refl ections and the concept of administrative ethics put forward in 
this article may seem to be quite obvious and not breaking new grounds. It has 
to be acknowledged that many scholars in administrative ethics do take into ac-
count these two typical dimensions but only to some extent. For example, John 
Rohr complemented his work on ethics management with refl ections about the po-
litical regime values and “the values of American people” (Rohr 1976, 399) serving 
as the foundation for the US civil service. A more recent example is the distinction 
made by Jeroen Maesschalck between the “ethical” and “organizational” dimensions 
(Maesschalck 2005, 28) displayed by any ethical issue in an organization. Although 
this distinction seems to mesh with the concept of administrative ethics detailed 
above, there is still one major diff erence found in the attention paid to the norma-
tive dimension. Indeed, the analysis of Maesschalck deals in the end exclusively 
with the managerial side. If he is well aware of the moral aspect lying at the core of 
ethical dilemmas, the emphasis is put mainly on the way to handle them thanks to 
ethical decision-making.

Th e concept presented in this article tries to shed light in a more compre-
hensive and explicit way on the specifi c challenges related to ethics in public ad-
ministration. Th e normative dimension appears all the more important as it distin-
guishes administrative ethics from other ethical theories, especially business ethics. 
It is indeed interesting to remark that the integrity-based approach privileged by 
the OECD at the beginning was actually congruent with the introduction of eth-
ics codes and value statements in many Anglo-Saxon business fi rms since the late 
1970s. Th eir idea was to replace formal controls with greater autonomy allowed to 
managers (Peters and Waterman 1982) so as to lower control costs and increase 
economic performance (Boltanski and Chiapello 2011), but also to escape from 
state regulation in showing their ability to self-regulate themselves.

On the contrary, the growing priority attached to managerial values like the 
three “E’s” (economy, effi  ciency and eff ectiveness) in OECD countries has proved 
to be a more problematic ethical challenge insofar as it has tended to question the 
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identity of the civil service and its legitimate role in democracy. On a theoretical 
plane, it seems therefore that the clash between public-administration ethics and 
new public management really breaks out at the normative level. However, there 
is no contradiction, at least formal, between the two at the managerial level where 
ethics is simply understood as a kind of management tool.

2. Ethical challenges of the Canadian and French public 
administration in a context of NPM reforms: a comparison

Th e following part is going to test the theoretical as well as methodological utility 
of the concept of administrative ethics devised previously. For that purpose, it relies 
on a comparison between the Canadian and French governments’ respective ways 
to conceive and deal with the ethical issue in a context of managerial reforms. Using 
the two dimensions as an analytical grid, the study tackles each of them separately 
even though they are strongly intertwined, as already mentioned. It starts with the 
managerial one before moving to the normative one and combines the presentation 
of major examples from Canada and France which are related to every dimension.

It must be mentioned before starting that the focus is here exclusively on the 
Canadian federal level and the French state civil service. In addition, there are no 
specifi c distinctions made either between offi  cial initiatives and their eff ective im-
plementation, or between the diff erent positions held by civil servants (high level, 
middle level and the rank-and-fi le level) and between the corps, i.e. specifi c “group-
ings of offi  cials” (Bezes and Jeannot 2011, 191) in the French civil service. One has 
nonetheless to bear in mind these blind spots when refl ecting more heavily on the 
topic, especially for the problem of politicization. Th e latter proves to touch much 
more top public offi  cials in both countries due to traditions of political appoint-
ments (Dwivedi and Halligan 2003, 156; Bezes and Jeannot 2011, 198).

Besides, the time period covered runs mostly from the mid-1980s up to the 
late 2000s so as to give an historical overview8 about the ways both countries have 
evolved in this matter. However, it is loosely delimited to accommodating the par-
ticularities of national pathways in terms of administrative ethics and, more gen-
erally, public-management reforms. It is interesting to remark in this regard the 
apparent gap between the two countries. Indeed, Canada began to devote offi  cial 
attention to management in the public service in the early 1960s with the establish-
ment of the “Glassco Royal Commission on Government Organization” (Dwivedi 
and Halligan 2003, 151), whereas the French public administration was quite reluc-
tant towards managerial ideas up until the 1980s (Bezes 2009).

8 The comparison leaves aside to some extent developments of public-administration ethics in 
Canada and France since the 2010s. The reasons for this are twofold: fi rst, there are fewer ar-
chive documents available for the most recent period; second, this research is still in progress, 
especially regarding France’s very last initiatives to update her ethics infrastructure.
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Th is opposition can nonetheless be questioned due to the paradoxical fact that 
Canada has been particularly “slow to incorporate and institutionalize” (Dwivedi 
and Halligan 2003, 148) management reforms. Th e latter really took off  at the na-
tional level with Prime Minister Brian Mulroney in offi  ce in the mid-1980s (Dwivedi 
and Halligan 2003, 151). It was nearly at the same period in France, more precisely 
in 1989, that the socialist Prime Minister Michel Rocard launched a managerial 
program of state reform entitled “Public Service Renewal” (Renouveau du service 
public) (Bezes and Jeannot 2011, 201). It was the point of departure for a series of 
clearly NPM-oriented reform initiatives throughout the 1990s (Bezes 2009, 377). 
Th is broad context being recalled, it is now time to examine more specifi cally how 
the ethical issue has developed in the two states.

2.1 The managerial dimension of administrative ethics: the diffi cult 
emergence of a high-road approach

2.1.1 Canada
Th e Canadian government’s concern regarding the management of public ser-
vants’ behaviors started with the publication in 1984 of the Starr-Sharp report 
on confl ict of interest (Boisvert 2011b, 55). Th is fi rst initiative paved the way for 
a continuous series of confl ict-of-interest policies in the Canadian federal civil 
service, based mainly on compliance with detailed rules. For example, just one 
year later the Mulroney government adopted a “Confl ict of Interest and Post-
Employment Code for Public Offi  ce Holders” (Kernaghan 1996, 7). An “Ethics 
Counsellor” (Kernaghan 1996, 9) was also appointed ten years aft er the report to 
monitor, among other things, the enforcement of the code. Th is latter position 
was eventually replaced in 2004 by an independent Confl ict of Interest and Ethics 
Commissioner (Boisvert 2011b, 85).

But parallel to this development, other initiatives focusing on a high-road ap-
proach to ethics have emerged since the late 1980s and have taken the form primar-
ily of attempts to defi ne statements of public values. A good example is the estab-
lishment in 1987 of a “Committee on Governing Values” in charge of “identifying 
those values which are common across the Public Service” (Canada 1987, 4).

Th e “Public Service 2000” project launched in 1989 showed also explicitly the 
link between the stress on public servants’ ethics and the managerial movement in 
the federal public service. It consisted in several working groups of senior offi  cials 
mobilized to set up priorities for an ambitious program of reform in public admin-
istration. Th eir goal was to promote a new client-oriented culture instead of the 
traditional command and control bureaucracy (Dwivedi and Halligan 2003, 164). 
Special importance was given to “the individual responsibility and to professional-
ism” (Canada 1990, 2) of the public service’s members in accordance with the broad 
“new ‘guide and encourage’ … approach to management” put forward (Dwivedi 
and Halligan 2003, 165).
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Th e development of a consistent integrity-based approach nonetheless reached 
a turning point with the Task Force on Public Service Ethics and Values, initially 
created in 1995 as a study team by the Canadian Center for Management Devel-
opment (CCMD). Chaired by John Tait, the deputy minister of Justice, the Task 
Force strived to overcome the relative failure of previous values exercises due to a 
remaining gap between good intentions and real practices within the federal public 
service. For that purpose, it chose to resort to an “inductive approach” (interviewee 
Canada1), based on a lucid discussion of concrete problems faced by public ser-
vants, what it called an “honest dialogue” (Tait 1996, 3).

Th e fi nal report, entitled A Strong Foundation, pointed out for the fi rst time 
the need to tackle “confl icts between values” (Tait 1996, 2) arising in public ad-
ministration. It acknowledged that dilemmas were triggered by the new priority 
attached to managerial values at the expense of other important public values. Th e 
report thus called for a largely open discussion on this topic throughout the federal 
public service following its specifi c approach. Moreover, it advocated to comple-
ment formal codes and rules oft en too limited in these matters with training and 
tools for civil servants to be able to handle ethical dilemmas.

Th e activities of the Task Force created a momentum for integrity-based mea-
sures in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Two “Co-Champions of Values and Ethics 
in the Public Service” (Canada 2001, 1) were appointed to pursue activities and to 
promote dialogue on values and ethics in the federal public administration through 
a “case-study approach” (Canada 2001, 1) devised in two specifi c handbooks. Th e 
Values and Ethics Offi  ce of the Treasury Board of Canada was also established in 
1999 in order to set up the conditions for a values-based management within the 
public service (Kernaghan 2007, 26).

However, a series of major scandals breaking out in the fi rst half of the 2000s 
have fi nally turned the tide towards re-emphasizing the issue of confl ict of interest 
and the strict compliance with rules. One good example among others of this dy-
namic is the Federal Accountability Act passed in 2006, which encompasses all the 
codes and standards regarding confl ict of interest, whistleblowing, post-employ-
ment and lobbying in one integrated law (Boisvert 2011b, 64). Despite this clear 
tendency witnessed since the mid-2000s, it seems nonetheless that the discussion 
of values and ethics based on the dialogical model put forward by the Tait report 
remains deeply rooted in the Canadian public service. Th e distinction between 
compliance-based and integrity-based approaches to ethics management is largely 
acknowledged as well (interviewee Canada2).

2.1.2 France
Th e French way of dealing with civil servants’ ethics usually privileges a compli-
ance-based approach. Indeed, it draws from the traditional conception of the state 
as the guardian both of the general will expressed by the law and the unity of soci-
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ety, justifying the use of exclusive prerogatives. Th e civil service is thus based on a 
“specifi c administrative law” (Bezes and Jeannot 2011, 186), separate from common 
law, and a merit and career system. Established in 1946, the latter implies that in-
dependent and impartial civil servants are expected to serve the public interest and 
the principles of equality, continuity and adaptability lying at the core of the French 
concept of service public.

Th e principle of hierarchy, which is regarded as an “operational translation” 
(Chambon and Gaspon 1996, 49) of the law and represents a major basic principle 
of the civil service, strongly shapes ethics in public administration. Th e very fi rst 
ethical requirement for a French civil servant is to obey and abide by the orders 
of his superiors unless they are against the law and the public interest. Th erefore, 
public-administration ethics amounts in the fi rst place to the exercise by the hierar-
chy of a disciplinary power sanctioning civil servants’ bad behaviors.

Th is formal view limits the ethics of civil servants to the respect of professional 
obligations and conveys an abstract and absolute vision of the public interest. Cou-
pled with the old and largely accepted tradition of cumulating powers and functions 
(Mény 1992, 20), it explains to a certain extent that confl icts of interest regarding 
public offi  cials have been overlooked for a long time in France. A change nonethe-
less began in the mid-1980s with a series of laws completing the general statute of 
1983. Th ey stated a list of incompatibility between public and private functions to 
face the increasing phenomenon of pantoufl age, i.e. civil servants leaving offi  ce for 
the private sector.

Th e movement intensifi ed in the mid-1990s with the creation of an Eth-
ics Commission for each specifi c civil service, which turned into one commis-
sion for all civil servants in 2007.9 It is in charge of issuing opinions on potential 
confl ict of interest concerning a civil servant leaving offi  ce for the private sector 
or cumulating activities in both spheres (Chambon and Gaspon 1996, 80). More 
generally, the Central Service for the Prevention of Corruption (Service Central 
de Prévention de la Corruption) was established in 1993 within the Ministry of 
Justice, in the aft ermath of the specialized Bouchery commission on this topic 
(Lascoumes 1999, 131), to collect and centralize data, give advice to authorities 
and raise awareness about corruption in France while also taking part in interna-
tional cooperation and action.10

Apart from issues of confl icts of interest and corruption, the attention to civil 
servants’ ethics increased in the fi rst half of the 1990s in close relation to the overall 

9 See Commission de déontologie, Missions, published on the Ministry of Civil Service’s website on 
4 August 2011. Available at http://www.fonction-publique.gouv.fr/missions (last accessed 11 
February 2016).

10 See the Central Service for the Prevention of Corruption, published on the Ministry of Justice’s 
website on 6 December 2012. Available at http://www.justice.gouv.fr/multilinguisme-12198/
english-12200/the-central-service-for-the-prevention-of-corruption-24860.html (last accessed 
11 February 2016).
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process of state modernization set up by the Public Service Renewal program. Th e 
activities of the General Planning Commission (Commissariat Général du Plan) in 
particular, or the Picq mission on the state’s responsibilities and organization (Mis-
sion sur les responsabilités et l’organisation de l’Etat), stressed continuously the “crisis 
of eff ectiveness” (France. Commissariat Général du Plan 1993, 131) and the need to 
improve the quality of public-service delivery to citizens in accordance with NPM 
ideas (Bezes 2009, 373 – 377).

For that purpose, the major public reports put the emphasis on devolving 
power to more autonomous administrative services (France. Commissariat Général 
du Plan 1993, 133) and more responsible civil servants. Responsibility was regarded 
by reformers as a kind of “monitored trust”, which allowed more discretion to civil 
servants in betting on their “capacity and integrity” (France. Commissariat Général 
du Plan 1989, 48). In a surprising way, this movement tended both to reinforce eth-
ics rules guaranteeing the neutrality and impartiality of the civil service (France. 
Commissariat Général du Plan 1989, 44; 1993, 59) and to put forward ethics char-
ters which would specify traditional and new principles guiding the work of public 
servants (Picq 1994, 127).

Th is focus on responsibility and broad charters may be seen to a certain extent 
as the beginning of an integrity-based approach to ethics in the French public ad-
ministration. Indeed, the responsible civil servant was regarded in the early 1990s 
as the one able to defi ne and adapt the changing notion of the public interest to 
the reality (France. Commissariat Général du Plan 1993, 29) in order to ensure 
the eff ectiveness of public services and thus guarantee citizens’ trust in government 
(France. Commissariat Général du Plan 1989, 34 – 35). A high-road perspective in 
terms of ethics management appeared then to the proponents of state reform as a 
way to reconcile legality and eff ectiveness (Chambon and Gaspon 1996, 6) and as a 
“powerful lever” to fi nally modernize public administration (France. Commissariat 
Général du Plan 1993, 60).

Despite these initiatives, it must be noted that public-administration ethics in 
France has remained largely insensitive to this perspective up until the late 2000s. 
Th ere has been an important increase since then in the production of soft  law mech-
anisms in public organizations, like codes and charters of ethics associated with 
ethics advisers giving recommendations to guide the practices of their members 
(Pêcheur 2013, 4). Th e importance to develop a new ethical culture was a key rec-
ommendation of the commission established in 2010 to refl ect on the prevention 
of confl ict of interest in public life (Sauvé et al. 2011, 95). Some of its recommenda-
tions have been taken up in the draft  law on civil servants’ ethics like, for example, 
the settlement of “ethics advisers” (France. Assemblée Nationale 2015, 21).

Another good example of this dynamic is the enactment in 2011 by the Coun-
cil of State of a Charter of ethics for the members of the administrative jurisdic-
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tion.11 It is all the more interesting that the French supreme administrative court 
was very much reluctant in the 1980s and 1990s towards this kind of documents 
giving additional written specifi cations of rules due to their encroachment on its 
jurisprudential activity (Bezes 2009, 248). Besides, the Council of State has made ef-
forts recently to adapt the defi nition of soft  law mechanisms to its judicial doctrine, 
based on the paramount role of hard law and the respect of legal security for citizens 
(France. Conseil d’Etat 2013).

To conclude this brief overview, it is worth pointing out the ambiguous de-
velopment of public-administration ethics since the mid-2000s. Indeed, the tradi-
tional French term déontologie (ethics) and the reference to law as being its main 
foundation (Vigouroux 2006, 17) remain largely shared by specialists in the fi eld 
who are, most of the time, administrative lawyers and judges. But paradoxically 
enough, some of them have strived to distinguish, more or less implicitly, the mean-
ing of ethics from the ideas of discipline and sanction (Vigouroux 2006, 27; Truchet 
2010, 2129) to emphasize the more positive and ambitious empowering approach 
to ethics management. If some commentators have raised doubts (Niquège 2014, 
281) about the claim that it is a “misinterpretation” (Vigouroux 2006, 25) to associ-
ate ethics with discipline, this tendency sheds light on some of the main evolutions 
regarding public-administrative ethics currently occurring in France.

2.2 The normative dimension of administrative ethics: debates around 
core public values

2.2.1 Canada
Choices regarding the most suitable ways to govern public servants’ conducts, es-
pecially in a period of managerial reforms, have been related both in Canada and 
France to complementary debates on the core principles and values to defend and 
the type of civil-service system to promote.

Th e Canadian public service is probably the institution in the OECD zone 
which has developed the most intense and accurate refl ection on public-admin-
istration values. Th is is shown by the usual distinction made between values and 
ethics since the activities of the Task Force on Public Service Values and Ethics 
in the mid-1990s. As already mentioned, several initiatives were launched in the 
late-1980s to fi nd out the specifi c values of the federal public service. Th e princi-
pal goal of the “Committee on Governing Values” was, for example, to “revitalize 
the Public Service” (Canada 1987, 11) through the rediscovery of shared values. 
It is important to stress nonetheless that the latter were in this case supposed to 

11 See Charte de déontologie des membres de la juridiction administrative, published on the Council 
of State’s website on 12 January 2012. Available at http://www.conseil-etat.fr/Actualites/Com-
muniques/Charte-de-deontologie-des-membres-de-la-juridiction-administrative-edition-2011 
(last accessed 11 February 2016).
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serve as a “means for change” (Canada 1987, 17) to improve productivity and the 
quality of public services.

Th e interest for values was again mainly due to the focus on them in the pri-
vate sector as a key factor of successful enterprises (interviewee Canada1). More-
over, diff erent initiatives of NPM reform at the time tended to deepen the idea of 
a blurring divide between the public and private sectors in favor of the latter. Th e 
fi nal White Paper of Public Service 2000 put for example a great emphasis on mana-
gerial values like “service to the public, innovation, empowerment of employees” 
(Dwivedi and Halligan 2003, 164). Similarly, the “Program Review exercise” (Kelly 
2000, 73), set up in 1994 to curb the fi nancial and budgetary crisis of the Canadian 
state, triggered a huge movement of downsizing in the public sector (Dwivedi and 
Halligan 2003, 167) and put forward the principle of “employability” (interviewee 
Canada1) at the expense of career public servants.

It is in this broader context that the study group chaired by John Tait started its 
work. Th e explicit purpose was not only to respond to potential threats on the very 
identity of the federal public service but also to clarify some ambiguities concern-
ing the role of values. Indeed, the previous exercises principally looked at values as 
a management tool useful to get rid of centralized and constraining rules in public 
administration. But according to a former member of the Task Force, the very fi rst 
question guiding the activities was to fi gure out which values could defi ne what it 
meant to be a public service (interviewee Canada1), and aft er that to concentrate on 
the rules able to translate them in practice.

Hence the necessity to focus separately on the values and ethics of the public 
service whose respective meaning may be roughly summarized in the following 
way: “values is who we are, ethics is what we do” (interviewee Canada1). Th e group 
questioned heavily the idea imported from the private sector that values could re-
place rules and claimed that:

it is also important not to lose sight of the important role that 
some rules will always play in public administration, as means to 
ensure democratic will and to preserve the legitimacy of govern-
ment (Tait 1996, 41).

It must be noted here that the confusion regarding values is well identifi ed and 
overcome when one considers the analytical grid presented earlier in this article. 
Th e major problem in this case stemmed from the fact that the normative dimen-
sion, i.e. the substantive content of administrative ethics, was completely overlooked 
by NPM-type reforms. More precisely, the latter regarded values either as a mere 
management tool or pushed for managerial values instead of taking into account 
the paramount goal of public servants in democracy, i.e. serving the public interest.
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Th e activities of the Tait group were not in complete opposition to NPM ini-
tiatives, though. It tried rather to strike a balance between public management and 
traditional public administration in asserting that:

a synthesis of old and new values is both possible and necessary, 
and that together they will help to create an even stronger culture 
of public service (Tait 1996, 37).

However, the fi nal report, entitled A Strong Foundation, did shed light on the 
hierarchy between values existing in the federal public service. Among the four dif-
ferent categories of core values identifi ed, what it referred to as “democratic values, 
professional values, ethical values, and people values” (Tait 1996, 53), the demo-
cratic ones were stressed as “the most important of all and the one that provides the 
foundation for all the rest” (Tait 1996, 53) insofar as:

Th e Study Team has rediscovered that the most important de-
fi ning factor for the role and values of the public service is its 
democratic mission: helping ministers, under law and the Con-
stitution, to serve the common good (Tait 1996, 17).

Th e adoption in 2003 of the fi rst Values and Ethics Code for the Public Sec-
tor stating this set of core public values (Canada 2003, 7 – 10) was fi nally an offi  cial 
recognition of them as being the normative framework guiding all Canadian public 
servants. It was also confi rmed by the slightly revised version of the new code issued 
in 2011, which took up most of these values (Canada 2011, 3 – 4).

2.2.2 France
Contrary to the debates in Canada, there was a continuous agreement in the 1990s 
in France about the core values of public administration despite the more intense 
introduction of management reforms. One of the main reasons lay in the constant 
consolidation of the traditional features of public administration during the previ-
ous decade with a socialist and communist government in power. It is particularly 
important to recall here that the adoption in 1983 of a general statute to the three 
civil services (state, local and hospital) brought about a signifi cant strengthening of 
the career civil service (Bezes 2009, 226). Th is act of “rationalization and extension” 
(Bezes and Jeannot 2011, 192) of the existing statutory laws reinforced, for example, 
the principle of hierarchy, which was offi  cially included in the general statute.12

Such a movement has then infl uenced many public-management initiatives 
developed since the late 1980s. It produced a hybrid trajectory of state reform, en-
compassing both the promotion of new economic ideas and the defense of clas-
sic administrative values (Bezes 2009, 438). Some of the offi  cial reports published 
during this period clearly showed this French characteristic way of dealing with 

12 See article 28 of the law of 13 July 1983 related to civil servants’ rights and obligations (loi du 
13 juillet 1983 portant droits et obligations des fonctionnaires).
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NPM reforms throughout the 1990s. For example, the study on the improvement 
of state eff ectiveness conducted by the General Planning Commission claimed that 
the statute of the civil service was “a valuable asset” for the policy of modernization 
(France. Commissariat Général du Plan 1989, 91). In a similar vein, a following 
report pointed out that “equality, neutrality, continuity” remained the core pub-
lic values, even though transparency and responsibility had to be added to the list 
(France. Commissariat Général du Plan 1993, 59). In addition, the Council of State 
reasserted in its 1999 report that, despite increasing criticisms, the public interest 
was still “the keystone of public action of which it determines the goal and founds 
the legitimacy” (France. Conseil d’Etat 1999, 245).

Unlike Canada and other OECD countries during the same period, the French 
reformers fi nally kept emphasizing the specifi city of the public sector compared to 
the private one. However, the situation began to change in the early 2000s, given a 
new series of management standards more systematically aff ecting public admin-
istration. Th e main reform was the adoption on 1 August 2001 of the Organic Act 
on Budget Legislation (Loi organique relative aux lois de fi nances), which created a 
result-based and performance-oriented budgetary process fully implemented since 
2006 (Bezes and Jeannot 2011, 204). Th e latter paved the way for the devolution of 
powers in favor of administrative services, performance measurement and a greater 
individualization of civil servants’ careers.

Th is dynamic was deepened by the General Review of Public Policy (Révision 
générale des politiques publiques) launched in 2007. It looked for major cutbacks in 
personnel and public expenditures while promoting mobility and fi xed-term con-
tracts within the public sector. Th is global movement has provoked “destabilizing 
eff ects” (Bezes and Jeannot 2011, 205) on the traditional model of civil service, inso-
far as it put forward a logic of employability challenging the statute and career sys-
tem. It has thus led to questioning the historical identity of the French civil service 
in a similar way to what happened in Canada during the 1990s.

As a result, quite unusual debates about public values (interviewee France1) 
and especially the need to update and adapt them to the evolving society emerged in 
the late 2000s. Th e “national conference on values, missions and jobs of the public 
service and civil service”13 (Silicani 2008, 9) was the most signifi cant example in 
this regard. Th e six-month activities, gathering politicians, civil servants, scholars, 
experts and citizens from October 2007 to April 2008, highlighted three catego-
ries of fundamental values for the civil service, namely “republican values” (liberty, 
equality, fraternity etc.), “professional values” (legality, eff ectiveness, adaptability, 
continuity, probity, exemplarity etc.) and “human values” (commitment, respect, 
solidarity etc.) (Silicani 2008, 58 – 69).

13 Conférence nationale sur les valeurs, les missions et les métiers du service public et de la fonction 
publique.
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Apart from the great diversity of values referred to, the fi nal White Paper 
advocated for a “synthesis” (Silicani 2008, 57) between traditional and modern 
values. Another major contribution of the conference was to concentrate on dif-
fi culties to implement and reconcile these potentially confl icting values in daily 
practice (Silicani 2008, 74). For that purpose, the White Paper recommended to 
adopt a non-binding and incentive charter of civil-service values which would be 
less constraining, more adaptable to particular circumstances and could evolve 
(Silicani 2008, 78 – 80).

It is crucial to note that, contrary to the situation in the 1990s, the missions and 
goals of the civil service were considered at the time not clear and precise enough 
to guide the overall process of administrative reform and the improvement of ef-
fectiveness (Silicani 2008, 84). Th at’s why reformers and specialists in administra-
tive ethics (Vigouroux 2006, 5) have recently expressed the need to emphasize key 
public values which are not formally found in statutory laws (Niquège 2014, 284). 
Th is eff ort has been conceived both as a way to stress the persistent professional mo-
rality and identity of the French civil service and as a visible and symbolic response 
(Niquège 2014, 287) to more pressing expectations and demands from citizens so as 
to strengthen public trust in government.

Th e draft  law related to civil servants’ ethics, rights and obligations adopted 
in October 2015 by the National Assembly meets this concern in proposing, for 
the fi rst time, to mention explicitly in the general statute the core principles and 
values applying to all civil servants. Th ese values are “dignity, impartiality, integrity 
and probity” (France. Assemblée Nationale 2015, 3) as well as neutrality and the 
principle of laïcité (secularism). In spite of this innovation, it must be underlined 
that not only the particular values referred to but also the choice made by the cur-
rent socialist government to express them in a law remain in synch with the French 
traditional approach to public administration.

Conclusion

Th is article puts forward a theoretical concept of administrative ethics in order to 
shed light on the central features of the ethical issue in public administration, and 
especially in the context of NPM reforms. Devised from an historical review of 
the OECD activities on public ethics and integrity, this concept encompasses two 
major dimensions which are strongly intertwined. On the one hand, the manage-
rial dimension focuses on the management of civil servants’ behaviors in combin-
ing the compliance-based and integrity-based approaches. On the other hand, the 
normative dimension emphasizes the core principles and values which embody the 
normative framework defi ning the specifi c identity and legitimate mission of the 
civil service in democracy.
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Used then as an analytical grid to compare the Canadian and French interest 
in administrative ethics since the implementation of public-management reforms, 
this concept proves to be relevant to stress the diverse ethical challenges faced by 
these countries. It is particularly useful to distinguish between the managerial and 
normative dimensions in order to be able to sort out some ambiguities about the 
ethical issue in both cases. It helps, for example, to overcome the confusion about 
the meaning attached to values in Canada, which have been regarded either as a 
management tool or a normative standard. In the French case, this concept makes it 
possible to clarify recent evolutions in the way to perceive and deal with administra-
tive ethics, e.g. the new focus on incentive instruments and the discussion of core 
values, which are not always clearly stated and remain hidden behind the historical 
reference to déontologie.

Th e comparison of Canada and France’s pathways of managerial moderniza-
tion reveals some of the proper characteristics of each civil service, like the rapid but 
cautious adoption of NPM ideas (Dwivedi and Halligan 2003, 70 – 71) by the former 
or the strong infl uence of administrative law for the latter. And yet, one crucial simi-
larity at least must be outlined concerning the general creation of “hybrid adminis-
trative systems” (Christensen 2012, 2) which incorporate elements from traditional 
public administration and new public management. Th is tendency is particularly 
visible when focusing on the increasing comprehensive approach displayed to tack-
le the ethics of civil servants, not only at the managerial level with a combination 
of compliance-based and integrity-based strategies, but also at the normative level 
with the search for a synthesis between “old” and “new” public values.

Finally, such a movement shows that administrative ethics represents a com-
plex issue, which includes problems of corruption and wrongdoing but goes also far 
beyond. Indeed, it seeks to promote the most appropriate behaviors of civil servants 
on a daily basis in order to reinforce citizens’ trust in government and thus ensure 
its ongoing legitimacy. However, it is important to keep bearing in mind the im-
portance of context when tackling administrative ethics. Th is article draws insights 
mainly from the OECD area, but further comparative researches would be needed 
to highlight in a more thorough manner the multiple ethical challenges weighing 
on public administration in diverse environments and the many concrete ways to 
deal with them. For example, the discussions engaged about the specifi c situation of 
Central and Eastern European countries in this matter during the 9th Trans-Europe-
an Dialogue held in Ljubljana (Slovenia) on 4 – 5 February 2016 off ered interesting 
clues to improve the concept of public-administration ethics put forward and to 
develop a better understanding of this crucial issue.
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