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By Thomas E. Shanks, Ph.D.


T
ime is reserved during a meeting for a brief reflection on how well the group did at practicing the values of the Code of Ethics during that day’s meeting or previous meetings.  The reflection may end with suggestions about ways to improve future meetings.  If the group reaches consensus on a suggestion for a future meeting, someone in the group should volunteer to be the person responsible for doing any preparation work for that suggestion. Other methods for the reflection are also possible. 
This article is designed for everyone who will participate in an ethics reflection session either once or regularly at the Council, Commission, or Staff Meeting.  It should especially be read by those who will lead the group reflection.
It begins with a vision of the future, if the Ethics Code and all the efforts of Milpitas’ public officials are successful.  The article makes the point that to create that vision, public officials need to see that most of their decisions involve ethics issues. Yet, today, most ethics issues are never discussed from the dais because people don’t recognize them or are uncomfortable discussing them. Moments of Reflection are one tool to overcome those problems and help Milpitas make its vision a reality.    
THE PROMISE OF THE ETHICS CODE
Imagine that it is five years from now and the Milpitas Community Ethics Program has accomplished all it set out to do, and more, for the Milpitas community.  What does this moral community look like five years from now, best-case scenario?
  

The Ethics First Guidelines for residents, on the Web since September, presents an articulate and beautiful vision for that future.  It also presents a challenge for public officials to create that world.  Moments of Reflection is a simple way to help make that future a reality, but creating that world will take a good deal of effort and a variety of tools.  This document explores personal and group reflection as one such tool.  

THE VISION FROM THE ETHICS FIRST GUIDELINES 
“The Milpitas Ethics Program sees the challenge of implementing the new Code as one of putting ethics at the center of our community—in how elected officials meet their responsibilities to the citizens, how businesses work in the city, how we envision and plan our future, how citizens treat one another in public forums, how we air and resolve differences.” 
“’The Ethics Code is dynamic,’ said one citizen and CAC member who participated in its development. ‘It calls individuals to be at their best; and when that happens, when individuals treat one another ethically, the Milpitas community grows, it thrives.’”

 “When officials sign onto the Code, they are saying something about their character, about the type of leader they will be for our community. They endorse and agree to apply the Code’s values—honesty, respect, fairness, teamwork, stewardship, accountability—to their actions. They also agree to be held accountable to the expectations in the Code.” 
“But officials are not only accountable to a Code. When they sign it, they are making a commitment--or better, a promise--to the residents of Milpitas: when it comes to ethics, they are going to walk the talk. They promise their decisions and behavior will at all times—even when nobody is watching—be at their best, i.e., consistent with the Code’s values. Public officials are thus accountable both to the Code and to City residents.”
THE “MORAL DIMENSION” OF LIFE 
The promise in the previous paragraph—to be at their ethical best at all times—sets the bar very high, but that is the standard set by the Code of Ethics. To understand why the bar is set so high for City leaders, let us start with some basic understandings and build from there.  

We know that life has a “moral” dimension and that human beings have “moral obligations” (for example, parents taking care children; children taking care of elderly parents). 

“Ethics  relationships helps us understand that the  “moral” dimension of life is an interpersonal dimension.  When it involves other human beings, ethics
THE MOST IMPORTANT THINGS TO UNDERSTAND ABOUT ETHICS
a. Here are three fundamentals about the way the City thinks about “ethics.”  

i. At its heart: ethics is about relationships.  
ii. Its core question:  Are we treating other human beings, animals, and the environment as they ought to be treated? 
iii. Requirements for “yes”:  

1. This an example of me (or us) acting at our  best.
2. My/our action leads to long-term relationships of the highest quality with all our stakeholders? 
3. This action strengthens the public’s trust of its leaders.  
b. focuses our attention on the quality of human relationships.

c. The goal of ethics, then, is relationships of the highest quality. 

d. To achieve that goal, ethics lays out norms and standards for how people ought to treat each other in relationships—whether that involves an intimate friend or a stranger.

e. So, we define ethics then as a set of standards for how we ought to treat others in order to have the highest quality relationships we can and for a variety of other reasons.    
doing the right thing for friends and strangers
f. No matter how close or distant the relationship, ethics considers the other person a “stakeholder” in the decision-maker’s decision because the stakeholder will be impacted, for better or worse, by what the decision-maker decides.  
g. For their part, decision-makers have a moral obligation to “do the right thing” in their treatment of all legitimate stakeholders.  Doing the right thing, building relationships of the highest quality, treating people as they ought to be treated—humans have been figuring out how to do that ever since humans began interacting with one another.  
h. The good news is that some rules for “right treatment” have stood the test of time.  One is the Golden Rule, some version of which appears in every culture and in every faith tradition
.  “Treat others as you want to be treated.” 
i. Three great personal reflection questions come from the Golden Rule:  

j. (Before a decision) What would I want the decision to be, if the roles were reversed? Alternatively, if I were the person without power in this situation and had to live with the impact of this decision, what would I want the decision to be?  

k. (After a decision)  Did I treat others as I would want to have been treated in this situation?  

l. (Ideally before, but certainly after, a decision in which some harm will be caused no matter what you do)  Have I done everything possible to reduce the harm that inevitably will be caused by my decision?   
m. To turn these personal questions into group questions, change the “I” to “we” and ask them at a Council, Commission, or Staff meeting. 

public decisions almost always involve ethics
n. To review:  The moral dimension of life is interpersonal.  Ethics is about relationships. 
o. Most decisions that people make from the time they get up until the time they go to bed have an impact on the quality of their relationships. Does that mean that most decisions involve ethics?  
p. They do, if the decision involves the way people “ought” to be treated, if there’s a “do the right thing for stakeholders” component.  Here’s a classic example.  
q. Does a person  face an ethics issue in the morning when he or she decides to wear a red and blue shirt or their baseball cap with the number 13 on it?  
r. Apply the question at the top of the page:  does the decision involve how people “ought” to be treated or is there a “do the right thing for stakeholders” component to the decision? 

s. For most people, this does not involve an ethics issue.  However, if red and blue are the gang colors of a violent gang in the area, or 13 indicates membership in a rival gang, then the person has an ethics issue.  That issue involves the bad potential consequence of the decision on stakeholders (family and friends if the decision-maker is hurt, strangers if a passer-by is hurt).  
t. What about the decisions of public officials?  Do they involve ethics?   Even without considering specifics, think about what public officials typically deal with in doing the business of the people.  Do public officials’ decisions involve how people ought to be treated?  Is there a “do the right thing for the public” component to the decision?  

u. Turns out that almost all public decisions have an ethics component to them.  Here’s a good rule of thumb:

v. If the official is dealing with a serious public policy issue, the official is also always dealing with a serious ethical issue.
w. By definition, public policy issues involve the good of the community, positive vs. negative consequences, the judgments of responsible public officials, and other things that involve how people ought to be treated.  
getting comfortable using ethics language 

Nevertheless, for many reasons, ethics and other values are rarely discussed in public policy decisions.  How will Milpitas accomplish the vision it has of putting ethics at the center of what public officials do, if ethics is rarely discussed or if the words do not come up in regular discussion?  Yet, this City is no different from most cities, or companies, or even families.  All people wrestle with moral issues, yet most wrestle alone, living with the success or failure of their actions in silence.  Public trust, the purpose of the Ethics Program, requires that the City reverse this trend and make ethics and values as normal a  part of the discussion of all public officials as conversation is about the budget, service, the law, and the City.  

Moments of Reflection is one tool to help people become more comfortable with this kind of language and help Milpitas make its vision a reality.  The exercise on the next page is one way to conduct a moment of reflection. 
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DIRECTIONS  

Here is a 10-minute “Moment of Reflection” exercise appropriate for everyone who is guided by the Code of Ethics.  Be ready to do some private writing after you read the short segment that follows.  The leader will direct you to one of the questions or give you a different question for today’s reflection.  The leader will give you a few minutes for personal writing, and then will ask for a short reflection. In groups of six or fewer, each person should plan to speak briefly. 

READING (from the Council on Excellence in Government,1992)

“Public service is a public trust. The highest obligation of every individual in government is to fulfill that trust. Each person who undertakes the public trust makes two paramount commitments:
· to serve the public interest; and

· to perform with integrity.

 
These are the commitments implicit in all public service. 

In addition to faithful adherence to the ethical principles enjoined upon all honest and decent people, public employees have a duty to discern, understand, and meet the needs of their fellow citizens.   That is, after all, the definition of a public servant.”


REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

2. Serve Public Interest:  The Code of Ethics lists the traits, values, and behaviors Milpitas residents believe public officials have a moral obligation to practice.   Drawing on the values and behaviors in the Code, what behaviors would lead to the public perception that a Milpitas official “serves the public interest”?  What behaviors lead to the perception of “not serving the public interest”?
  
3. Perform with Integrity:  What leads to the perception that the Milpitas official performs with integrity?  What leads to the perception that officials don’t act with integrity?


4. Personal Assessment and Next Steps:  Which of these do you consider a personal strength?  Council/Commission strength?  Which of these, if any, do you need to strengthen?  Who/What can help?

NOTE TO LEADERS

1. Introduction:  Always introduce the exercise by reminding people of its purpose.  Even if “Moments of Reflection” is on the agenda, introduce that agenda item:

“Now it is time for a moment of reflection, inspired by the Code of Ethics.  This is the time for us to share our thoughts how (the Council) role-models the City’s core values, makes ethical decisions, or any ways we can get stronger.  This is also an opportunity to recognize and thank people for any special ways they work for the City and build public trust.”

2. Then introduce the exercise or the special question for reflection (for instance, the exercise on the previous page).  Ask members to take out a piece of paper or jot some notes for themselves privately.  Tell them once you’ve given them a few minutes to do this, you will ask for some sharing of comments. 

3. After you’ve given them some time to do the exercise and depending on the dynamics of the group, it may be important to set some ground rules before group members speak.  Here is one set of rules, but feel free to adapt them (as well as anything else in this exercise for the group.) 

· Honesty: Tell the truth.

· Respect: Treat each other as colleagues you hold in high regard.

· Fairness: Give each other the benefit of the doubt.

· Stewardship: The public expects us to role-model these values.

· Teamwork: Everyone participates equally to in the 10 minutes we have left to complete this exercise. 
· Accountability: We are each responsible for building public trust during this exercise.

4. Conclusion:  At the end of the time, thank the members for their contributions.  Remind people that this time is on the next meeting’s agenda also. If you want to suggest something specific for people to think about or a specific exercise, mention it now. Tell people that if members want to read more about moments of reflection or the City’s Ethics Code, the Ethics Program has more materials. (Recommend something you have found helpful.  Example: I keep the pocket card decision-making process in front of me and find it helpful.  Or, I bring the Ethics Code with me and look at it during meetings., etc.)    People should let the staff liaison know if they would like any additional materials.

5. Additional Notes: 
a. Always have a question or an exercise planned for discussion.  Do not just ask, “Does anyone have any reflection to offer?”  unless you have planned that in advance with some member of the committee who has offered to plan the reflection.  Feel free to ask others to lead the reflection from time to time. 
b. Always do the exercise you have planned to do.  
c. Always give it the full time you planned.
d. Do not ask members what they think of the moments of reflection until the group becomes comfortable with them.   

reflection on public meetings: four ethics moments 
Group reflection requires a common experience to reflect about.  In the previous exercise, the common experience is the short reading.  The common experience may be a short quote or a newspaper story or anything that sparks a thought in people.  

The common experience may also be the previous meeting of the group, or the meeting that night.  

In reflecting on a meeting, it is helpful to understand that ethical action often has four moments, any one of which could be the focus of a reflection during that meeting.  Here are questions that could be used with each moment, but these are for experienced leaders and groups very familiar with easier reflections like the previous one : 

5. What ethics issues did we deal with in the meeting?  What stakeholders did we consider in our decision?  

a. The first moment is “ethical sensitivity,” in other words recognizing that we are standing in the presence of an ethical issue.  How are they recognized?  First by a feeling in the gut or the head that something may be at stake here that involves a “do the right thing” issue.  They may also be recognized because you’re not sure of the right thing to do, or because two City values seem to be in conflict. 

b. How did you think your way through to the right thing to do?  What seemed to be at stake:  was it an issue of fairness?  Or people’s rights?  Or the common good?  Or balancing harms and benefits?  
c. The second moment is “ethical judgment,” in other words thinking through the right thing to do using the ethics criteria on the pocket card.

d. What action did we take?  Did we do all we could to reduce any possible hard to people?  What did we role-model by the action we took?  

e. The third moment is “ethical commitment,” actually taking action.  Ethics is not a thinking sport or a spectator sport, but one which requires active involvement. 

f. Did we take action despite the cost?  Was there a cost to us in the action?  Did we display courage in the face of opposition or personal cost?  

The fourth moment is the chance to display “ethical courage.”  This involves doing the right thing despite the cost  
To build public trust effectively, these skills must become consistent characteristics of the way individuals and groups do their regular business for the city. In other words, each public official and candidate must develop the habits of recognizing ethical issues, carefully judging the ethically-appropriate way to proceed, and then taking action consistent with the Code and taking action despite the cost. Just as City groups have developed a strong culture of fiscal responsibility and providing high quality citizen services, each group must develop a culture that further discusses, encourages, and supports ethics.
core reflection questions for public officials

This is a good list of general purpose reflection questions.  Any time public officials wish to reflect together about their actions, one or more of these questions may be used. These are easier questions to ask that the previous set.  
IMPORTANT:  Group reflection requires a common experience to reflect on.  Usually this will be the previous meeting or the meeting that night.  If the following questions are used, adapt them to make clear what the common experience is by adding, “tonight” or “at our last meeting.”  If time has passed between meetings, review what the key item were on the agenda for the last meeting. 
How did we advance the City’s Core Values?
6. What good did we do?  What harm did we cause?  Did we do more good than harm?  Did we reduce the harm as much as possible? 
7. How were we fair? Did we treat everyone the same? 

8. How did we protect the public’s rights? Did we treat everyone with dignity and respect? 

9. Whose interests won?  Whose interests lost?  Did anyone need to lose? 

10. How did we individually and as a group role-model the City’s core values? 

suggested additional procedures 
1. Put the reflection period on the agenda: 

“Moment of Reflection” or “Ethics Reflection” would be a regular and repeating item on the agenda.  This activity works most easily in the middle or toward the end of the meeting when the individuals reflect on the common experience of the discussion they have recently completed.
The process may also be used at the beginning of the meeting, where participants have had the benefit of a week of time or more between meetings to reflect more deeply.  If it is at the beginning of the meeting, it is important to follow the reflection guidelines below and to be diligent at keeping a limited time.  It is most important that the reflection time not be a time for long statements more appropriate for campaigning or long statements explaining how “I am ethical” and “Others are not.” 

2. Length:  

Usually, this reflection should be allowed five minutes of a 60 minute meeting; 10 minutes of a 90 minute meeting; and fifteen minutes for two hours or more. Stick to the time allotted, neither shortening it nor allowing it to go on too long. If it is anticipated that the meeting will go long, the item should be moved earlier. 

 Do not rush through this item, especially when a group first begins to use it.  If every member of the group wishes to speak, each person should make one brief comment and/or pose a question for further thought (These questions would not be answered.).  These should be seen as “headlines” rather than an entire “story”.  The group does not have time to say everything it may want to say during the reflection period.  If more needs to be said, an extended discussion of ethics should be placed on the next agenda.  

3. Typical Facilitation Script: 
In the script that follows, the leader pauses between questions or reads the question slowly, then pauses, so people can do some reflecting or some writing :  
“Let us spend a few minutes before we conclude in a reflection on the meeting, the City’s Core Values, and Code of Ethics. The question we want to answer is eventually is, “How well did we do tonight in living the Code?” What I’ll do is take us through a brief reflection, just asking questions to jog your thinking.  When I’m finished with the questions, I’ll open it up for your comments and brief discussion.”   
“I’ll give you a couple of quiet minutes now to look back over the meeting’s agenda before we talk. (Pause.)  Feel free to jot down some quick answers to the questions I’ll ask.  First of all, what happened in our meeting? What were the facts? … During which parts of the agenda did ethics and values come up?... What were the ethics issues?...  You might refer to the pocket card to help you identify the ethics issues.”  (Longer pause.) 
“While we were dealing with those issues or dealing with each other, what feelings did you experience?  Stress?...  Conflict?...  Frustration? … Or cooperation? … Ease?  What were you feeling?”  (Longer pause.) 
“How were people treated in the meeting?  Honestly, fairly, with respect?... Did we serve the community as best we could?” 

“Were there any other core values issues?  Issues of teamwork… stewardship… accountability?”    (Longer pause. It is important to give people at least a minute or two to look back over the meeting using the perspective of values or the perspective of ethics before anyone talks.)  
“OK, now let’s open it up for comments or questions for further thought.  Let’s keep it brief.  Give everyone a chance to comment.”  
Once the comments are over:  “Is there anything we can do better next time?  Conclude as in the Public Trust and Public Service exercise above. 
Additional Questions:  As appropriate, the facilitator could pose questions such as  those on the pocket card, or: 
11. Did we act “at our best” in the meeting? 

12. When would you say we demonstrated the City’s core values in best practice at the meeting? 

13. What were the ethics reasons for the decision we reached? (Or, how would you explain the ethics reasons for our decision  to someone who disagreed or was not going to benefit equally from the decision?) 

14. How did we weaken/strengthen public trust in the meeting? 
15. Did we run into any stumbling blocks or obstacles that we need to pay attention to in the future?   

16. We’re also building a culture of recognition as part of the Ethics Program. Would anyone want to recognize any extraordinary efforts consistent with the Core Values on anyone’s part at the meeting?
ADDITIONAL EXERCISES
Best-Case, Worst-Case Reflection 
This exercise was suggested on page 1 of this document:

Imagine that it is five years from now and the Milpitas Community Ethics Program has accomplished all it set out to do, and more, for the Milpitas community.  What does this moral community look like five years from now, best-case scenario?

Depending on the amount of time available, this could be part of a three-part exercise.  The first part is the best-case scenario, as described in the previous paragraph.  The second part is exactly the same, except you say,  “Now, let’s consider the same question, except let’s make it the worst-case scenario.  If everything goes wrong and none of what we set out to accomplish takes place, what does this moral community look like five years from now, worst-case scenario?  

The third part asks, “We have identified a best-case scenario and a worst-case scenario. What action needs to be taken now to move us toward the best-case and to prevent the worst-case.  

This exercise could be done over three meetings or more. 
Additional Exercises:  Two additional exercises follow. 
milpitas community ethics program
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PUBLIC SERVICE AND PUBLIC TRUST �a moment of reflection








� This question can be turned easily into a reflection exercise.  See additional exercise on page 20. 


� See John C. Maxwell. There’s No Such Thing as Business Ethics: There’s only one rule for Making Decisions. New York: Warner Books, 2003, pp. 22-23.
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