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A Litany of Allegations
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Robert Bentley (Alabama governor affair)
Uber scandal (sexual harassment scandal)
Apple scandal (battery gate)
Volkswagen scandal (emissions gate)
Lance Armstrong
Rita Crundwell – City of Dixon IL controller (and champion quarter horse breeder) $53.7m  (city budget is $20m)
BP scandal
Mark Sanford
Bernie Madoff
Lehman Brothers
Arthur Anderson (Enron)
College Admissions scandal
Roger Ailes sexual harassment scandal
Clinton / Lewinski
NY Rep. George santos fraud, money laundering, false statements, theft of public funds
NY Gov Eliot Spitzer prostitution sting
NY state rep Anthony Weiner 
And the list goes on…



Trust in Government has Declined
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The New Approach is Focused on Our Most Valuable Asset…

Trust



Typical Codes of Ethics

§ Typical Codes of Ethics have the feel of a 
contract or policy-based document 
describing:
• Do’s
• Don’ts
• Consequences



Trust Aligns Key Member Values

§We interviewed randomly selected GFOA members 
and values that rose to the top were…

•Honesty / Integrity

•Doing good work

•Treating people fairly
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The Code’s Five Key Values

§ Integrity and Honesty

§ Producing Results for My Community

§ Treating People Fairly 

§ Diversity and Inclusion 

§ Reliability and Consistency
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More Effective

“The focus on aligning members' 
behavior with the value they 
individually place on trust is 
distinct in comparison to existing 
approaches. I think this will 
result in more successful 
retention and use, not just rote 
memorization.”
• Joseph Kloiber, Finance 

Director/Treasurer, City of Columbia 
Heights, MN
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Advances in our understanding of human behavior present an 
opportunity to develop a more powerful approach to ethics



Cognitive Biases
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Overconfidence Bias

50% of business people 
surveyed thought they 
were in the top 10% of 

most ethical people.
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Social 
Pressures



Change Ethics from Constraint to Enabler

If being “ethical” is defined as being more “trustworthy”, then…

…when there is more trust in the finance office:

1. Finance is invited to be part of important discussions and decisions for the 
entire organization

2. Work is more efficient because there are more free flows of accurate 
information. People are more willing to share information.

3. People are more willing to take risks, so there will be more innovation.
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The Conventional Wisdom

“Trust takes a lifetime 
to build and seconds 

to destroy”
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Peak Experiences Matter Most



Examples of Peak Experiences
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Zero tolerance for 
unethical behavior

Owning mistakes

Delivering bad news well



How to Deliver Bad News Well
§Be prompt

§Be straight

§Provide solutions
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Self defense 
class for the 

soul

Strengthen Your Integrity By Standing for your 
Values



What is Giving Voice to Values?
§ Instead of “ethical analysis”, GVV helps people 

implement and take action on their values. 
§Developed by Mary Gentile of the University of 

Virginia, Darden School of Business
§Helps answer the questions: 
•What if I were to act on my values? 
•What would I do or say? 
•How would I be the most effective? 
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Consider this video to share the new code in your organization

§ www.gfoa.org/ethics
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http://www.gfoa.org/ethics


Learning from the Room’s Experience

§ Tell a story about highpoint in your career when you built trust with 
elected officials, co-workers, or the public and you are proud of what 
you accomplished. What is that story and what did you do?
• 7 to 10 minutes

§ Listeners, pay attention to what made success possible. 

§ We’ll collect insights from all the groups

§ What opportunities do you have to apply the insights in your career?
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What questions do you have about GFOA’s new approach to ethics? 
What support do you need?

1 minute silent contemplation

2 minutes to talk with a partner

4 minutes to talk with a group of four

Share your top conclusions
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Case Study - Gift Policy Guideline 
The Ethical Issue: Following your organization’s gift 
policy while maintaining a good working relationship 
with your boss. 
The Scenario: 
§Susan McMasters is the Treasurer for a City in Ontario. 

She is attending GFOA’s 113th annual conference 
§Also attending the conference is the City’s Finance 

Director, John Steward. 
§ John is Susan’s boss. 
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Gift Policy Guidance (continued 2)

§ City has clear gift policy: employees are not allowed to accept 
anything valued at more than $25 from any vendor or contractor 
for the City. 

§ Susan receives invitation from City’s Financial Advisor to attend a 
steak dinner and the Los Angeles Angels of Anaheim baseball 
game during the conference. Due to the policy, Susan politely 
declines the event. 

§ On the flight to Los Angeles, John asks Susan whether she will be 
attending the dinner and ballgame. Susan informs John that, 
under their policy, she couldn’t accept the invitation.
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Gift Policy Guideline (continued 3)

§John tells Susan that at conferences like this, 
everyone accepts those invitations and she 
shouldn’t worry about those types of situations. 

§The City’s policy, he informs her, is aimed at 
stopping corruption and awarding contracts based 
upon nepotism or personal relationships. 
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Gift Policy Guideline (continued 4)

§Susan faces a dilemma --  how to comply with the City’s 
clear ethics guidelines and still remain on a good working 
relationship with her boss. 

§What is the position Susan is expected to take?
§What is at stake or risk to all involved? 
§What is the reason and rationalization Susan is likely to go 

through? 
§How should Susan act on her values? 
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Case Study – City Council Conundrum
§The Ethical Issue: providing accurate information to 

your council or board without upsetting your boss. 

The Scenario: 
§Mike Parrot the City Finance Director is appointed by and 

reports to Mayor Dawkins, and it is an election year. 
§Mayor Dawkins has asked Mike to research a new tax 

proposal that would be levied to address of the opioid 
crisis in the City. 
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Council Conundrum (Continued 2)

§Mike and the Finance Department team diligently analyze 
the proposal and provide a forecast of potential revenues 
and costs. 

§Because the program is new and the proposed tax is not 
something the City has used before, both the expenditures 
and the revenues provided to the Mayor have caveats, 
assumptions and various hedges built in. 

§The analysis Mike provides to the Mayor provides ranges 
for both expenditures and revenues due to the uncertainty. 
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City Council Conundrum (continued 3)

§When Mayor Dawkins announces the new proposal, he 
shares only the highest revenue and lowest cost 
projections. Mike knows they are unrealistic. 

§Mike expresses concerns to the Mayor and is told that it is 
his responsibility to back the Mayor’s proposal. Finance 
completed its work and the Mayor made the decision. 

§When City Council deliberates on the proposal, the Mayor 
sends Mike to testify due to his good working relationship 
with the City Council and the trust they have in his 
department’s work.
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City Council Conundrum (continued 4)

§Mike is certain there will be significant questions about the 
lack of nuance to the projections as the Council has been 
used to seeing thorough work from the finance team. 
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1. What is the action Mike is expected to take? 
2. What is at stake for all involved? 
3. What is the likely reason and rationalization Mike is 

expected to go through? 
4. How should Mike act on his values? 


