Ethics Counts

Ethical Behavior:

The Cornerstone of the Government
Financial Mlanagement Profession

By Delvin D. Seawright, Ph.D., CGFM, CPA, CGMA

If people are the foundation and most valuable assets of the government financial

management profession, then ethical behavior must be the cornerstone. Any discussion

on building the profession would be well complemented by addressing the impact of
ethics education, the code of ethics, and leadership on ethical behavior.

Introduction

If people are the foundation and building
blocks of the government financial
management profession, then surely
ethical behavior is the cornerstone.
Indeed, human resource practitioners
and researchers agree that an
organization’s most valuable assets are
people.! Moreover, professionals across
multiple industries and disciplines
recognize that ethical behavior is
critical to each profession.

Asideas are pondered and efforts
undertaken to build the government
financial management profession,
ethical behavior deserves just as

much attention as other important
issues facing practitioners, such as
professional competency, management
skills, and recruitment and retention.
Given that the profession is tasked with
the responsibility of effectively and
efficiently allocating and expending
financial resources, many of which

are received from non-exchange

of professional development. In
particular, three areas demand
attention: ethics education, the code
of ethics, and ethical leadership.

Ethics education

Efforts to build the government
financial management profession call
for renewed commitment to ethics
education among current government
financial management professionals.
Opportunities for continuing education
on professional ethics should become
readily available. For example, ethics
workshops and seminars could be
offered during conferences and
meetings, while ethics materials
could be made available for self-
study. In addition, college students
majoring in disciplines such as

public administration, accounting

and finance should encounter ethics
content throughout their studies.
Whether that exposure comes through
the use of experiential learning tools
and methods, such as teaching cases
d role-playing, or through guest

lectures by authorities on ethics, future
financial managers need to wrestle
with ethical questions on a regular
basis before entering the profession.
Those responsible for deciding on
degree requirements must prioritize
the integration of ethics content into
the curricula. Clearly, a renewed
commitment to ethics education is
vital to developing current and future
members of the profession, because
“the more you know, the more you
can grow.”

The code of ethics

A professional code of ethics serves
as an internal guide for executing one’s
responsibilities as well as an external
statement? to stakeholders. Because
itindicates the standards held by its
members, the code should be reviewed
and updated periodically to ensure that
it clarifies the mission, principles and
values of the organization while linking
them to standards of professional
conduct.® A well-written, concise

code of ethics aids members of the
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Two easy ways to submit an ethics question:
1. EMAIL:
journal_ethics@agacgfm.org

2. ONLINE:
www.agacgfm.org/journal_ethics

profession in its clarity and simplicity,
especially when itis readily available
and accessible. Most importantly, the
code should be enforced consistently
by those empowered to do so in order
to uphold the profession’s commitment
to integrity and accountability.

Modeling ethical leadership

No discussion on building the govern-
ment financial management profession
would be complete without addressing
the need for ethical leadership in word
and deed. Practicing what is preached
is essential to building the profession
itself as well as placing any confidence
and trustinit, because leaders set

the tone for organizational culture.
The ethical comportment of leaders is
acknowledged as one of the most influ-
ential means of conveying attitudes,
values and behaviors.* Also, the
influence of leaders’ behavior is often
greater than that of individuals who
serve in non-leadership capacities.®

Final thoughts

As we take time in this issue of the
Journalto address building the
government financial management
profession, let us not forget the
essential role ethical behavior plays

in maintaining the public trust. Rest
assured, AGA’s Professional Ethics
Board, as it executes its oversight and
other roles for the profession, is working
diligently to elevate awareness of
ethical behavior, strengthen the code of
ethics and provide ethical leadership. Il
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