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THE CIVIL SERVICE AND ITS VALUES

Framing the issue

The values of the civil service are currently the subject of scrutiny and implied review. There are several reasons
for this. One relates to the Constitutional Reform and Governance Bill announced in the Queen’s Speech on 18
November — a Bill that responds to long-standing demands to place the traditional values of the civil service on a
statutory footing. Another relates to the ongoing debate about leaks and whistle blowing in Whitehall.

In reviewing something as fundamental as values, the danger is of launching the argument from the wrong point
- by going straight to arguments about the content of values without first getting the story straight about their
standing and purpose. This analysis confronts that danger. It approaches the issue of civil service values from
first principles, identifying their place, rationale, and limits. Having cleared the ground, it concludes by
commenting on one issue of the day — leaks and whistle blowing.

Where do values fit into our ethical economy?
Values are not descriptions of the way things are. Nor do they stand on the sidelines of our conduct and
reasoning. Values are fundamental standards that commit us to act in specific ways. They are also stable over
time. Values are things we hold onto and surrender only with regret.
e appeal to values in order to tell us what we should do - to guide, justify, and evaluate conduct. But they are
not merely one set of prescriptions amongst others. Values are prescriptions of a particularly powerful kind.
They enjoy a privileged status in relation to other kinds of prescriptions, as well as to ordinary wants and
preferences.
Values also have a defining quality. They speak to the essence of an organisation and tell us what that
organisation is and stands for. An organisation that was untrue to its values would be guilty of something more
than incompetence. It would be guilty of bad faith and misrepresentation.
So, itis true of values that:

1 being fundamental, they stand apart from everyday wants and preferences;

1 being standards, they are things we can exceed, meet, or fall short of; and

1 being commitments, they are things we should take seriously and be true to.



How far do values extend?

We can, if we want to, invoke values in deciding what goals a government should pursue as well as in deciding
what constraints should apply to its pursuit of those goals. Appealing to values can tell us what makes one goal
more worthwhile than another as well as telling us how to handle conflicts between goals - for instance,
between economic growth and environmental protection. Appealing to values can also tell us how decisions
should be taken and implemented - for instance, how democratic they should be and what weight they should
give to individual rights.

Are values simply a means to an end?

No. What unites values is that they direct us to what we should do. But that does not mean that values are all
of a kind. Some impose duties upon us: we comply with them because it is the right thing to do. Others are
more like directions on a map: we comply with them because experience has shown compliance to have
beneficial effects. This tells us that values can derive their standing from being ends as well as means.

f  Values-as-means are not valuable in themselves. They do not constitute an independent standard of
right action and they do not place people under a duty to comply with them, come what may. Values-
as-means are valuable only because of the desired states of affairs they bring about. If value B is shown
to be better than value A at bringing about a desired state of affairs, A should be jettisoned in favour of
B. In the context of the civil service, objectivity may fall into this category. The value of objectivity may
come from a long held belief in its tendency to produce successful policy outcomes, not from the idea
that civil servants are under an independent duty to be objective nor that citizens have a right to
objectivity on the part of government officials.

1 Values-as-ends, in contrast, are valuable in themselves. They enjoy independent standing and are
valuable because they represent a standard of right action. They are not valuable because they are
better than rival values in bringing about desired states of affairs. Again in the context of the civil
service, honesty may fall into this category. The value of honesty may come from the idea that civil
servants are under a duty to be honest in their dealings with others:. Honesty is something they owe
those affected by their advice and decisions, come what may.

Can values clash?
Yes. Values can clash with two things. One is other values. The other is non-values.

1 Values can clash with other values in a number of ways. Values-as-means can clash with one another if
achieving a particular state of affairs requires us to choose between values: the value of objectivity in
decision making might come into conflict with the value of being responsive to public concerns.
Values-as-ends can clash with one another in the case of conflicts of duty - the duty to tell the truth
might come into conflict with the duty to keep confidences. And, of course, values-as-means and
values-as-ends come into conflict with one another in any number of cases.

1 Values can also clash with non-values, such as preferences and wants. In the context of government
and the civil service, these preferences and wants might include a desire to secure favourable headlines
or to outwit a pressure group. But preferences and wants need not be self-serving in character. The
desire to get a Bill through Parliament or to cut a good deal with a particular supplier may serve a clear
public purpose even if it has an everyday quality to it.
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Are values always controversial?

No. The idea that values are inherently controversial comes from the familiar contrast between values and facts.
For some, this contrast is bound up with the idea that while we have commonly accepted procedures for
arriving at facts, we have no similar procedures for arriving at values. As such, they say, we have no way of
resolving disagreements about values nor of demonstrating one set of values to be preferable to another.
Controversy, on this view, is part of their inner logic of values themselves.

This line of reasoning can be challenged. First, controversy is not confined to the realm of values. Much political
as well as scientific argument is characterised by deep seated controversies about explanations and causal
relations — and yet we do not see these controversies as undermining our confidence in the empirical method.
Second, we saw before that values are not all of a kind. Values-as-means can, in principle, be tested empirically,
according to their tendency to bring about desired states of affairs. Third, disputes about values are conducted
at different levels. Disputes about how to interpret values can easily appear to be disputes about values per se:
people may agree about the concept of a value but have rival conceptions of it.

Are values all encompassing?

Not necessarily. It is true that values may operate on a different plane from other kinds of prescriptions. But
they are not the only prescriptions in town nor are they usually so elastic that all courses of action can be judged
against them. For values to be all encompassing it would have to be true that all of an organisation’s actions and
decisions could be evaluated with reference to the values it espoused. But even with extensive lists of values,
there are areas of organisational conduct (in relation, for instance, to questions of taste and etiquette) upon
which the stated values are likely to be silent.

Do values exist in isolation?

Sylloglsm 32 DUKE STREET - ST JAMES' - LONDON SW 1Y 6DF - www.syllogism.co.uk - +44 (0)20 7873 2217



