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There comes a time when our core values are put to the test.  It may when the bank incorrectly credits your checking account, or when pocketbook full of cash lies on the sidewalk.  A job offer may arise that pays well but leaves little free time for family and friends.  How much does it matter to you, and how far are we willing to go to pursue something at the expense of a principle?  Ultimately, most people depend on learned values to guide them through life challenges successfully without having to question every action.  What can be potentially problematic are differences arising from variations in cultural values that can lead to ethical dilemmas (McManus, 2004).    

I spent my first eighteen years within twenty miles of my birthplace.  Family, as well as community instilled an initial value system that followed the white Anglo-Saxon protestant ideal, complete with implicit prejudices.  Attending university was my first substantial interaction with other cultural themes and influences, not to mention differing intellectual viewpoints.  I discovered that, to my naïve astonishment, some people would not eat pork, work on Saturday, or wear denim trousers!  More importantly, obvious differences in dress or eating habit did not always indicate a dramatic shift in values.  Most people that had a different socio-political background than I often shared a most important attribute:  we desired respect and equal opportunity to pursue life and liberty for ourselves and the ones we cared about.  That was the common ground that facilitated mutual understanding, and in a way, better defined my own cultural value system.  

Moral principles are at the heart of the philosophical underpinnings of our government (Wakefield, 1976).  When I entered the business world I had a reasonably developed sense of values.  Admittedly, government service is unique, embodied in an old naval anecdote, “there is the right way, the wrong way, and the Navy (government) way”.  That statement can be applied to other federal agencies, some having more bureaucratic layers that represent different business cultures than others.  The “Navy” way of doing business can be loosely defined as not the most effective method, but good enough given the circumstances.  I was introduced to situational ethics within forty-eight hours of arriving at Recruit Training Command with a catchall order of “do what you have to do”.  Rationalizing tactics, or methods of neutralizing regret over an unethical act were utilized to facilitate higher physical fitness and academic scores (Anand, Ashforth, Joshi, 2004).  Our division Chief Petty Officer, on the eve of our final exam, told us recruits “it’s ok for you to help your shipmates (by recording false fitness scores) with the PT Test because you are a team.”  That kind of rationalization followed to advanced training or Navy “A” School, where I received basic instruction in cryptology.  Astonishingly, that discipline requires the highest security clearance bestowed in government service, where the recipient must undergo a rigorous screening process designed to verify personal integrity.  Despite that, similar rationalization techniques were used in the same “team” justification theme for students to “assist” each other with individual assignments and advancement requirements (Anand, Ashforth, Joshi, 2004).  I began to understand that to “do what you have to do” was more than a cliché; it was symbolic of the Navy business culture, where situational ethics could justifiably override personal values.

Unquestionably, internal values and external factors influence both ideal values and actual day-to-day behavior of public servants (Wakefield, 1976).   After uniform service, I decided to apply for a position as a civilian naval employee with Naval Facilities Engineering Command.  The transition was easy, as civilian jobs within the Department of Defense and subordinate service elements fall within a military-styled command bureaucratic structure.   Despite a change in career path from intelligence to automotive service, there was common ground because the Navy’s core operating principles transcend organizational boundaries.  A vertical chain of command forms the backbone of which command, control, and communication flow.  An obvious difference in a primarily civilian command such as NAVFAC and other naval elements is employee tenure, which is approximately 27 years whereas uniformed personnel are transient, typically serving no more than a 3-year term.  I noticed a large age and tenure gap that also represented a clear difference in ethical behavior, with recent hires (myself included) uneasy about engaging in rationalized practices (Anand, Ashforth, Joshi, 2004).  Working hours were not adhered to, small items were routinely pilfered, and time sheets falsified.  I was assured that this was quite “normal” and not to be apprehensive about doing the same.  After all, it was ok because “the government has plenty of money, a little indiscretion won’t hurt anyone”, and “it is just compensation for those extra hours we put in last week.”  Resisting efforts to participate in unethical behavior eventually resulted in being labeled, shunned, or being terminated.  In one case, a coworker and friend could no longer tolerate the unethical practices and transferred to another command (Anand, Ashforth, Joshi, 2004).  His departure, which was viewed by some as a relief, allowed the unethical business culture to continue.

However, despite conformist pressure to engage in rationalized unethical practices, small groups of employees began to form team mission statements with an embedded code of ethics.  At the core is effective personal leadership that emphasizes individual responsibility, accountability, and moral courage.  These internal supports are perhaps tenuous (as represented in the instance of the coworker that transferred) than institutionally based controls, but ultimately offer the most effective solution to ethical dilemmas (Wakefield, 1976).   
Creating an environment conducive to positive ethical conduct begins with internalized value systems that have a clear understanding of the expectations of public trust (Wakefield, 1976).  However, in organizations where unethical rationalization and socialization are already present, the process of change can be more difficult (Anand, Ashforth, Joshi, 2004).  I have chosen to approach that change within my own value system.  My hope is to change the inherent “situational ethic” defect within my organization indirectly, by demonstrating an incorruptible model with my actions.   
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