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Disclaimer:
The following is a class assignment, a final paper for “Methods and Practices in Graduate
Interdisciplinary Humanities”. It is a balance between fulfilling the needs of the paper, to have
certain features such as an abstract, literature review, clear explanation of the methodology, with
the intention of sharing the results with ICMA and local government professionals through
ELGL. This should not be mistaken for a fully vetted scholarly article in an official journal, but
instead as research done over the span of a few months with limitations in both time and
resources.
With this understanding in mind, the value I personally find in this project is a deeper
understanding of the ICMA Code of Ethics by looking at it through certain theories and
methodologies. As reviewing the tenets and guidelines is now a continuous process, this paper
can hopefully be one tool among many as our profession adapts, grows, and reflects. My
assertion is not that we must abandon all traditions and beliefs if they don’t happen to mesh
perfectly with certain frameworks of social justice, but that it is worth it to explore and question
in what ways we can incorporate equity into our ethics and in what ways we should not. To do
this, it is necessary to see where we currently stand.
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Abstract

An Analysis of the ICMA Code of Ethics within Social Justice Frameworks
is an exploratory study as part of a growing debate within local government as a profession
regarding the conflict between objectivity and passion. The author uses a content and discourse
analysis to reflect how the current ICMA Code of Ethics (as of April 2020), measures up against
four different social justice theories; liberalism, capacity approach, critical paradigm, and
intersectionality. The author discusses current literature regarding local government and social
justice, criticisms against the idea of social justice and/or government’s involvement in it, and
then analyzes each tenet and guideline within the Code of Ethics through the social justice
theories.

The conclusion summarizes the most relevant results of the analysis. It then brings up
several questions that developed during the analysis, as well as potential future research and next
steps in the effort to find what is local government’s niche within the changing demands and
expectations of residents.
Keywords: local government, social justice, ICMA, ICMA Code of Ethics, liberalism,
capacity approach, critical paradigm, intersectionality
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Local government bureaucrats, that is unelected staff members of government at the
municipal, county, and special district level, hold a niche within the public sector providing a
wide range of services from law enforcement, to zoning, to social services, the list is extensive.
Traditionally, the City Managers and County Administrators who oversee these day-to-day
operations of public services try to be fair, unbiased, politically-neutral, to serve residents
equally.
As concerns of equity, social justice, of causes that blur the lines of neutrality continue to
surface, there are ongoing debates to whether or not unelected leaders can and should be
involved in various causes and movements. Are there still clear lines, or is all up to the discretion
of individual professionals?
This paper asserts that we must at minimum look at the Code of Ethics that local
government leaders follow through social justice frameworks to help make informed decisions
for the future of the profession’s ethics. We owe it to both the residents we serve, as well as our
peers grappling with difficult ethical decisions, to better map out where current ethics are aligned
with various theories of social justice as well as where potential conflict exists.
Literature Review
Social Justice
Social Justice is not a clearly defined, coherent concept, but a term used by several
different theories and methodologies that generally recognize issues concerning equity and
belonging, and also seek to make changes to alleviate said issues. To try to include every valid
definition and use of social justice goes well beyond the scope of this research, but to try to
include only a single definition will not adequately represent the possibilities a social justice-
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oriented framework can provide to the ethics of local government. Therefore, we’ll explore four
distinct approaches to social justice.
The first theory of social justice being used in this research is “liberalism” as defined
through John Rawls who asserts two major points of universal, basic rights as well as any
differences or inequalities that do exists should be done for the benefit of all (Reisch, 136).
Examples of where this belief exists already within local government is with those practices
meant to be available to all residents. All residents may speak for a certain allotted time at public
meetings, all residents are entitled to certain utilities the local government provides, these are a
couple of practices that fit the concept of basic rights. Unemployment insurance or social
services constitute examples that adhere to different levels of aid that are meant to help those in
most need, thus be of a benefit to all residents as an extension.
In contrast, a different theory of social justice is the “capability approach”. Pushed for by
Amartya Sen, this theory focuses on “function”, on people’s ability to pursue their own interests
(Reisch, 203). Whereas the liberal approach seeks to provide specific outcomes, the capability
approach is more concerned with whether people may choose to pursue their own interests. In
the context of local government, can people start a business, or make an extension to their
property, or whatever reasonable goal they have without undo hardship? These types of goals are
not shared by all, but the capability to pursue them if so desired can be.
The two other aspects of social justice being included for the sake of a more wellrounded analysis are the critical paradigm and intersectionality. The first rejects supposed
objectiveness in favor of social change and moral responsibility (Swartz, 63). For local
government, this challenges any “neutral positions” assuming that nothing can be ever truly
objective, and therefore we are best when knowingly and purposefully pushing for the public
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good. The second holds the “proposition that race, gender, class, ability status, sexuality, and
other identity markers overlap and generate distinct forms of oppression in the lives of the
oppressed” (Tong, 262). Under intersectionality it is not enough to advocate for women, or a
specific race, or the other LGBTQ community as monolithic groups, but instead recognize and
work with the nuances and differences that exist.
These four frames of social justice are not mutually exclusive but are distinct enough to
provide different ways to analyze the state of ethics for local government administrators. The
aim is to encourage not one, but multiple ways of observing and engaging with our tenets and
guidelines. There is truth within each framework, and it is possible for a tenet to be progress in
one way, yet be problematic in another.
Local Government and Social Justice
The International City Managers Association (ICMA) 2015 Local Government
Sustainability Practices Survey led to questions by Lu Liao, Mildred E. Warner, and George C.
Homsy on why “social equity” fell behind the priority of many cities compared to economic
development and environmental sustainability. In this survey that included 1,899 U.S. local
governments, 91 percent held a priority for economic development, 47 percent held a priority for
environmental protection, and 26 percent for social equity (Liao, 1998). Through their research,
they found the issue lay more with “procedural justice”, a more reactive, process-oriented
outlook on justice than “distributive justice”, a more proactive, service-oriented approach.
Whereas providing basic services were commonplace, it was in getting input from communities,
particularly poor communities that often fell short (Liao, 1200). To apply it to the social justice
frameworks, liberal social justice is more commonly found than the capability approach.
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There is a current debate that is ongoing with local government administrators as the
balance between passion and professionalism, our commitment to local government and to our
personal beliefs are not easy to reconcile. “We’re increasingly engaging in conversations about
the intersection of the Code of Ethics and our desire to engage in issues we’re passionate about.”
(Fitzpatrick 11). Kate P. Fitzpatrick, William (Bill) J. Fraser, Opal D. Mauldin-Jones, and
Martha Perego identify four areas where there is potential conflict. Operational (related to the
‘procedural justice’ mentioned above), personal (those matters that are close to our individual
values), professional (our interpretation of the Code of Ethics and other professional standards),
and our relationship with officials (when elected officials’ views and actions may conflict with
our own ethics) (Fitzpatrick, 12-13), all serve as possible tests to our ethics. They offer some
questions to help assist with such problems such as how much risk is involved, as well as
whether a decision falls in line with the values of different groups (Fitzpatrick 13), but do not
offer any hard rules.
Similarly, Kevin Woodhouse offers a means to build integrity through the integration of
personal and professional values (Woodhouse, 17). If we can bring together our personal and
professional values into one and the same, we will not face contradicting beliefs when our ethics
are put to the test. “The human brain is incredibly adept at rationalization and often tips into
over-rationalization or erroneous rationalization” (Woodhouse, 17). Rather than risk what is a
very natural and normal tendency to find a loophole within our own moral compass, we can be
proactive at understanding and deciding our values beforehand. Like others, Woodhouse does
not offer specific values, leaving it up to others how to determine their ethics case by case.
There are many efforts, many ways that local government administrators are grappling
with concepts of social justice and how they apply to our ethics, our priorities. There has yet to
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be any definitive conclusions as social justice and equity are used in many different ways for just
as many situations. It is worth it to see if a broader, consistent inclusion of social justice can be
found or not.
Discourse Analysis
“The critical side of the analysis deals with the systems enveloping discourse; attempting
to mark out and distinguish the principles of ordering, exclusion and rarity of discourse.”
(Foucault, 27). Discourse analysis is not an attempt to discover universal truths of institutions
and structures, but instead is to seek out patterns, consider what is included and not. This method
lends itself well to an interdisciplinary evaluation of ethics as the attempt of this research is to
draw out questions more than answers, seeks a more general, exploratory engagement with the
ICMA Code of Ethics. After all, ethics is a subject pertaining to what we should do, not
necessarily what we actually do. With the current debate within local government, with the
different ways social justice is advocated for and what it seeks, a more reflective, qualitative
method is more appropriate than a fixed, quantitative measure of concepts and terms that hold no
single true definition.
This method also fits well within this topic for discourse relies upon institutions
(Foucault, 11), institutions such as ICMA. We the members of ICMA are responsible for own
discourse, how we choose to view our own profession. A deeper understanding of our current
ethics can only serve to better enable us to either affirm and live up to those ethics or revise them
as we collectively believe is best.
Criticisms
It is also worth it to be mention a few of the criticisms of local government engaging in
social justice. If it was an accepted and universal belief that these two should be intertwined,
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there would be little purpose for this paper, this effort to tackle what is already the norm. Three
main criticisms emerged from the research, the first two directed towards social justice
specifically, the last on government.
Freidrich Hayek was an economist and often-quoted critic of social justice primarily on
philosophical grounds. From questioning the personification of society as inherently good or evil
to pointing out to the ambiguity adding “social” to concepts like justice, law, society, and others
(Ikeda, 36), he points out holes and imperfections. This paper does not deny this criticism, but
does argue that even if there is ambiguity, even if some thoughts to social justice are not
universally applicable, it does not prevent us from trying to do better. We can still seek positive
change in increments, can still question tradition and current beliefs, only we are better to do so
with the humility that the next generation will question and challenge our conclusions in turn.
A more direct challenge to social justice are those who believe discrimination is
acceptable, or at least preferable to progressive movements. This criticism is directed at the
outcomes of social justice. In one case, Ben O’Neill tries to distinguish racism with “rational
discrimination.” His prime example is with taxi drivers not picking up black men because of a
higher rate of assault, that taxi drivers can and should make decisions on the best information
they know, and that doing so isn’t the same as believing one race is inherently superior (O’Neill,
535). He goes on to eventually describe antidiscrimination as “malevolent”. “The intellectual
culture of political correctness that [antidiscrimination] has spawned is an attempt to enforce this
objective by moral intimidation, and the laws it has spawned and will continue to spawn
constitute a tyrannical attack on human reason itself.” (O’Neill, 555). This paper rejects both the
severity and substance of such criticism. This criticism assumes a natural state of current society
and that suggests that history stops with modern times, that any further reforms of our laws,
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beliefs, attitudes are somehow different than the reforms of laws, beliefs, attitudes in the past that
led to where we are today. This paper asserts that asking how we can better serve the
underserved, better recognize the dignity of people without, is not a “tyrannical attack on human
reason itself,” but is engaging in human reasoning.
The final general criticism is of government. “The minimal state is the most extensive
state that can be justified. Any state more extensive violates people's rights.” (Nozick, 149). This
criticism of any government, including local government, asserts that government can only lead
to taking people’s rights away, that by its very nature regardless of the system could it ever be
something positive. This paper recognizes that it is valuable to challenge government
involvement as government is not always the best or only institution that can help. This paper
doesn’t seek to demand that local government adhere strictly to any social justice framework or
code, but instead to self-evaluate the profession and ask the question of what we should do.
Beyond this, the criticism is too fundamentalist to be taken seriously, and for those of us within
local government to entertain it in any broad way is to accept a level of wrongdoing in our work
that would compromise us. Practically, morally, we must believe in our profession’s potential to
have the most positive impact we can.
Methodology
This research, taking the four chosen social justice frameworks, reviewed every tenet and
guideline in the ICMA Code of Ethics. Using an understanding of each framework, each piece of
the Code of Ethics there were three general questions asked. The first was whether there was
specific, explicit language that related to the social justice framework? The second was if not,
could there be a reasonable interpretation of the tenet or guideline that would fall within the
framework? Finally, if not, does the tenet or guideline deal with a matter unrelated? The initial
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reading, or content analysis, of the ICMA Code of Ethics was complemented by a follow up
interview with ICMA’s Director of Ethics and Membership Services, Martha Perego, a discourse
analysis on the interpretation and implementation of the Code. All tenets and guidelines fell
under one of the following categories: aligned, potential for alignment, potential for conflict, in
conflict, and not applicable.
As an example, the first Tenet reads “We believe professional management is essential to
efficient and democratic local government by elected officials.” For liberalism, there is nothing
explicit that speaks to fundamental rights for all, but it is a reasonable stretch that “efficient and
democratic government” can allude to such rights. Therefore, there is “potential alignment”. On
the other hand, the capacity approach is aligned with this tenet, as it speaks to the ability to
accomplish goals, in this case elected officials’ goal of efficiency. However, there is nothing
specific to either the critical paradigm or intersectionality. The essentialness of professional
management does not address a moral-based approached compared to objectivity, nor does it
relate to overlapping privileges and challenges.
There are limits to this approach, there is a degree of subjectivity in this analysis, one
could argue that democratic government has everything to do with the critical paradigm or
intersectionality. Ethics by its very nature tends towards the subjective, as well as the roots of
discourse analysis, making this to a large degree an unavoidable weakness. When in doubt, this
research takes the more conservative interpretation as the intention is to bring out questions to
follow up on, not make too many initial judgements.
This paper assumes that social justice is not the only consideration, that other concepts
such as organizational standards and legal concerns, and others are also at play even if they are
not directly addressed here. That some tenets and guidelines are “not applicable” to social justice
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frameworks, or even if there is conflict, does not necessarily condemn ICMA’s Code of Ethics.
Instead, it only sparks the question if members find it acceptable, and if not, what action should
be taken then? If it is decided that a more robust and intentional inclusion of social justice
concepts and themes should be within the Code, then it should be done purposefully and
meaningfully. The same if the membership feels that some or all social justice frameworks are
not applicable or even contrary to our work, we should conclude as such knowingly and
deliberately.
Results
The results of this analysis can be seen at the table starting on page 12. It is abbreviated
and color-coded for ease of reading. Although going over all 180 individual analyses goes well
beyond the scope of this paper, it is worth it to bring up a few themes and discoveries made.
One result of particular note is that no tenets or guidelines were discovered to be in
explicit conflict with any of the four social justice theories. In hindsight, this makes sense as it
would be rare to find any code of ethics that speaks of taking away people’s rights, or to outright
deny the existence of intersectionality. Instead, there was only potential conflict where a social
concept could be in conflict depending on interpretation and practice.
Another result was the need to make another category, some tenets and guidelines
showing potential alignment and potential conflict. This was due to ambiguous language that
could reasonably adhere to social justice frameworks or against them. As an example is Tenet 11
to “Handle all matters of personnel on the basis of merit so that fairness and impartiality govern
a member’s decision, pertaining to appointments, pay adjustments, promotions, and discipline.”
Merit is a tricky concept, and whereas impartiality can give anyone the capacity to pursue a
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LIBERALISM

CAPACITY
APPROACH

CRITICAL
PARADIGM

INTESECTIONALITY

1: Efficient and democratic government

PA

A

N/A

N/A

2: Worth of services, social responsibility

PA

PA

A

PA

G: Advice to Others

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

3: Ethical conduct and integrity

PA

PA

PA

PA

G: Public Confidence

PA

PA

PA

PA

TENET

G: Influence

PA

PA

A

N/A

G: Length of Service

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

G: Appointment

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

G: Credentials

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

G: Professional Respect

N/A

PA

PA

PA

G: Reporting Violations

PA

PA

PA

PA

G: Confidentiality

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

G: Seeking Employment

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

G: Relationships

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

G: Conduct Unbecoming

A

A

A

PA

4: Best interests of the people

PA

PA

PA

PA

G: Impacts

PA

PA

PA

PA

G: Inclusion

A

A

PA

PA

5: Facts and advice

N/A

PA/PC

PC

PA/PC

G: Conflicting Roles

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

PA/PC

PA/PC

PC

N/A

7: Political activities

PC

PA/PC

PC

N/A

G: Governing Body

PC

PA/PC

PC

N/A

G: Elected Executive

PC

PA/PC

PC

N/A

G: Running for Office

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

G: Elections

6: Establishment and execution

N/A

PA/PC

PC

N/A

G: Form of Government

A

A

N/A

N/A

G: Presentation

A

A

N/A

N/A

G: Personal Advocacy

PA

PA

PA

PA

8: Professional development

PA

PA

PA

PA

G: Self-Assessment

PA

PA

PA

PA

G: Professional Development

PA

PA

PA

PA

9: Communication and service
10: Responsibilities on principle and
justice

A

A

A

PA

PA

PA

A

PA

G: Information Sharing

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

11: Personnel and merit

N/A

PA/PC

A

PA/PC

G: Equal Opportunity

A

A

A

PA

12: Public trust

PA

PA

A

N/A

G: Gifts

PA

PA

A

N/A

G: Investments

PA

PA

A

N/A
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G: Personal Relationships

PA

PA

A

N/A

G: Confidential Information

PA

PA

A

N/A

G: Private Employment

PA

PA

A

N/A

G: Representation

PA

PA

PA

N/A

G: Endorsements

PA

PA

A

N/A

career in local government, it can account for intersectionality, it is also a reasonable stretch to
use merits that are traditionally considered fair yet tend to favor privileged demographics.
One final result of note is that whereas the first three social justice frameworks each had
multiple tenets and guidelines that were aligned, the same was not true for intersectionality.
Rights, capacity, and moral decision-making are directly in the ICMA Code of Ethics, but
intersectionality at best is a concept that is potentially aligned.
Future Research and Concluding Questions
Although this research questioned whether different tenets and guidelines included things
such as fundamental rights and moral decisions, it did not delve deeper into which rights, what
specific forms of morality local government administrators should have. There is the potential to
dig deeper within each social justice framework. There is also the opportunity to take the same
approach with other social justice frameworks and theories such as different feminist or queer
theories. The same research can be repeated with different professionals and members seeing if
the above conclusions match what others’ interpretations are and if there is consensus or not.
Finally, more research and discussion can follow based on the following concluding questions
that arose.
The two concepts, two tenets that brought up the need for a new category are “facts”
found in Tenet 5 and “merit” in Tenet 11. Should we better define these terms in a way that lend
themselves to promote equity or avoid reinforcing existing barriers? Are these terms better left
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open for members to have the flexibility to apply them to the needs, wants, culture of their
respective communities?
Should intersectionality be included in a tenet or guideline? Does the membership feel
that Tenet 11 is strong enough as it stands, or is there a need to recognize that one can hire
women and hire people of color and hire differently abled individuals and others, yet fail to
recruit and promote anyone following under more than one of these descriptors?
Of course, there is the politics debate. Unsurprisingly Tenet 7 and its guidelines offered
the biggest range of results. Can ICMA members accept filling a niche in fair and just elections
that does not directly engage with it? Do we feel more direct engagement will cause more harm
than good, undermining our profession and democratic process? If we discover problems that
cannot be solved through traditional laws and systems we are meant to use, or even problems
that exist because of traditional laws and systems we are supposed to uphold, if and to what
degree should local government administrators take an initiative?
These are not easy questions, nor ones I would argue have one clear answer to them.
They are however questions that come from considering social justice frameworks, provide us
the opportunity to ask these questions openly, and answer them to the best of our ability for
future generations to weigh and judge. It is important that we continue to question our Code of
Ethics in different ways, through different lens, both to better understand the values and
standards we wish to live up to, and to address any changes we feel are necessary for the future
of the profession.
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