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Abstract 

This Master´s thesis analyses ethical dilemmas through a theory of three administrative ethics. 

These three ethics derives from the aspects of sustainable development. The purpose is to 

combine modern scholars’ requirements of administrative ethics, ideas of how public officials 

should work and sustainable development as a high ethical goal.  Hence the aim is to design an 

approach and practical understanding of sustainable ethics within public administration. The 

research applies an empirical and qualitative method, including three elite interviews and a case 

study. Ethical dilemmas as an ethical phenomenon is used as an analytic tool the can test a 

practical use of the theory. The interviews are meant to collect experiences from public officials 

on ethical dilemmas in relation to sustainable development. One case was studied in debt, 

namely a dilemma situation in Swedish municipality Enköping, where politicians in the 

Environmental board actively and repeatedly chose not to follow the Environmental Code. 

 

A conclusion from the results is that ethical dilemmas in many cases can be illustrate with the 

theory of sustainable ethics. Moreover, the results show that the interviewees have a restrictive 

view of how they can and should work as public servants compared with modern scholars’ 

arguments of more political working public officials.  

 

The title of this research ends with a question mark that intend to challenge the reader with a 

mindset that sustainable ethics requires more than one specific ethic. 

 

Keywords: Ethics, sustainable development, public official, public administration, ethical 

dilemma, sustainable ethics 
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Preface	
It was the summer of 2017 and my office phone rang in the small municipality where I worked 

as a board secretary in the social service board. It was the local alcohol administrator that 

handled all the serving licenses in the municipality. ‘Hi Frans, you are living in the municipality 

so do you know if the new restaurant serves alcohol on outdoor seats? They only have a license 

to serve alcohol indoors.‘ I immediately got a bad feeling because I had just visited that 

particular restaurant with friends the week before, eating food and drinking beer on the outdoor 

seats. I thought to myself that the restaurant owners were probably unaware of what their 

licenses permitted and that my response could affect their business. After a little thinking, I 

answered, ‘Yes, they serve alcohol outside. I was there last week with some friends.‘ To me, 

this was an ethical dilemma. My answer was based on my ethics of what I considered to be the 

right thing to do. I knew what principles the organisation had. However, I had virtues as 

appreciation to the business owner. 

When I was working as a public official before pursuing my post-graduate degree, I did not 

think of ethical considerations as a part of my work. According to my perspective from that 

time, I worked for the politicians and my role as a public official was to be a cog in the wheel 

of a well-oiled machine.  

As my studies made me picture sustainable development as an interpretative but promoted 

overlaying societal concept, I desired a practical use of this concept. When I looked to my own 

experience, I thought of my dilemma with the serving license in the context of sustainable 

development. This led me to the question; can the conflicts in an ethical dilemma be illustrated 

with sustainable development even if it is just a serving license? If so, this could be a building 

stone of sustainable behaviour in public administration for sustainable ethics. 
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1.	Introduction	
Sustainable development is widely discussed on a global level and several official documents 

have laid out resulting visions and goals from such discussions. Their impact is not limited to 

international organisations but affect even local public administration. Although there is a well-

formulated concept for sustainable development, it is still subject to multiple interpretations 

globally as well as locally. At the local level, public officials need to consider how they 

incorporate sustainable development in their work. One could even claim that public officials 

in all sorts of policy implementation should have sustainable development in the back of their 

heads.  

This section starts by approaching and discussing the background to the research problem. Next, 

the work of selected scholars within administrative ethics and sustainable development is 

discussed to stress the relevance of this thesis. Thereafter, the purpose and aim of the research 

is discussed, and finally the research questions are presented.  

1.1	Problem	background	
Since the end of the twentieth century, Swedish municipalities have adopted the concept of 

Sustainable Development by setting and implementing specific goals, slogans and visions in 

their political agendas. This development is derived from a global recognition that human 

society is progressing in an unsustainable way. The conceptualisation of sustainable 

development was first articulated in the Brundtland Report 1987. Sustainable Development, in 

this report, was defined as a "development which meets the needs of current generations without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs." 1  However, the 

applicability of the concept depends on the various contexts and variables unique to individual 

countries and regions. Regardless of that, the public officials of today should use sustainable 

development as guiding principles in their work. 

Three aspects of sustainable development are highlighted, which needs to be balanced to reach a 

sustainable state. These are the social, economic and environmental aspects.2 By imagining a 

society where these aspects are balanced, one can picture a sustainable and functional society.  

Sustainable development has become a highly relevant issue which needs to be included in decision 

making processes and developed through organisations with social responsibilities, like public 

administration in the twenty-first century. As a consequence, there is a need to understand the kind 

                                                             
1World Commission on Environment and Development (Brundtland Commission 1987) 
2 Fainstein and Defilipps (2016), p 214 
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of ethical issues challenging public officials. A recognised ethical issue in the context of sustainable 

development is: 

"How could those at the bottom of society find greater economic opportunity if environmental 

protection mandates diminished economic growth?"3 

The focus on sustainable ethics in this thesis, originates from the trend in the late twentieth and 

early twenty-first century, where researchers began to apply the concept of sustainable 

development when researching public administration, public officials and political organisation 

to significant extent. When reading Erik Hysing and Jan Olsson (2017) work, one can see 

empirical observations of this ethical behaviour. The authors are arguing for an activist public 

official who uses his/her ability in his/her organisational role to handle situations in the best 

possible way when facing difficult questions. And they should act in this manner for the purpose 

and strive for sustainable development. However, to think that one is acting sustainable and 

acting sustainable is two different things and that is a problem. Sustainable development as a 

concept requires ethical guidelines that supports individuals with sustainable ethics to act as 

such.    

With this background is the problem of this thesis that sustainable development is seen as a 

higher ethical purpose by scholars and society at whole. However, such statement, purpose or 

goal requires more than a concept. Hence, can the problem be summarised into a question: How 

can sustainable development be realised in practice by public officials? Thus, there is a need 

for ethical guidelines.  

1.2	Previous	research	
Previous research on public administration has followed a trend where sustainable development 

becomes increasingly emphasised. So, a whole body of literature in this field has examined how 

sustainable development can be attained through public administration, see Scott Cambell 

(1996) and Erik Hysing and Jan Olsson (2017). However, sustainable development is not the 

only trend in public administration research that needs to be considered. This section discusses 

the acknowledgement of previous scholars and shows why it is essential to look at sustainable 

ethics in public administration for public officials. Moreover, what research trends that has a 

scientific purpose and should be considered in a theoretical construction of sustainable ethics. 

                                                             
3Fainstein and Defilipps, (2016) p 219 
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When one is acting on one´s judgment, it is an act of inclination rather than duty. This act 

formed the premise of Immanuel Kant´s (1785) deontological ethics which is the study on the 

nature of duty and obligation.4 Kant argued that a person acting according to their duty based 

on the subjective confinement of inclination shows a high degree of moral worth.5 Inclination 

sounds in this context as virtues. Until recently, many scholars used Kant´s position to 

understand ethics. Kant´s work is a cornerstone of modern public administration ethics, due to 

his analyses about 'good' or 'bad' consequences that will arise because of an action. 

Deontological ethics approaches duty through goodwill. ”The concept of a goodwill is present 

in the concept of duty."6A goodwill is valued as good in itself.7 However, a high degree of moral 

worth and good conditions are interpretative. In the twentieth-first century it is interesting to 

elaborate on sustainable development as a goodwill. 

Although Kant’s approach may have viewed the world differently, his work forms the 

foundation of modern-day ethics. But how should ethics such as moral guidelines of duty be 

understood as applied to public officials? Friedrich Nietzsche (1887) had a significant influence 

on modern ethics as well. In his work, one can see the duality of ethics in deontological moral 

codes and consequence ethics.   

"Every man, with his whole activity, is only dignified to the extent that he is a tool of genius, 

consciously or unconsciously; whereupon we immediately deduce the ethical conclusion that 

´man as such´, absolute man, possesses neither dignity, nor rights, nor duties: only as a 

completely determined being, serving unconscious purposes, can man excuse his existence."8 

Nietzsche wrote these words and described the burden of ethics. A human without ethics would 

not care about the outcome of an action. In such cases, a person would act according to their 

survival instincts and avoid any ethical dilemmas. A public official in a political organisation 

cannot be "exempted" from ethical responsibilities and require both consequential ethics in a 

specific situation and deontological ethical codes of duty, a balance of virtues and principles.  

The literature on public policy and planning is relevant to understanding ethical issues arising 

in public administration a planner works close with political organisations. As argued by Paul 

Davidoff (1965) "Appropriate planning action cannot be prescribed from a position of value 

                                                             
4 Oxford dictionary, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/deontology 2018-07-11 
5 Kant, (1785), Interpreted by Jonathan Bennett (2008) p 9  
6 Kant, (1785), Interpreted by Jonathan Bennett (2008) p 7 
7 Kant, (1785), Interpreted by Jonathan Bennett (2008) p 7 
8 Nietzsche (1887, p 185, edited by Keith Ansell-Pearson  1998 
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neutrality, and prescriptions are based on desired objectives."9 He argued that a planner who 

should advocate what he/she deems appropriate.10 A planner or a public official are hired to act 

in line with political visions and decisions, but the bureaucratic view is not efficient in a political 

organisation. Davidoff (1965) noted that planners possess the professional knowledge required 

for planning, and their work cannot be based on value neutrality if professionalism is aspired. 

Moreover, politicians do not have the professional expertise of public officials and have to 

depend on them to understand the consequence of a decision. However, public officials still 

have a duty to follow the law, politicians and superiors within an often-rigid organisation. 

Hence, are public officials personally desired development and commitments a complex matter.  

Every public official is assigned certain duties, however, how these duties are interpreted and 

carried out is unique to the concerned individual. The literature promotes a more political 

official. However, it is vital to not expect that all public officials would act in a certain way. 

Elisabeth Howe (1994) made significant contributions to the field of public administration by 

dividing planners into three groups:  

1) Technicians:  who saw themselves as advisors of elected officials.11  

2) Hybrids: who both saw themselves as advisors and also could add their point of view to a 

political decision.12   

3) Politicians - who believe that planning is a political activity.13  

Howe´s typology could be applied to describe public officials as well. However, they should 

not be used as different views for public officials but rather indications. When Martin Wachs 

(2016) discussed Howe`s typology, he argues that the "hybrids" are the most complex and 

intellectual of the three because of their belief that planning requirements depend upon the 

circumstances.14 With Davidoff argument that appropriate planning should not be done from a 

position of value neutrality it gets clearer that the Technicians is not desired by modern scholars. 

The "hybrid" appears to be most flexible as the notion of their duty can be expanded to derive 

benefits for a sustainable outcome. Although, the politicians are not excluded by scholars and 

is interesting to compare with Erik Hysing´s and Jan Olsson´s (2017) ‘inside activist‘. Thus, 

                                                             
9Davidoff. P (1965), p 428 
10Davidoff. P (1965) p 428 
11Howe, (1994), p 113-114 
12Howe, (1994) p 120-121 
13Howe, (1994) p 140-141 
14Fainstein and Defilipps (2016), p 471 
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there is a scientific purpose to use the trend of active/political public officials as an ethical 

outlook. 

Bruce Jennings wrote an article about Ethical aspects of Sustainability in Humans and Nature 

where he discussed a moral compass for navigating sustainability. Jennings argued that: 

"Ethical rights and duties, and the good for which ethical agency and action strive, should be 

understood in terms of systems of interdependency, relationship, sustainability, and 

resiliency."15 

Jennings quote of a moral compass is almost like a decription of sustainable ethics. It is 

interesting that Jennings connects duty with interdependency and relationships, which requires 

a good dialouge between actors. Duties as the principles given to public officials is equired by 

an organisations authorities and existing laws. In an ethical dilemma where such principles are 

transgressed it is likely that the severity of the dilemma could be affected by the possibility of 

having a dialouge between public officials and authorities. From such a relation may an 

organisation be able to learn from the officials thoughts. This is relevant when previous scholars 

promote public officials to have a more politicial roll. 

J. Michael Martinez (2009) observed that ethical dilemmas emerge for public officials that face 

three types of situations: "First, is the potential ethical conflict merely a difference of 

opinions? 16 " A public official needs to be able to differentiate between an individual 

disagreement and a real ethical dilemma for the organisation. Second, is the situation "ethically 

questionable"? Each administrator must decide how far to the matter should be pursued.17 

Third, is the situation "clearly unethical"? An ethical dilemma can test the vulnerability of an 

organisation when moral principles are transgressed. Hence, it is interesting to further elaborate 

on whether an experienced ethical dilemma in an organisation perhaps would be a "difference 

of opinions" rather than "ethically questionable" situation when dialogues are possible. As an 

ethical phenomenon are ethical dilemmas a relevant phenomenon to test a theory of ethics. 

Martinez argued that an action that is clearly and unequivocally unethical is presumably rare 

but should not be taken lightly.18 In that manner, Martinez has elaborated on ethical dilemmas 

                                                             
15Humans and Nature https://www.humansandnature.org/ethical-aspects-of-sustainability 2018-05-07 
16 Martinez (2009) p 126 
17 Martinez (2009) p 126 
18 Martinez (2009) p 128 
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and its increasing demands for public official depending on the nature of the conflict. 19 

Martinez sees the second situation "ethically questionable" as the category where most conflicts 

and uncertainty occurs, due to the unclear situation.20 This gives a hint that situations that seem 

more ethically wrong do not necessarily imply that it is a bigger ethical dilemma. Concerns that 

are ‘clearly unethical‘ may have an easier choice of action when the transgressed moral 

principles are clear, as well one´s moral standpoint and virtues. However, this does not mean 

that the choice is easy and negative consequences might come in the managing of the situation. 

In empirical research, Martinez´s view of ethical dilemmas is relevant in identifying how public 

officials perceive them. From the perspective of the public official, it is vital to understand their 

knowledge advantage and, 

"understand the role of bureaucracy in a democratic society, the specific organisation´s rules 

and standards, and/or professional standards developed by outside organisations and the 

reasoning behind each of these sources."21 

Martinez authored an engaging book about individual interactions in public administration 

where he proposes an approach to analysing administrative ethics. He referenced Terry L. 

Cooper´s (2004) five ethical approaches to administrative ethics, that are as it follows:  

1. Ethics as virtue; Virtue is the character of a public official and is an old approach to public 

ethics. The character of a public official is built up over-time through accumulated experience 

on the job.22 "Virtue as character is the idea that certain more-or-less uncontested core values 

exist, and actions based on those values occur when people who understand the values and can 

act on the courage of their convictions are in positions of trust and authority."23 Other scholars 

see virtues as an essential aspect of professional character that can be seen in Jordan and Meara 

(1990.)24 With the trend of more political public officials one can ask whether the question 

“who should I be?” is of increasing relevance.   

2. Ethics as regime values, constitutional theory, and founding thought: This comes from the 

thought that administrative ethics should be based on a country´s constitution.25  If concepts 

                                                             
19 Martinez (2009) p 127 
20 Martinez (2009) p 128 
21 Martinez (2009) p 130 
22Cooper (2004) p 398 
23 Martinez (2009) p 10 
24 Jordan and Meara (1990) p 112 
25 Cooper (2004) p 396 
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such as sustainable development would be established in this ethics it could be seen as a duty 

for different public administrations to strive for such a goal. 

3. Ethics as citizenship: An approach guided by the relationship between the administrative 

organisation and the public. In this idea, ethics are governed by the common good and serving 

the best interests of the society.26 

4. Ethics as social equity: Justice plays a central role in this approach. This administrative ethic 

originated in the New Public Administration reform and through that became a cornerstone in 

normative administrative ethics. 27  Moreover, social equity can be found as an aspect in 

sustainable development. This leads to further thoughts whether the other two aspects would fit 

here as ethics. 

5. Ethics as the public interest: Cooper writes "My own view is that the public interest has a 

place in the construction of a normative administrative ethic as our moral compass, orienting 

us to a fundamental obligation."28 Sustainable development can indeed be seen as an integral 

part of the public interest, even though public interest can be interpreted differently. 

According to Cooper (2012), these five approaches are ‘major alternatives’. His reason for 

using several ethical approaches is because ethical problems are dynamic: 

"They change as we begin to address them. What we may at first engage as an ethical problem 

may become also a legal problem. Or while we are beginning to work through a planned course 

of action to address an ethical problem, someone else may intervene and resolve it in another 

way, which may in turn create an entirely new problem."29 

However, Martinez (2009) responding Cooper by stating: "He left open the possibility, indeed 

the likelihood that other approaches could be added to the list."30 Cooper (2004) is clear that 

administrative ethics require a moral compass.31 In Cooper´s work is ethical problems present 

as an analytic approach of ethics "Competing missions, mandates, legal requirements, and 

organisational cultures invariably give rise to ethical problems." 32  Therefore, is ethical 

dilemmas a relevant issue to investigate ethical behaviour. Moreover, the dynamic use of 

                                                             
26Cooper (2004) p 397 
27Cooper (2004) p 397 
28 Cooper (2004) p 399 
29 Cooper (2012) p 8 
30 Martinez (2009) p 131 
31 Cooper (2004) p 399 
32 Cooper (1992) p 128 



9 
 

several ethics has a scientific relevance. Hence, it exists a purpose to use several ethics when 

elaborating on new ethical guidelines.  

Cooper argues that every ethical approach should have the public interest at the centre and ask 

if their decisions fulfil a broad shared interest or a particular limited one?33 Hence, is the focus 

on the public interest relevant to keep when further scholars investigate new administrative 

ethics. As public administration scholars of the twenty-first century, both authors do not address 

a sustainable ethic approach. Cooper (2004) wrote that administrative ethics might be required 

to provide sustainability but did not elaborate on that idea. 34  The five approaches treat 

sustainable development on several levels, social justice as a sustainable aspect can be seen in 

the five ethics. Moreover, Cooper´s question about public interest can be applied to long-term 

sustainable goals. However, there is a lack of ethics as environment. When arguing for a 

different approach of administrative ethics, scholars are open to new guidelines. Martinez ends 

his book by ironically apologising to his readers for not being able to give the "best" single 

source of ethical guidelines: "It is doubtful that such guidance is possible or, for that matter, 

even desirable. Perhaps it is the eternal quest for ethical guidance, and not the development of 

specific system of ethics, that leads to what Aristotle called ́ practical wisdom´."35 Martinez and 

Cooper both leave this discussion open for further research about approaches to administrative 

ethics. Although Cooper´s five administrative ethics can be applied to the analysis of ethical 

dilemmas in public administration, the need is for an approach focusing on sustainable 

development. However, I miss a conflict thinking from Cooper and Martinez as a dynamic use 

of several ethics. Perhaps can the five ethics be focused into three with ethic as social equity, 

economy and the environment? Such a dynamic perspective could give guidance and still not 

be a specific system of ethics.  

"The ethics of public administrators begins with and is grounded in duty"36 These words were 

authored by James Svara (2015) portrayed the positions of public officials´ in political 

organisations. The outcome of a decision from an ethical perspective should aim at achieving 

the greatest good. Svara (2015) indicated this consideration with the question "what is the most 

beneficial action to take?"37 This is an important aspect of a public official’s duties, which 

should be carried out in the interest of the public. Svara (2015), presents three important aspects 

                                                             
33 Cooper (2004) p 399 
34 Cooper (2004) p p 395 
35 Martinez (2009) p 132 
36 Svara (2015), p 12 
37 Svara (2015), p 14 
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of his ‘Ethical Triangle’ concerning public interest and duty: 1) principles, 2) good 

consequences and 3) virtues.38 The public interest is central to the three aspects highlighted by 

him. 

 

Figure 1: The Ethical Triangle 

The purpose of the triangle is for public officials to act on their duty to promote the public 

interest by seeking a balance of virtues, principles and good consequences.39 Svara wrote that 

different philosophical perspectives can use this triangle to approach the public interest.40 

Cooper´s (2004) work of five major administrative ethics can from each ethical perspective 

approach the public interest. However, Cooper argue that the five ethics should be used togheter 

in a dynamic way and Martinez also agree that there is not one "best" single source of ethical 

guidelines. Although, Svara demonstrates a dynamic balance and it is easy to imagien Svara´s 

three aspects of principles, virtues and consequense with a conflict perspective. 

Svara sees the public official as an employee with responsibilities to look at society as a whole 

and use the avilibale resources in the best possible way. Moreover, his perspective is that the 

official is not completly bound by the organisation, still, operating within an authority structure. 

"Political-administrative relations based on shared responsibilities are essential to the duty of 

the public servent."41 Even if political authorities are essential to the duty of a public official it 

cannot describe a complete picture of public officials duty. Cooper´s approach of Ethics as 

regime values, constitutional theory, and founding thought can be seen as principles based from 

                                                             
38 Svara (2015). p 82 
39 Svara (2015). p 82 
40 Svara (2015). p 82 
41 Svara (2015), p 6 
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law and therefore duties for a public official. Although, the law cannot by itself describe the 

duty of a public official.  

Svara (2015) does not include sustainable development as an ethical concern for public 

administration. However, it would be interesting to add the concept as a purpose of the duty. 

The lack of focus on sustainability misses essential considerations of duty in the twenty-first 

century. Svara (2015) argued that the duty of a public official, in the end, is the public interest. 

Public interest in the long-term for many societies is to have a sustainable and equal society, 

balancing diverse opinions and values, but in that delicate balance, there will be voices of 

diverse opinions and values. Svara´s philosophy of duty and ethic describes very well how 

administrative ethic is established. However, for an analytical approach of ethical dilemmas it 

requires a conflict perspective. Jordan and Meara (1990), wrote that principles and virtues 

works as a symbiosis. "It is not as if principles are unimportant; rather, they are simply not 

enough. Whereas principles reflect guides for decisions and action, rules, and codes of conducts 

virtues reflect the internal composition of character."42 Hence, can virtues transgress principles 

when a public official are unsure about the consequences in an ethical dilemma. Or the idea 

“who should I be?” can transgress the idea “what shall I do?” as an interruption in the symbiosis. 

Public administration has encouraged officials to use their expertise on management, inclining 

towards Howe’s categorisation of "politician" 43 , following the New Public Management 

reforms (NPM). The old ‘bureaucrat’ was being increasingly seen as wasteful, ineffective and 

self-interested.44 Perhaps to a more virtue-based ethic in public administration. 

NPM had an impact on public administration duties. Through, this development was "ethic as 

social equity" established.45 Public officials do not just have a duty towards the ruling political 

majority and superiors, but also the legal duty and to serve the public interest.  

"They must avoid ´servility and spinelessness.´ Administrative judgment must rest on 

unquestionable integrity. It cannot be both trustworthy and pleasing to everyone. It must enjoy 

freedom of expression."46  

                                                             
42 Jordan and Meara (1990), p 109 
43 Howe (1994). p 140-141 
44Hysing and Olsson (2017) p 43 
45 Cooper (2004) p 397 
46Svara (2015), p 45 
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Duty, as a responsibility of public officials, differs according to positions.47 Superiors may have 

more room to handle an ethical dilemma but have more responsibilities as well. Superiors can 

supply their employees with principles of duty along with the law and politicians. Therefore, 

public officials need to consider, three sources of duty in public administration from; laws, 

politicians and superiors. These sources of duty create principles that can be transgressed.  

The subjectivity associated with "inclination" is vital in recent literature about public officials 

in the context of their virtues to promote and steer decision processes in public administrations 

that holds moral guidelines. Olsson and Hysing (2017) have elaborated on an activist planner 

who works as an inside activist: "Some things are too important in relation to some socially 

constructed system of norms that they simply cannot be ignored."48 This quote indicates that 

"the end justifies the means" as long as the goal is sustainable development. This raise further 

questions such as to what extent one can work as an activist, does the work environment effect 

the possibility for such behaviours and how do public officials really think about such acts? 

Their work is recent, and its outlook on the modern public official treat one of the important 

issues in societies. Moreover, the authors contended with evidence and sufficient justification 

that sustainable development, perhaps, does have a higher ethical purpose.49 Hence, there is a 

scientific purpose to combine sustainable development and the trend of active/political public 

officials as an ethical outlook for sustainable ethics  

Higher purpose or not, the ethical conflicts of sustainable development or ‘The triangle of 

conflicting goals’ is an excellent tool to approach ethical dilemmas in public administration, with a 

focus on sustainable development. Scott Cambell (1996) investigated these ethical conflicts further 

when discussing sustainable societies.  

  

 

 

 

 

                                                             
47 Martinez (2009) p 60 
48Hysing and Olsson (2017) p 128 
49Hysing and Olsson (2017) p 128 
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Figure 2: The triangle of conflicting goals.50 

Figure 2 shows overlapping areas where different conflicts of interest can occur when striving 

for sustainable development. If these conflicts were addressed, then the development trajectory 

would be sustainable and "green, profitable and fair."  

"The property conflict" is a conflict between economic development and equity and arises from 

competing claims on and uses of property.51 This conflict does not only resist the other but also 

needs the other for its survival. It is the conflict that defines the boundary between private 

interest and the public good.52  

"The resource conflict" is the economic-ecological conflict, which raises the issue of exploiting 

nature and the need for this activity to be regulated considering present and future demands.53 

In a broad perspective, this conflict is between humans and nature.  

"The development conflict" is the environment-equity dichotomy, efforts to protect the 

environment can lead to a worsening situation for poor people such as a higher price on fuel.54 

                                                             
50ResearchGatehttps://www.researchgate.net/figure/Figure7-21-The-triangle-of-conflicting-goals-for-planning-
the-three-associated_fig2_302565611  2018-05-07 The figure is from Fainstein and Defilipps, p 216 but 
retrieved from ResearchGate  
51 Fainstein and Defilipps (2016) p 217 
52 Fainstein and Defilipps (2016) p 217 
53 Fainstein and Defilipps (2016) p 218 
54 Fainstein and Defilipps (2016) p 219 
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People have their habits, cultures and traditions and a change for the sake of the environment 

is not always easy to justify.  

These conflicts derive from two perspectives and if the principles of duties and the virtues of a 

public official can be positioned leaning towards different aspects of sustainable development 

it is likely that the public official experience an ethical dilemma. It is interesting to imagine 

such conflicts in a dynamic way together with administrative ethics. Perhaps that is what 

modern administrative ethics lacks?  

1.3	Purpose	and	aim	of	research			
Sustainable ethics in public administration may seem ambiguous at first because of the variety 

of interpretations of sustainable development. Hence, in search of clarity, I have narrowed my 

theory of sustainable ethics with an analytical focus on ethical dilemmas as an ethical 

phenomenon in public administration. 

This thesis aims to design an approach for sustainable ethics that can be used in public 

administration. This idea of sustainable ethics will be analysed and tested with ethical conflicts 

in policy implementation. Hence, the aim is to comprehend whether my theory can be exercised 

in practice.  The title: “Sustainable ethics in public administration?” ends with a question mark 

which intends to challenge the reader with an outlook that sustainable ethics not necessarily is 

one single ethic. The work will involve empirical evidence through interviews of public 

officials and their interaction with ethical dilemmas. Hence, the purpose of this Master's thesis 

is from a stance where modern scholars of ethics in public administration and sustainable 

development as a matter of political science, argues and claims that: 

- Ethics in public administration requires a dynamic use of several ethics. 

- Sustainable development has a high ethical purpose. 

- Public officials are promoted to work more active and political in policy 

implementation. 

By combining these research standpoints into an ethical outlook is the purpose to contribute to 

the on-going research on sustainable development as a promoted ethical concept in political 

science.   

1.4	Research	questions	
The research questions are meant to support the research aim by answer whether my theory of 

sustainable ethics is approachable. This will be done by empirical observations of ethical 
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dilemmas in policy implementation. The two research questions confront two fundamental 

aspects of administrative ethics. In this regard, is the first research question formulated as:   

How can ethical dilemmas be illustrated with the conflicting goals of sustainable 

development?   

The conflicting goals of sustainable development is a central aspect of the theory as an ethical 

issue. The conflicting goals are meant to illustrate transgressed principles with a dynamic, 

sustainable ethic lens. This question intends to investigate those complex situations experienced 

by the interviewees that are working with environmental issues to a varying extent. If the 

observed ethical dilemmas can be illustrated in the theory of sustainable ethics it can indicate 

whether the theory can be used in practise and if something is missing.  

The ability to use the given framework that details a public official’s duty and how he or she 

can interpret, justify and act accordingly is a central aspect of the modern official. Hence, my 

second question is:  

How do the interviewees perceive active policy implementation as an ethical approach to 
promote sustainable development and how can it be exercised? 

Recent scholars advocate a more political public official and an official who is not just a cog in 

the wheel of a well-oiled machine. This development derives from Davidoff (1965) ideas that 

value neutrality is impossible and has through empirical observations developed to a modern 

theoretical concept described as an “inside activist” in public administration by Olsson and 

Hysing (2017). Hence, it is relevant to examine this ethical approach to sustainable ethics. 

Active policy implementation that promotes sustainable development is thereby a behaviour 

that encourages sustainable development as a higher ethical purpose. This question intends to 

investigate in what extent active policy implementation of sustainable development is a realistic 

ethical outlook to engage sustainable ethics.   
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2.	Theory	
Sustainable development has become a highly relevant issue which needs to be included in decision 

making processes in organisations such as public administration. As a consequence, there is a need 

to understand the kind of ethical issues challenging public officials. The theoretical framework of 

this thesis expresses a dynamic ethical approach for public administration. This is done with a 

focus on sustainable development by illustrating ethical dilemmas experienced by public 

officials. In this chapter will the use of sustainable administrative ethics first be described. 

Thereafter, follows the theoretical framework of how this thesis use sustainable ethics to 

approach, undestand and visulise ethical dilemmas. 

2.1	Sustainabel	development	as	administrative	ethics	
Many researchers use the term "planner" to describe the person who works with politicians 

and superiors to frame development policies. A planner is not a defined title, and many public 

official posts help politicians in the decision processes. I have used the term "public official" 

to include multiple positions and offices in public administration systems. 

This elaborative theory of sustainable administrative ethics is not ethics as environment and 

economy added to Cooper´s work. Sustainable development is such a big picture concept that 

it requires several ethical perspectives in a dynamic way. However, analysing ethical 

dilemmas with Cooper´s work is too vast analytic tool and require a narrowed perspective. 

This thesis rather uses ethics with the premises that something is missing in Cooper´s and 

Martinez´s work for a possible sustainable ethic. To get a clear perspective of the ethical 

position a public official has, this thesis applies the outlook that ethics has two sources in 

public administration. First there is individual virtues of characters and integrity. Second there 

is the duty given to the official; these duties come from organisational authorities created by 

politicians, superiors and the law which provide moral guidelines of principles. Hence, this 

thesis practises an authoritative use of duty for public officials. This can be compared with 

Svara´s use of duty as a bigger picture view that strives for the public interest.55   

Cambell´s ideas of sustainable societies are used as relevant concerns that include ethical 

conflicts relevant for a modern society.56 The conflicts occur due to the balance between the 

three aspects of sustainable development; environment, economy and social justice. It is 

                                                             
55 Svara (2015), 82 
56 Fainstein and Defilipps (2016), p 216 
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through these aspects and conflicts the theory of sustainable administrative ethics derives 

from. With this focus can moral guidelines of sustainable development be established.  

Using Cambell´s triangle of conflicting goals in the context of Cooper´s five administrative 

ethics, each aspect of sustainable development is seen as an own ethic that work dynamic with 

the other aspects.  This means that sustainable ethics are several ethics were this thesis use: 

1. Ethics as social justice and equity: All humans should have the same opportunities, 

rights and recourses. 

2. Ethics as environmental protection: The society competes over limited recourses that 

needs to be protected. 

3. Ethics as economic development: The society competes with other societies, where 

economic opportunities and growth is essential for industries and the population. 

Balancing these ethics is a delicate matter for a public official. The three ethics works dynamic 

just as Cooper and Martinez requires from administrative ethics. Moreover, each ethics can 

strive for the public interest. Consider each ethics in a dynamic way creates an instrument that 

can illustrate a public official´s experience of an ethical dilemma.  

In this regard this theory has three ethics. However, how should these ethics be approached? 

The use of ethical dilemmas in relation to sustainable development have gained inspirations 

from Olsson and Hysing (2017) and their discussions about sustainable development as 

something that is so important that it can justify public officials to work more like an activist. 

However, Olsson´s and Hysing´s ‘inside activist‘ is a theoretical concept that “captures 

institutional political agency of public officials being personally committed to civil society 

networks and organisations and ready to support their agendas by acting within public 

organizations to induce policy and institutional change.”57 The theory of this thesis rather 

follow this research trend with a focus on public officials commitment to sustainable 

development and where they actively implement it in their work. Therefore, this thesis use 

‘active public official‘ and ‘active policy implementation‘ instead of ‘inside activism‘ and do 

not require a conduct to civil society networks and organisations. Hence, the active public 

official perspective is important in the interviews, when discussing sustainable development. 

Moreover, it is a relevant approach not just because sustainable development has a high ethical 

purpose, modern scholar argues that public official should work more active or political 

                                                             
57 Hysing and Olsson (2017) p 11 
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regardless.58 Therefore, the theory uses the active public official as the ethical approach for 

sustainable ethics. This outlook is relevant in the interviewees to understand how they actually 

perceive the idea that they should work more political to promote sustainable development. 

With this ethical outlook can empirical observations of active policy implementation give 

indications whether it is a realistic outlook and to what extent. This is what question two intends 

to answer. 

This way of understanding and approach sustainable ethics in interviews with public official 

through a focus on experienced ethical dilemmas endows the research aim to create a method 

to use stainable ethics in public administration, how to engage it and practise it.  

2.2	Ethical	dilemmas	as	an	analytic	tool	

The theoretical idea of sustainable administrative ethics is now explained. Hence, the 

understudied issue of the phenomenon ethical dilemmas needs to be entwined as an analytic 

tool. This ethical phenomenon is meant to assist the research aim and test the theory of 

sustainable ethics as an ethic that perhaps can be practised in public administration.  

People across many professions face ethical dilemmas regularly, such as police officers, doctors 

or teachers. Laws, in practice, are sometimes insufficient in these professions. A person in such 

professions, in the event of an ethical dilemma are likely to act in ways that diverge from the 

will of their superiors or the law. The rightful action is not always clear, and even if it was, it 

does not mean that the official would act in line with established ethics in an organisation. 

Established ethics can be seen as Deontological ethics of what is morally required, forbidden, 

or permitted.59 In political organisations, visions are important for the development of the 

society and what goals should be reached. Politicians make the decisions, but public officials 

plan the implementation of those decisions.  

Ethical dilemmas are "a situation in which a difficult choice has to be made between two 

courses of action, either of which entails transgressing a moral principle.60" It is a self-

experienced situation created by principles of duty from politicians, superiors and the law that 

makes the public official ask, "what shall I do?" However, virtues are the individual ethic beliefs 

that make public official ask, "who should I be?" Ethical dilemmas can test public officials 

limits in public administrations. In the context of sustainable ethics can these precarious 

                                                             
58 See: Davidoff. P (1965), p 428 and Fainstein and Defilipps (2016), p 471 
59 Standford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ethics-deontological/, 2018-08-14 
60 Oxford dictionary https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/ethical_dilemma 2018-07-05 
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situations assist the goals for a sustainable society with a subtle tool with ethical considerations. 

The theoretical framework prioritises sustainable development goals to assess the nature of 

dilemmas that challenge modern public officials. 

When the different consequences of the courses of action are considered the public official 

experience: "in what sense an ethical dilemma?" To categorise the experience Martinez (2009) 

categorisations of ethical dilemmas will be used to illustrate the sense and intends to grasp 

ethical dilemmas in the following:  

"a difference of opinions" - The public official feels that the ethical dilemma is not a big issue. 

However, there are different opinions in the context of the duty.   

"ethically questionable," - The public official experiences a difficult ethical dilemma where 

he/she perceive that the transgressed moral principles have big negative consequences.  

"clearly unethical" - The public official perceives a severe situation where actions can come 

with negative consequences for the official.  

Visualising the theory of sustainable ethics by ethical dilemmas is in this thesis done with the 

idea that all transgressed principles in public administration can be illustrated with the 

conflicting goals of sustainable development. The figure below represents the theoretical model 

to analyse how public officials experience ethical dilemmas in relation to sustainable ethics: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



20 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Sustainable ethics in the event of an ethical dilemma.  

The figure is similar to Cambell´s (1996) conflicting goals of sustainable development.61 The 

purpose of this similarity is that each aspect of sustainable development also can be used as 

administrative ethics. The first step in the event of an ethical dilemma is to determine; “in what 

sense an ethical dilemma?” The categorise can be seen in the left box in figure. Thereafter can 

the ethical dilemma be placed in a conflict. Each conflict represents an area where principles 

can be transgressed when individual virtues are not in line with the given duty of principles. 

These principles can come from superiors, politicians and the law. This is a necessary 

perspective when ethics of public administration begins and are grounded in duty.62  This 

understanding of sustainable ethics which can illustrate ethical dilemmas can test practical 

function of the theory and will be answered with question one.  

                                                             
61 Cambell (1996) see figure 2. 
62 Svara (2015), p 12 
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3.	Methods	
For this research, I have used qualitative and empirical methods, by means of elite interviews. 

The study uses two main materials: documents of a case known as the Enköping case, that will 

be further explained in a later part of this chapter, and three elite interviews. One of the 

interviews is directly connected to ethical dilemmas involving the Enköping case. Hence, the 

interview connected to the Enköping case together with the other two interviews are meant to 

complement each other for an empirical picture of ethical dilemmas in relation to sustainable 

ethics.  

Newspaper articles and court documents were gathered for obtaining data for the case study. 

The variety of daily, weekly and monthly newspaper provides a broad base of information about 

certain issues. Court documents should be considered as a reliable data source that strengthens 

the validity and gives a deeper understanding of the ethical dilemma experienced by the 

interviewee connected to the case. 

Ethics as a sustainable aspect of public administration is not a ground-breaking approach that 

introduces new ways of how public officials should work. It is rather a memento of essential 

aspects in the twenty-first century public administration that needs to be further developed. The 

broad literature on public administration, public officials and their advance towards sustainable 

development create a catalyst for continuing research that is of relevance for the purpose of this 

thesis.  

By analysing the data from the Enköping case, the theoretical frame of this research took shape 

with an analytic focus on ethical dilemmas. The connection of the case study and interviews 

with the theory is meant to help identify and understand the circumstances around ethical 

dilemmas, as well as the ethical guidelines the interviewees use and how they experience them.   

The Swedish law constitutes another reliable data source and was used mainly to understand 

the hierarchy of duty for the public officials. It is of juridical importance to understand how the 

interviewees use their public authority. The exercise of public authority can be neutral, have an 

advantage or a disadvantage for an individual.  
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3.1	The	Enköping	case	

A case study is referring to situations, events or the behaviours of interest in a study.63 When 

searching for complex ethical situations experienced by public officials a significant and 

nationally acknowledged case was found, known as the Enköping case. The information was 

retrieved from a Swedish legal database64 which contains court documents. The case has been 

handled in the Swedish court with a legal outcome and had a significant effect on how Swedish 

environmental law is interpreted. The case has been chosen because of the way in which 

politicians have been accused of misconduct by not following the law.  

National newspapers have been used as complementary data to the case study when analysing 

the court documents. The media can be seen as an ubiquitous source.65 Unfortunately, local 

newspapers from the municipality where the case took place were not consulted due to the 

limited time frame and a lack of possibilities. This can be considered as a weakness for the 

validity of this research. The environmental inspector connected to the case study mentioned 

that the local media was involved in the experienced, ethical dilemma for him as well as his 

colleagues. 

3.2	Elite	interviews	
Interviews are data sources of facts, behaviour, beliefs and attitudes.66 The three interviews 

make up a small but informative qualitative sample. Elite interviews are important for gathering 

in-depth information about a certain situation. In this thesis, I define the elites as public officials, 

and they are chosen because of their prominent positions in public administration where they 

use their public authority.67   

Studying ethical dilemmas with an interview approach is a delicate subject matter, and all 

interviewees were informed of the purpose and aim of this research. All interviewees have 

agreed to be public and to have their full name published in this research. The interviewees are: 

                                                             
63 Farthing (2016) p 116 
64 Infosoc Rättsdata is one of Sweden´s leading suppliers of law databases. 
65Farthing (2016) p 136 
66 Farthing (2016) p 127 
67 Scholars at Harvard, https://scholar.harvard.edu/jlhochschild/publications/conducting-intensive-interviews-
and-elite-interviews, 2018-08-15 
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Anders Ringqvist- Head of the healthcare unit at the Environmental office in Örebro 

municipality. He started to work in public administration in 2014, and besides this position, he 

has 15-16 years of experience in the private sector.  

Amel Hadzic- Temporary Head of the building allowance unit in the City Developing 

department in Örebro municipality. He started working in public administration in 2014 and 

also works as an administrative officer with building allowance. 

Nils Hydén- Worked as an Environmental inspector for 14 years, mostly in Enköping 

municipality but also in other places. He is the main witness in the case study. For 16 years he 

has been working for the police department with a focus on environmental crimes. Hydén also 

has an assignment at the Swedish University of Agricultural Science as a Butterfly expert. 

The interviewees will be referred to as follows; Anders Ringqvist as Official X, Amel Hadzic 

as Official Y and Nils Hydén as Official Z.  

By talking with official Z while gathering the data, a good understanding of the ethical 

dilemmas experienced in the Enköping case was acquired. However, understanding ethical 

dilemmas through a rare and significant complex unethical situation does not reveal how public 

officials experience ethical dilemmas in general in their daily work. Therefore, the other two 

interviews were conducted with official X and Y that works in another organisation. 

The interviewees work or have worked in public administration in different positions and with 

different experiences. Therefore, the interview guideline differs from one interviewee to 

another. For example, official Z had experienced such a significant and complex ethical 

dilemma that the whole interview was focused on this particular experience. The interviews 

were conducted to create possibilities of empirical interpretations. All interviews were held at 

the interviewees working place in group rooms where they could feel relaxed. I wanted to 

minimise my impact on the interviews to avoid the "Hawthorne effect"68 that could lead to 

consequences of modified behaviour because of the knowledge that they are being studied.  

Moreover, I strived to bring "ecological validity"69 by studying the interviewees in their natural 

working environment. I tried to keep the conversations as open as possible as I wanted the 

                                                             
68 Sage research methods, http://methods.sagepub.com/book/key-concepts-in-social-research/n22.xml, 2018-
08-17 ("The  Hawthorne effect" occur when the interviewed person modify the responses due to the 
knowledge of being observed.) 
69 Farthing (2016) p 126-127 
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interviewees to tell me about their experience. The focus on environmental branches serves the 

theoretical framework of sustainable ethics. Although, the research area of public 

administration is not so broad that the answers would be completely different from public 

officials in other branches. All public officials work, more or less through politics and there are 

laws and rules public officials need to follow which are limiting the interviewee's possibilities 

of responses. The theoretical approach of this thesis is designed to be used in all public 

administration departments which strengthen the reliability.              

It is possible that the approach for each interview changed over time due to the new knowledge 

retrieved from every interview. This has been a journey of knowledge-gathering where, in the 

beginning, I had a more theoretical view of ethical dilemmas and in the end a more practical 

and empirical understanding.   

Official X said that he had never heard the word duty in his work but that his department rather 

uses responsibility. This led me to ask the question: what if the theoretical framework of this 

thesis approached the interviewees with responsibility instead of duty? However, deontological 

ethics is so entwined in duty that research of ethics in public administration cannot and should 

not exclude it. 

3.3	Limitations		
This research is a qualitative study accompanied by empirical research for primary data which 

intend to test an ethical theory. I acknowledge the limitations of the scope of research and data 

collection methodologies. However, this thesis adds to the broader literature of sustainable 

development in political science by using established ideas of administrative ethics as a 

dynamic work of several ethics. This is done with the outlook that sustainable ethics should be 

approached actively by public officials.  

This thesis restricted use of previous scholars’ work can be a limitation that need to be 

considered. Martinez (2009) ended his book about administrative ethics by concluding that a 

single source of ethical guidance is not desirable.70 However, sustainable development has such 

an impact on laws, control documents and outspoken visions in governments around the world 

and not least in Sweden. Therefore, it is relevant to use fewer administrative ethics if the outlook 

can grasp the essentiality of sustainable development. Nevertheless, in the attempt to find the 

right building stones for the continuation of the research field there is a need to be careful when 

                                                             
70 Martinez (2009) p 132 
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using existing literature.71 Cooper´s and Martinez´s view that administrative ethics should have 

a broad dynamic perspective is well established. A narrower theory as done in this thesis risks 

to exclude important aspects. In the same manner I am arguing that Cooper miss ethics with 

environmental perspectives, I am not including all his five established ethics in this thesis. 

However, using Cooper´s work and add the economic and environment aspects as 

administrative ethics is to vast for this thesis. Furthermore, illustrating transgressed principles 

benefit from a theory with existing conflicts and such theoretical conflicts already exists in 

Cambell´s triangle of conflicting goals.72  

The ethical outlook of active policy implementation as a scientific trend amongst scholars, I 

consider as complex, because it is hard to grasp. Still it is a trend that needs to be further 

developed. As the theory was developed, it was a challenge to formulate and analyse it as an 

ethical phenomenon.  I questioned whether active policy implementation should be used as a 

fourth ethic used dynamic with the other ethics. However, I want a conflict thinking in the 

dynamic use of several ethics such as the conflicts of sustainable development which is to vast 

to formulate in this thesis.    

Categorising ethical dilemmas with Martinez´s three categories may risk simplification of the 

interviewees experiences and exclude aspects of a specific situation. However, to get a clear 

picture of "in what sense an ethical dilemma?" the categorisation is important. A broader use 

of the sense would be harder to grasp in the theory.  

The use of duty in this thesis differ from Svara´s approach of ethics for public officials. While 

Svara sees a public official’s duty as the public interest this thesis has the outlook that principles 

given to public officials by superiors, politicians and the law is the duty. This can be a limitation 

when analysing how the interviewees experience ethical dilemmas. Duty as an upcoming word 

in the interviews will likely be interpreted differently amongst the interviewees. Still, it is 

necessary with the principle creating perspective of public officials’ duty to distinguish 

principles from virtues for a conflict perspective in ethical dilemmas.        

All interviews were conducted in Swedish and therefore, translated into English in a way which 

aims to render the interviewees thoughts and ideas as much as possible. The translation could 

be seen as a limitation in this paper since it can hold risks, as words can be interpreted differently 

                                                             
71 Farthing (2016) p 136 
72 Fainstein and Defilipps (2016), p 216 
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in different languages. The most important terms that have been used in the interviews refers in 

Swedish as: 

• ethical dilemma = etiskt dilemma 

• duty = plikt  

• sustainable development = hållbar utveckling  

During the interviews, I experienced that the Swedish word for duty "plikt" may have a harsher 

meaning than the English word. This is an example that words can have different emphasis in 

different languages. 

The number of interviews from only a specific branch is a limitation that needs to be considered 

since the three interviews sharing their own experiences cannot be considered to represent the 

views and experiences of public officials in general. A different method, such as a larger number 

of questionaires would not give the necessary detailed information as interviews offer. Even if 

the interview with official Z is complemented with relevant materials from court documents 

and articles from newspapers, a complete understanding of the situation is not possible. There 

are different personal reasons that the interviewee can withhold information, as the severity of 

the case study had such personal negative consequences, that it is likely that information is left 

out.  

The Enköping case took place between 1998 to 2003, and may, therefore, be considered a bit 

out-dated. It is possible that there are documents and information that has been lost. When I 

searched for local newspapers the responses were that those could only be found in the regional 

library which I could not reach because of a limited timeframe. Moreover, it is possible that 

official Z did not remember every detail from the situation when the interview was conducted.   

3.4	The	analysis	of	the	data	

To answer the research question: How can ethical dilemmas be illustrated with the conflicting 

goals of sustainable development? I will analyse the answers given by the interviewees 

regarding ethical dilemmas through the theory of sustainable ethics. This theory is made by 

three administrative ethics where the conflicting goals of sustainable development illustrates 

the possible conflicts in a dynamic way. Transgressed moral principles can thereby be 

visualised, and the sense of the experienced ethical dilemma will be understood according to 
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Martinez (2009) categorisation of ethical dilemmas to grasp them.73  The elite interviews and 

the case study are meant to give a deep understanding of how each of the interviewees 

experience ethical dilemmas. If the interviewees experience of an ethical dilemma can be 

categorised as a conflicting goal it is an indication that the theory can be used in public 

administration ethics. Every observed ethical dilemma will be given a name and in the end of 

the analysis will the experienced ethical dilemmas be presented in a figure. The limitation of 

this research question lies in the amount of performed elite interviews. Thus, more empirical 

material of ethical dilemmas would strengthen the research with additional experiences. 

However, the research question is strengthened with a case study regarding ethical dilemmas.  

Analysing and answering this question contributes to the research aim. Thus, if all ethical 

dilemmas can be categorised in the theory it indicates that this theory of sustainable ethics can 

be practised. 

To answer the second question: How do the interviewees perceive active policy 

implementation as an ethical approach to promote sustainable development? the 

interviewees will be guided by questions that explore whether sustainable development is 

seen as a high ethical purpose when implementing policies. This is done with the purpose to 

test in what extant the active public official is perceived as an ethical approach. The limitation 

of this research question lies in the sensitive subject matter. Searching for more political 

behaviour amongst public officials from materials of interviews is a delicate matter, simply 

because they are employed as public officials and not as politicians. However, it is a valid 

question in the context of sustainable development as a higher ethical purpose: "Some things 

are too important in relation to some socially constructed system of norms that they simply 

cannot be ignored."74 This question will contribute to the research aim by answering how 

active public officials can approach sustainable ethics by empirical observations. The answers 

from the interviewees can bring practical knowledge to scholars’ ideas of more political and 

active public officials from an ethical perspective.  

                                                             
73 Martinez (2009) "a difference of opinions", "etically questionable" and "clearly unethical" 
74Hysing and Olsson (2017) p 128 
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4.	Result	and	analysis	
"Judging character is essential to the clarification of an ethos for public administration. 

Disputation over a code of ethics, the development of theories, and reasoning about appropriate 

ethical principles without a search for exemplars are apt to be vacuous and impotent."75 

In this chapter, the result and analysis of the interviews will be presented followed by the case 

study. The interview analysis will present how the public officials have experienced different 

ethical dilemmas when they exercise policy implementation. The result of the interview 

connected to the Enköping case will be presented in section 4.2. In the result, the interviewees 

will be referred to; Anders Ringqvist as Official X, Amel Hadzic as Official Y and Nils Hydén 

as Official Z, to keep the result clearer. In the Enköping case, Nils Hydén will be referred by 

his name. The chapter ends with an analytical summary. 

4.1	Ethical	dilemmas	in	public	administration	

Duty, even as an essential aspect of public administration, can be hard to grasp for a public 

official. The word duty has a possibly harsh implication. When the interviewees were asked 

how they saw the idea of duty in their organisational role their answers were different. Official 

X said, "Duty is nothing I really thought or reflected over in the contexts of my official duties."76 

He continued by arguing that his "official duty" is to manage his department in the best possible 

way, report to his superiors and help individuals in the society with their safety and health in 

the home environment. Official X ended the discussion about duty by saying "I have never 

heard the word duty since I started here in 2014, not official duty or something like that."77 It 

is interesting that official X was not comfortable with the word ‘duty‘ or ‘plikt.‘78 Official X 

was the only interviewee that rather talked in terms of responsibilities and saw duty as a bit 

outdated. Even though Official X states that duty is not a regular term in his organisation, he 

mentioned: "However, we do talk about assignments, responsibilities and advisory support."79  

The legal duty is prioritised by the interviewees over duty given by superiors or politicians. 

This was visible in the interviews. Official Y said that ‘My duty... I work as a public official 

and my profession is to work according to what the law says.’80 He further described that his 

                                                             
75Cooper (1992) p 339 
76Interview, Anders Ringqvist 2018-04-17 
77 Interview, Anders Ringqvist 2018-04-17 
78 ”Plikt” is the Swedish word for ”duty” 
79Interview, Anders Ringqvist 2018-04-17 
80 Interview, Amel Hadzic 2018-04-30 
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role was to manage different cases according to the law. He describes the law as principles with 

high authority.   

Discussing duty with the interviewees directly led to their ideas about virtue and principles: 

Official Z stated that  

"I cannot act as an Environmental inspector for my benefits, have a personal agenda or 

something similar... In Enköping municipality, my duty was to defend the public interest. I was 

an Environmental Inspector because the environment does not have an own voice."81 

Official Z connected duty with public interest like Svara (2015) did in his ‘Ethical Triangle.’ 

Official Z linked his duty with the environment, which could be interpreted as value guiding 

his virtue and principles. Moreover, he indicates that there are no possibilities to justify active 

policy implementation for any purpose.  

The responsibility of principles given by duty for a public official can in some situations be the 

cause of an ethical dilemma. Official X took up an ethical dilemma where the law could 

endanger vulnerable individuals. This dilemma is referred to as “The sewer dilemma”:  

"We do supervisions on public sewers and real estate owners living in the countryside. It can 

be old houses and the people who live there are often socially vulnerable and have weak 

economies. But still, regardless of the house quality, if you have flowing water you need to have 

a functional sewer... And then we are demanding these families to solve the issue which can 

lead to an approximate cost of 50 000- 120 000 kronor which is a huge cost for them."82 

All interviewees were clear about that all humans are equal before the law. Official Z argued 

that "Municipal agencies follow the rule of the Constitution that all are equal under the law 

and all state agencies should be impartial, driven by a sense of what is right."83 Official X’s 

sewer dilemma shows how ethical dilemmas could occur even with his legal duty as a public 

administrator. Official X said that: 
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"In those kinds of cases, I do believe that we start a discussion between the officer and me as 

their closest superior: that if this does not feel good, how should I think? In many cases, it is 

possible to find solutions that are acceptable where we make a compromise."84 

Official X argue that if he gets a supervision assignment to investigate a socially vulnerable 

family´s sewer and he know that they need to repair it with money this family does not have. 

Official X says that he then can have a dialogue with his colleagues about how they can support 

this family. This support can be a longer time period to change the sewer or even economic 

support. This was a common ethical dilemma for official X and are a different experience every 

time, however, it will not be a clearly unethical dilemma. These situations are often just a 

difference of opinions because official X experience of having a good dialogue with his 

colleagues and the politicians. Although, it is likely that they can experience ethically 

questionable dilemmas as well, in more complex situations.  

To find "acceptable" solutions, within the given framework of duty is a good example where 

the possibility to have a  dialouge, can benefit the public interest and help socially vulnerable 

people. By looking to the outcome set by previous cases is one way to rationalise trade-offs.85 

However, everyone cannot be treated in an unsustainable way and here can the "development 

conflict" be seen. Hence, transgressing moral principles occurs in this situation when there are 

compromises on the cost of environment or to consider what deems social fair.  

An interesting idea of sustainable development as a discourse has been done by John Dryzek 

(2013). As a discourse, sustainable development has according to Dryzek (2013) a hierarchy 

which puts human beings above the natural world.86 It is possible that the social justice aspect 

of the public officials' duty has been promoted through the vision of a sustainable public 

administration, and therefore an ethical dilemma where an individual's situation is affected. 

Both official X and Y only experienced ethical dilemmas when their virtues inclined to 

something that was socially unfair. However, this needs further empirical observations amongst 

public officials for a conclusion and is not in the scope of this thesis.  

Official Z discussed an ethical dilemma, which involved social justice and environmental 

concerns.  He gave an example of how an exposed farmer could lose his whole business because 
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of what the Swedish Environmental Code required for ecological safety. This dilemma is 

referred to as “The farmer dilemma”  

"... To make a balance over how hard you should be and in what time frames, we thought a lot 

about that... Example: You need to build an approved fertiliser storage area... but is it 

reasonable to ask this person those requirements? What if he is 76 years old and these 

requirements can lead to a cost of several hundred thousand when he works only two or three 

more years."87 

Because the farmer dilemma is an example that official Z and his former colleagues could 

experience, yet the dilemma was not discussed in the context of its severity. Hence, cannot the 

sense of such ethical dilemma be categorised. However, it is an ethical dilemma that official Z 

and his colleagues encountered due to their virtues that considered the social unjust the law 

brought on the farmer. The example shows that virtues once again can transgress principles.  

Official X and Z both gave examples of ethical dilemmas where public officials had to execute 

policies required by the law to improve the environment. But through their virtues, they 

evaluated the social impact.  

In officials X´s and Z’s examples can the ethical dilemmas be categorised as the "the 

development conflict", which is between environmental protection and social justice, "How 

could those at the bottom of society find greater economic opportunity if environmental 

protection mandates diminished economic growth?"88 This ethical dilemma would not occur if 

there was not a common understanding of unsustainable businesses, lifestyles or cultures. On 

the other hand, it would not occur if the public officials did not consider the social impacts on 

the people and blindly followed their duties. Perhaps one depreciated fertiliser storage area, and 

one faulty sewage system would not destroy the environment, but non-regulation could tip the 

balance, especially if more households and businesses chose to use them to save costs. In these 

situations, can the aspects of sustainable development easily be used as administrative ethics 

Communication gaps between the public and the municipality appear to trigger ethical 

dilemmas. Official Y discussed an ethical dilemma where the municipality approved a building 

construction through a verbal agreement. Later when the building was constructed, it was 

discovered that the permit to use that structure should have been approved by politicians. Under 
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the circumstances, the public official suggested a denial of the permit for the building, which 

could lead to an outcome where the building had to be demolished. This dilemma is referred to 

as “The construction dilemma”: 

"They got one answer, we could not establish what answer they got so we had to go after the 

law and demand a denial and in the worst scenario demolish the building. That would have 

cost those people a lot of money. We as public officials felt that this was not okay, but in our 

role should we follow the law, and therefore write a decision that they cannot build. The 

decision was presented to the board which led to an outcome where the board approved it."89 

The construction dilemma, is an ethical dilemma emerging from communication gaps between 

actors. The public officials showed integrity towards law in a situation where the decision was 

not in the hands of the public officials. The solution to this dilemma came through the desired 

act of moral inclination from the politicians. Official Y and his colleges could discuss the matter 

of the transgressed moral principles according to what was socially fair for the building owners 

and what the law permitted through its regulations that protect the environment. This is an 

example where the public official perceived an ethical dilemma but not a severe issue because 

of the open dialogue that official Y felt that he had with the politicians. Due to possibilities of 

communication, the situation is more of "a difference of opinions." Again, this ethical dilemma 

was also a development conflict. However, it is interesting to imagine if official Y felt that he 

could not have a dialogue with the politicians, would he just hand over the matter to the 

politicians and never perceive the situation as an ethical dilemma? If that is the case can ethical 

dilemmas perhaps sometimes be a healthy phenomenon where different options and 

consequences are discussed. Further, with an active approach of the three sustainable ethics can 

such phenomenon be approached in regard to sustainable development.  

In a comparative view of the dilemmas, Official X and Y presented one crucial aspect that made 

them different, and that is delegation. In the ethical dilemma presented by Official X, the 

politician delegated the responsibility to public officials, which enabled them to handle the 

supervision of sewers. In Official Y’s dilemma, he did not have the authority to permit the 

construction. In the last few decades, the trend towards a more influencial public official has 

risen as can be seen in the increasing numbers of delegated responsibilities. Olsson and Hysing 

(2017) argued, that more responsibilities to manage imply that politicians get most of the 
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limelight and that public officials can operate more anonymously.90 However, the delegated 

authority might make the public blame the public official in case they feel unfair treatment was 

being meted out to them. Hence, ethical problems can also occur because of being in a more 

decision-making position. Politicians and superiors shape this position of duty. Official Z 

discussed a situation where delegated responsibility could create personal issues for a public 

official.  This dilemma is referred to as “The inspector´s dilemma”:    

"The former animal inspector was exposed to really threatening situations... murder threats, 

real ones... It was not like someone pointed a gun at the inspector’s head, but it was verbal 

threats... so it was not unusual that the inspector required police transport... To protect the 

inspector, we asked the board members, that they should decide prosecution notification."91 

For the animal inspector in official Z´s municipality was this situation a cleraly unethical 

dilemma with negativ consequences for the official. Further, the animal inspector experienced 

“the development conflict” as the inspector protected the environment and the farmers percived 

it as socially unfair. The withdrawal of delegation in the municipality Official Z worked in, is 

one crucial aspect of the ethical dilemma which will be discussed in section 4.2. Whether a 

public official can make a decision through delegated authority or advice, the board on the 

outcome occur at all levels of public administration. From the interviewee's answers, it is clear 

that a public official has to act within the law. However, they can interpret the law within its 

framework.  

Official X spoke about his experience of ethical dilemmas on three different levels. These levels 

could be divided into a) social justice, b) political self-interest and c) when superiors take over 

a complicated case. 

"On another level when a case comes up to the board it can be a bit confusing sometimes where 

you feel that board members look to their interest. It can also be a case driven by a public 

official, and then a superior comes in when the case is sensitive to steer it in another 

direction."92 

The ability to handle an ethical dilemma where political interest may appear, has one crucial 

element; which is the ability to have an open dialogue with politicians. This helps a public 
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official manage an ethical dilemma when a board member has an agenda for the situation’s 

outcome. The essences of the dialogue in ethical dilemmas will be visualised in the later 

presented Enköping case where the dialogue between public officials and politicians was not 

existing. Official X´s three different levels of ethical dilemmas is relevant experience of ethical 

dilemmas in public administration. Further, official X consider social justice as one level which 

is an essential ethic of this thesis.    

"There have been situations on a small scale where board members wanted to change a 

suggestion for a decision, and I felt that there are some self-interests. But that is very rare, and 

I would call it an ethical dilemma ´light.´"93 

The reason why Official X called these kinds of ethical dilemmas as "light" was that he felt that 

he had the power to handle it easily. When I asked him whether he felt that he could handle 

these kinds of situations, he answered:   

"Yes definitely, we can tell them. It is a very responsive board, so we can tell them directly that 

something is not okay, we can tell our superiors and the head of the board, so we can make it 

right."94 

Official Y too did not feel that personal self-interest is a significant ethical problem with the 

board. He instead said that politicians might demand more than the law requires in forms of 

personal commitment of politics. This means that politicians in a political matter demanded 

more from the public officials then what the law permit or require. "There are no direct personal 

interests which promote oneself, but maybe there are own interests beyond what the law 

permits."95 However, such ethical dilemmas are not necessary a bad situation, if the politicians 

require more from the public officials in environmental matters, their ideas can question the 

traditional way to work. Furthermore, lead to new and better ways to work through a conflicting 

approach of dynamic ethics. Official Y saw political self-interest as possible ethical dilemmas 

but not necessary something bad when it is ideological.  Official Y has less work experience in 

public administration than Official X and Z, therefore, may have experience less ethical 

dilemmas than the other interviewees. 
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From the answers given by Official X and Y about how they experience ethical dilemmas of 

political self-interests, it is clear that Official Z did not have the same possibilities to 

communicate with the board or superiors which will be a vital aspect in The Enköping case. 

Sustainable development is a vision that is promoted by scholars and political organisations.  

Nevertheless, how one could act active to promote sustainable development in policy 

implementation did not seem to occur to the interviewees. However, Official X noted that: 

"It is a rigid organisation, but there are policy documents where we can influence and be 

involved in the development of it... We shall contribute to the development of the municipality 

and sustainable development. We can sit in a group and discuss, e.g. about Green Areas policy 

document. In such a document we as public officials can mention sustainable development 

frequently and get more acceptance of it."96 

This is an example where public officials can impose and include sustainable development in 

policy documents. To be active in a non-political meeting, one can promote sustainable 

development in policy implementation by using their professional skills and justify inclinational 

acts.  

Through the interviews, it is shown that ethical dilemmas can occur in specific situations where 

their responses are challenged. The Enköping case which Official Z or Nils Hydén discussed in 

his interview shows such a complicated matter. 

As the last question in every interview, I asked, whether an act based on sustainable 

development justified more authority for public officials. I compared this to other less 

sustainable based actions, and the answers were clear: 

Official X said "My experience here on the Society building program is that everyone has their 

role at this supervision department for the Environmental Code. It is there where we get our 

authority, nothing else."97 

Official Y said "Yes, you can have your thoughts, but then there is the law that you need to 

follow. The law can be interpreted in different ways, but you can only work within your given 

frameworks of what the law allows."98 
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Official Z said "I cannot act either as an Environmental inspector or as someone that tries to 

gain personal benefits. I cannot have my own agenda or something like that."99 

It is clear that the interviewees all have the opinion that one cannot go outside the given legal 

framework even if the purpose may be rational. However, public officials can work to promote 

sustainable development as long as it is within the framework. The interviewees all had a 

restrictive view of how they personally can promote sustainable development in their 

organisations. It would be interesting to observe the public officials in their work and examine 

if this restrictive view can be seen in their work. From the interviews it was shown that the 

public official X and Y, activly inclined to ethics as social justice and equity as a sustainable 

concideration. However, this pattern does not exist in the Enköping case were official Z and his 

colleuges inclined to ethics as environmental protection. This leads to further questions whether 

public officials in more environmental friendly municiplalities tend to concider social justice 

and equity in a higher extent? 

4.2	The	Enköping	case 

In the following part of this thesis, the result from the interview with the former Environmental 

inspector Nils Hydén, court documents and national articles written during this time will be 

presented. First, a summary of the case to grip the essential aspects of it will be exposed. After 

that, follows a deeper focus on the ethical dilemma Hydén experienced. 

4.2.1	The	case	in	summary	

The Enköping case known as "Enköpingshärvan" in Sweden was played out in the small 

municipality Enköping between 1998 to 2003 and led to an outcome where seven politicians in 

the Environmental board got convicted for misconduct by the Swedish Supreme court. The end 

of the twentieth century was a time of change for Swedish Environmental law. Several 

environmental laws came under one code called the Environmental Code, which was 

established on 1 January 1999. 100  This was a big step for the Swedish Environmental 

jurisdiction as well as a new adjustment for the Swedish municipalities. 

The Swedish municipalities have by law the delegation to be a regulatory authority for 

businesses that can harm the environment and if necessary, give an environmental sanction fee. 

In the Swedish municipalities, it is the Environmental board that decides and exercises such 

matters, and it was not different in Enköping. The Swedish election in 1998 brought a new party 
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majority in Enköping, and there were new board members on several political posts. Enköping 

is traditionally a moderate-right municipality that had a socialist-left majority during the 

previous election. Due to the new Environmental Code and the election, there was an existing 

need to educate and implement the Code amongst the Swedish politicians, and Hydén was one 

of the many Environmental inspectors who was involved in educating it.  Politicians come and 

go in elections and especially when the political majority change. Still, the public officials need 

to stay politically neutral and cooperate because "the board makes policy and the staff 

implements it."101 

A direct effect of the new Code was that the environmental legislation was more focused. It 

was the first time that obligation to prosecute crimes, according to the Environmental laws, was 

written into the laws as an obligation.102 

A keystone of this case is the delegation politicians can give to public officials to exercise 

certain political matters without a political decision, to make the administration work smoothly. 

For the inspectors in Enköping municipality, they had the delegation to exercise prosecution 

reports. But due to a security matter where the animal inspector was threatened on several 

occasions, the public officials requested the politicians to take back the delegation for 

prosecution reports.103 This was done to take the responsibility of the decision from the public 

official to the Environmental Board. In short, this means that an inspector needs to write a 

suggestion for the decision to the board about environmental sanction fees. 

In this instance, the team of inspectors requested the politicians to recall their delegation to 

unburden the animal inspector. The delegations were revoked, but there were indications that 

delegation smoothened the work for public officials. The Swedish newspaper, Dagens Nyheter, 

wrote on 15 January 2002: 

"In municipalities where the Environmental supervision works well, Environmental Boards 

delegated the responsibility to report Environmental crimes to the police through the 

inspectors."104 

The new moderate-right majority came to power with a new political agenda to lead the coming 

four years. The focus was to create a more business-friendly environment in Enköping that 
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could benefit local business and create new jobs. Due to that, Enköping municipality, at the 

beginning of 1999, had a new political situation, a more administrative demanding way of 

exercising authority and a new Environmental Code. 

As the organisation continued its administrative role, the Environment inspector started to 

notice some structural changes in the board: 

"In the usual way, I prepared suggestions for the Environmental board to decide about charges. 

In this board meeting, I presented up to twenty cases. I had made a regulatory campaign in one 

specific branch where it was shortcomings such as low environmental safety that should be 

charged."105 

"When these cases are presented to the board it gets decided by the board members that: (No, 

this should not be charged, we should be able to solve this in another way). That is how I 

remember the discussions went. (We should put more effort into information rather than 

disturbing the local businesses.) So, the board decided at the meeting to not continue with the 

charges."106 

Hydén described a situation where the board went against his suggestion in twenty to twenty-

five cases on 19 October 1999.107 This was the start of the Enköping case. According to the 

Swedish municipality law, municipalities handle their affairs, which are included in the 

municipality’s law.108 This means that all municipalities are autonomous as long as they follow 

the rules and obligations given by law. The problem here is that the Environmental board did 

not follow their duties when they decided to not go with the environmental inspectors' 

suggestions. Even if politicians have the authority to decide, they cannot go against a Swedish 

Code. The Environmental Code is clear with that it needs to be followed in cap 26 § 2 where it 

says that supervision authority shall report violations that conflict with the Code.109 

The Environmental board decided to report this to the County Administrative Board 

(Länsstyrelsen) to show that these cases had been up in the board and that was how these cases 

became known for others and eventually the police.110 When the Environmental board finally 
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was suspected of misconduct, a divide started between the politicians and the inspectors which 

led to a bad working environment. The national newspaper Svenska Dagbladet wrote on the 14 

June 2001 “this is by far the largest case in this country, and if it leads to prosecution and later 

a convicting sentence, it shows a systematic crime."111 The newspaper referred to the case of 

Enköping as only one of many other municipalities that did not follow the Environmental Code. 

A clash in the triangle of conflicting goals is in this dilemma between the environmental 

protection and the overall economic growth and efficiency.112 How can we keep the economy 

moving without harming the nature? This is called the "recourse conflict."113  It is clear that the 

political agenda was in favour of better economic growth, but the environment inspector 

demanded additional resources to handle environmental waste disposal which would both lead 

to a fee and improvement costs for further business activities. Approaching this with sustainable 

ethics, the inspector and the law inclined towards environmental protections. "The recourse 

conflict" between the inspector and the politicians were two perspectives of moral principles. 

In this situation did Hydén and his colleagues inclined to ethics as environmental protection in 

an organisation where the politicians only considered economic growth. 

On 7 February 2002, a court hearing was held in Enköping Tingsrätt. The Swedish national 

media had caught wind of it and framed it as "How hard the Environmental code should be 

interpreted," as reported in Svenska Dagbladet 5 January 2002.114 In the court, seven board 

members were prosecuted for 15 cases that Hydén managed, making him the primary witness. 

Hydén said that the prosecutor told him just before the hearing that it was a thrilling atmosphere 

in the court, so it was a big event. However, the court acquitted the board members.115 At first, 

it seemed like they were going to plead guilty, but the politically elected jury changed the 

outcome on the grounds that it was a minor crime and that the interpretation of the law was not 

clear. The Swedish newspaper Dagens Nyheter wrote on the 8 February 2002: 

"The seven prosecuted politicians in Enköping´s Environmental board were freed from 

suspicion of misconduct this Thursday. A dissident court agreed that the board members have 

acted wrong, but there are mitigating circumstances that the law is hard to interpret."116 
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Hydén said that the outcome was possibly a result of the connection between the political jury 

and their accused colleagues. The prosecutor of this case, Eva-Lotta Johansson, did not accept 

this outcome and appealed to the Supreme Court.117 

The Supreme Court was assembled on the 7 April 2003 in Stockholm, one year after the first 

ruling in Tingsrätten. The Supreme Court reviewed the obligations of the Environmental board 

toward environmental laws as a supervisory authority. The decision referred to the 

Environmental Code cap 30 1-3§§, which stated that the board jeopardised the environment and 

the sustainability of the society. The court also referred to the Swedish Constitution cap 1 § 2 

about sustainable development.118 

In the end, the Supreme Court decided that the members of the environmental board were guilty. 

This was a case, to a significant extent, about ignorance and lack of knowledge of the 

politicians. Dagens Nyheter wrote on the 11 July 2001: 

"Some municipalities want to keep a good relationship with the local businesses. It seems like 

they believe that the municipality self-governance gives them the right to ignore the laws."119 

The order from the politicians that they had the right to ignore the laws was the catalyst for the 

ethical dilemma. Hydén and the board members had different interpretations of the principles 

given by the Environmental Code. Thereby, diverse opinions of what was "green, profitable 

and fair" can be visualised through the conflicting goals of sustainable development. In the next 

section, I will look at this case from the perspective and experience of Hydén, the environmental 

inspector. 

4.2.2	The	ethical	dilemma	of	the	public	official	

"The politicians dismissed public officials one by one. I got sick due to stress-related symptoms 

and had to go home for four or five months. I remember that I was still sick on full time when I 

testified in the court."- Hydén 

This quote describes this ethical dilemma not only as a situation that could be solved in the 

office but also affecting the inspector and his colleagues on a personal level. What can you do 

when no one is listening to you? The situations were a "clearly unethical" situation.120 The 
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following describes the Environmental inspector Hydén thoughts about the ethical dilemma he 

was faced with. 

Hydén´s ethical dilemma began with the environmental board refusing his suggestion at the 

board meeting of 19 October 1999.121 He knew that the board did not respect the Code, so what 

could he do? In this situation, the inspectors' duty was visualised through the law and an idea 

to protect the environment. "I am an Environmental inspector who is supposed to protect the 

public interest and the environment because it does not have its own voice."122 The inspector 

chosed to stand firm to the law. "In the end, it is the law that matters and the organisation´s 

obligations toward the public."123 Hydén was not the only inspector who experienced situations 

where the environmental board did not want to go with the inspectors' suggestion of promoting 

a business-friendly environment.  

"It turned out that the food inspector also began to experience this. A health inspector, who 

also reported cases of food handling and individual waste systems which were not acceptable, 

was also ignored by the politicians."-Hydén 

The politicians and local business owners accused the inspector and his colleagues of not being 

business-friendly leading to a schism between the two groups. As a result, the inspector 

mentioned that it became harder to communicate with the politicians.  

"But what is happening now is that the social climate changes quickly to a colder one between 

the Environmental board and the public officials, and it did not take a long time before... It was 

such a dramatic difference in how was. Before this new situation politicians had been seen 

almost every day talking to us and we had a dialogue, that was open."- Hydén 

In this harsher working environment, Hyden experienced that he and his colleagues that he saw 

had worked more on the offence, were spared from personal insults to a greater extent than the 

other inspectors. 

"The public officials, mainly us that had been more on the offence, including me, one health 

inspector and the food inspectors were spared from what I am going to describe now ... to a 

significant extent at least."- Hydén 
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A public official on the offence or an active official, from recent literature, has been promoted 

as a preferred public official. What Hydén describes here sounds similar to Howe´s (1994) 

hybrid or politician. One could ask if Hydén experienced this due to a more active role? 

The inspector noticed that the media started to write against the inspectors and joined forces 

with the politicians and business owners. Some newspapers even framed the inspectors’ work 

to be non-business friendly. Expressen, on 21 January 2002 published an article arguing that 

the Environmental Code is too strict and pointed to events taking place in Enköping. 

"The politicians contest environmental crimes, they have done nothing that has harmed the 

environment, but they have just interpreted the laws of prosecution generously. The prosecutor 

states that there is no room for interpretations and that the law should be followed by the book. 

The Environmental inspector working in the municipality has the same opinion in a big conflict 

with the politicians. The demand for inspection and prosecution according to the law without 

any room for interpretations which goes against the will to create a business-friendly 

environment or a friendly environment at all."124 

Then, Hydén and some other public officials tried to handle the situation by gaining support 

from the Work Environment inspection (Arbetsmiljöinspektionen.) 

"I remember that we turned to the Inspection for work Environment and requested supervision... 

They opened up a case, and they had dialogues with the politicians and the department manager 

who was working hand in hand with the politicians. The case was closed with just some 

recommendations."- Hydén 

Hydén stated that it was hard to handle ethical dilemmas during the Enköping case. The Work 

Environment inspection closed the case so that the affected public officials could not argue that 

their work situations were unsustainable. The decision to turn to The Work Environment 

inspection is by itself an ethical dilemma and is referred to as “The work environment 

dilemma”. A stance that the municipality poses a non-sustainable working environment and 

require supervision was not popular amongst the politicians. However, this dilemma cannot be 

placed in the conflicting goals because the transgressed principles are only connected to equity 

and social justice.   
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The peak of this case came into view in the regional court hearing. Hydén was the main witness 

and experienced pressure from present politicians, public officials and media. 

The Swedish national newspaper Svenska Dagbladet wrote 15 January 2002; “Indirectly, this 

court process is about a conflict between the Environmental Board and the Environmental 

inspectors about how strict environmental laws should be applied. Several inspectors have quit 

their jobs in recent years, and other are also about to quit.”125 

In the end, the Supreme Court decided that the environmental board was guilty which was a 

significant victory for Hydén and the other inspectors in Enköping municipality. As an ethical 

dilemma, this case is a "clearly unethical" situation with limited possibilities of action pointing 

out what the politicians are doing wrong. Moreover, the actions had negative consequences for 

the public officials.126 And this is where the situation gets complex. Perhaps one or several 

inspectors reported to the police about the board. Such a decision would be really difficult to 

choose due to negative consequences. Hydén was deeply affected by the events in Enköping. 

However, there are aspects of this case of which one cannot be completely sure.  

Consult a third-party expert does not always come with a good outcome, Martinez points out 

that "such processes probably will address more than 90 percent of the cases, almost invariably 

there will be situations where no previous rule, guideline, or procedure provides a clear 

resolution."127 In this case, it was shown that the third-party did not act at all. Consequently, it 

lead to negative consequences for the inspectors when the politicians and their superiors saw 

disloyal public officials from their point of view. It could be luck that made the police 

investigate this case and facilitate an outcome where the board members got convicted of 

misconduct. However, one can question whether the police unexpectedly stumbled upon the 

case in the archive of the County Administrative Board or if someone informed them 

anonymously. It is hard to see that this dilemma could have been handled in a different way 

than Hydén and his colleagues did.  

The situation was vast and complicated when answering the question "what is the right thing 

to do". He wanted to stand firm with the law at all cost for a sustainable purpose. The possibility 

to exercise his work was limited due to non-existing communication with the politicians and 

his superiors, each action came with negative consequences for him and his colleagues. For the 

                                                             
125 Svenska Dagbladet, https://www.svd.se/hela-miljonamnden-i-enkoping-atalad 2002-01-15 
126 Martinez (2009), p 128 
127 Martinez (2009) p 130 
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inspectors, it was a hopeless situation, and the only thing they could do (as Svara describes it) 

is to have unquestioned integrity.128  

4.3	Analytical	summary		 	
To illustrate the discussed ethical dilemmas that the interviewees discussed are their 

experiences visualised in the figure below. There are six observed ethical dilemmas from the 

result that will be illustrated. No empirical evidence of the property conflict was observed. 

Notice that ethical dilemma 6. “The work environment dilemma” is positioned close to ethics 

as social justice and equity. The dilemma is positioned there because it cannot be categorised 

as one of the three conflicts. Thus, the transgressed principles and official Z´s virtues, both 

inclined towards ethics as social justice and equity. Because of the relatively few observed 

ethical dilemmas can all observations be shown in one figure:    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure. 4 Experienced ethical dilemmas in the conflicting goals of sustainable 

development 

                                                             
128Svara (2015), p 45 
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Official X mentioned that public officials could promote sustainable development in non-

political meetings, for instance, in the preparation of policy documents. Coming back to Hysing 

and Olsson´s quote, "Some things are too important in relation to some socially constructed 

system of norms that they simply cannot be ignored."129 Acting outside the given framework of 

duty is something that is out of the question according to the interviewees. However, public 

officials can build on knowledge of practical wisdom that can enable them to interpret the 

framework and form integrated active policy implementation that include sustainable 

development. Further, from the results there were indications that municipalities were public 

officials been delegated to work more active, has a better structure. In the Enköping case this 

was a central aspect in the unsustainable development in official Z´s municipality.  

 	

                                                             
129Hysing and Olsson (2017) p 128 
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5.	Conclusions		
This chapter will first answer the research questions. Thereafter, follows a discussion of what 

further research can focus on and learn from this research. The thesis will end with concluding 

reflections of the thesis purpose, aim and contributions to the research problem. These 

reflections will thereafter be summarised in to a fictional scenario of how the theory could be 

used in public administration considering the results of the research.   

5.1	Research	questions	
How can ethical dilemmas be illustrated with the conflicting goals of sustainable 
development?   

The interviewees experiences of ethical dilemmas show that several examples can be placed in 

the conflicting goals of sustainable development to describe their experiences. However, there 

was an expectation, the ethical dilemma when official Z turned to the Work Environment 

inspection, 6. “The work environment dilemma” could not be categorised. Official X and Y 

both had experienced ethical dilemmas where principles given by law was transgressed in the 

development conflict where superiors and politicians listened and communicated with the 

public official during the policy implementation.  

Official Z brought the resource conflict in ethical dilemma 5. “Enköpingshärvan” where the 

transgressed principles came from politicians and in some sense his superiors. In this case was 

the principles of law a cornerstone where the public official had his virtues. The property 

conflict was not identified from the materials as an experienced dilemma. The analyse shows 

that all observed examples could not be categorised according to the conflicting goals in 

situations where both virtues and transgressed principles only is a matter of one sustainable 

development ethic.    

How do the interviewees perceive active policy implementation as an ethical approach to 
promote sustainable development and how can it be exercised? 

Active behaviour in policy implementation that promotes sustainable development were a 

subject that the interviewed officials gave clear answers that they cannot go against their 

organisation or the law with own opinions. No interviewees could identify themselves as 

active or that sustainable development would justify a more political behaviour. However, 

official X mentioned the making of policy documents were public officials can mention 

sustainable development frequently and promote it. This is an ethically justified act that does 

not transgress any principles.  
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The Swedish newspaper Dagens Nyheter wrote in the context of the Enköping case that 

municipalities that give delegation to environmental inspectors have a better performance. 

This empirical observation is an indication that public administrations that allows public 

officials to work more active, perhaps can be more sustainable. This was an unexpected 

observation of active policy implementation. What if the animal inspector never was so 

affected that the delegation had to be removed, would the Enköping case even exist? 

Active policy implementation, even as a promoted trend amongst scholars is hard to grasp as 

good or bad. However, even if the interviewees could not perceive themselves as active, did 

official Z indicate that public officials on the offence were spared in a greater extent from 

adverse consequences in the Enköping case.   

5.2	Further	research	

When answer the first research questions of this thesis it was shown that all ethical dilemmas 

experienced by the interviewed public officials could not be categorised as a conflict of 

transgressed principles in the theory. However, this only says that the specific theory of this 

thesis cannot describe all ethical dilemmas in public administration and not that those situations 

cannot be approached with sustainable ethics. With this knowledge are Cooper´s and Martinez´s 

work interesting to further include in sustainable ethics. Social equity as an ethic of sustainable 

development is already present in their work. Further research could elaborate to include the 

economy and environment aspects as ethics. Moreover, work dynamic with all administrative 

ethics and conflicts to contribute to a full ethical understanding of sustainable behaviour. 

Consequently, it is important for further scholars to not perceive sustainable ethics as one ethic, 

rather a dynamic work of several administrative ethics. Although, this dynamic work benefits 

from theoretical conflicts. Further research can elaborate on new theoretical conflicts such as; 

the environmental conflict, the economic conflict and the social justice conflict. If such conflicts 

can be added in the conflicting goal of sustainable development, it could perhaps be used as a 

completer picture of sustainable ethics in public administration.  

Since all interviewees were men, it would be interesting to see if the result would be different 

if female interviewees where included. Future research about ethical dilemmas in public 

administration could keep this in mind. A more feminist view of ethical dilemmas could be 

valuable in providing a bigger picture.  

Further, it would be interesting to investigate other public administration spheres such as social 

care, schools and cultural departments. I believe conflicts will arise in these administrative areas 
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as well which would be interesting to approach with sustainable ethics. As a secretary at a social 

care department, I often hear discussions where social justice and economic matters are 

weighted against each other. 

Ethical dilemmas are only one approach to continue the on-going research about public officials 

and public administration. As current research promotes a more political working public 

official, there is a need for further research about what public officials need to consider within 

their given framework of duty. Moreover, sustainable ethics in public administration need to be 

further developed as a complete organisational philosophy beyond this thesis’s focus on ethical 

dilemma. This is also important for a more complete picture when arguing for sustainable 

development as a higher ethical purpose in policy implementation. The next step for research 

about public officials could be to investigate what professional virtues are in the twentieth-first 

century public administration. Furthermore, investigate the possibilities to act more political in 

different working environment.  

It would be interesting to further develop the trend of active or more political public official as 

an own ethic. Could this ethic be used as a circle around sustainable ethics and engage each 

ethic in a dynamic way?   

Although, this thesis aimed to understand and practise sustainable ethics I feel that it was more 

focus on conflicts rather than the three ethics. The aspects of sustainable development need a 

more in-depth understanding as established ethics of public administration. 

5.3	Concluding	reflections		
The answers to the research questions conclude that ethical dilemmas can be understood and 

categorised in the theory of sustainable ethics as an ethical phenomenon. However, all ethical 

dilemmas cannot be categorised as a conflict. Moreover, the ethical outlook that this thesis titled 

as active policy implementation is not a mindset the interviewees could identify. Although, this 

scientific relevant idea of how public officials should work can be practised in policy 

documents, in line with official X example, and delegated authority, as the Swedish newspaper 

Dagens Nyheter wrote in the context of the Enköping case.  

When I consider my experienced ethical dilemma, which was described in the preface, I cannot 

illustrate it with the theory. My virtues leaned against what was social fair. However, the 

regulating laws only look to if the restaurant owners follow the rules and according to the law 

it was not fair to allow the restaurant the serving license. Thereby, would my ethical dilemma 
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be positioned on the same position as ethical dilemma 6. ”The work environment dilemma”. 

One can elaborate whether it can be the development conflict as the law protects the social 

environment of the society, but the environment aspect of sustainable development has its 

purpose in sustainable nature such as: forest, water and air. Still, it is that situation with the 

serving licence where the idea of this thesis started from.    

The credibility of this thesis results is limited to the few interviews from a specific branch. 

However, I argue from the purpose of this thesis which was to combine relevant ideas from 

modern scholars of political science and merge it into a theory of three ethics as sustainable 

ethics. This thesis contributes with a relevant scientific step towards sustainable ethics in public 

administration. It also captures areas of limitations that can be further developed.  

I cannot see the inherent possibilities of conflicts, with sustainable ethics as one specific ethic. 

Therefore, is the dynamic perspective the preeminent outlook for sustainable administrative 

ethics in line with Cooper and Martinez. Hence, the question mark of this thesis title fits well. 

Several ethics as sustainable ethics created an opportunity in this thesis of conflict thinking. 

Consequently, I experienced that ethics can be approached and understood with conflicts such 

as ethical dilemmas. 

I consider the most relevant contribution of this thesis to be the empirical observations of 

limitations in the theory. The fact that sustainable ethics needs more conflicts within its aspects 

to illustrate and understand all observed ethical dilemmas is interesting. Thus, a societal concept 

such as sustainable development needs to be able to grasp society at whole.   

5.3.1	A	scenario	of	sustainable	ethics	in	public	administration	
So, did I reach my aim to construct a functional theory of sustainable ethics that can be used in 

public administration? Perhaps a fictional scenario can illustrate it:  

Public officials at high positions together with politicians in Örebro municipality agree to 

establish this thesis theory of sustainable ethics with the conclusion that; 

Public officials in Örebro municipality should actively consider their virtues in relation to the 

municipalities’ principles with a conflict thinking and reflect which of the three sustainable 

ethics their virtues incline to.  
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How could these ethics and an active outlook be practised?  

In a municipality such as Örebro, more than hundreds of documents are written every month in 

which public officials suggests their politicians of how they should decide in a matter. These 

suggestions are written according to the principles of the organisation. If each of these 

documents included this thesis figure of sustainable ethics with room for a short reflection from 

the public official and if this public official experience conflicts in the triangle. Such reflections 

I would consider as active policy implementation of sustainable development and are in line 

with public official X promotion of policy documents. However, these ethics has a limitation 

because all conflicts cannot be categorised. 

5.3.2	Ending	words		
Sustainable public officials prove their virtues and principles through their attributes and 

knowledge. Perhaps these attributes could be described in a way which a classmate and I 

elaborated, regarding a sustainable public official: 

"Manage the planning and not harm the future generations, involve  people in the planning 

process and manage the project for the collective interest, observe situations of interdependency 

in society (a phenomenon can be connected to another phenomenon) be transparent, and the 

process should be open to the public and make it available and easy for the public."130 

This formulation seems similar to Jennings ideas about; interdependency, relationship, 

sustainability, and resilience when discussing ethical aspects of the moral compass.131 We 

referred to this public official as "the juggler" due to all the aspects he or she needs to keep in 

mind to be a sustainable manager. Perhaps, in the context of the active official, one can activly 

influence policy implementation with sustainable development as long as one dose not drop a 

ball? I find this formulation suitable for the twentieth-first century public official who 

understands his or hers roll and the interpretative possibilities of it. A possible formulation for 

a sustainable ethically thinking public official. Perhaps, a public official that wants to practise 

sustainable ethics can start by asking oneself, in a specific situation; “What shall I do?” and 

thereafter analyse what sustainable ethic aspect once virtues are inclining towards after 

answering the question; “who should I be?” 

                                                             
130 "The juggler" is inspired by: Fainstein and Defilipps, 2016 pp 151-153 
131Humans and Nature https://www.humansandnature.org/ethical-aspects-of-sustainability 2018-05-07 for the 
full quote see p 2, Introduction  
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As the modern public official steps into an unsustainable organisation which by its daily 

occupation affect the environment negatively, it is crucial to recognise how public officials can 

act, promote and think to steer the administration towards possible sustainable development. A 

competent public official can work active to promote sustainable development as long as the 

law can justify it.  

The trend of sustainable development in public administration will likely continue for many 

years onward. Higher education programs have adapted to the influence that sustainable 

development has on the world. But can these preoperational academic foundations serve to 

improve the knowledge and promotion of this interpretative concept? As new public officials 

start their carriers, they bring knowledge of sustainable development into these organisations 

forming the sustainable ethics outlook. However, this vision of a green long-term organisation 

will probably lead to some ethical dilemmas. Therefore, I recommend including ethical 

dilemmas in higher education programs of social science as an aspect of the "green, profitable 

and fair", sustainable organisation. This would prepare new public officials to incorporate the 

codes of sustainable ethics when ethical dilemmas arise. 

When I now end this thesis, I cannot avoid coming back to the research problem, raising the 

question; How can sustainable development as ethics be realised in practice by public officials? 

This thesis only took a small step in an interpretative concept which maybe should never be 

considered as complete. So perhaps I should end the thesis as Martinez?132 By apologising to 

my readers for not being able to give the "best" single source of ethical guidelines. Thus, 

sustainable ethics is an eternal quest for ethical guidance.    

                                                             
132 Martinez (2009) p 139 
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6.5	Appendix	

Interview questions for Amel Hadzic and Anders Ringqvist: 

1. What is your title and role? 

2. Have you experienced ethical dilemmas in your work, if so, can you please describe 

them?  

3. How is the department you are working in structured? How many employers are there? 

4. What function does your board have in the municipality?  

5. How do you see the word "duty" in your work?  

6. Can you mention some common cases that you present for the board? 

7. How do you see on the concept of "Sustainable Development" in your work?  

8. Where in the process of a case can ethical dilemmas occur: managing process, board 

meetings, the exercise of the decision?    

9. Do you and your colleges discuss ethical dilemmas?  

10. Do you think that an act based on Sustainable Development justify more influence for 

public officials? 
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Interview questions for Nils Hydén: 

1. What is your title and role? 

2. How was the department you worked in structured? How many employers worked 

there? 

3. Are there any important aspects that distinguish Enköping municipality? 

4. What function did your board have in the municipality? 

5. Can you mention some common cases that you presented to the board? 

6. Where in the process did you experienced ethical dilemmas and how where they 

characterised? 

7. How did the Enköping case come up in court? What happened in court and why was it 

overruled to the supreme court? 

8. How do you see on the concept of "Sustainable Development" in your work? 

9. How do you see on the word "duty" in your work? 

10. What could be the consequences have been if you had not act as you did? 

11. Do you know other similar cases where public officials experienced ethical dilemmas? 

12. Do you think that an act based on sustainable development justify more influence for 

public officials? 


