Guidelines for Loyal Dissent in Government*

By John H. Johns

As a career civil servant, you have a professional obligation to stand on principle in your policymaking role, Even as a relatively junior member, you will have occasion to provide input on policy matters.  There will be times when you find that you differ with your superiors; these differences may be on opinions about how best to implement a policy, or they may involve different belief about what policy should be.  You may believe that you know best what is good for the country, what Congress intends by a given piece of legislation, or what the current administration’s policy is.  The difference may involve a question of what is ethical.  Whatever the reason for differences, you should have the moral courage to give your honest opinion.  This is a delicate matter, because even the most understanding superiors can tire of people who fight the problem.  The following are some guidelines that I have developed from my 17 years of government service.

1. Choose your issues carefully.  Dissent tries the patience of superiors.  Use your credits for dissent judiciously.  Some criteria in choosing issues:

1. How important is it?

a.
What are your chances of success?

2. What are the costs to your career and family in challenging my superiors?

3. Do I have a moral responsibility to challenge?

2. Do your homework and think it over!  Do not shoot from the hip each time you disagree with a position taken by your superiors.

3. Clearly take ownership for your dissent.

4. Don’t personalize the challenge; focus on the issue.  Remember that reasonable people can honestly differ, with strong conviction, on issues.

5. Be objective and balanced in your analysis of the issue.  Each of us is a product of our own unique experiences and we view the world based on those experiences.  Try to put yourself in the shoes of the opposition, remembering that higher officials tend to view issues in a broader context.

6. Don’t paint your superiors into a corner by challenging their judgment in public (or at a staff meeting unless the superior asks for a discussion of the issue), especially if they have taken a public stance.

7. Do not expect radical change in views.

8. Know your boss.  What are his/her central values and does the issue at hand relate to those central values?  If so, change will be difficult.

9. Provide alternatives to the position you are challenging, i.e., don’t be merely negative.

10. Choose your time to challenge.  In general, try to get your oar in the water before a position has been announced.

11. Recognize when you have pushed to the limit.  Bosses differ in their tolerance of dissent, even when it is loyal.

12. Always remember that you may be wrong; you may even be ideologically biased.

13. Accept defeat graciously, i.e., don’t pout.  On the other hand, if you cannot live with the decision from a moral standpoint, you have the option of resigning.

*These guidelines are stated with the full knowledge that many lectures on ethics will urge subordinates to always speak their piece, regardless of consequences.  Often, such inspirational rhetoric is offered by seniors who would not be in their positions if they had followed such advice.  This is not to suggest that one should let expediency be the dominant factor in governing his/her behavior, rather, it is to recognize the real world of bureaucratic behavior.  Personally, I have found that some of my bosses who waxed the most eloquent for subordinates to speak their mind were in fact the most Intolerant of dissent.
