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SUMMARY  
Public policy represents the organized efforts of governments and society to address collective 

problems through informed, value-driven, and ethically grounded actions. Drawing on objectified knowledge, 

public policy encompasses not only actions taken but also inaction and alternative choices available to decision-

makers. This paper examines public policy as a cyclical process involving agenda-setting, policy formulation, 

decision-making, implementation, and evaluations, emphasizing those ethical considerations permeate each 

stage. Central to ethical public policy are the concepts of interests, values, and principles, which shape how 

resources are allocated, whose needs are prioritized, and how societal goals are pursued. Conflicting interests 

among stakeholders, limited resources, and divergent value systems create moral dilemmas that require careful 

judgment, transparency, and participation. The study further discusses key public policy principles such as 

comprehensiveness, subsidiarity, solidarity, participation, sustainable development highlighting their role in 

safeguarding the common good. Ethical challenges across the policy cycle—ranging from issue selection and 

analytical methods to implementation practices and evaluation criteria—are critically analyzed. Overall, the 

paper underscores that ethical reasoning is integral to effective, legitimate, and socially acceptable public 

policy, ensuring a balance between individual and collective interests while promoting justice, accountability, 

and long-term societal well-being. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The term "public policy" describes how society and the government organize their efforts to address the 

main issues facing the entire population. These efforts are founded on objectified knowledge. Indicators of action 

effectiveness, evaluation, expertise, promoting cooperation, arguing, debating, studying, and creating positive 

incentives to adopt expected attitudes are some of the tools used in these activities. Other institutions that carry 

them out include public offices and networks of commercial and non-governmental organizations (Howlett and 

Ramesh, 2003). Actions that are done, those that are not, and those that offer potential alternatives to issues are all 

included in the analysis of public policy. The cycle of public policy analysis and execution typically consists of the 

following steps: agenda-setting, policy development, decision-making, policy implementation, and policy 

evaluation. Different action styles are susceptible to ethical decisions and choices made by individuals, groups, 

and organizations (policy entities, actors) at different points of the policy cycle. Another way to think of public 

policy is as the technical and functional side of government, which is essentially the authority to redistribute public 

resources. An ethical judgment is necessary while selecting the redistribution rationale and procedures. Public 

policy comes in a variety of forms. Sectoral policies, which address a single theme (e.g., health, education, 

environmental, innovation, and economic policies); horizontal policies, which span multiple topics (e.g., regional, 

family, and social cohesion policies); and strategic and redistributive policies, which deal with financial transfers 

from one social group to another, are some of the primary types. 

 

Concepts of Ethics in Public Policy  

Public policy research and practice employ a variety of ethical ideas. The ideas of interest, values, beliefs, 

and forms of governmental action are especially significant. 

Interest  

A nation's sovereignty is reflected in its ability to design effective public policies that address its challenges 

and adapt its people to contemporary conditions. According to Zybała (2012), public policy represents the 

capability to manage public resources efficiently to generate societal value. Ethical decision-making in public life 

is complex due to resource constraints. Governments must prioritize actions to maximize outcomes, often amid 

conflicting interests of diverse social groups (Bellinger, 2007). Achieving consensus—public, social, or national 

interest—is essential for effective policy implementation. Social tensions from disadvantaged groups, expressed 

through protests or campaigns, can hinder reforms, prompting governments to engage in public consultations.  

Ethics in Policy Analysis 
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Interests, grounded in ethical values, reflect individuals' or groups' needs and are linked to access to 

resources (Supińska, 2008a). Diagnosing interests involves assessing potential gains or losses from collective 

actions. Conflicts arise when values and goals clash—for example, infrastructure development may boost trade but 

harm communities or ecosystems. Similarly, immigration or genetic research policies may serve national goals yet 

raise ethical or human rights concerns (Shue, 2006). Stakeholder analysis helps map group interests and influence, 

guiding engagement in policy execution (Hermans & Cunningham, 2013). Programs can be shaped by diagnosing 

stakeholders' expectations e.g., designing education initiatives that promote intergenerational cooperation and 

environmental stewardship. Democratic processes enable the expression of interests, including those of 

marginalized communities. Supporting the poor involves more than monetary aid—it requires long-term 

investment in empowerment. Thus, ethical public policy must balance strong and weak, collective and individual, 

and public and private interests. 

 

Values of Public Policy 

Values in public policy are the beliefs and principles that individuals, groups, or institutions consider 

important and desirable. These values guide decisions, actions, and behaviors in the policy-making process. Public 

policy is evaluated in areas such as social relations, human needs, institutions, and human-nature interactions. For 

example, justice, freedom, and equality are values of social connections, while welfare, health, and dignity reflect 

human needs. Values can be expressed through verbal actions like demands and evaluations or non-verbal 

behaviours such as emotional responses and goal-driven actions.The relationship between individual and group 

values is crucial. These values can be fully aligned, partially compliant, or conflicting. For instance, a person may 

support societal freedom to ensure their own independence or may reject group norms due to cultural differences 

(Supińska, 2008a). Public policy is assessed based on whether individual and societal values align with the goals 

and actions of policy institutions. This helps determine if a policy is ethical and widely acceptable.Policy actors 

use two types of criteria for evaluation: mandatory (what fits norms and benefits society) and instrumental 

(whether collective values help achieve individual goals). Policymakers must also ensure that individual interests 

do not harm the common good.Values in policy come from multiple sources, including moral beliefs, scientific 

theories, public opinion, and the media. In democratic societies, media freedom is essential for ethical policy 

debates (Capurro, 2005). Public policies are created through negotiation and compromise, meaning they rarely 

reflect a single value system. Instead, they integrate diverse and sometimes conflicting values. Policy goals—like 

social cohesion, economic growth, or climate action—are shaped by these values. Specific goals such as reducing 

poverty or aiding refugees reflect ethical decisions about what is important and how to achieve it (Supińska, 

2008a). 

 

Principles of Public Policy  

These guidelines vary based on the value systems outlined in different social and economic theories as well 

as the values that public policy players adopt and apply as important—sometimes unconsciously—which is 

referred to as policy style. The values and guidelines intended to safeguard them are expressed in the principles. 

Comprehensiveness, self-limitation, the common good, providence, forethought, self-help, solidarity, subsidiarity, 

participation, sustainable development, self-governance, and multisectorality are some of the distinct public policy 

tenets (Luks, 2005; Bryner, 2006; Supińska, 2008a). The following is a description of these principles:  

Comprehensiveness principle  

According to the comprehensiveness concept, public policy organizations should examine all internal and 

external elements that could influence their use as well as all interests and possibilities to accomplish goals. 

Self-limitation principle  

According to the notion of self-limitation, the government should select areas for action rather than 

attempting to address every potential area and sector of the economy and society. The achievement of individual 

interests in order to reduce conflicts between them (such as those between the person and society interests or the 

environment) is the common good (cohesion) principle.  

Foresight principle 

  According to the foresight concept, an individual's safety should come from personal accountability for their 

own future as well as from benefits received from the general public. In order to fulfill future demands and pursue 

such activities, which reduce the risk of threats, forethought is the capacity to forgo some of the ongoing benefits 

(e.g., saving, healthy lifestyle, organization of insurance).  

Self-help principle  
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The existence and growth of mutual aid among individuals facing comparable life challenges, as well as 

support from stronger individuals for the weak, are both referred to as the self-help principle. Usually, this support 

occurs in small, unofficial groups. 

Solidarity principle 

The transfer of social risk repercussions from individuals to society and the idea that the interests of society 

as a whole are more important than those of individuals, groups, and social classes are the two most prominent 

interpretations of the solidarity principle.  

Subsidiarity principle 

Adopting a particular order in which the various institutions carry out interventions, like helping the 

impoverished, is known as the subsidiarity principle. This approach is predicated on the idea that the nearest 

sources of support—such as family and the local community—should come first, followed by assistance from 

official institutions.  

Participation principle 

The concept of participation explains how social life is structured to give people the opportunity to fulfill 

their social responsibilities and give groups a level playing field in society. This rule outlines the potential to join 

various communities and social groups and take part in their activities.  

Self-governance principle  

The integration of social, political, and economic efforts to maintain the natural equilibrium in order to 

guarantee the possibility of meeting the fundamental requirements of both the current and future generations is 

known as the principle of sustainable development. Self-governance is the application of principles like human 

agency and freedom. In order to better meet needs and pursue interests, it is accomplished by organizing social 

life, which ensures that people and groups actively participate in institutions that already exist, as well as by 

establishing new institutions (informal entities and non-governmental organizations). 

 

Ethics in the Policy Cycle 

 
Agenda setting 

All phases of the policy cycle involve ethical decision-making (Howlett and Ramesh, 2003; Donahue, 

2008). There are various conflicts over morals and ethical quandaries at each stage: Governments are made aware 

of issues through the agenda-setting process. This phase involves the identification of issues by non-governmental, 

commercial, and public entities. Governments choose to include important issues on their agendas because they 

can and ought to be tackled. Since differing policymakers' principles may result in various actions and goals, 

ethical decisions are made while choosing topics. Stakeholders should be satisfied, and ethical decisions are also 

taken while evaluating potential resources.  
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Policy formulation 

The process by which policy options are developed within the government is referred to as policy 

formulation. It begins with policy analysis, which identifies and suggests potential fixes for issues. The cost-

benefit analysis of both material and nonmaterial resources is the most important component. Here, selecting 

analysis techniques, assigning resources, assuming results, and interpreting results are all connected to ethical 

judgments. 

  

Decision-making 
The process by which governments choose to take a specific action—or not—is referred to as decision-

making. At this point, decisions—whether favorable or unfavorable—are made on the many options. Through this 

procedure, the program may be prepared and the goals, activities, policy style, and balance of competing 

objectives can be clarified. By doing good and avoiding bad, the policy is defended as acceptable. The policy is 

then adopted through presidential orders, rules, regulations, public programs and tactics, and legislation.  

Policy implementation 

How governments carry out policies is referred to as policy implementation. An implementation can be 

general and freely designed for policy improvements and adaptable activities, or it can be structured according to 

the program. Many policy actors and stakeholders often carry out a number of tasks during implementation. Here, 

public officials and administrators face moral conundrums over how to react to stakeholders and authorities while 

adhering to professional codes. Dilemmas might arise, for instance, when stakeholders are attempting to stop or 

change implementation, when policy aims are overly broad, or when several authorities have divergent 

expectations.  

Evaluation 

Evaluation is the process through which societal, business, and state actors track the outcomes of policies; 

it may lead to a rethinking of policy issues and solutions. The effectiveness of implemented solutions is assessed 

based on whether or not they produced the anticipated outcomes and whether any unanticipated consequences 

occurred. Because of unclear objectives, poor action choices, failure to consider particular circumstances, and 

improper indicator selection, policies may not accomplish all of their objectives. Evaluation aids in explaining 

intervention procedures and results as well as identifying reasons why the programs did not meet the needs of their 

participants. Here, "ethical dilemmas" refers to selecting the best course of action, gathering information 

impartially, and analyzing the results. Responding to stakeholders and choosing whether to maintain, modify, or 

discontinue a policy also raise ethical concerns. 
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