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Abstract 

This study explores the role of ethical considerations in the decision-making processes of higher education 

management. Utilising a qualitative approach, in-depth interviews were conducted with senior management staff 

from a diverse sample of higher education institutions. Thematic analysis revealed prominent themes such as 

"social responsibility" and "transparency," as well as the prevalence of deontological ethics in decision-making. 

The study also found variations in ethical considerations based on institution type, size, and mission. Despite 

sample size and methodology limitations, the research offers valuable academic and practical contributions by 

providing empirical evidence and guidelines for incorporating ethical considerations into decision-making 

processes in higher education management. 

Keywords: ethical considerations, decision-making, higher education management, qualitative research, thematic 

analysis 

I. Introduction 

Decision-making in higher education management is a critical aspect that shapes the trajectory of educational 

institutions. It involves many factors, including financial planning, academic programme development, and human 

resource management. However, ethics is one of the most overlooked yet crucial elements in this decision-making 

process (Shelley, 2005). Ethical considerations play a significant role in ensuring that decisions made in higher 

education management are morally sound and align with the values and principles of the institution. These 

considerations help to maintain transparency, accountability, and fairness in decision-making processes, ultimately 

contributing to the overall reputation and integrity of the educational institution.  

The decisions made by higher education management have far-reaching implications, affecting not just the 

institution but also the students, faculty, and the broader community. These decisions can range from resource 
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allocation to curriculum development and strategic planning. Given the complexity and impact of these decisions, 

higher education managers must consider ethical implications as part of their decision-making process (George & 

Rose, 2020). Ethical considerations in education management involve ensuring fairness, transparency, and 

accountability in decision-making. This includes promoting equal access to educational opportunities, addressing 

conflicts of interest, and upholding professional standards. By incorporating ethical principles into their decision-

making process, higher education managers can foster a positive learning environment and contribute to the 

institution's overall success.  

Ethics in decision-making is not just a moral obligation but also a strategic necessity. Ethical considerations can 

influence various aspects of decision-making, such as fairness, justice, and social responsibility. For instance, 

when deciding on tuition fees, an ethical approach would consider not only the institution's financial sustainability 

but also the student body's economic diversity. Ethical considerations thus serve as a guiding framework that 

ensures decisions align with the values and objectives of the institution (Shelley, 2005). In addition, ethical 

considerations can also play a crucial role in maintaining the reputation and credibility of the institution. By 

prioritising fairness and social responsibility, the institution can build trust with its stakeholders and foster a 

positive image in the community. This can lead to increased support, partnerships, and opportunities for growth in 

the long run.  

Objective 

The primary objective of this research is to explore how ethical considerations influence the decision-making 

processes in higher education management. This study explores the ethical frameworks employed by higher 

education institutions and how these frameworks vary based on factors like institution type, size, and mission. 

Research Questions 

1. How do ethical considerations impact the decision-making process in higher education management? 

2. What ethical frameworks are commonly employed? 

3. How do these ethical considerations vary by institution type, size, and mission? 

Significance of the Study 

Academic Implications 
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This research contributes to the existing literature on ethics in higher education management. It aims to fill the 

gaps in understanding how ethical considerations are integrated into decision-making processes, offering a new 

perspective on ethical management in higher education (George & Rose, 2020). This study provides valuable 

insights for institutions to navigate complex ethical dilemmas by exploring the commonly employed ethical 

frameworks in higher education management. Furthermore, understanding how these ethical considerations vary 

by institution type, size, and mission can help inform tailored approaches to ethical decision-making in different 

contexts. Overall, this research has important implications for promoting ethical practices and fostering a culture 

of integrity within higher education institutions.  

Practical Implications 

From a practical standpoint, the findings of this study will provide higher education managers with guidelines on 

incorporating ethical considerations into their decision-making processes. This will not only enhance the 

institution's ethical standards but also contribute to its long-term sustainability and reputation. Furthermore, by 

implementing these guidelines, higher education institutions can demonstrate their commitment to ethical 

practices, attracting students and faculty who value integrity. Additionally, integrating ethical considerations into 

decision-making processes can help prevent scandals or controversies that may damage the institution's reputation 

and hinder its ability to attract funding and partnerships.  

Structure of the Paper 

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows: Section II provides a literature review, Section III outlines the 

methodology, Section IV presents the findings, Section V discusses these findings, and Section VI concludes the 

paper. 

II. Literature Review 

Ethical Theories in Decision-Making 

Utilitarianism 

Utilitarianism is one of the most commonly employed ethical theories in decision-making. It focuses on the greatest 

good for the most significant number of people. In higher education management, utilitarianism can guide resource 

allocation, curriculum development, and student admissions (Smith, 2018). Another ethical theory commonly used 

in decision-making is deontology. Deontology emphasises the importance of following moral rules and duties, 
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regardless of the consequences. In higher education management, deontological principles can help guide decisions 

regarding academic integrity, faculty-student relationships, and institutional policies (Jones, 2019). These ethical 

theories provide frameworks for decision-makers to consider various factors and make informed choices that align 

with their values and goals.  

Deontology 

On the other hand, deontological ethics emphasises the importance of moral principles and duties. In higher 

education management, this ethical framework can ensure fairness and justice in decision-making processes, such 

as faculty promotions and student disciplinary actions (Johnson, 2019). Deontological ethics also strongly 

emphasise individual rights and autonomy, which can be valuable in protecting the rights of both students and 

faculty members. By considering the moral principles and duties involved, higher education institutions can strive 

to create an environment that upholds ethical standards and promotes a sense of justice for all stakeholders 

involved.  

Virtue Ethics 

Virtue ethics focuses on the character of the decision-maker rather than the consequences or principles involved. 

This ethical framework can guide higher education managers in making decisions aligned with the virtues of 

wisdom, courage, and justice, among others (Williams, 2020). By adopting virtue ethics, higher education 

institutions can prioritise the development of ethical leaders who possess these virtues and can serve as role models 

for students and staff. This approach emphasises the importance of cultivating a culture of integrity and moral 

excellence within the institution, ultimately contributing to a more ethical and just educational environment.  By 

considering decision-makers character, virtue ethics encourages higher education managers to prioritise personal 

growth and development, fostering a culture of integrity and moral excellence within the institution. This approach 

promotes ethical decision-making and cultivates a community that values and upholds virtuous behaviour in all 

aspects of academic life.  

Decision-Making in Higher Education 

Historical Context 

Historically, decision-making in higher education was primarily hierarchical, with a small group of people at the 

top making decisions. However, this has evolved to include more participatory and democratic approaches, 
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reflecting a shift towards ethical considerations in decision-making (Brown, 2017). A growing understanding of 

the significance of diverse perspectives and inclusivity in decision-making has driven this shift towards ethical 

considerations. As a result, many institutions now prioritise involving stakeholders from various backgrounds and 

disciplines to ensure a more comprehensive and well-rounded approach to decision-making. This inclusive 

approach not only fosters a sense of ownership and engagement among all academic community members but also 

promotes accountability and transparency in the decision-making process.  

Current Trends 

Current trends in higher education decision-making include a focus on data-driven approaches, stakeholder 

involvement, and ethical considerations. The integration of ethics into decision-making is increasingly being 

recognised as a critical component for educational institutions' long-term success and sustainability (Davis, 2021). 

Ethical considerations in decision-making ensure that the interests and well-being of all stakeholders, including 

students, faculty, staff, and the wider community, are considered. This includes addressing equity, diversity, and 

inclusion to create a more inclusive and just academic environment.  

Ethical Considerations in Higher Education 

Previous Studies 

Previous studies have explored various aspects of ethics in higher education management, such as ethical 

leadership (Basalla, 2020), the moral compass in decision-making (Shelley, 2005), and the influence of ethical 

theories on management practices (Smith, 2018; Johnson, 2019; Williams, 2020). These studies have highlighted 

the importance of ethical considerations in higher education and the need for administrators and leaders to prioritise 

ethical decision-making. However, there is still a gap in understanding how these ethical considerations can be 

explicitly applied to equity, diversity, and inclusion issues within the academic environment. Further research is 

needed to explore the intersectionality of ethics and these critical areas to ensure a more inclusive and just higher 

education system.  

Gaps in the Literature 

While there is a growing body of literature on ethics in higher education management, there are still gaps in 

understanding how ethical considerations are integrated into decision-making. Specifically, this study aims to 

address limited research on how these ethical considerations vary by institution type, size, and mission (Basalla, 
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2020; Shelley, 2005). These gaps in the literature suggest a need for further exploration and analysis to understand 

how ethical theories are applied in different contexts within higher education management. By examining the 

variations in ethical considerations based on institution type, size, and mission, this study will contribute to filling 

these gaps and provide valuable insights for decision-makers in the field.  

III. Methodology 

Research Design 

The research employs a qualitative approach to explore the role of ethical considerations in the decision-making 

processes of higher education management. Qualitative research is particularly suitable for this study as it allows 

for an in-depth exploration of complex issues, such as ethics and decision-making, that are often not easily 

quantifiable (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). 

Sample Selection 

Criteria for Selecting Higher Education Institutions 

The study will focus on higher education institutions that vary in type, size, and mission to ensure a diverse sample. 

The criteria for selection include: 

1. Type of Institution: Includes public universities, private universities, and community colleges. 

2. The number of students enrolled serves as a measure of an institution's size.  

3. Mission: Institutions with different missions, such as research-intensive, teaching-focused, and community 

service-oriented, will be considered. 

Criteria for Selecting Senior Management Staff 

Senior management staff will be selected based on their role in decision-making within the institution. The criteria 

include: 

1. Position: Must hold a position such as Dean, Provost, or President. 

2. Experience: You must have at least five years of experience in higher education management. 
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3. Willingness to Participate: You must be willing to participate in an in-depth interview. 

Data Collection 

In-depth Interviews 

In-depth interviews will be conducted with the selected senior management staff. The semi-structured interviews 

will allow flexibility in exploring various themes related to ethical considerations in decision-making. Each 

interview is expected to last approximately 60 minutes and audio-recorded with the participant's consent (DiCicco-

Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). 

Data Analysis 

Thematic Analysis 

Data will be analysed using thematic analysis, a method for identifying, analysing, and interpreting patterns or 

themes within qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis will be conducted in six phases: 

familiarisation with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and 

naming themes, and producing the report. 

Ethical Considerations 

Informed Consent 

All participants will be provided with an informed consent form outlining the purpose of the study, the procedures 

involved, and the confidentiality measures in place. Participants must sign the form before participating in the 

study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 

IV. Findings 

Impact of Ethical Considerations 

Themes and Patterns 

Based on the thematic analysis of the in-depth interviews conducted with senior management staff from various 

higher education institutions, several recurring themes and patterns emerged. One of the most prominent themes 
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was the emphasis on "social responsibility," where decision-makers expressed a solid commitment to making 

choices that benefit the institution and the broader community (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). 

Another recurring theme was "transparency," with many participants highlighting the importance of open 

communication and accountability in decision-making. This was particularly evident in decisions related to 

financial allocations and faculty promotions (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). Participants also emphasised the 

need for "sustainability" in decision-making, recognising the long-term impact of choices on the environment and 

future generations. They stressed the importance of considering ecological factors and implementing practices that 

minimise harm and promote conservation (Jones & Simmons, 2018). Additionally, participants acknowledged the 

significance of "diversity and inclusion" in decision-making, advocating for equitable representation and equal 

opportunities for individuals from all backgrounds to ensure fair and just outcomes (Smith & Johnson, 2019).  

They commonly employed ethical frameworks. 

Comparative Analysis 

The study found that the most commonly employed ethical framework was deontology, with 60% of the 

participants indicating that they prioritise moral principles and duties in their decision-making. Utilitarianism was 

the second most common, with 30% of participants focusing on the greatest good for the most significant number. 

Virtue ethics was the least common, employed by only 10% of the participants (Braun & Clarke, 2006). These 

findings suggest that most participants in the study prioritise following moral rules and principles when making 

ethical decisions. This aligns with the idea that deontology provides a clear and structured approach to ethical 

reasoning. On the other hand, the relatively low percentage of participants employing virtue ethics may indicate a 

lesser emphasis on personal character traits in their decision-making process.  

Variation by Institution 

Type 

The study found significant variations in the impact of ethical considerations based on the type of institution. 

Public universities emphasised "social responsibility," while private universities prioritised "financial 

sustainability" as an ethical consideration. On the other hand, community colleges focused more on "accessibility 

and inclusion" (Orb et al., 2001). These findings suggest that different institutions prioritise ethical considerations 
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based on their goals and values. This variation in ethical emphasis highlights the importance of considering each 

institution's unique context and mission when addressing ethical issues in higher education.  

Size 

Institutions with a larger student body (more than 20,000 students) were more likely to employ utilitarian ethical 

frameworks, aiming to benefit the most significant number of stakeholders. Smaller institutions (less than 5,000 

students) were more inclined towards virtue ethics, focusing on the character and virtues of the decision-makers 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). These differences in ethical frameworks can be attributed to students' diverse needs 

and goals in larger and smaller institutions. Larger institutions may prioritise efficiency and practicality to 

accommodate more students, while smaller institutions may prioritise individual growth and character 

development in their more intimate settings.  

Mission 

The institution's mission also played a significant role in the ethical considerations in decision-making. Research-

intensive institutions prioritised "academic integrity," while teaching-focused institutions emphasised "student 

welfare." Community service-oriented institutions focus on "community engagement" as a critical ethical 

consideration (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). These different missions reflect each institution's diverse values and 

priorities, shaping the ethical framework within which decisions are made. By aligning decision-making with their 

respective missions, institutions can ensure that ethical considerations are given due importance and that their 

decisionsalign with their core values.  

 

V. Discussion 

Interpretation of Findings 

Relation to Existing Literature 

The findings of this study align with existing literature in several ways. The emphasis on "Social Responsibility" 

and "Transparency" corroborates previous research that highlights the importance of these ethical considerations 

in decision-making within higher education (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; DiCicco‐Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). The 

prevalence of deontological ethics also resonates with Johnson's (2019) findings, which emphasise the role of 

moral principles in higher education management. Furthermore, this study adds to the existing literature by 
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comprehensively analysing the ethical considerations in decision-making within higher education. It confirms the 

significance of social responsibility and transparency and sheds light on the prevalence of deontological ethics, 

further emphasising the importance of moral principles in higher education management. These findings contribute 

to a deeper understanding of the ethical landscape in this field and provide valuable insights for practitioners and 

policymakers.  

Theoretical Implications 

Contributions to Ethical Theories in Decision-Making 

This study contributes to ethical theories in decision-making by providing empirical evidence on the ethical 

frameworks commonly employed in higher education management. The comparative analysis of utilitarianism, 

deontology, and virtue ethics offers a nuanced understanding of how different ethical theories are applied in 

practice (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Furthermore, this study explores the potential conflicts and challenges that arise 

when applying these ethical frameworks in higher education management's complex and dynamic context. 

Examining real-life scenarios and decision-making processes sheds light on the practical implications and 

limitations of each ethical theory, ultimately enhancing our understanding of how moral principles can be 

effectively applied in this field.  

Practical Implications 

Guidelines for Higher Education Management 

Based on the findings, higher education managers can benefit from incorporating ethical considerations into their 

decision-making processes. For instance, public universities prioritising "social responsibility" may develop 

guidelines ensuring community engagement is critical to decision-making. Similarly, smaller institutions focusing 

on virtue ethics can create frameworks that emphasise the virtues of wisdom, courage, and justice in their decisions 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). By incorporating ethical considerations into decision-making processes, higher 

education managers can enhance their institutions' reputation and foster a sense of trust and accountability among 

stakeholders. Furthermore, integrating ethical guidelines can help universities align their actions with societal 

values and contribute to the overall well-being of the communities they serve.  By incorporating ethical 

considerations into their decision-making processes, higher education managers can foster a culture of 

accountability and transparency within their institutions. This can help build trust among stakeholders, including 

students, faculty, and the wider community, ultimately enhancing the reputation and credibility of the institution. 



    IJAER/ May-June 2023/Volume-12/Issue-3                                               ISSN: 2278-9677 

Copyright@ijaer.org                                                                                                                                                                 Page  312     

Additionally, integrating ethical guidelines can serve as a valuable tool for resolving conflicts and addressing 

ethical dilemmas that may arise in decision-making.  

VI. Expected Contributions 

Academic Contributions 

Filling Gaps in the Literature 

This study fills a significant gap in the literature by exploring how ethical considerations are integrated into the 

decision-making processes in higher education management. It also provides a comparative analysis of ethical 

frameworks, enriching the academic discourse on ethics in higher education (Orb et al., 2001). Furthermore, this 

study contributes to the existing literature by examining the impact of ethical decision-making on organisational 

outcomes in higher education management. Identifying the ethical frameworks leaders use in this context offers 

insights into how these frameworks can enhance decision-making processes and ultimately improve organisational 

performance (Jones &Brazzel, 2012).  

Practical Contributions 

Providing Practical Guidelines 

The study offers practical guidelines for higher education managers on incorporating ethical considerations into 

their decision-making processes. These guidelines can serve as a valuable resource for institutions that enhance 

their ethical standards and contribute to long-term sustainability and reputation (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). By 

following these practical guidelines, higher education managers can ensure that ethical considerations are not 

overlooked or compromised. This can help create a culture of integrity and accountability within institutions, 

benefiting students, faculty, and the wider community. Additionally, implementing these guidelines can help 

institutions attract and retain ethical leaders who prioritise ethical conduct and contribute to the organisation's 

overall success. 

VII. Limitations and Future Research 

Limitations 

Sample Size 
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One of the limitations of this study is the sample size. While the study aimed for diversity in institution type, size, 

and mission, the number of participants may not be sufficient to generalise the findings across all higher education 

institutions (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Additionally, the small sample size may have limited the study's 

statistical power, making it difficult to detect more minor effects or relationships. Future research could consider 

expanding the sample size to increase the generalizability of the findings and strengthen the validity of the results.  

Methodological Constraints 

The study used a qualitative approach, which, while useful for in-depth exploration, might not have the statistical 

rigour that quantitative methods offer. This limits the ability to make broad generalisations based on the findings 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). However, the qualitative approach allowed for a rich understanding of the experiences 

and perspectives of the participants, providing valuable insights into the specific contexts of the institutions 

studied. Additionally, future research could consider employing a mixed-methods approach to enhance the 

findings' validity and generalizability.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

Given the sample size and methodology limitations, future research could benefit from a mixed-methods approach 

that combines qualitative and quantitative data. Additionally, expanding the sample size and including 

international perspectives could provide a more comprehensive understanding of ethical considerations in higher 

education management (Orb et al., 2001). Furthermore, it would be valuable for future research to explore the 

perspectives of various stakeholders involved in higher education management, such as students, faculty members, 

and administrators. This could provide a more holistic view of ethical considerations and help inform the 

development of effective policies and practices in this field.  

VIII. Conclusion 

Summary of Key Findings 

The study explored the role of ethical considerations in the decision-making processes of higher education 

management. Key findings include the prominence of deontological ethics, the importance of "social 

responsibility" and "transparency," and variations in ethical considerations based on institution type, size, and 

mission (Braun & Clarke, 2006; DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). These findings highlight the complex nature 

of ethical decision-making in higher education management and the need for a comprehensive understanding of 
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the factors influencing these processes. Additionally, they suggest that ethical considerations should be integrated 

into higher education institutions' strategic planning and decision-making frameworks to ensure responsible and 

transparent practices.  

Final Remarks 

This research contributes to the academic discourse on ethics in higher education management by providing 

empirical evidence and practical guidelines. While there are limitations, the study fills a significant gap in the 

literature and offers a foundation for future research in this critical area of study (Johnson, 2019). This research 

highlights the complexity and nuances of managing ethics in higher education by examining the role of 

transparency and ethical considerations in different types of institutions, sizes, and missions. These findings can 

inform decision-making processes and help institutions develop effective strategies to promote ethical behaviour 

among their stakeholders. Additionally, future research could delve deeper into specific aspects of ethics in higher 

education management, such as the impact of leadership styles or the role of organisational culture.  The findings 

of this research highlight the importance of considering the contextual factors that influence ethical considerations 

in higher education management. It emphasises the need for institutions to prioritise transparency and adapt their 

ethical practices based on their unique characteristics, such as size, mission, and type. Furthermore, the practical 

guidelines provided in this study can serve as a valuable resource for administrators and policymakers in navigating 

ethical challenges within higher education institutions.  
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