
https://doi.org/10.1177/1052562919850223

Journal of Management Education
﻿1–25

© The Author(s) 2019
Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions 
DOI: 10.1177/1052562919850223

journals.sagepub.com/home/jmd

Instructional Change in Context [ICC]

Building a Culture of 
Honor and Integrity in  
a Business School

Jennifer L. Eury1  and Linda Klebe Treviño1

Abstract
We describe a unique co-curricular honor and integrity program at a 
large, research university’s business school. We discuss the evolution of 
the program as well as the array of stakeholders who were involved in its 
early development and sustenance. We use an ethical culture template to 
highlight the formal and informal systems, and we discuss ongoing efforts to 
assess its effectiveness. We also reveal multiple challenges associated with 
building and sustaining a culture of honor and integrity for students, faculty, 
and staff. This program overview provides members of any business school 
community with a theory-based, but practical, roadmap for moving beyond 
finding a space in the academic curriculum to promote ethical behavior to 
developing and implementing a co-curricular honor and integrity program.
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As scandals persist, business schools are exhorted to attend more to busi-
ness ethics and social responsibility (e.g., Anteby, 2013; O’Connor, 
2013). We certainly agree with these exhortations. Most of us usually 
think about courses as the means to convey the message. Typical ques-
tions ask whether we should teach separate courses in ethics and social 
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responsibility or integrate the content throughout the curriculum. To that 
age-old debate, we respond, yes! Ideally, we should do both, although 
achieving that goal is rare in today’s business schools. Even in the few 
schools that manage to do both, it may still be easy to label these courses 
as just “nice to do” when the mainstream assumptions about business (and 
the messages students receive) are first and foremost, about profit maxi-
mization (Ghoshal, 2005).

We would like to start a different conversation—one that focuses on how 
business schools can contribute to student learning about ethics and social 
responsibility by also focusing attention outside the traditional curriculum—
by giving students the opportunity to experience what it is like to live and 
breathe a culture of integrity while in business school (Treviño & McCabe, 
1994). We do this by studying the challenges associated with developing a 
culture of honor and integrity in a large business school that is part of an even 
larger research university, the Smeal College of Business at The Pennsylvania 
State University. Others have written about related topics such as the honor 
code and character development at the United States Military Academy at 
West Point (Dufresne & Offstein, 2012). But West Point is a relatively closed 
system where those in charge of character development and the honor code 
have a great deal of control that is uncommon in most other schools. Dufresne 
(2004) studied the adoption of an academic honor code in a large public uni-
versity where the entire university adopted the honor code. And, the focus was 
on an academic honor code only. The setting we studied is unique in that it is 
a much more open system. For example, the university has an academic integ-
rity policy but no university-wide honor code. Building a culture of honor and 
integrity in the business school within this larger university context presented 
unique challenges that are likely to be faced by other business schools that aim 
to develop their own culture of honor and integrity apart from the larger 
university.

For more than 10 years, the Smeal College has been developing and 
implementing a comprehensive honor and integrity program that is designed 
to instill learning about integrity and ethical behavior beyond formal class-
room experiences. The college requires an ethics and social responsibility 
course for every undergraduate and MBA student as well as for some other 
master’s programs. But we will focus here on the unique co-curricular honor 
and integrity program that complements the classroom. We will explain its 
evolution and current state by discussing the array of stakeholders who were 
involved in its early development and sustenance, by explaining how it fits 
within an ethical culture template (Treviño & Nelson, 2017), and by discuss-
ing ongoing assessment efforts and challenges.
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Business School and the Historical Context

The college is one of the largest business schools in the country, with more 
than 6,000 students (primarily undergraduates) and more than 85,000 alumni 
(Smeal College of Business, 2019). Prior to the creation of the Honor Code, 
the college followed the university’s academic integrity policy (discussed in 
more detail below) which provided broad guidance regarding the process for 
addressing academic dishonesty. However, despite this policy, many stake-
holders perceived that student awareness of the policy was low and that 
cheating was rampant particularly in the many large introductory classes. The 
creation of the honor code, and consequently the launch of the college’s 
honor and integrity program, initially served to address three primary aims. 
First, the code highlighted the importance of honor and integrity in the col-
lege. It also provided a means for encouraging and promoting accountability 
in the classroom, both between students and students, and between students 
and faculty. Finally, the code provided students with an ethical foundation for 
thinking about and preparing for the professional workplace where ethical 
codes of conduct are common.

Stakeholder Involvement

The idea of introducing an honor code was spurred by multiple vocal stake-
holders for whom a then recent cheating scandal at the University of Virginia 
was particularly salient. Some faculty members were also familiar with 
research findings that graduate business students cheat more than nonbusi-
ness graduate students and that the perceived ethical environment (e.g., per-
ceptions of peer behavior) matters (McCabe, Butterfield, & Treviño, 2006). 
Members of the Dean’s Board of Visitors (the advisory board) had a strong 
interest in creating an honor code; one of the board members’ daughter 
attended a small private institution with a college-wide honor code and this 
member was passionate about its importance. This board member had also 
interviewed a Smeal student and asked what the student would do if he 
observed cheating. The student replied that he would take no action, a 
response that just increased the board member’s resolve to advocate for an 
honor code. Several other board members concurred and raised the issue with 
the Dean regularly at advisory board meetings. At the same time, student 
leaders within both the MBA and undergraduate communities were discuss-
ing and advocating for an honor code to increase accountability in the class-
room. Multiple stakeholder involvement and support was key to the successful 
launch of the honor and integrity program and the cultivation of such support 
is likely to be essential to any successful effort of this kind.
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Establishing an academic honor code in the college also required work-
ing with university stakeholders who had responsibility for the existing 
university-wide academic integrity system. These stakeholders supported 
the business school’s goal to develop an honor code, but it had to fit within 
the university’s academic integrity framework. This was particularly impor-
tant at the undergraduate level because students also take classes outside of 
the business school.

The multiple stakeholder groups came together, along with a supportive 
new Dean (who had been lobbied by board members even before joining the 
school), to develop, implement, and promote the initial academic honor code, 
piloting it first in the smaller MBA program (with less than 200 students). 
The new Dean had previously been the college’s senior associate dean before 
leaving the business school to become the founding dean of the university’s 
College of Information Sciences and Technology. On his return to the busi-
ness school as Dean several years later, he worked with the advisory board 
and other stakeholders to make the honor code a key strategic goal and 
launched a pilot program in the MBA program.

The pilot went quite well and, a year later, the code was extended to the 
larger undergraduate program (nearly 5,000 students). The undergraduates 
who had been advocating for the code very much wanted to see it in force 
before their graduation and the board wanted it to be extended to the larger 
undergraduate population as well. We believe that heavy student involvement 
and advocacy contributed to the generally positive reception the code ini-
tially received from both undergraduate and graduate students. As an exam-
ple, one undergraduate student had been advocating for a code since arriving 
in the business school. When the code was extended to undergraduates, he 
began volunteering his time to talk with large classes and other student groups 
about the code and its importance. After a while, the Dean could not help but 
recognize how much time the student had been devoting and began paying 
him for his efforts. Eventually, this student also won recognition in the busi-
ness school as well as a university-wide ethics award for his work.

MBA students took the lead on writing the code (with input from the 
undergraduates) and it read (and still reads today):

We aspire to the highest ethical standards and will hold each other accountable 
to them. We will not engage in any action that is improper or that creates the 
appearance of impropriety in our academic lives, and we intend to hold to this 
standard in our future careers.

Although the code reads the same for both sets of students, the processes for 
adjudication of violations were designed to differ somewhat because of 
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program size. In the smaller (more closed) MBA community, students and 
faculty were given more power and responsibility to investigate and hear 
cases, serve on review panels, and recommend sanctions. In the larger under-
graduate community, the process of adjudication involved students, but fac-
ulty and administrators outnumbered students and therefore had more 
influence in making sanctioning decisions. Interestingly, after some time and 
positive experience with the workings of the honor code, MBA faculty began 
to entertain and generally support the idea of unproctored exams. It seemed 
like a logical next step. But, one accounting faculty member refused to go 
along, insisting that unproctored exams would be anathema to what he was 
supposed to be teaching his students—about control systems! When other 
faculty adopted unproctored exams, and this faculty member did not, he paid 
the price in student evaluations. He eventually left the college, in part because 
of the values misfit between the developing academic integrity culture and 
his strongly held beliefs about the importance of monitoring.

As the honor and integrity program developed, its reach expanded beyond 
academic integrity to include professional integrity, and beyond students, to 
include faculty and staff as well as alumni and recruiters. We took these 
expansions to signal a measure of the program’s success. Members of the 
community had begun asking questions such as, “if honor and integrity are 
important here, shouldn’t they apply outside of the classroom too?” We will 
discuss the expansions below as we describe how various components of the 
program fit into the ongoing development of a larger ethical culture at the 
school.

Ethical Culture at a Business School

We think of the ethical culture in the college as “how we do things around 
here” in relation to integrity and ethical behavior. Those who were involved 
in early and ongoing development of the program borrowed from the multi-
system ethical culture framework initially developed by Treviño (1990) and 
updated by Treviño and Nelson (2017) in their text, Managing Business 
Ethics (see Figure 1). This idea of an ethical culture in an organization relies 
on earlier and broader research on organizational cultures by Schein (1985) 
and Deal and Kennedy (1982); the ethical culture framework is applicable to 
any organization or academic institution—business school, medical school, 
military academy, and of course, other organizations of all kinds. McCabe, 
Butterfield, and Treviño (2012) also talked about the ethical culture model’s 
application to academic integrity more generally. Other higher education 
authors have similarly identified the importance of taking a comprehensive 
approach to improving academic integrity in a business school, health 
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sciences school, or on a college campus (e.g., Bertram-Gallant, 2008; 
Caldwell, 2010; Scanlan, 2006). But, here, we will describe in much more 
detail how one business school has applied this systematic theory-based cul-
tural framework to guide the development and sustenance of an ethical cul-
ture that extends beyond academic integrity to professional integrity for 
students and honor and integrity among faculty and staff, and even alumni 
and recruiters.

The multisystem ethical culture framework we invoke identifies multiple 
formal and informal culture components that must work together (and, impor-
tantly, not at cross purposes) to support ethical conduct in the organization. 
More specifically, the formal ethical culture components include executive 
leadership, selection systems, policies and codes, orientation and training 
programs, performance management systems, the organization’s authority 
structure, and decision processes. The informal ethical culture components 
include role models and heroes, norms, rituals, stories, and language. The 
formal and informal components, together, contribute to an organization’s 
ethical or unethical culture. The systems can be aligned to support ethical 
behavior (or unethical behavior), and the systems can be misaligned in a way 
that sends mixed messages, for instance, the organization’s code of conduct 
promotes one set of behaviors, but the organization’s norms encourage 
another set of behaviors (Treviño & Nelson, 2017). For example, McCabe 

Figure 1.  A multisystem ethical culture framework.
Note. Granted permission to reproduce from Treviño, L. K. & Nelson, K. A. (2017). Managing 
business ethics: Straight talk about how to do it right (7th ed.). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.
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and Treviño (1993) found that students’ perceptions of their peers’ behavior 
were very important in predicting cheating. The student perception that 
cheating is commonplace creates the norm that everyone is doing it and that 
it is not being reported. With regard to faculty, McKay, Kidwell, and Kling’s 
(2007) research provides fertile ground to consider faculty behavior outside 
of the classroom, that is, going beyond their role in the classroom. Below, we 
explain how this works within the cultural context at the business school (see 
Table 1).

Formal Systems

The “formal systems” represent formal organizational communications, poli-
cies, and processes. These are the more easily observable aspects of culture.

Executive Leadership.  Leadership at all levels is critically important to pro-
moting an organization’s values (Brown & Treviño, 2006; Treviño & Brown, 
2014). At the business school, the Office of the Dean (through two deans 
since the program began) has been strongly committed to promoting a culture 
of integrity and ethical behavior and communicates that in a variety of ways. 
Perhaps most importantly, the Dean created a leadership position in the Office 
of the Dean to champion the college’s day-to-day efforts to promote integrity. 
This position—the honor and integrity director—is responsible for the col-
lege’s honor and integrity initiatives, including marketing and communica-
tions for internal and external communities, training and orientation, and 
policy execution and implementation. Essentially, the job is to create and 
sustain a culture of honor and integrity in the college (including students, 
faculty, and staff). In our view, having someone devoted (at least half time) to 
developing and sustaining an ethical culture is crucial to the success of the 
effort. In creating this new position, hiring a half-time administrative support 
position as well as establishing an honor and integrity operating budget, the 
Dean demonstrated the college’s commitment. He also incorporated that 
commitment into the college’s strategic plan. Finally, the Dean frequently 
mentions the importance of honor and integrity in public remarks to stake-
holder groups.

In addition, a wide range of other stakeholders—faculty, staff, administra-
tors, students, and even alumni and recruiters—support the ongoing develop-
ment of the college’s culture of integrity. For example, the former honor and 
integrity director created three committees dedicated to promoting integrity. 
The Honor and Integrity Steering Committee, composed of students, faculty, 
staff, administrators, and alumni, reviewed and provided feedback on the col-
lege’s progress toward fostering a culture of integrity and ethical behavior 
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Table 1.  Examples of Formal and Informal Culture Components.

Formal systems Examples of components

Executive 
leadership

•• Dean
•• Honor and Integrity Director
•• Academic Integrity Officer

Selection system •• Recruitment process
•• Admissions application
•• Hiring process

Policies/codes •• University Values
•• College Honor Code
•• Academic Integrity Pledge

Orientation/
training

•• Orientation programs
•• Discussion sessions
•• Courses (for credit)

Performance 
management

•• Academic integrity process for violations
•• Teaching evaluations
•• Annual review process

Authority 
structure

•• Instructors and teaching assistants
•• Program coordinators
•• University Hotline

Decision 
processes

•• University Ethical Decision-Making Model
•• The Dean Is In information table
•• Office of Ethics and Compliance

Informal systems Examples of Components

Role models/
heroes

•• Award recipients
•• Faculty, students, and alumni featured on posters in the building
•• Students, faculty, and alumni involved in the development of 

the Honor Code
Norms •• Faculty set academic integrity expectations on the first day 

of class
•• Students wear business attire to special events
•• Alumni serve as guest speakers on ethics topics

Rituals •• Honor Code signing
•• Awards program
•• Case competitions

Myths/stories •• Honor Code story itself
•• Guests share stories about ethical and unethical behavior
•• MBA program declined admission to nearly 50 applicants 

for plagiarism (true story!)
Language •• Human Resources’ monthly e-newsletter to faculty and staff

•• Signage throughout the building
•• Honor and Integrity program website
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(more on this later); the Integrity Action Committee for Faculty and Staff, 
composed of faculty and staff, worked to strengthen faculty and staff com-
mitment to integrity and ethical behavior; and the Integrity Action Committee 
for Students, comprised entirely of students, worked to strengthen students’ 
commitment to integrity and ethical behavior. The Board of Visitors also 
formed an Honor and Integrity Sub-Committee, comprised of members of the 
college’s Board of Visitors, and they provided suggestions for addressing 
challenges relating to promoting honor and integrity. The first three commit-
tees were led by the honor and integrity director, and the latter committee was 
led by a member of the Board of Visitors (the honor and integrity director 
served as the college liaison to that committee). In addition to these commit-
tees, a small group of undergraduate volunteers called Integrity Advocates, 
proactively seek opportunities to support the initiatives of the honor and 
integrity program. Currently, the student champions for honor and integrity 
attend and staff special events, interact with alumni on behalf of the under-
graduate community, and assist the local business community with interview-
ing award nominees; a relatively new partnership between the college and the 
local community to recognize a local business for their ethical practices.

Each academic degree program has also sought to promote ethical behav-
ior by upholding academic integrity in the classroom. The college’s academic 
integrity officer or a named program representative serves as a resource for 
students and faculty and addresses academic integrity violations. Although 
the academic integrity officer and honor and integrity director work closely 
together, the honor and integrity director focuses primarily on the “aspira-
tional” side of honor and integrity and building a culture of integrity across 
the business school. The academic integrity officer (a role that is discussed 
more below) is responsible for student “accountability,” that is, addressing 
academic integrity violations.

Like the role of managers in organizations, faculty are leaders who are 
on the front line of academic integrity issues. Therefore, their buy-in is 
essential and both roles discussed in the preceding paragraph support and 
encourage faculty to make academic integrity a priority. For example, fac-
ulty are encouraged to address how academic integrity applies to each aca-
demic deliverable and to explain their reasoning (for why students are 
expected to work independently, for example). As noted earlier, under the 
university academic integrity system, faculty are given substantial power to 
handle academic integrity violations in their classes and they are encour-
aged to take violations seriously. Also, the university offers a set of sanc-
tioning guidelines for academic integrity violations to assist faculty in the 
sanctioning process and to support sanctioning consistency. We will explain 
more about how the university academic integrity system works below. In 
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addition, the honor and integrity program has sponsored gatherings for fac-
ulty to discuss their experiences with academic integrity and how they have 
successfully tackled problems. Finally, faculty who engage the system, spe-
cifically at the undergraduate level, have been recognized for their efforts 
with a message to the community listing individual faculty (by name) who 
participated in the academic integrity process during the past semester or 
academic year. Students also regularly share their appreciation for faculty 
members who set an ethical tone in the classroom and ensure the classroom 
playing field is fair.

Selection Systems.  Members of the business school community communicate 
the college’s commitment to integrity during the recruitment and admissions 
process for students, and during the interview process for some staff posi-
tions. With this anticipatory socialization, students (in particular) know, in 
advance, that if they attend the business school, honor and integrity are 
important to the culture. Prospective students receive a copy of the honor 
code; and for many degree programs, the students respond to one or more 
integrity questions on their program application. Accepted undergraduate 
students again receive a copy of the honor code; they (and their parents) learn 
more about the code and the college’s commitment to integrity during New 
Student Orientation. The Human Resources Office maintains a list of integ-
rity questions, provided by the honor and integrity director, for use in the 
interview process for staff.

Values, Policies, and Codes.  The university has adopted six values: integrity, 
respect, responsibility, community, excellence, and discovery. One of the 
ways that the business school “lives” the university values is through its 
honor code’s commitment to integrity. The college requires faculty to include 
the code in syllabi. Faculty are also encouraged to require students to sign an 
Academic Integrity Pledge on all graded deliverables. In addition to a focus 
on upholding academic integrity, the MBA program maintains and enforces a 
set of policies for professional conduct such as in the job search process. As 
noted above, this extension of the honor code beyond academic integrity 
began several years after the honor code was established. Several community 
members noted that if they truly believed in honor and integrity, it should 
apply to conduct beyond the classroom. This expansion beyond academic 
integrity remains a work in progress and requires involvement of stakehold-
ers such as staff who work with students on internship and job placement. But 
it demonstrates the power of an honor and integrity message to expand 
beyond academic integrity to other domains. The students themselves raised 
this issue.
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Orientation and Training Programs.  To introduce new community members to 
the college’s commitment to integrity the business school incorporates the 
“integrity message” into orientation programs. First, for students, the honor 
and integrity director and academic integrity officer speak at orientation pro-
grams for undergraduate and graduate students. The honor and integrity 
director may also conduct workshops at multiple orientation programs. The 
honor and integrity program, in partnership with the academic departments, 
has also offered teaching assistants a twice-yearly workshop on best practices 
for planning, grading, and interacting with students, as well as navigating 
some of the ethical dilemmas that may surface while serving as a teaching 
assistant. Undergraduate international students have been encouraged to 
attend specialized workshops that cover a range of topics related to integrity 
and ethical behavior, offered through the college or the university. Some 
undergraduate student organizations request specialized workshops for their 
members, to practice navigating ethical dilemmas in the classroom and the 
workplace. All second-year doctoral students are required to complete 
research integrity training, and all doctoral students complete a teaching boot 
camp, with a portion of the training dedicated to promoting academic integ-
rity in the classroom. Several Fortune 500 companies have hosted discussion 
sessions called Donuts & Dilemmas, for interested students in which manag-
ers share ethical dilemmas that they have experienced in the workplace. 
Alumni who are current or former executives have also hosted similar discus-
sion sessions for interested students. In keeping with the career preparation 
and training resources, the career services office incorporates question(s) 
related to integrity into the mock interview process so that students are pre-
pared to answer ethics questions in an internship/job interview. The career 
services office also encourages corporate recruiters to ask ethics-related 
questions during interviews. Finally, some degree programs, such as the 
undergraduate management major, require students to complete an ethics-
related course in addition to the all-college course, providing students with 
the knowledge and skills to successfully navigate ethical dilemmas in their 
specific field.

New employees—faculty, staff, and administrators—receive information 
about the honor code, and the college’s commitment to promoting a culture 
of integrity. The honor and integrity director may also meet individually 
with new employees, as requested by units planning an individualized- 
orientation program for their new hires. The honor and integrity director and 
the academic integrity officer make presentations at the new faculty orienta-
tion program, and the Dean, along with the honor and integrity director and 
human resources representative often speak at most academic department 
meetings in the fall semester. Throughout the year, the honor and integrity 
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program may host workshops for faculty and staff supervisors. Other infor-
mal sessions also provide faculty (and PhD students), staff, and supervisors 
with the opportunity to discuss and navigate examples of ethical dilemmas 
around a topic or theme (e.g., classroom management, hiring process, per-
formance reviews). The honor and integrity program has offered a profes-
sional development opportunity, centered around Giving Voice to Values 
(www.givingvoicetovaluesthebook.com), developed by Dr. Mary Gentile, to 
further empower staff (as well as student leaders in the residential MBA 
program) to act on their values in the workplace and in their academic pro-
gram, respectively.

Performance Management Systems.  The program goal is to support honor and 
integrity and its aspirational message. But, breaches do occur and account-
ability for them is important. Breaches of academic integrity (in the under-
graduate program) are addressed initially by the faculty member in accordance 
with the university system. Faculty members can seek guidance from the 
academic integrity officer before talking with the student and proposing an 
academic sanction (e.g., zero on an exam if a student cheated). If the student 
accepts the academic sanction, both the faculty member and the student sign 
a form that gets submitted to the business school’s records coordinator and is 
then filed with the University’s Office of Student Conduct. Or, the student 
may appeal to the college’s academic integrity officer who chairs a commit-
tee that then investigates and rules. This system empowers faculty to handle 
routine instances of academic integrity violations with academic sanctions. 
Egregious violations are referred to the University’s Office of Student 
Conduct.

The smaller MBA program evolved a slightly different system to handle 
violations. Where the university process only involves the individual stu-
dent and faculty member (unless the student contests the faculty member’s 
proposed sanction), the MBA process involves two other students and 
another faculty member who serve on a review board to evaluate the viola-
tion and determine the appropriate sanction. Collectively, the MBA stu-
dents believe that if a member of their community engages in an academic 
integrity violation, it affects the entire community; therefore, they wanted 
to be more involved in the process. Furthermore, given the design of the 
program, where students work in teams and cohorts, the MBA process pro-
vides consistency in how violations are addressed across the program 
(Carrie Marcinkevage, personal communication, February 21, 2018). This 
process is now also used in the Executive MBA program, online MBA pro-
gram, and master of professional studies in management and organizational 
leadership program.

www.givingvoicetovaluesthebook.com
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A unique component of the evaluation process for faculty and staff is also 
related to promoting a culture of integrity. For example, each semester, stu-
dents complete a teaching effectiveness evaluation for each course; the busi-
ness school added a question specifically related to the instructor’s 
commitment to academic integrity: “Rate the instructor’s standards of aca-
demic integrity.” Students’ responses to these questions are considered in 
each faculty member’s annual review. Furthermore, the performance review 
process for staff provides supervisors with the opportunity to discuss the uni-
versity values during the annual review period. And, both faculty and staff, 
are encouraged to report involvement in activities in support of the college’s 
culture of honor and integrity (e.g., attending a professional development 
workshop, speaking to a student organization, judging a business ethics case 
competition) in their annual review materials.

Organizational Authority Structure and Reporting Problems.  The honor and 
integrity director reports to the senior associate dean of the college, who then 
reports to the Dean. Not only can students, faculty, and staff raise concerns 
with the honor and integrity director, but students are encouraged to discuss 
academic integrity concerns with their instructor or other trusted instructors, 
teaching assistant(s), program coordinator, or associate dean. Faculty and 
staff are encouraged to discuss workplace concerns with their department 
chair/unit manager or human resources representative. Students, faculty, and 
staff may also raise concerns outside of the college, via the university hotline, 
a reporting system monitored by a third-party entity. These reports may be 
made anonymously and are addressed by the University’s Ethics and Compli-
ance Office. The university’s 2013 and 2017 values and culture surveys 
showed that faculty and staff tend to report observed misconduct to their 
supervisors; however, there is also evidence of distrust of some reporting 
processes as well as a fear of potential retaliation (The Pennsylvania State 
University, 2018). Therefore, the multiple points of contact offer the com-
munity options for reporting misconduct. These reporting options are espe-
cially important in a university culture and business school community where 
“speaking up” is not yet the norm.

Decision-Making Processes.  Students, faculty, and staff are encouraged to use 
the university ethical decision-making model, which is designed to provide 
community members with a process for considering the implications and 
consequences of difficult decisions (Penn State News, 2016). Monthly, the 
Dean of the college also hosts “The Dean Is In” information table, located in 
the atrium of the Business Building, to provide students with the opportunity 
to ask questions, raise concerns, and share feedback. Also, the honor and 
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integrity director may engage with the University’s Office of Ethics and 
Compliance for decision-making consultation, especially related to the uni-
versity’s policies and procedures.

Informal Systems

The formal systems just described are extremely important. But, often, it is 
the “informal systems” that convey the message about how we “really” do 
things around here in relation to ethics. These informal systems include role 
models and heroes, the norms of daily behavior, the rituals we engage in, the 
stories we tell, and the language we use.

Role Models and Heroes.  The honor and integrity program has created awards 
that relate explicitly to integrity to recognize those who stand out and also to 
create role models of those who go above and beyond. Each year select stu-
dents (or student groups), faculty, and staff, receive an award for their com-
mitment to advancing the college’s integrity goals. The recipients of these 
awards have been highlighted in electronic communications sent to the col-
lege community. Similarly, the faculty, students, and alumni featured on post-
ers hanging in the business building, especially those with quotes related to 
ethical behavior, serve as community role models. MBA students created a 
“Values” bulletin board, where they take turns giving kudos to classmates 
who demonstrated one of the university’s values (e.g., recognizing a class-
mate for his efforts to welcome back a class of alumni, illustrating his com-
mitment to “community”). Furthermore, the students, faculty, and alumni 
who were involved in the development of the honor code in 2006 serve as 
heroes for their foundational efforts.

Norms.  Many norms within the college support a culture of integrity. For 
example, faculty are encouraged to discuss the honor code on the first day of 
class (information about it is included in the syllabus) and they are encour-
aged to revisit it as relevant throughout the semester. Students also tend to 
associate “professionalism” with the college; for example, students dress in 
business attire to attend special events held in the business building as well as 
to attend etiquette dinners and mock career fairs. Also, students talk about the 
honor code, and reference its importance during the internship and job search 
process (e.g., many students have learned that they should not renege on a job 
offer). Alumni and recruiters also volunteer to serve as guest speakers and 
mentors to students on ethics topics.

But norms also exist that detract from the ethical culture. For example, 
students may ask a friend to take their iClicker remote to class and to “click 
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in” for them; we have learned that this is considered by many students to be 
a “small cheat.” If students are caught doing this, there are serious conse-
quences, of course. But, some faculty and staff, and most students remain 
reluctant to speak up should they observe an integrity violation in the class-
room or the workplace. Perhaps, they do not want to get involved, or they fear 
some form of retaliation from peers or superiors. In fact, some students have 
been known to say, “I’m not going to squeal for Smeal (Smeal College of 
Business)!” Obviously, this mind-set is inconsistent with the school’s efforts 
to create a culture of integrity. So, this cultural area needs ongoing attention. 
It is getting attention in the MBA program where some team contracts now 
stipulate the norm, “When in doubt, give a shout,” meaning that teams should 
contact their professor if they have a question about the expectations for a 
deliverable.

Rituals.  The major honor and integrity-related ritual is the electronic honor 
code signing. Each semester, the honor and integrity program organizes a 
college-wide public honor code signing event in the building’s large atrium. 
Students, faculty, and staff are encouraged to regularly reaffirm their commit-
ment to integrity and ethical behavior. Students, including representatives 
from the MBA program (recall the honor and integrity initiative started in the 
MBA program) as well as some faculty and staff also wear their honor and 
integrity program T-shirt and help at the signing kiosk. The college also con-
tinues to improve the interface for signing, with efforts to encourage the com-
munity to see the signing process as something other than compliance-based. 
In fact, signers may also opt to receive an e-certificate to add to their Linke-
dIn profile. Typically, the college community has also celebrated Corporate 
Compliance and Ethics Week; students, faculty, and staff, engage in a week-
long celebration with guest speakers, workshops, and contests, to highlight 
the importance of ethics and compliance in the workplace. Furthermore, the 
awards program mentioned earlier, is another important college ritual.

In addition to a variety of college-wide rituals, the college also focuses on 
rituals specifically for the student community. For example, during finals 
week, the honor and integrity program organizes Honor Code Coffee Breaks 
to remind students of the college’s commitment to integrity and their respon-
sibility to the honor code; complimentary coffee is served. In addition to the 
honor and integrity awards program, one or more seniors are also eligible to 
receive an academic integrity award; the award recognizes someone who 
demonstrates leadership in academic integrity. Furthermore, students partici-
pate in ethics case competitions. The competitions provide undergraduate 
students with an opportunity to apply ethical decision-making skills and 
knowledge to an organizational ethics decision challenge and recommend a 
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course of action for the organization; one of these competitions is supported 
by a corporate sponsor, and the other competition is embedded in the col-
lege’s first-year seminar course. Furthermore, the honor and integrity pro-
gram has established a standing college team that regularly meets to prepare 
for and compete at international business ethics and social responsibility case 
competitions. MBA students also typically participate in one or two coffee 
gatherings each semester; the gatherings, sponsored by the honor and integ-
rity program and the college’s endowed program in business ethics, have 
featured MBA students and alumni who share personal ethical dilemma 
experiences.

Myths and Stories.  Many stories support the college’s focus on promoting a 
culture of integrity and provide a perspective on the reasons for the commu-
nity-wide commitment to ethical behavior. First, the honor code story itself 
emphasizes the fact that its development was largely a student-driven initia-
tive, with a lot of support from alumni. Shortly after the honor code was 
established, the college created a position—leadership integrity director—to 
support the college’s honor code initiatives, including adherence to the uni-
versity’s academic integrity policy. Later, the position evolved into the honor 
and integrity director, with a primary focus on promoting an aspirational cul-
ture of integrity and ethical behavior across the college. In addition to the 
honor and integrity program, the Office of the Dean and several faculty mem-
bers invite alumni and guests to return to campus to share stories about ethi-
cal and unethical decisions and actions. More specifically, the college’s 
executive speaker series program called Executive Insights, features high-
profile business leaders from a wide range of organizations, and typically 
includes a discussion about ethical decision making and organizational val-
ues or culture. The college’s endowed program in business ethics has also 
brought in guests who have shared their experience with unethical behavior, 
stories that resonate with students. For example, Aaron Beam, founding CFO at 
HealthSouth Corp (see aaronbeam.net) and Mark Whitacre, “The Informant”—
he uncovered the ADM price-fixing scandal (see markwhitacre.com), are for-
mer felons who have visited. Some may argue that ex-felons should not be 
extended such invitations. But students consistently say that these are memo-
rable and important educational experiences. Members of the college com-
munity also tell a powerful story about a time when the college’s MBA 
program (post honor code) declined admission to nearly 50 applicants for 
plagiarism (on their leadership integrity essay!). It became one of the first 
business schools to use plagiarism detection software in its admissions pro-
gram. The program makes it clear to applicants now that honor and integrity 
are key to the culture and that it uses the plagiarism software. The MBA 
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program also devotes several hours of its week-long orientation program to 
academic integrity and professionalism. Finally, at the undergraduate level, 
there is a myth that anyone who cheats will be “kicked out” of the business 
school; although this is not necessarily true, the myth’s message suggests to 
students that academic integrity is taken seriously.

Ethical Language.  The communications strategy for promoting honor and 
integrity has varied from director to director and will continue to do so. At 
one time, the honor and integrity program sent an e-newsletter to students, 
faculty, and staff; the communications served as a continual reminder of 
opportunities for involvement, as well as the resources for reporting wrong-
doing. The Dean also typically sends periodic messages, particularly at the 
beginning and conclusion of each semester, reminding the community of the 
university values and the college’s commitment to promoting a culture of 
integrity and ethical behavior. Messages related to the university values, the 
honor code, and the college’s commitment to integrity are also visible else-
where including Human Resources’ monthly e-newsletter to faculty and staff 
(where the honor and integrity director includes a regular message), handouts 
at special events hosted by the college, occasional online discussion posts in 
the college’s LinkedIn community for alumni, and signage throughout the 
business building (including at one time, the restrooms’ “stall stories” were 
used to raise ethical issues commonly faced by students “while we have your 
attention”). The building signage not only includes messages from students, 
faculty, and alumni, but most, if not all departments display a copy of the 
honor code and the university’s hotline number in their office space. These 
messages must constantly be refreshed, and new ideas hatched to keep the 
program alive.

The honor and integrity program also maintains an integrity website 
(www.smeal.psu.edu/integrity). Outside of these communications, students 
also “talk” about making the right choices, particularly in the context of the 
internship or job search process, and faculty also “talk” about the importance 
of academic integrity in their classes.

Alignment of Ethical Culture Systems

The above description makes it easy to think about the ethical culture as a 
series of unrelated systems. But ethical culture is complex and much of that 
complexity arises from the need for these systems to be aligned to support 
honor and integrity. An example of misalignment is a professor (leader) mak-
ing it clear that having a friend bring an iClicker remote to class is an aca-
demic integrity violation (honor code violation) but having norms of daily 

www.smeal.psu.edu/integrity
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behavior suggesting that lots of students do it and that it is not a big deal. 
Students then get mixed messages and may need to learn that this professor 
will deal with violations seriously, making it into a big deal after all. Even at 
West Point, where the honor code includes a nontoleration clause—“a cadet 
will not lie, cheat, steal, or tolerate those who do” (Offstein, Dufresne, & 
Childers, 2012, p. 635)—there is an on-going tension between “loyalty” and 
“honor.” In fact, the nontoleration clause tends to be a frequent point of viola-
tion (Offstein et al., 2012). An even knottier misalignment is the formal sup-
port for speaking up about integrity violations but learning that community 
members remain reluctant to do so. This is a problem most organizations face 
(Mayer, Nurmohamed, Treviño, Shapiro, & Schminke, 2013; Miceli, Near, & 
Dworkin, 2008) and it takes a concerted effort over time to create an environ-
ment that supports speaking up and reporting (and this is challenging when 
the community changes every year as students graduate, and the larger uni-
versity community lacks an honor code). These are just a few examples. But, 
while building and sustaining a culture of integrity, one needs to always 
attempt to find and address such examples of misalignment.

Measurement and Reporting

In general, the college’s honor and integrity program has achieved its three 
initial aims. More than 10 years later, the code still provides a formal means 
for promoting accountability in the classroom, for both students and faculty; 
and the code continues to provide students with an ethical foundation for 
thinking about and preparing for the professional workplace. As time has 
passed, however, the college’s honor and integrity program has increasingly 
focused on this notion of creating and promoting a broader culture of honor 
and integrity. Therefore, although culture change is slow, it is essential to take 
the temperature of the college’s ethical culture via regular and ongoing 
assessment.

The university conducted its first ever values and culture survey in fall, 
2013 (repeated in fall, 2017) among students, faculty, and staff. Most notably, 
the 2017 survey, for example, showed that in comparison to the 2013 survey, 
survey participants observed fewer instances of misconduct within the last 
year and reported misconduct at higher rates, but for those who did report, the 
rate of perceived retaliation remained consistent between the two surveys 
(The Pennsylvania State University, 2018), meaning that the university has 
more work to do.

Shortly after the launch of the honor code in 2006 and 2007, the business 
school also began to conduct its own regular survey of MBAs, undergradu-
ates, and faculty, asking students in classes to complete a paper survey and 
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distributing paper surveys to faculty mailboxes. The questions on the survey 
focused on perceptions of academic integrity, for example, observations of 
academic integrity, willingness to report a classmate/student who violated 
academic integrity standards. Typically, the response rates were average to 
above average and the results of the surveys highlighted students’ reluctance 
to report an academic integrity violation, particularly among the undergradu-
ate community, and faculty members’ commitment to holding students 
accountable to academic integrity standards.

Starting in spring 2014, at the same time the former honor and integrity 
director was hired, the business school launched a somewhat revised survey. 
Unlike previous years, the survey did not only focus on academic integrity, 
the college-wide e-survey (vs. paper survey) to students, faculty, staff, 
alumni, and recruiters gauged community members’ perceptions of the col-
lege’s ethical culture and the extent to which it supports honor and integrity. 
For example, for the first time, staff were asked about their willingness to 
confront or report their supervisor or another employee for violating an issue 
related to integrity and ethical behavior. The survey also asked all partici-
pants to offer recommendations for promoting integrity and ethical behavior 
across the college community. The last two rounds of surveys, now including 
students, faculty, staff, alumni, and recruiters, produced a less than ideal 
response rate (likely because of moving from paper to electronic survey for-
mat), but nevertheless indicated a need for raising awareness around con-
fronting others who are violating integrity standards, and the reporting 
process. Based on this knowledge, the honor and integrity program imple-
mented a series of professional development workshops (voluntary) for stu-
dents, faculty, and staff, centered on navigating ethical dilemmas and 
educating the community on the reporting processes. It is important to note 
that the surveys also highlighted the fact that alumni and recruiters are taking 
note of the honor and integrity program, recognizing that the students dem-
onstrate integrity and ethical behavior.

In addition to these surveys, the honor and integrity program office con-
ducted a series of focus groups. The focus groups asked students, faculty, and 
staff about their experience at the business school, and to help address some 
of the issues identified in the ethical culture survey. The last round of focus 
groups also highlighted the limited understanding of the reporting process 
among some students, faculty, and staff, and consequently feelings of distrust 
for the reporting systems and fear of retaliation for reporting.

After the last round of surveys, and during the timeframe that some of the 
last focus groups were conducted, the honor and integrity director, along with 
the human resources representative also met with most of the college’s supervi-
sors (and their respective teams), in large part to address some of the challenge 
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areas raised in the survey (and concurrently in the focus groups). The small-
group meetings served to clarify and discuss the reporting resources (and pro-
cesses) available to them through human resources and the honor and integrity 
program as well as the university’s hotline (where reporters can be anony-
mous), and to empower those who want and need to speak up, to do so.

In addition to surveys and focus groups, and gauging members’ percep-
tions of the culture, representatives from the college’s academic programs 
also provide the community with an overview of the academic integrity vio-
lations that were referred and resolved during a specified period via disclo-
sure notices. For a period, particularly at the time when communications 
increased and professional development workshops around speaking up were 
implemented, the number of reported violations increased. We do not have 
reason to believe that there were more academic integrity violations, but 
rather that the communications heightened awareness around accountability. 
However, it is difficult to gauge the meaning of these numbers. More reports 
could mean more violations, or they could mean a higher willingness to 
report. Therefore, the information about the number of violations, although 
important, must be combined with information gleaned from other sources to 
interpret its meaning.

Outside of these formal metrics, the honor and integrity program has 
maintained a dashboard to track types of initiatives, audience types, and num-
ber of attendees for each activity organized by the program office. The pro-
gram has also administered short surveys after many events. Based on the 
findings from the surveys and focus groups as well as the feedback from 
event surveys, the honor and integrity program continues to change and 
develop its efforts to promote integrity and ethical behavior (e.g., shifting 
from general professional development workshops for faculty and staff, to 
workshops centered on specific topics geared toward staff with supervisory 
responsibilities or faculty in the classroom).

Finally, and over time, the honor and integrity director has increasingly 
become a resource and sounding board for students, faculty, staff, and admin-
istrators. For example, students seek advice with making ethical choices dur-
ing the internship and job search process and navigating leadership challenges 
in their student organizations. Faculty, staff, and administrators often seek 
guidance with managing ethically challenging relationships with their peers, 
direct reports, and managers. In these latter situations, the honor and integrity 
director typically works in conjunction with the employee and human 
resources or another appropriate office, to formally resolve the matters. The 
honor and integrity director, however, provides a first point of contact for 
community members reluctant to talk with their managers or human resources 
directly.
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Because of its commitment to promoting a culture of honor and integrity, 
the college has also served as a resource for other units and groups through-
out the university. For example, the former honor and integrity director regu-
larly conducted workshops for units and groups, consisting of students as 
well as staff, across campus. Furthermore, the college, in partnership with a 
financial services corporation, co-hosted the first ethics symposium designed 
to promote a dialogue between business schools and executives, in 2010. 
Since then, other business schools have hosted the symposium, bringing 
together corporations and business school deans to share ideas, challenges, 
and best practices in preparing young professionals to lead with integrity in 
today’s workplace. The college hosted the symposium called “Partners in 
Business Ethics,” once again in 2017, where the theme was creating a culture 
supportive of “speaking up.”

Challenges of Sustaining a Culture

Sustaining a culture of honor and integrity is challenging, particularly in 
higher education. First, the immediate community consists of students, fac-
ulty, and staff; the student body, the largest sector of the business school, 
changes from semester to semester and year to year. Each time a class of 
students graduate, another class joins the community. Therefore, the college 
is continuously orienting and training new community members, and at the 
same time, encouraging current members to “live” honor and integrity. This 
is one reason the college organizes the honor code signing every semester and 
encourages all members of the community to sign it every semester (instead 
of one time or once a year).

Another challenge is the business school’s size and diversity. It is a large 
business school with several programs in residency and online. Some of the 
undergraduate students start at a smaller university system campus, and then 
move to the business school for their remaining 2 years. Students are from the 
state, from other parts of the country, and from around the world. The college 
offers a wide range of degree programs, catering to different personal and pro-
fessional interests. For example, undergraduate students, unlike the executive 
MBA students, have limited perspective and work experiences. Therefore, the 
honor and integrity program seeks to engage the perspectives of the students, 
faculty, and staff who serve on its committees to identify different communica-
tion tactics and to develop new activities that will promote the honor code and 
university’s values and resonate with each community group.

Furthermore, another challenge is maintaining momentum in between 
leadership changes for the honor and integrity program. After the first leader-
ship integrity director stepped down from her role, the college did not fill her 
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position for a few years in part because of a coming change in deans. Then, 
the new Dean hired the honor and integrity director, who served in her role 
for 3 ½ years. After accepting a new role in the college, the business school 
conducted a search for a new director, lasting close to 8 months. In between 
each of these leadership changes, the community continued to change and 
grow, and without someone constantly “tending to the ethical culture garden” 
(Treviño & Nelson, 2017), as we like to say, the “weeds” will begin to grow. 
Therefore, we would like to stress the importance of continuously having 
someone in the honor and integrity director role. Although some of the initia-
tives that we have described will surely change or evolve, having someone in 
this role makes an important symbolic statement about the college’s commit-
ment to tending the culture but it also makes a more substantive contribution 
to doing so.

Finally, we should say that building a culture of honor and integrity does 
not happen overnight. As other business schools consider how they may build 
a culture of honor and integrity, or further strengthen their existing integrity 
culture, we would like to offer some input on what can and should be priori-
tized. First, and foremost, the Dean must value creating and sustaining a cul-
ture of honor and integrity and communicate its importance and the role it has 
in the college, to all stakeholder groups (e.g., new students at orientation, 
faculty and staff at townhall meetings, alumni and donors at special events). 
The Dean might even send a monthly or quarterly “values-moment” e-mail to 
the faculty, staff, and student community, sharing a story about one of the 
school’s values in action. If the Dean cannot yet hire a full-time “Honor and 
Integrity Director,” the Dean could appoint an existing committed faculty 
member to serve as the Honor and Integrity Coordinator (offering the faculty 
member a stipend and/or course release). As committed as a Dean might be, 
because Deans are busy, we believe it is essential that it be someone else’s job 
to be thinking about the culture of honor and integrity every day. The coordi-
nator might begin by first focusing attention on orientation efforts and mul-
tiple culture-building events during the academic year. The Dean could also 
personally ask the business student council (or another similar student orga-
nization) to partner with the college to promote honor and integrity. The stu-
dent organization could assist at orientation, present in first-year seminar 
classes, and host special events. Volunteers are a creative way to extend the 
available resources devoted to honor and integrity. Although not all of the 
components of an ethical culture may be in motion at first, it is critically 
important that any and all efforts relating to honor and integrity are still mutu-
ally reinforcing each other and the messages from the Dean. Over time, as the 
college moves past its “start-up” period, additional resources (human and 
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financial) should be allocated, so that a full multisystem approach to estab-
lishing and maintaining the honor and integrity culture may be established 
and sustained over time.

Conclusion

We have offered a theory-based multisystem ethical culture framework for 
introducing a co-curricular honor and integrity program at a business school. 
Through this program, the students, faculty, and staff can live and breathe a 
culture of honor and integrity. It is Smeal’s hope that its students find it pref-
erable to possible alternatives (corrupt cultures where cheating is rampant, 
and the financial bottom line is all that matters) and that it will help to guide 
their choices about companies to join and decisions to make. We hope that 
future research will corroborate this hope and expectation. Many of the busi-
nesses that recruit the school’s students have strong ethics and compliance 
programs and they appear to be thrilled that the students are prepared to hit 
the ground running when it comes to understanding what will be expected of 
them at work. The college views this approach as an important way to sup-
port its students’ development of ethical awareness and to support their prep-
aration for the workplace while also fostering a workplace for faculty and 
staff that upholds the highest ethical standards.
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