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Ethical Leadership and Less than the Whole Truth:  When Leaders in Higher Education Choose to Manage Information 
Abstract 

The stories of six purposefully selected ethical leaders in higher education suggest they recognized that ethical behavior is not the same as telling the whole truth.  The increased attention given to ethical behavior in higher education and the relationships of truth to ethics provided the context for this study.  The phrase "managing information" often means telling less than the whole truth and was identified by Ronald Heifetz as a characteristic of adaptive leadership where the managing information may be necessary to allow people to resolve their problems.  A story about a doctor and her patient from Heifetz provided an opportunity for the participants to identify and discuss situations where they managed information.  For these leaders, decisions about managing information were complicated and explanations were nuanced.  Stories illustrated ethical behavior but did not suggest that in most cases participants managed information as part of an adaptive leadership model.    (147 words)
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Discussions concerning managing information with selected leaders in higher education who were recognized as ethical leaders began with sharing the story from Heifetz (1994) concerning a patient and his doctor.  The story was shared with participants in the study to provide an example of managing information where it could be possible to conclude that managing information was the ethical thing to do.  The patient has contacted a doctor whom he had known for years and trusted.  Tests have been ordered and the results suggest serious stomach cancer, likely to spread, and very little chance that the patient will survive for more than six months.  The physician chooses to manage, to buffer the news by (a) initially withholding information about the kind of cancer, the odds of curing it, and the likelihood of its spread and (b) by emphasizing the actions that the medical team would be taking.  “Telling the truth” during the initial meeting after the results of the tests were available would have been devastating and could have deprived the patient of the opportunity to make the best use of the time remaining, including the development of the patient’s own response ability (Heifetz, 1994, pp. 83-85).
With the story of the patient and his doctor as background, six leaders of higher education in two different cities in the state of Washington were asked to consider situations where they have “managed” information.  During semi-structured interviews, the six leaders from two public and two private higher education institutions, including four current or past college presidents and two deans of schools were given the opportunity to identify specific situations where they have “managed” information and to reflect and comment on these situations.  All six leaders were considered by members of the higher education community in their respective cities to be “ethical” leaders.  At the beginning of the interviews participants were told their peers in the community considered them ethical.  Their identification as “ethical” leaders and the story of the cancer patient and his physician appeared to provide a non-threatening context for the participants. All of the leaders ended up discussing their views on what they meant by managing information and their rationale for managing information in specific circumstances.  The stories of the participants provide evidence that in some situations doing the "right thing" meant not telling the whole truth.  All of the leaders volunteered opinions about the importance of and value of telling the truth and the relationship of trust to leadership.  
Ethical Leadership
As of 2010, there were no less than a dozen books and countless articles on ethical leadership.  Many of these books and articles are normative, outlining what leaders should do.  In contrast are the approaches to ethical leadership that describe the behavior of ethical leaders and focus on how leaders define ethical behavior.  A broad beginning point for defining ethical leadership was provided by the Institute for Ethical Leadership (n.d.).  The Institute for Ethical Leadership uses the metaphor of a compass for describing the “ethical filter to guide and govern the millions of choices we make, that weave and reweave the fabric from which the tapestries of our lives are made.”  According to the Institute for Ethical Leadership: 
This compass' true north must be magnetized by qualities of kindness, respect and compassion for others, tempered by a thoughtful and tender wisdom for the human condition, and measured by considerations of justice and balance for people and our planet in all its diversity.  (section: The Way Forward)
This study of selected leaders in higher education uses the ethical leadership construct of Brown and Trevino (2006).  They identified their approach as a social scientific approach to ethics and leadership that describes the behavior of ethical leaders.  They defined ethical leadership as "the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making" (p. 595).  According to this definition, the practice of ethical leadership is a two-part process that consists of leaders functioning as honest, caring, and principled individuals who make fair decisions and functioning as moral managers who promote ethical conduct among their followers (p. 597). Ethical leaders “serve as role models, focus organizational attention on ethics and values, and reinforce ethical behavior through rewards and punishments” (Johnson, 2008, Section A Failure of Ethical Leadership). 

Fluker’s (2009) Ethical Leadership Model makes explicit a critical element of the way ethical leadership is used in this study.  Fluker defined ethical leadership in terms of character, civility, and community and then emphasized “narrative based ethics.”  Narrative based ethics involves the solicitation and utilization of stories in nurturing the spirit and is based on the assumption that stories provide the vehicles through which leaders come to learn from, appreciate, and empathize with others  
Truth, Less than the Whole Truth, and Lying

The online version of the Merriam-Webster dictionary defined truth as the state of being in accord with a particular fact or reality, or being in accord with the body of real things, real events or actualities, but noted an earlier meaning was sincerity in action, character, and utterance.  Truth is one of the central and one of the largest subjects in philosophy.  Glanzberg (2009) noted that “The problem of truth is in a way easy to state: what truths are, and what (if anything) makes them true.”  Glanzberg then concluded there is “a great deal of controversy” concerning even this statement and that there are numerous competing theories about truth.
The opposite of truth is generally considered lying and deception.  Literature on lying and deception makes reference to the ways individuals perceive and experience ethically compromising situations or situation in which they employ deception (see Bok, 1999 1982; Ekman, 1992).  Bok in her seminal book, Lying:  Moral Choice in Public and Private Lives (1978/1999), recognized that “whether to lie, equivocate, be silent, or tell the truth in any situation is often a hard decision” (p. xvi).  According to Bok, a lie is “an intentionally deceptive message in the form of a statement” (p. 15).  Lying is giving some information while believing it to be untrue and intending to deceive (p. xxi).  She admitted that “the whole truth is out of reach (p. 4), but then argued people still face choices about whether to lie or speak honestly, what to say and what to hold back.  Bok set out questions that should be considered when contemplating a lie:  are there some truthful alternatives? (p. 31), are there moral justification for telling the lie? (p. 91), and what would a public jury of reasonable persons say about the lie? (p. 106). 
While the example from Heifetz implies that telling less than the whole truth, or managing information to use Heifetz’s phrase, can be justified and might even be advantageous, the example does not explicitly address the issue of possible costs of not being honest.  However, Bok explicitly argued that health professionals should be completely honest with patients.  According to Bok, “to be given false information about important choices in their lives is to render them powerless” (p. xxix).  

The relationship of truth to ethics is similar to the controversy over the stages of “moral development.”  Kohlberg (1971) claimed that logic and morality develop through constructive stages and argued moral development was principally concerned with justice.  While Kohlberg's theory centers on the notion that justice is the essential characteristic of moral reasoning, justice relies heavily upon the notion of sound reasoning based on principles.  One of these principles is truth.  For Kohlberg, values such as truth must be universally valid across societies and there can be no relativism.  In contrast to a focus on justice and universally applicable principles is the concept of feminist ethics associated with Gilligan (1982).  For Gilligan ethical decisions are based less on reference to universal principles and more on empathy and compassion, an ethics of care.  An ethics of care rests on the understanding of relationships as a response to another in their terms (Jagger, 1995).

Managing Information
Heifetz (1994) used the phrase “managing information” to refer to “buffering” the truth.  Heifetz described buffering truth to include withholding information and conveying information in a way that suggested hope without being unrealistic.  Heifetz argued for respecting people’s defenses and not demolishing dreams and plans in the name of “telling the truth” (pp. 77-79).  For Heifetz, “adaptive leadership” sometimes requires the management of information, in order to allow the people with the problem to achieve a resolution (p. 85).  The adaptive leaders use their authority to construct relationships in which the participants raise, process, and resolve tough questions for which there are no obvious answers (p. 85).   Adaptive leadership appears to be especially relevant to addressing conflicts in the values people hold, diminishing the gap between the values people stand for and the reality they face, and orchestrating conflict to provide the leverage for “mobilizing people to learn new ways” (p. 22).

Managing information can also mean providing more information than has been previously requested and this can also be part of transformational leadership. Two of the four participants used the phrase “managing information” to include providing additional or new information to others in addition to “buffering” or withholding information. 

The phrase “managing information” as used in this study is not the same as “information management.”  Information management is the collection and management of information from one or more sources and the distribution of that information to one or more audiences. Management means the organization of and control over the structure, processing, and delivery of information and in the past was largely limited to files, file maintenance, and the life cycle management of paper-based files, other media, and records. 
Ethics in Higher Education
Several publications suggest the importance and the range of topics included in consideration of ethics in higher education.  Robinson and Moulton (2005) noted the “myth that institutions of higher education are sheltered from the struggles and conflicts of the real world” (p. 1).  Madsen (2009) provided an excellent outline of the range of ethical issues in higher education with a focus on specific actions where ethics is relevant.  An indication of the breadth of issues relating to ethics in higher education is provided by Keohane (2006).  Keohane, a former college president, explored issues of collaboration and leadership and college leaders as problem-solvers, change agents, and responsible for taking a stand.  Her discussion of the role, mission, goals, and purposes of higher education focus on ethical, as opposed to unethical, behavior.  Weingartner (1999) argued that administration in academia is different from administration or managing in business because of the special character of institutions of higher learning. According to Weingartner, colleges and universities are founded to serve numerous purposes and are supported in various ways by governments and private individuals.  He also noted that as professional institutions they have students as clients to whom they owe education services in ways similar to the obligations hospitals have to their patients. Weingartner argued that academic administration is not just another job of managing, but a “calling” linked to the mission of the institution (p. 37).  Weingartner identified specific areas with a “moral dimension” including teaching, research, and supervision of people and gave specific attention to issues of faculty salaries and tenure decisions.  Hamilton (2002) focused on the role of teachers in ethics in higher education with specific attention to teaching, scholarship, internal governance and “extramural utterance and conduct.” The specific areas of moral conflict identified by Robinson and Moulton included conflicts between fund raising and maintaining educational quality; between benefiting the public at large and benefiting the people who work in the institutions; between the goal of quality sought by the evaluation process and the well-being and happiness of those who are evaluated; and between administrators, faculty, students, and staff.  Of specific relevance to this study is Robinson and Moulton’s identification of four general ethical principles for higher education that are not based on truth:  fairness, maximizing benefits, universalization, and treating others as ends in themselves and not merely as means to an end (pp 5-29). 
Methodology

I started the identification of participants for this study with two colleagues with solid reputations as ethical leaders.  I asked each of them to identify other ethical leaders.  After letters of informed consent were signed, interviews were conducted in the offices of the participants and were recorded. Interviews averaged slightly less than an hour, ranging from 45 minutes to almost an hour and a half.  At the time of the interview I explained I was looking for specific examples and their thoughts about the issues involved.  I told the participants that they could identify any specific information that they would like to review before I would make use of it.  I subsequently sent copies of the transcripts to the participants asking them to make corrections where they thought they may have been misquoted and giving them the opportunity to add statements where their comments fail to fully reflect their view on a specific issue. I also indicated that individuals and institutions would not be identified and gave the participants another opportunity to identify material that should not be used.  

The story from Heifetz of the cancer patient and his physician was shared with each of the participants and they were asked to identify and describe specific situations where they had also been required to manage information.  Follow-up questions were generally limited to requests for more details, additional examples, and their perceptions of the issues involved.  The possibility of an additional interview once the results of the first round of interviews had been analyzed was discussed.  Transcripts of the interviews were coded based on (1) references to the interview and interview process, (2) comments concerning truth and the value of and need for truthfulness, (3) situations where information had been managed, and (4) the rationale for managing the information.  A fifth category relating to the management of information that did not involve buffering the truth but rather providing new or additional information was added after analysis was underway.  Nvivo, software that among other things, facilitating adding codes and identifying themes in the transcripts of interviews and can be used for qualitative data analysis, was used to examine themes and was especially useful in relating different rationales for managing information to different situations where information was managed.

To help protect the confidentiality of the participants, gender neutral pseudonyms were assigned to the six participates:  Avery, Bailey, Casey, Devon, Emerson, and Finley.  
General Comments by Participants on Ethics and Truth
Given that all of the participants in this study had been identified as ethical leaders of higher education, and that four were leaders in church associated private institutions, it was not surprising that their discussions of managing information included numerous references to “truth” and “ethical behavior.”  All seemed to recognize, however, that situations could be ambiguous and that even deciding on what constitutes ethical action and truth is not easy.  For some of the participants there was a clear conceptual difference between ethical actions and the truth while for others this is not always clear. 

Devon prefaced his comments with the statement, “Now there are ethical issues to deal with all the time that require managing information.” Avery argued that there are times when, “you just have to tell the truth.  There are some things that just have to be said at certain times” and while he might make others angry he would have trouble living with himself “if I felt that I could have said something people needed to hear but I didn’t do it.”  “There are times when you just say what has to be said.” 
Even as Avery argued that “truth has transcendence” he recognized that different people conceived of truth in different ways and that the “truth” in a specific situation could be different from what people thought. “Being truthful is not just being true to yourself . . . [while this] is necessary it is not sufficient.  You have to realize that we don’t have the whole story and we can even distort it when we are being honest to ourselves.”  Avery referred to the need for discipline to see the larger context.  Since there is a lot to learn about situations, “a part of truthfulness is listening.”  Bailey appeared to be headed towards a less ambiguous view of the need for truth when he stated, “Our Lord said, the truth will make you free.  So there is no reason to be afraid of the truth.   I think, as a general principle, a leader has an obligation to adhere to the truth and to speak the truth.”  However within minutes of making this statement, Bailey was referring to “overriding, greatly overriding, circumstances” that would allow the speaker to “not speak the whole truth or not to speak the whole truth at any particular time.”  According to Bailey “You can always give an answer that is truthful, although it may not be the entire truth.”

Casey addressed the issue of ethical actions, and specifically decision making, by insisting on the need for the addition of judgment and compassion as a template for categories.  “Ethical decisions-making is not categorical decision-making in all cases.   You have to put the template of judgment and compassion over the categories and then ask how that affects the categories.”  The need to revisit decisions was presented as an indicator the decisions are not clear by Devon who then suggested that decisions need to consider goals and that the choices about what is considered and then communicated “is managing information.”

For Bailey, there were “a number of reasons for managing information.”  He noted that respecting confidentially sometimes required managing information.  He referred to the need to “make judgments about what people can handle at any one time. . . . You make judgments about whether people are ready to hear something, whether they can deal with it, even hear what you are telling them."
Two of the leaders in this study explicitly argued that public trust and the rights of the public to information were important issues for them and criteria for their decisions.  Emerson prefaced his comments on the management of information by saying “Maintaining the public trust is very, very important to me” and “I must never mislead anybody.”  Casey stated that “If we can’t defend what we’re doing then we shouldn’t be doing it.” Both Emerson and Casey, however, were quick to provide context for their statements.  Emerson stated that “public interest is not defined as curiosity, but that which the public has a right to know” and that “getting too specific at times may end up not being in the best interest.” For Emerson the public has a right to know if employees have abused the public trust, but where there is no issue of funds “or anything like that,” disclosure can end up unfairly destroying people.  He noted that on the basis of incomplete information, people are prone “to attribute motive” and “crucify other people.”  Casey was explicit that “It is not a reliable ethical principal to be committed to full disclosure in all circumstances” and that in some circumstances “it’s not the most ethical thing to do.”  

The complexity of these issues for the participants was illustrated by Emerson’s comments that sometimes even when we know we are violating our ethical codes, it may be necessary to do so, since “we don’t live in an absolute world.”  He applied this to information management by noting that leaders are forced to constantly calculate risk when they make decisions on information to be shared.

In their volunteered comments on truth and truthfulness, the higher education leaders in this study identified some practical reasons for being fully truthful and some costs of being perceived as less than truthful.  For Bailey the critical issue was that eventually “the truth always comes out” and that “in the long run it is its own vindication.”  He further argued that the leader of an institution has a responsibility “to let the public see that this is a place that is valued and can be trusted because the people can be trusted.”   Given that a leader has only short-term responsibility for an institution, he or she has to be cautious that his or her actions do not harm the long-term “good” of the institution. 

Three of the participants suggested that a reputation for truthfulness made it possible to manage information when this was necessary.  Casey identified this as “wiggle room, ” but added that the creation of wiggle room “shouldn’t be the primary motivation for wanting to be trusted.”  He emphatically rejected the need to “manufacture trust building exercises for an organization” since this is counter to running an organization openly and honestly. Emerson reported on a situation where he declined to provide information that was requested but rather asked the board of the institution to “trust me on this one.”  He reported that even though they may have been somewhat reluctant to do so,  “they chose to do that and it was in part because I think I had earned their trust before.”  Devon introduced another dimension of the role of being recognized as truthful in the management of information when he claimed that “if you have a good trust factor in your staff and the people who are in decision making, they really will clear their heads and think about an alternative.”  For him the trust factor was essential if the leader is going to succeed in getting a group to assist in addressing a problem. 

In addition to the possible long-term costs to an organization of managing information by being less the fully truthful, Bailey argued that “you not only hurt yourself, but in the long-run you hurt the person you are trying to protect because you undermine his or her confidence in yourself… If you speak falsehood, you undermine [confidence].  It’s wholly counterproductive.  You not only have betrayed yourself and the truth, but you also in the long-run have undermined that person's belief in you.”

The Refusal to Answer and the Management of Information

Four of the participants either directly or indirectly discussed the situation where the leader has been asked a question and is not prepared to provide an answer.  Two of the participants indicated that they would respond by indicating they had the information but were not at liberty to share the information.  One of these participants indicated he would respond to the question by saying that is “not a question I am free to talk about.”  A third participant, Bailey, suggested that he might try to avoid answering the question and in some cases might simply report that he does not remember if the person “has no right to ask that question.”  The fourth participant, Emerson, recounted a situation where no response clearly communicated a message.  A former employer of a job applicant had been contacted about providing a reference.  "The question has been asked 'Is there anything in that person’s behavior that would cause you not to rehire that person, if that person wanted to come back?'  And so when you end up saying ‘I have no comment on that.’ that tells everything that somebody wants, or needs to know.”  For these latter two participants, even the explicit refusal to answer a question can raise ethical issues related to the management of information.       

Situations Where Information Was Managed and Rationales 
The higher education situations discussed by the participants in this study involved personnel, students, budgets, or some combination of these situations.  The other parties involved in the communications were employees or former employees, governing boards, students or prospective students, the community-public-press, representatives of other schools, or a combination.  The discussions about these situations suggested that decisions in most cases involved a consideration of more than one issue.  The most often cited rationale for managing information involved (1) the interests of the individual involved and (2) the interests of the institutions.  Other issues centered on the potential impact of unmanaged information for (3) causing conflict or (4) miscommunication; concerns about the other party (5) misusing the information, (6) not having a right to the information, or (7) not being trustworthy.   Concerns about the content of the information included (8) questions about its accuracy; (9) a belief that theleader did not “own” the information; and (10) the assumption that the information was confidential.  Issues that did not fit the grouping above included (11) requirements of the law and litigation and (12) the special mission of the organization.  These rationales are discussed below.  

Personnel  
Five of the six participants reported managing information in situations involving personnel, with specific situations involving charges of misbehavior against an employee, salaries, reference checks, and conflict over promotion of a faculty member.

Casey reported on a situation where an employee has been accused of misconduct involving sexual behavior.  The actions of the individual were clear but the intent of the individual was not clear.  The decision to manage information by Casey was not going public, involved a consideration on whether the action of the individual was “exploitative,” concern that the information he possessed might not be complete, concern that others might misuse the incomplete information in ways that would not be fair and that this misuse of information would have negative consequences for the organization and as well as devastating consequences for the individual.  The complexity of the situation is illustrated by his observation that if he went public, his reputation as a leader would probably be enhanced since he “had managed it well” but that “the right thing to do is to just be quiet and take the hits.”  

Emerson made a distinction between misconduct of employees involving “abuse of the public trust” and work errors of employees, especially errors resulting from the personal difficulties of an employee.  He was emphatic that “the public does have a right to know if any employee has abused the public trust,” and that he was personally troubled by agreements that are reached between employers and employees that prevent the public from knowing.  Questioning the right of the public to know about those things that affect an individual’s personal life, he concluded that control over the release of this information should rest with the individual involved.  In a specific situation where he had been asked to provide information about an employee, he withheld it because in his “judgment there was a reasonable hope that a person who had been accused of something . . . was not guilty.”  He also made reference to the misuse of information with consequences for the individual involved, since “Even though a person is later found to be completely innocent, that person ends up being tainted just by virtue of being accused.”   Discussing a hypothetical situation, he asked about an appropriate response by the governing board of an organization to serious, unethical behavior by the leader of the organization.  The governing board has concluded they can no longer support the leader.  Going public would be damaging to the leader, but because of his “position it may also be very damaging to the institution . . . because what we end up doing reflects upon the institution of which we are a part.”   The other option is to let the leader “exit somewhat gracefully, put whatever spin he wants on it . . . and then go.”  The latter option is “very acceptable . . . because I don’t think it serves the institution’s interest to have that kind of public exposure.”  “I do think that people have to be very careful about how they deal with things so that they don’t end up damaging, tainting, and in anyway soiling the image of the institution by what happens to a single person.”   Before concluding this particular discussion, Emerson added, “we need to recognize that people are flawed, and sometimes they do have clay feet.”

The management of information about salaries was justified by concerns about who owns this information and the impact of this information on both the individuals involved and the larger community.  Finley indicated that while he had no trouble sharing his or others' salaries, “I am not going to do it unless people give me the authority to do it.”  If the established rules make this information confidential, Finley suggested “you are not permitted to go contrary to that because you may be accomplishing some goal that is important to you or the organization.”  He did, however, suggest that he can envision conditions under which someone could disclose this type of information with permission.

Situations involving both the response to and the conduct of reference checks were identified as situations that involved the management of information.  The potential that information provided in response to a request for a recommendation would get back to the person involved, and that this could result in being sued, could cause the person being questioned to respond “I’m not going to say anything that can cause that to happen.”  While legal, and often done, Emerson suggested it can also be unethical.  An alternative approach that uses the concept of managing information in a different way is to “damn with faint praise.”  You end up damming somebody by what you don’t say as much as by what you do say.  

 
Emerson noted, however, that sometimes there is a poor fit between a person and an organization and that you could miss the opportunity to hire a really excellent person who may be right for your institution.  He told the story of doing a reference check on an applicant where there was a “cloud.”  While believing this might be a really good applicant, he needed to know what the cloud was.  Emerson reported that he was able to ask the questions of the former employer in such a way that he was willing to divulge information.   Based on the information provided, most likely in violation of confidence, Emerson’s institution offered the individual a position, the applicant accepted, and was very successful.  “There are times when there is ever indication that by saying something you may help somebody. . . . You can never be sure how information is interpreted and treated and dealt with, once you have shared it.  But, you need to take chances if there is really a reasonably good chance of helping somebody by doing that.” 

Avery used the case of a faculty member who had been denied a promotion to illustrate the dilemma leaders can face.  Avery had told the faculty member that “anything I could have told the department about the situation would have been better than what they were thinking.”  The faculty member objected and Avery respected his confidentiality.  A factor in this situation was that department chair had been asked to maintain confidentiality and “obviously hadn’t done so.”  When the department chair was replaced, Avery felt sufficient trust to disclose the information to the new chair.  “I think this helped the situation, so in that case earlier disclosure would have been better but we couldn’t do it.”   Avery reported that he has had to manage information most often in situations involving personnel.  He summarizes the factors that go into decisions about managing information:  “You have to respect confidentially" and make judgment about "how they will use it.”

Areas Where Participants Reported Managing Information 
Students  
Four of the six participants reported managing information in situations involving students.  Among the situations they described were (a) what to tell prospective students, (b) what to tell a student who had been rejected for admissions,  (c) what and when to tell a student who had been accused of an honor code violation, (d) how to respond to a request for specific information about a student, and (e) in two cases what to tell the public about students accused of misconduct.  

Finley raised the issue of tension between the “the best interests of the school as opposed to the best interest of the student” in discussing the dilemma he faces about telling prospective students about the costs of his program compared to their potential earning after completing the program.    He described a situation where students have to maximize their borrowing in order to attend the school and where “any rational person would say that they are going to have a very, very difficult time paying those loans off” since it takes up to half of the starting salary of a graduate of the program to service their student loans.  He noted a conflict between the ethical obligation to inform students of this and serving as a “gatekeeper” to keep out students who “have a burning desire and lots of motivation.”  The gatekeeper function is further complicated by recognition that this could have the greatest impact on students who are “statistically not qualified based on . . . admission tests and . . . GPAs.”  While for Finley admission of the least qualified applicants amounts to “essentially defrauding them” he recognizes there is a huge “gray” area where the failure to admit students or even to discourage students from attending runs counter to the mission of the institution to give people an opportunity for a degree who might otherwise not be given the opportunity.      

Finley suggested that letting prospective students know their applications were rejected involves the management of information.  Rejected students receive a standard “form” letter reporting the number of students who applied and concluding that the program is limited and that the applicant could not be accommodated.   If anyone either calls, visits, or otherwise asks for the reasons they are given an explanation.  While they are given an “honest” explanation, often with reference to the importance of test scores and GPAs, care is given to provide the information without “slamming” the student.

When a student in Finley’s program is being investigated for a possible violation of the honor code, the rules require that the student be notified as soon as the investigation begins.  Finley recounted the situation he faced when the information about the possible violation occurred at the beginning of the examination period.  The information about the possible violation was “second-hand.”  He indicated that “We made the decision to wait until after the finals were over to notify the student and not burden that student with something else during that period.”   When the student was told, he was “very annoyed” that the rules had not been followed.  Finley said I told him “I understand that you have a right to have that done but we made a decided judgment and I stand by the judgment.”  The result of the investigation was that a violation had not occurred. 

If a student requests that information about whether the student is enrolled in a program be kept confidential, the school is not even supposed to acknowledge that the student is there.  When the school receives a call from someone saying that the student’s mother has just passed away and the phone number of the student is needed in order to contact the student, the law prohibits providing this information.  While acknowledging that the information would not be given out “freely,” Finley suggested that the interests of the student required that the school find a way to be responsive.

Emerson described a decision to manage information concerning a student who had been caught using one of the school’s computers to “hack” into the computers of two local businesses.  Both the business owners and the local prosecutor wanted the school to support prosecuting the student.  The student was a minor at the time of the incident with a great future ahead of him.  The school refused to support the prosecution because it “was not in the institution’s interest.” Emerson described the institution’s interest in terms of the individual’s best interest:

You don’t want to destroy people over a single mistake they made or issues that can be resolved by giving them another chance.  You don’t want to hurt them unnecessarily.  We are in the business of helping people, educating people, making their lives better.  Not the business of trying to either crucify them, or punish them so their lives are forever changed.      

The institution made no effort to conceal that the incident had occurred, but did try to protect the student.  Emerson also suggested that his actions were not inconsistent with the public’s interest since it was not “in the public interest to destroy a person’s life [even if] something was totally unacceptable.”  According to Emerson, what was in the public interest was to seek reparation for the damages that were done to the businesses’ computers.  The institution had to hire somebody to come in and do some work on these computers.  Getting reimbursed by the student for these expenses “maintained the public interest, . . . was the ethical thing to do, . . . it was also, in our judgment, the legal, right thing to do.” 

Casey suggested the legal system is “increasingly” impacting the management of information involving students.  He gave the example of the student from his institution who has been charged with serious sexual misconduct while involved in an intern program.  Both the press and others from the institution were asking questions.  The decision to reply to these inquires with “we really can’t talk about this,” was based on the belief that all the information was not available, “humane reasons,” and that it was already in the legal arena and that “makes it hard for us.  It just changes everything.” 

Budgets  
Five of the six participants reported managing information in situations involving budgets.  While faculty and staff of their institutions were most often the other parties involved in these communications; students, potential students, and the public sometimes were also involved. For two of the leaders of higher education in this study, management of information concerning budgets meant providing either information that had not been previously provided or providing it to individuals who had not been included before. Specific situations where these participants reported managing information concerning budgets included university wide financial crises and budget reductions, preparation for future financial crises, a special case where funding might appear to benefit the leader, and budgets for travel within a unit.
As the leader of the institution, Bailey was emphatic that he had a responsibility “to be upbeat . . . for moving the operations forward.”  Arguing the importance of self-fulfilling prophecy, he suggested that a “moral leader” provides vision and communicates it and that communicating confidence about the future can become self-fulfilling.  When faced with bad news about budgets, his response was: 

You don’t have to tell all the bad news and you don’t have to tell all the bad news all the time and you are not lying if you don’t tell all the bad news all the time.  You can say we’re not going to fulfill our budget expectations this year.  That we are going to fall short of our budget and then say we don’t know how far short it is going to be. 

Avery argued equally strongly for providing full information about budget problems to both faculty and students.  When forced to take funding from units in his organization, he was careful to also try to identify other sources of funding that may have been overlooked.  He indicated that there had been resistance to the approach of providing full information, but that

People are beginning to accept and understand the situation and adjust to it. . . . There is always a tendency not to want to give bad news and not to face the conflict it may give rise to.  On the whole I think it has worked out well and I think it has been very positive.

 Devon noted that information about budgets can result in  panic setting in very quickly, especially as individuals who are most vulnerable or directors of programs that may be at risk learn of budget crises.  He indicated that a special danger to the unity of the organization arose from leaders with good intentions fighting for their program, or even eliciting “students to fight the battles for them.”  He noted that special care was needed so “that departments don’t turn on departments. . . . and you have the place dismantled.” Despite the reservations, Devon, advocated providing full information and the involvement of all parties in making required budget cuts.     For Devon, managing information about budgets meant providing additional information and getting additional people involved.  He indicated he saw a need for leadership in setting up a process that allowed people to work together for the good of the entire organization.  He recognized the need for a “trust factor among staff and people who are in decision making roles if people are to clear their heads and think about alternatives.”   Providing governing boards with full information on the impact, without overstating the case, of budget cuts was also viewed as “managing information.”

While Emerson argued that generally the public and employees have a right to know how things are being handled, he suggested that there were some budget issues where employees and the public do not necessary have the right to know “all” the details.  He gave as an example setting up a reserve fund to deal with unforeseen circumstance when faced with a very unpredictable future. According to Emerson, the expected reaction to setting up this type of fund would be “We have heard the news of imminent disaster years and years along the way and nothing like this ever happens and for you to horde that money, and who knows to what you may put it, is really unreasonable, and we want that money released for new faculty positions, for a new security officer, for the expenditure of new technology, etc.”  Based on his understanding of the political climate of the institution, he concluded that it was not in the best interest of the institution for everyone to know the magnitude of the fund.  “So, I may very well say we have set aside a certain number of dollars so that we protect ourselves against future faculty layoffs or staff layoffs, and so on.”  If asked for the amount set-aside in the fund, he indicated he might say “Well, you know, the amount isn’t really very important.” He concluded that “Getting too specific at times may end up not being in the institution’s best interest, even though somebody may have an avid curiosity about what that amount is.” 

Emerson identified the situation where the benefits of an expenditure might be perceived as benefiting him personally as a situation where everyone has a right to full and complete information.  He argued that both employees and the public should be informed of exactly how much would be spent to refurnish his office. “This is not subject to debate in my opinion.”

The extent to which even very subtle differences in situation can lead to differences in the way a leader chooses to manage information was illustrated by Avery’s response to concerns raised by the faculty in one unit about possible inequities in the travel funds they received for professional development.   Based on the travel requests for a year, Avery had a report produced that documented how much each sub-unit and each individual had received.  This information was released to the entire faculty of the unit and “we had a very good discussion.” The faculty considered several alternatives including basing allocations on average use in the past or equal amounts per individual.  “Having . . . the statistics was very helpful.  And so we decided that the current policy is probably the best.”  At this point someone raised the question on how travel funds for the unit compared with other units in the institution.  He wanted to know if the unit was “getting short-changed.”   After getting these statistics, Avery had a new report prepared that compared this unit with other units.  It turned out that the unit received far less per capita than the other units.  Avery described a history of “very hard feelings” based on the belief that the unit was getting short-changed in many areas.  Avery acknowledged that this remained true despite efforts to improve the situation.  After having the report prepared, Avery decided not to share it with the unit.  “I didn't think it was helpful to have people running around waiving these pieces of paper.  I just didn’t' think it would be productive.”  Instead of sharing the report he told them orally that other units were getting substantially more than they were and reported on what he was doing to redress that.  He also told them that changes were unlikely to happen right away.  He also reported to them that even though per capita funding for travelers was much less in the unit, individuals within the unit who actually traveled in many cases got as much as travelers in other units. Avery reported that the faculty was satisfied and that in his opinion not releasing the report “was probably the right decision.”

Significant Findings 

Managing Information and Ethics in Higher Education

The literature on ethics in higher education, especially Weingartner (1999), makes numerous references to administration in higher education being mission driven and a calling, a view found in the comments of all of the participants.  Comments of the participants were generally consistent with the literature in that their reported behavior reflected the kindness, respect, and compassion included in the definition of ethical leadership by the Institute for Ethical Leadership (n.d.).  Participants in this study functioned as caring and principled individuals while also being explicitly concerned with serving as role models and expecting ethical behavior in their organizations in ways consistent with Brown and Tervino’s (2006) definition of ethical leadership. 
All six of the higher education leaders in this study emphasized the importance of having a moral and ethical framework when faced with decisions about the management of information.  Bailey identified “a sense of one’s own ethical integrity” as the critical issue.  Casey included “openness” and “compassion” as dimensions of his ethical framework for making these decisions.  Emerson included “flexibility” as part of consideration of ethics.

There was a clear call for emphasis on reinforcing values and value clarification.  Casey noted that “the sense of truth . . . needs constant reinforcing because there is so much that tends to tear it down.”  Finley talked about the value of discussing these issues with “people who act in good faith and who are trying to do the right thing.”  He suggested that “most people are . . . interested in trying to do the best job possible and the best ethical job.  There are relatively few who deliberately want to be immoral or unethical.”    

Having suggested the need for “ethics” as a beginning point for decisions about managing information, several of the participants also suggested that there was a need to recognize the complexity of situations and the limits of absolutes.  Many of the arguments of the participants shared some of the assumptions of Bok (1989, 1999).  The way the participants used the phrase “managing information” suggested that in many situations this was the same as Bok’s definition of lying since they were statements that were intentionally deceptive.  Both the participants and Bok shared a preference for the truth and were cautious about justifying anything less than the truth.  Both the participants and Bok recognized that decisions to manage information are difficult but that there exists criteria that can be used for determining when it is justified.  For these participants, ethics was more about compassion and relationships than about absolutes and universals.  Their explanations for their decisions often reflected the feminist ethics concept of care.  As noted by Casey there is a need to reject the idea that there is “only one ethical” way to respond to most situations.  “I think it’s on a continuum of unethical and ethical and it’s sort of like that statistical principle ‘assitossity,’ you know, always approaching, never reaching, but getting close.”

According to Emerson administrators cannot survive it they are “completely absolute,” and “totally uncompromising,” and “don't take into account the situation.”  He was quick to add that this “doesn't mean you end up ignoring the core of your values, the core of your beliefs, the core of your ethical standards.”   Emerson suggested things must be placed into context.  Avery referred to truth in a specific situation can be different from what people thought was the truth.  Casey made a similar point as he suggested “the need to take your framework and look at every situation” while he recognized that “every situation is different and they’re all filled with complexities.”  In these situations, participants appeared to be justifying their decisions to manage information on the premise not that truth was relative but that they recognized they had only a part of a larger picture, a perspectival view. 

Casey argued that integrity is good business.  Casey associated an “absolute” integrity with increased effectiveness. In situations” where the management of information is necessary, he claimed that a history of absolute honesty allow a leader to be “less honest when pressed.”  

Finley suggested that when individuals are faced with situations where they will have to manage information, they can expect to make mistakes.  

I just make the best decisions I can.  And I do try to apply common sense to them and if I am wrong I don't lose a lot of sleep about it.  And if I have wronged someone I try to make amends as best as I can. . . . If the individuals who are responsible are going to do the job right, they must be prepared to make decisions in ambiguous situations.  And then live by those decisions and if they are wrong, admit it and then try to rectify it.  

Bailey suggested leaders should “expect to be misunderstood.”  He added that not being believed goes with the territory of responsibility.  “If you expect not to be believed then you won't be disappointed.” He further suggested that there will be times when the leader will be accused or suspected of "violating trust” regardless of what they do.  

Managing Information and Specific Ethical Areas

The literature on ethics in higher education identified more than ten specific areas where educators face ethical issues.  These include: teaching, research, supervision of people, internal governance, extramural conduct, fund raising, academic quality, benefits for the public at large, benefits for the individuals working at the institutions, and relationships among administrators, employees, staff, and students.  Within the three broad topics discussed by the participants, personnel, students and budgets, reference was made to all of the areas identified in the literature.   
Managing Information and Adaptive Leadership

For Heifetz (1994) adaptive leadership sometimes requires the leader to manage information in order to give the individuals involved in a complex situation the opportunity to solve their own problems (p. 84).  He used the story of the cancer patient and the physician to illustrate this point.  I consciously avoided providing this or any other explanation of the story of the patient and his physician.  My request to the participants was to identify similar situations in higher education where they have managed information and to discuss these situations.  I avoided follow-up questions or probes that would suggest I was especially interested in situations where the information was managed to give participants opportunities to solve their own problems.  While numerous situations were identified, and thoughtful rationales were provided for the management of the information in these situations, only a few situations appear to be examples of adaptive leadership.   

Devon suggested that managing information was “a way of dealing with it so people can take it in increments, that they can digest it, that they can fully understand what it means, the implications and then where do they fit in the solution or the challenge.”    His example of  managing information concerning budgets to get all parties involved in the solutions, with special attention to getting the participants to work together appears to be a clear example of adaptive leadership even though Devon was providing additional information instead of “buffering” information.  When Avery provided full information to his faculty on budgets he also appeared to be doing this in order to allow their participation in the solution, even though this was not made explicit.  Situations where information was “buffered” in order to give participants in a situation the opportunity to solve their own problems include Finley’s delay in providing information to a student accused of an honor code violation until after the student had finished his exams and Emerson’s refusal to join the criminal prosecution of the student who had used the computer system of his institution to break into the computers of two businesses.  In the case of the honor code violation, it seems, the adaptive leadership involved providing an opportunity for the student to stay in school as opposed to possibly failing as a result of stress-induced poor performance on the exam.  In the case of the computer hacker, the adaptive leadership allowed the student to have a future that might have been denied if the student had been convicted of a crime.  In neither of these cases, however, does it appear that the management of information directly provided the individuals with a greater role in addressing the specific problems of honor code violations or computer miss-use.

Conclusion


The six higher education leaders who participated in this study identified and discussed numerous situations where they had “managed information.” In discussing their decisions to manage information, the participants commented extensively on their views about truth and ethics and their relationship to the management of information.   The situations they described involved personnel, students, and budgets. The participants provided more than a dozen thoughtful rationales for decisions to manage information.  Of the rationales presented, the two most common were the interests of the individual and the interests of the institution.  Two or more rationales were given for many of the situations. For these participants ethical behavior was not the same as telling the whole truth.  Doing the "right thing" required managing information in ways that often resulted in telling less than the whole truth. Only two participants described managing information as part of what Heifetz defined as adaptive leadership, where the leader has managed the information in order to give the party involved the opportunity to be involved in addressing their own problems. It is likely that these leaders demonstrated other characteristics of adaptive leadership as defined by Heifetz, but an exploration of this was beyond the scope of this study. Brown and Trevino (2006) stated “The emerging research suggests that ethical leaders are characterized as honest, caring, and principled individuals who make fair and balanced decisions,” a description that applies to the participants in this study.  Their stories clearly show that these leaders did not believe managing information was inconsistent with ethical leadership. 
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