
 1

                 
 

Conference on 
“Trends in the Management of Human Resources in Higher Education” 

25 - 26 August 2005 at the OECD Headquarters, Paris  

Managing ethical issues: 
University ethics and human resources 

 
by 

 
Göran Bexell 

Lund University, Sweden 

Introduction 

In today´s world ethical questions are more important than ever. When diversity is growing 
within our states, within Europe and the world, and within universities, we have to share and express 
some common moral values and norms to be able to live together. When global questions do not 
follow the borders of less and less sovereign states, we have to develop with global values and 
globally shared behaviour for the sake of mankind. 

Our universities belong to a worldwide academic community with a very important role in 
shaping a new global ethics, or, if you prefer, globally shared values. Examples of such global values 
are human rights and the dignity of the individual and the welfare of the community, respect for facts. 
My first point is that there is something we can label university ethics. 

First a short comment on university ethics. 

What is a university? Do not worry, I will not try to give an answer to that question today, but I 
will emphasise the importance of keeping that question alive as a background to university ethics. 

The values of a university are closely connected with the core activities of a comprehensive 
university of today. 
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If we start with the core activities, that is research and higher education; these activities 
presuppose and demand some specific values, norms and virtues. For example respect for arguments, 
facts, analysis, for individuals and their searching for knowledge, for freedom of thought, publication, 
choice of research and its methods. We have to defend the right of the individual to develop new 
knowledge, to look for new perspectives, to seek scientific truth. What you are saying in universities 
in Paris must be able to check and understand in universities in Beijing, Stellenbosch and Amman. 

Universities are perhaps the most international institutions we have. No matter what culture, 
religion, age or ethnicity – we have to understand each other, to discuss and analyze. The research and 
the education, the search for facts and perspectives and understanding are in the centre, independent of 
the person. We have increasing student mobility and our students are ambassadors for a global 
university ethics. 

In that respect, universities all around the world have an important role in today´s society. I 
would like to say that the values of a university very much converge with these values of a global 
society: 

Peace; no education and real research without peace. 

Freedom; freedom to think, to publish, to come to results that perhaps are not so popular at 
the moment in politics, religion, industry or media. 

Democracy; respect for the individual person and her integrity and opinions. 

Prosperity; education and research and innovations contribute to the economic and industrial 
development, to social welfare. 

Global development, security. As I said, today´s student mobility, exchanges between 
researchers, joint programmes – such things contribute to connect different parts of our 
globe. 

Then we have special values for a university, depending on special questions and conditions. I 
will mention only two, making a distinction between academic freedom and academic integrity: 

Academic freedom: 

We should be a free area, a free zone in society. As I just mentioned: freedom from bonds to any 
kind of thought, any ideology or religion, freedom for speech, freedom of thought, research, 
publication, critical thinking. 

But, of course, this is not quite true: we are not free in an abstract way; we are dependent on 
politics and economy, on ethical restrictions, on individuals and their creativity. 

Academic integrity: 

But we should promote our integrity, for ex free research, publication, critical thinking. No one 
should decide on the results of research. Without this integrity we loose our identity. 

Let me give a short example of how to construct a new university ethics document, from my own 
Lund University. The starting-point is that our university – like others – belongs to a worldwide and 
European value-community with one of its manifestations in UN declarations of human rights. On a 
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European level we have Magna Charta Universitatum, from Bologna 1988, where freedom in 
education and research is a fundamental principle. This Charta says: Universities have to be morally 
and intellectually independent of all political, ideological and economic powers. 

Next level: We have to follow the laws: for ex equal values of all men and women, 
individual´ s freedom and dignity, non-discrimination, human rights … and so on 

Next level: We have to follow all regulations on our higher education in Sweden, with many 
similar and same values such as equality men-women, promoting understanding of other 
cultures, non-discrimination. 

Next level: is our own Strategic plan, decided by the Board of the university, with many of 
our fundamental values. One example of a formulation, and I quote: 

“The University builds on and communicates democratic values. The integrity of the 
individual is upheld. Employees and students have influence over their work and their 
studies, sharing responsibility for the development of the University. 

The University’s work is based on gender equality and an aspiration for ethnic and social 
diversity. The equal value of all people is recognized, and the University combats racism and 
xenophobia. We have no tolerance of discrimination.” End quotation. 

Conclusion: there is a convergence towards some basic values for the global society and for many 
universities, for example human dignity, peace, tolerance, non-discrimination, international 
cooperation. And for universities: academic freedom and integrity. 

An ethics of Human resources 

My second point is the following: 

Within this context of a university ethics we have to develop an ethics of human resources within 
higher education, for the possibility of managing ethical issues. 

When we come back on Monday we face all the trivialities, all problems, all meetings with 
students, deans, teachers, administrators…. and then all these ethical values on their high rhetorical 
level are forgotten or too abstract to be applicable to trivialities. But, the point is: just in all the 
trivialities the great dimensions of ethics are revealed, and have to be applied. In our daily work, in all 
professional and private relationships, in the management of all human resources, ethics has to be 
applied. 

Do we need a specific ethics or code of ethics for the managing of human resources in higher 
education and research? As we all know there are many codes of ethics today for different groups in 
society, for different professions, for ex for doctors, layers and researchers. 

Some universities have such code of ethics for human resources, and there are some professional 
organisations having code of ethics for professional managing of human resources. My view is that we 
need to have such codes for our institutions for Higher Education. This code for the managing of 
human resources and for employees has to be elaborated in the context of a broader university ethics. 
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There are often no specific ethical values or norms in such codes. It is all about to be honest, fair, 
to tell the truth, to take care: to do your best, to cooperate, to develop your skills, that is common 
human values, but they have to be applied in our institutions for Higher Education. 

So, the content of such an ethics of human resources is first those values and norms and virtues 
which are rather common human values. We have to point out some common norms, values and 
virtues, which are common for many jobs and human behaviour. 

And we have to make applications of specific university values such as academic freedom and 
integrity, which I mentioned. 

But there are specific situations and dilemmas for each profession. One of the main tasks for the 
ethical analysis is to identify these ethical dilemmas or value conflicts. It is important to specify 
exactly the ethical problem and take away all other problems, for ex questions of facts, which are not 
ethical questions but important components within the ethical analysis. 

Let me discuss shortly some of these situations and dilemmas, concentrating on loyalty-conflicts. 

Loyalty - conflicts 

The individual can experience a loyalty-conflict between the ethical standards of the institution 
for higher education and personal views and convictions. We have conflicts between on the one hand 
society´s ambitions for Higher Education, the policy of the institution, department or university, and 
on the other hand my own personal view and convictions. 

My view is that we have to demand a loyalty from our employees, at least at professional work in 
our institutions. Our employees have to respect, to represent and to realize the ethical codes of their 
university, and the individuals working with the managing of human resources have to follow their 
codes and so on. 

It is not a very good situation if we have a teacher or an administrator who acts against the norms 
of academic freedom and integrity. My view is that this is an impossible situation and you cannot 
accept that. But: the task is to create a good and vital moral climate, not have moral policemen and 
moral investigations. 

Another example: There is a teacher who is member of a society promoting the memory of an old 
king with many wars, and this society is well-known for it´ s old nazi-traditions. The students are very 
critical and they ask me: can your really accept this within our university? 

Well, I cannot accept it, if the teacher is promoting Nazi-values in his or her lectures and 
seminars. But this membership is a private thing. At the same time he is a teacher at our university, 
which is strongly against all values connected with such values. 

The best method, I believe, is to take up all arguments into daylight, to open discussion, and ask 
the teacher to defend his view. If he denies, you have a difficult situation: we have within our state 
legislation freedom of speech and opinion as far as you don’t infringe the laws concerning non-
discrimination. But as a Vice-Chancellor I demand that our employees will be loyal to our 
fundamental values. I can come to a situation when I am obliged to say that this person has to leave 
our university. 



 5

Another example: A staff member is very critical against all kinds of affirmative action as means 
to promote greater social and ethnical pluralism among the students or employees. However, the vice 
chancellor has decided to elaborate a proposal that a specific form of admission shall be guaranteed for 
skilled students without academic traditions and support. As administrator you have the task to 
elaborate a proposal and to talk with colleagues, but your inner conviction is that you are against all 
kinds of affirmative action. 

Of course, you can give a proposal, but perhaps you have not done your best to give the proposal 
the best form. This is not in accordance with the view that you should be loyal with the institution and 
do your best with your professional skills. 

But this is an important question and the loyalty conflict can be too great for you as a person. In 
such a situation you have to discuss with your colleagues and the head of the institution and perhaps 
you have to make a choice if you will leave the institution or not. 

This year we are celebrating the 100th anniversary of Dag Hammarskjöld, secretary general of the 
UN. One month ago I participated in a memorial ceremony at his own house, Backåkra, in the south-
eastern part of Sweden. Many books and articles on Hammarskjöld are published. One theme in his 
thinking and work is the role of the administrator and the international civil servant. He has written 
some very interesting articles on this theme and how to handle a situation where you, as a civil 
servant, have to work within an administration of a government with a special policy. I can 
recommend them. 

The last example: today many universities are working with funding problems and fundraising. In 
these activities we have some pitfalls for universities and you have to make the norms quite clear 
within research ethics. The task is to uphold the fundamentals values of academic integrity but this is 
not the same as resisting external funding. The task is making it quite clear that even if we receive 
money form a donator, we have our integrity. Every donator, every politician with some insight knows 
this position, and we are looked upon with respect if we are promoting our integrity. 

Methods for implementing and developing ethics in higher education 

My first point was that there is something we can label a university ethics with some common 
human and some specific values and norms. 

My second point was that ethics for managing human resources in higher education should be 
elaborated and elaborated in the context of university ethics. 

But one thing is the documents, another reality. My third point is that the process of 
implementing, discussions and participating is very important. You have transform values into reality 
and to your organisation. 

How can we implement ethical standards among our employees and students? Well, I believe it is 
a combination of at least three conditions. 

First, you need to have a process of the formulation of your ethical document with participating 
of teachers, students, and all employees, and discussions, and then decision on an ethical document 
with ethical values and norms for your institution and university, decided by the board of the 
university. This document should be well-known and studied among all employees. All questions with 
an ethical dimension have to be related to this document. All types of management of human resources 
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have to be harmonized with this document and you need a transparent procedure for handling with 
conflicts. 

Second, this document cannot contain all situations in life, or deal with all necessary questions. 
There is always a moment of application and a room for common conversations and dialogues, on 
these values and their application in our daily life at our departments. As managers we have to 
promote dialogues on ethical questions and have a great confidence on the procedure and result of the 
dialogue. At the same time, the result of the dialogue has to be in accordance with the fundamental 
values in your ethical document. But on this common ground there is room for different applications 
and a vital moral climate with differences and diversity. 

Third, ethics always has an inner dimension: it is not only a question of decided norms and rules 
and not only external behaviour. It has also, and sometimes this is most important, an inner dimension 
with your own beliefs, attitudes, and convictions. The moral dimension of the individual has this 
personal dimension and no institution can organize or decide over this inner dimension. 

It is also a question of virtues, not only norms and values, but virtues, and virtues are always 
connected with the individual. A virtue is what we can label an acquired moral quality, for example 
courage and mercy. 

So, you cannot manage ethical questions without taking into consideration not only external 
norms but also internal beliefs, not only norms but also virtues, not only rules bit also attitudes. There 
is always need for dialogue and personal development. And even if you are a Vice-Chancellor you 
cannot decide over the inner life of a person and I am very glad for that. 

Finally, I come back to my first perspective on globally shared values and university ethics. 

Looking at the theme common global values many of us has the immediate reaction: There is 
nothing like universal shared values. Of course, we have many value disagreements in our societies 
today, for example concerning the role of women, family, homosexuality; the role of honesty in 
economic affairs, the role of violence and peaceful solutions of conflicts. 

But at the same time we have many good arguments for the view that there really are global 
shared values. Global means at least that these values are international, interreligious and intercultural. 
That means the borders of morality are not the same as the borders of a specific culture, religion or 
nation or even a region. 

The UN-declarations on human rights and many other documents are good examples of an old 
tradition that there are common human intercultural values. 

How can we promote shared values? More knowledge, more analysis and more reflections on 
common experiences and values – that is what we need. 

But we also need to have moral education in theory and practice and common endeavours to 
make the clarification of shared values. You can start with the experiences we have in common, for 
example love. Love is always a unique experience but at the same time we all understand each other 
when talking about love. 

One important method is the necessary dialogue between people from different cultures, religions 
and ethnic groups. We will try to find the common core values despite all disagreements. Once you 
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have a common moral view you have an enormous possibility. The power of people’s moral wishes is 
as strong as or stronger than military power.  

Dealing with universal and common ethics we have to avoid two risks. The first: Cultural 
diversity is richness, but sometimes this richness is used as a hidden argument against shared global 
values. We have to avoid that risk and combine shared values and cultural diversity. 

The second risk is that global ethics is used as a hidden argument against the richness of cultural 
diversity. In this case global ethics is nothing but elevated particularism, that is: your own morality 
will be the morality of the world. This is a real risk for powerful cultures. 

The goal would be to clarify and express common values and on this ground clarify and express 
cultural diversity and moral vitality. Our universities have a very important role to promote 
understanding and mutual respect in today’s world. 


