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Abstract
The aim of this study was to examine the compre-

hensiveness, quality and completeness of honor codes, 
as ethical artifacts, used by 1862 Land-Grant Universi-
ties. This was achieved by taking the codes and compar-
ing them against one another and evaluating whether 
they meet the qualifications set forth by Turner and 
Beemsterboer (2003). Narrative document analysis of 
the honor codes provided on the institution’s webpages 
was the primary methodology for this qualitative explor-
atory study. The findings showed, generally, that uni-
versities did not provide the necessary inclusions which 
qualified an honor code as being effective. No distinct 
pattern emerged in regards to the necessary elements 
laid out by Turner and Beemsterboer (2003), although 
it is important to note that a small portion of the sample 
far exceeded the norms of the majority. An even smaller 
percentage went so far as to distinguish the differences 
in the values stated by the university mission and those 
proposed in the honor code. The results of this study 
prompted many recommendations. The most prominent 
being a call for increased education on honor codes and 
the policies surrounding them.
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Introduction
Most universities claim as their purpose the devel-

opment of ethical and civic minded citizens. One of the 
ways that universities institutionalize this process is 
the development and enforcement of university honor 
codes. It is assumed that the use of honor codes pro-
motes an ethical culture. Nevertheless, despite the 
efforts of academic institutions, academic dishonesty 
continues to rise. Whitley (1998) conducted a meta-anal-
ysis of studies on academic dishonesty and found that 
more than 70% of college students engage in acts of 
academic dishonesty. In a more recent study, Rettinger 
et al. (2004) noted 83% of the students self-reported 
cheating at least once while in college. While this sta-
tistic may be surprising for some, it does show the prev-
alence of academic dishonesty. Harding et al. (2004) 

found academic dishonesty in high school was a good 
predictor of the same behavior in college among engi-
neering students and the dishonesty did not stop there. 
Those same students were also more likely to violate 
workplace policies and make other unethical decisions 
as professionals. Because of this, it is imperative for uni-
versities to make a positive impact on academic honesty 
during the process of college student development.

Previous research indicates that many different 
factors influence academic dishonesty (Turner and 
Beemsterboer, 2003; Yahr et al., 2009). Among these 
factors, the existence of honor codes or codes of 
conduct at an institution, appears to correlate with a 
lower incidence of student reported cheating (Arnold et 
al., 2007; McCabe and Trevina, 2011). Another factor 
influencing academic honesty is the social norms of the 
classroom (Jordan, 2001; Whitley, 1998). If students feel 
their peers are cheating, they are more likely to engage 
in cheating as well. It is possible that the existence of 
an honor code creates a social norm that discourages 
academic dishonesty (Konheim-Kalkstein et al., 2008). 

Honor codes take many forms, from simple state-
ments to extensive documents. At some institutions, stu-
dents are asked to follow these statements but are not 
required to sign an agreement. At other institutions, stu-
dents are required to sign the university code of conduct, 
thus establishing a contract of behavior. The impact of 
honor codes is influenced by how well they are com-
municated and integrated into the university culture, as 
well as the consistency with which they are enforced 
(McCabe and Trevina, 2011; Molnar and Kletke, 2010). 

Conceptual Framework
Ethics and organizational culture are perpetually 

linked. Organizational culture includes “sets of struc-
tures, routines, rules and norms that guide and con-
strain behavior” (Schein, 2004, p. 1). Organizational 
culture influences the way organizations view ethics and 
morality and codes of ethics influence the typology of 
the organization. The first step of understanding organi-
zational culture is to discover the cultural typology, which 
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governs these organizational nuances. When one can 
diagnose cultural typologies, it gives vast insight into the 
everyday workings of that organization. By looking at 
artifacts and espoused believes and values, research-
ers can assess behavior. 

Given the variety and complexity of most universi-
ty’s honor codes, as well as the different organizational 
cultures in which they reside, it is difficult to know all ele-
ments of a sound honor code. Before the recent upsurge 
in honor code creation, Turner and Beemsterboer (2003) 
outlined nine elements of an effective and constitution-
ally valid honor code. The elements include:

1. a statement of values endorsed and upheld by  
the code

2. a list of enumerated violations
3. a list of sanctions for violation of a code premise
4. a description of the governing judiciary group 

responsible for upholding the code
5. a description of the process to be followed should 

a violation be reported
6. a statement of confidentiality of the process and 

outcomes
7. a provision for recording proceedings
8. a provision for a written decision within a specific 

time period
9. a provision for appeal if the outcome is averse to 

the accused (p. 1125)

These nine elements for an effective honor code 
will be the deductive lens for which the researchers will 
analyze honor codes for the 1862 land-grant universities. 

Purpose of the Study
While general studies of academic dishonesty have 

been conducted, no research has compared 1862 Land-
Grant Universities with elements of accepted best prac-
tices in honor code development. This study seeks to 
fill that void. The first step of understanding the impact 
of honor codes on creating and maintaining an ethical 
organizational climate is to examine the artifacts of the 
culture (Schein, 2004). For a university, there is no better 
ethical artifact than the honor code. The purpose of this 
study is to compare honor codes or codes of conduct 
among all 1862 land-grant institutions in the United 
States and to assess their effectiveness in promoting 
an ethical culture within the parameters given by Turner 
and Beemsterboer (2003). 

Methods
For this qualitative exploratory study, the central 

research methodology was narrative document analysis. 
By using public webpages dedicated to the university’s 
honor code as the primary source of information, the 
researchers could access the honor artifact as the 
student or any consumer of public records would. This 
added a layer of organizational authenticity. 

Merriam (2009) notes document collection via the 
internet has improved qualitative studies. In gaining 

access to information otherwise hard to obtain by tradi-
tional methods of data collection, studies are deeper and 
richer. This study is no exception. The increase of public 
information acts has forced institutes of higher educa-
tion to become more transparent with student codes.

1862 land-grant institutions were chosen as the pop-
ulation given their similar tripartite missions. Institutions 
with similar missions are more likely to have similar orga-
nizational cultures (Schein, 2004). A list of 1862 land-
grant universities was downloaded from the Association 
of Public and Land-Grant Universities’ website (APLU, 
2011). Due to the organizational structure of non-con-
tinental United States universities, they were excluded 
from the data collection. The university web-sites for the 
remaining 50 institutions were searched for honor codes 
or honor statements via the internal web-site browser. 
Of the 50 universities, 45 yielded public data, which con-
tained honor codes. Five of the university’s honor codes 
and systems were available only to students via pass-
word-protected sites. 

The information from each university was down-
loaded and printed. Deductive data analysis was per-
formed on the collected data from each university. Using 
the framework of Turner and Beemsterboer (2003), the 
researchers unitized data based on the nine identified 
elements. Content analysis produced unitized data, 
which were then deductively coded into their corre-
sponding categories. Convergent as well as divergent 
patterns emerged from the data. To ensure credibility of 
results, an expert audit review produced a positive con-
formability judgment (Patton, 2002). 

Results and Discussions
Holistically, the United States’ land-grant institutions 

have not provided the necessary inclusions, outlined by 
Turner and Beemsterboer (2003), which would denote 
an honor code as being effective and constitutionally 
valid. And if they have, the data would be uncovered only 
if one was willing to follow a winding path to uncover all 
the intricacies. Though, as in most situations of broad 
comparison, a small portion of the sample has exceeded 
the norms of the majority. All nine of the elements 
produced interesting results, most of which followed no 
sort of pattern. While certain components were found in 
nearly all the honor codes, others remained a rarity. 

Statement of Values
Nearly 90% of the honor codes evaluated in the 

research contained a specific statement of the values 
that they upheld and endorsed. These ideals were 
meant to reflect the school’s mission and vision. They 
ought to encompass an attitude towards morals, ethics 
and the importance of character. They should also 
mention a dedication to, not only teaching, but also 
research and extension. It is easy to understand why 
this was such a popular feature. It is the simplest to write 
and least legalistic in its nature. Even more interesting 
was the fact that there was not much variation among 
these statements. Most were summarized in one sen-
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tence and nearly all included words such as “integrity,” 
“honesty” and “ethical.” The University of Arkansas elo-
quently articulated these values in the preamble of their 
Academic Integrity Statement:

As a community of scholars, we uphold academic 
integrity and our Honor Statement as foundational to 
appropriate conduct within the university setting. The 
fundamental trust that work presented as one’s own 
truly represents one’s own intellect and effort underlies 
our mission as an educational, research and service 
institution; moreover, this trust is central to our peers’ 
recognition of the value of a University of Arkansas 
degree. Thus, this document represents a deeply- and 
commonly-held set of values. (University of Arkansas, 
2011, para. 1)

It can be concluded that 1862 land-grant univer-
sities do a good job of not only identifying values, but 
also communicating their values. Because of the tri-
partite mission, land-grants often must discuss their 
mission with constituents (Herren and Edwards, 2002). 
It is also worth noting several universities intertwined 
the meanings of ethics and morals. These two words, 
while similar, have very different meanings (Pojman and 
Fiser, 2009). Ethics has to do with individual decisions 
and intent while morality is how ethical decisions affect 
others around you. It would add clarification to honors 
codes to not only delineate these, but describe viola-
tions and sanctions in accordance. 

Enumerated Violations
Enumerated violations encompass those behaviors 

and actions that are prohibited. Turner and Beemster-
boer (2003) noted a disclaimer should be included in this 
section. The provision should point out that the behav-
iors chronicled in this section will fall under a broad clas-
sification, and the enumerated list might not be extensive 
enough to afford every possible infringement. This was 
another component that was covered in majority of the 
honor codes. Just over 80% of the institutions provided 
a list of unacceptable conduct. As a rule, the schools 
that included this element listed behaviors that could be 
considered consistent with common views of violations. 
Cheating, plagiarism and falsification were terms collec-
tively found within the sample. Some even went so far 
as to provide a detailed definition of what actions would 
qualify a behavior as a violation. This was a noteworthy 
finding, because most would assume that the definitions 
would be nearly identical across the board. But, there 
was a significant amount of discrepancy from one doc-
ument to the next. For example, Purdue offers a harsh 
definition of plagiarism by calling it, “a special kind of 
academic dishonesty in which one person steals another 
person’s ideas or words…” (Purdue, 2009, para. 4). On 
the other hand, Iowa State University provides a much 
milder explanation by categorizing plagiarism as “mis-
representation of another’s work as one’s own” (Iowa 
State, 2011, para. 4). There is a sizable amount of room 
left open for interpretation between the ideas of stealing 
something versus merely misrepresenting it. Instances 

also existed where one institution would provide a vio-
lation that others had overlooked. Texas A&M University 
sets this precedent (Texas A&M University, 2011) by its 
consideration of complicity as a punishable behavior. An 
individual can be found guilty of academic dishonesty 
just by making it possible for another to commit miscon-
duct. Complicity differs from most of the other acts in 
that it is a third-party violation. 

The variation of language between and among 
universities led the researchers to question the meanings 
of each violation. While some universities were clear on 
the meanings and variations of a violation, others left a 
lot to speculation. For students to construct a deeper 
understanding of violations, less ambiguity in violation 
statements is necessary and will lead to a stronger 
ethical climate. 

Sanctions for Violations
In most cases, when an honor code provided a list of 

enumerated violations, it was followed at some point by 
sanctions that could possibly be administered if a student 
or faculty member was found guilty of the charges. 
Nearly 70% of the sample provided a description or 
listing of possible sanctions. Just under half of that group 
included this element immediately following their listing 
of violations. The other, roughly 40%, incorporated 
sanctions into other sections of their honor code. Often, 
it was found in the portion of the code detailing the 
procedures that would be followed if a violation were to 
occur. Popular forms of punishment included a failing 
assignment or course grade, required public service, or 
expulsion from the university. Many of the institutions 
used in the research also gave themselves the option 
of offering an XF sanction. Mississippi State University 
is one these schools. Its honor code states that this 
penalty is “intended to identify a student that has failed 
to uphold the values of academic integrity” (Mississippi 
State University, 2011, para. 15). A guilty student will 
carry the XF indication on their transcript as a sign that 
their failure in a course was due to academic dishonesty.

While sanctions were found in almost all codes, 
they were often in anomalous places. Consumers of the 
honor codes might have difficulty finding the sanctions. 
This could be an issue not only for students, but also 
professors who are in the process of either assigning 
sanctions or going through the judiciary process. 

Governing Judiciary Group
When accusations as serious as academic dishon-

esty are being made, it is imperative for a university to 
have a group of individuals charged with managing the 
proceedings. Turner and Beemsterboer (2003) artic-
ulated the necessity for including, not only a detailed 
description of this governing judiciary body, but also 
information pertaining to membership qualifications and 
the process involved with committee selection. One-
half of the honor codes that were examined included a 
segment dedicated to referencing or detailing the duties 
and composition of the group charged with oversee-
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ing the proceedings. For the most part, the descriptions 
had common threads of characteristics than ran through 
them. Findings showed that they were typically com-
prised of students, faculty and non-faculty members. 
The Ohio State University boasted the largest panel with 
thirty-six members (Ohio State University, 2007, para. 
37). A majority vote seemed to be the most common way 
to determine if an infraction had occurred. While there 
were noticeable norms, some of the universities failed 
to meet them. For example, the University of Delaware’s 
Code of Conduct designates a verdict is to be decided 
on by the faculty member responsible for the accusation 
and a representative from the Office of Student Conduct 
(University of Delaware, 2011, para. 2). But, it fails to 
describe how the representative is chosen and what 
qualifications he/she was required to meet. 

It can be concluded there is not a consistent view of 
judiciary groups shared by 1862 land-grant universities. 
The variation includes not only make-up but in group 
processes. While the majority were made of faculty, staff 
and students, the combination and number represented 
varied greatly. There was also a consistent lack of 
transparency among the university honor codes. It was 
not clear how one would become part of the governing 
judiciary group. Qualifications needed and training 
required were assumed but not specified for most of the 
honor codes. 

Process Description
Due to the legality that is a fundamental part of 

dealing with academic dishonesty, it is essential for an 
honor code to list the process that should be followed 
when a report is made. The documents should be 
written with the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments to the 
United States Constitution in mind (Turner and Beem-
sterboer, 2003). The safeguards guaranteed by these 
amendments play a significant role in guaranteeing an 
individual’s right to due process of the law. Some would 
question how the right to due process of law is applica-
ble in a university setting. It comes from the understand-
ing that once a student is admitted into a class, they 
are considered to have property interest in their educa-
tion (Turner and Beemsterboer, 2003). Of the seventy 
percent of the schools that provided a process descrip-
tion, there was much variation. While some dedicated 
several pages to intricately detailing every aspect of the 
procedure, others would reference the judiciary process 
described in the general Code of Conduct. Still others, 
such as the University of California, Berkeley, provided 
a flowchart as a visual representation of the steps to be 
followed (University of California, 2004).

Making the process as simple as possible while 
maintaining the integrity of the system is important to 
the honor code system. It can be concluded the variation 
has more to do with the organizational composition of 
the honor code office (if there is one) than the values 
associated with the university. 

Confidentiality
Even if an individual’s actions are not considered 

respectable or ethical, they still possess a right to privacy. 
An effective honor code should include a provision 
stating details on the confidentiality of the entire process 
and resulting outcomes. Of all the elements researched, 
this was the rarest. Findings showed a mere 18% of the 
sample even mentioned the accused individual’s right to 
privacy. This means over 80% of these land grant insti-
tutions are in direct violation with the terms established 
by the Federal Family Education Rights and Privacy Act 
(FERPA) of 1974. FERPA dictates that situations of this 
manner should be kept strictly confidential. 

While FERPA is a concern all universities must 
address, the right of fair proceedings is sometimes sac-
rificed. All 1862 Universities should review this section 
of their honor codes to include privacy and confidential-
ity issues. 

Recording of Proceedings
The consequences that might possibly result from a 

guilty verdict on a charge of academic misconduct could 
dramatically alter an individual’s life. Because of this, it is 
particularly important that there be no mistakes made or 
inconsistencies discovered in the records kept through-
out the process. Over 60% of the schools sampled 
made note of some type of documentation to be kept. A 
few even went so far as to include provisions for audio 
and video recordings of the hearings. Research showed 
that this element, while seemingly simple, could be a 
complex and in-depth process. An institution must estab-
lish rules determining the length of time to save the doc-
uments and the availability of the records to the accused 
person and university officials. An individual should also 
be named to be responsible for the safekeeping of the 
records. The University of Vermont’s Code of Academic 
Integrity exemplified these qualifications by adequately 
addressing each topic (University of Vermont, 2011).

We concluded recording judicial processes is 
imperative in the transparency and fairness need to 
protect both the accuser and the accused. Audio as well 
as video recordings are now easier to conduct and save. 

Time Period for Written Decision
Turner and Beemsterboer (2003) expressed the 

responsibility of university officials to provide notification 
to the accused individual within a certain time period. 
This is necessary to prevent delays caused by a slow 
litigation process or bureaucratic holdups. Only 30% 
of the land-grant institutions included in the research 
acknowledged this element. A significant amount of 
variation existed between the given time periods. There 
was not a recognizable pattern in regards to their length, 
or what decision is being provided. Some included a 
provision for notifying the accused individual of whether 
a hearing would be necessary, while some gave notice 
of a verdict. Still, others wrote this section pertaining 
to notice of what sanction had been chosen. Although 
it was a given characteristic this notification was to be 
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delivered in writing, some honor codes went so far as to 
say it must be sent through certified mail with verification 
of receipt. The University of Georgia’s Academic 
Honesty Policy was an example of this. It reads, “The 
decision of the Academic Honesty panel shall be mailed 
by the Office of the Vice President for Instruction to the 
student by certified U.S. mail and to the instructor(s)…” 
(University of Georgia, 2007, para. 69).

There is no pattern in the notification processes 
between 1862 land-grant universities. In one instance, it 
could take up to 120 calendar days before a student was 
notified of the judiciary decision. The ramifications for 
not having a publicized procedure outweigh the benefits. 
All universities should not only include the notification 
timeline in their honor policy, but also make it as prompt 
as possible. 

Appeals
One can easily expect an accused individual to 

disagree with a decision when the judiciary body does 
not rule in their favor. So, it is necessary to include a 
provision that states the procedure to be followed in case 
an appeal is filed. Just over half of the sample provided 
this. In most cases, this element remained consistent 
from one university to the next. On the other hand, the 
University of Massachusetts, Amherst was very specific 
about circumstances that must exist for an individual to 
file an appeal. It requires a discovery of a rule violation 
during the hearing or submission of new evidence 
before one is allowed another hearing (University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst, 2011, para. 21).

Those universities which provided an appeals 
process were specific and detailed. Those universities, 
which do not discuss the appeal process, open 
themselves up for possible litigation.

Recommendations
Social learning theory states people learn by 

observing and then emulating the values, attitudes, and 
behaviors of people they find legitimate, attractive, and 
credible (Pojman and Fiester, 2009). The validity of this 
statement has a direct impact on honor codes and student 
behaviors in institutions of higher education. While the 
vast majority of 1862 land-grant universities articulated 
their values, few delineated between university mission 
values and honor code values. By not only expanding 
their definitions of ethics versus morals but linking values 
in the honor code with university mission values, land-
grant universities could strengthen their honor codes and 
begin to perpetuate an ethical organizational climate. 

It is also recommended that universities look at 
their enumerated violations portion of honor codes and 
add detail. The more details, the more students can 
understand. Universities must also create fluid honor 
codes, which can be modified. Technological change 
has added more opportunities for unethical behavior as 
well as more opportunities to catch the violations. Honor 
codes which can not only be updated but effectively 
communicated are invaluable. 

Sanctions are an imperative part of an effective 
honor code. Daft (2002) states human development 
teaches us values dictate behavior and those behav-
iors have consequences. Holding true to this notion, 
honor codes should begin with values, discuss viola-
tions (behaviors) and then immediately discuss sanc-
tions (conclusions). 

Judicial board and processes also varied among 
the universities. It is recommended universities increase 
the transparency of the judiciary make-up and process.  
Discussing qualifications and training of the board 
members would aid in the clarification of the process. 
The description of the process should be detailed, 
but use as simple language as possible. Using legal 
language confuses constituents who may be part of the 
process (Carter, 2008). 

Protection of the privacy of those involved in honors 
violations is important. Because of FERPA, some 
universities are shying away from recording the judicial 
process. This is a mistake. Confidentiality is not the same 
as anonymity. If universities record the process and 
keep them on a secured server, this will alleviate privacy 
issues while providing a record for future appeals. Proper 
training for those involved in the judiciary process is also 
recommended to ensure confidentiality. 

Increasing the information given on judiciary deci-
sions and appeals is needed for most 1862 land-grant 
honor codes. Promptness of decisions will aid in the 
scholastic development of the student, i.e. the student 
is less likely to commit the same infraction. Specifics are 
also important in this section. 

We recommend that all 1862 land-grant universities 
to improve the search-ability of their honor codes or 
policies. Streamlining the connection between honor 
codes and honor policies is another recommendation. 
Honor codes should be separate from student codes 
of conduct. When grouped together, both became too 
verbose and hard to navigate. It also seemed those 
universities which combined the two had “watered down” 
versions of each. 

Honor codes and policies should be expanded to 
include all university participants. While the majority 
focus on student violations, it is important to note faculty 
and staff are also found in violation of the code (Carter, 
2008). 

The most imperative recommendation for creating  
a culture of honor is to increase education on honor 
codes and policies. Adding honor code issues to fresh-
men seminar courses or as part of every core-curriculum 
course is one way to accomplish this task. Not knowing 
is not an excuse. Repeatedly discussing and reinforcing 
the honor code can imbue honor and integrity in a uni-
versity’s culture (Biswas, 2013). Helping students and 
faculty understand the code, after they have been re-for-
matted, will add to the integration of the code into the 
organization. By creating a user friendly, complete honor 
code, universities create an organizational artifact which 
will lead to a more ethical environment. 
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