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Abstract

This study aimed to provide a semantic representation of school principals’ perceptions and
lived experiences of professional ethics and to identify its dimensions, consequences,
necessities, and implementation barriers in Saqgez City. This qualitative study employed a
phenomenological research design. The study population comprised school principals in
Saqogez City, of whom 20 were recruited through purposive sampling until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data were collected through individual, in-depth, semi-structured
interviews. Before each interview, the study objectives and confidentiality procedures were
explained, and oral informed consent was obtained. The interviews were audio-recorded,
transcribed verbatim, and analyzed through coding based on the phenomenological analysis
procedure proposed by Streubert and Carpenter. To enhance the credibility of the analysis, the
extracted themes were presented to three participants for member checking and confirmation.
The analysis of 165 thematic statements resulted in five main themes and 18 subthemes. The
main themes were dimensions of professional ethics, positive consequences of professional
ethics, negative consequences of failing to observe professional ethics, the necessity of
professional ethics, and barriers to its realization. The dimensions of professional ethics were
represented through respecting oneself and others, valuing professional work,
conscientiousness, and continuous development. Mutual trust and respect, success and
achievement, and a dynamic and positive school climate emerged as its principal positive
consequences. Conversely, managerial inefficiency, power-seeking behavior, and deterioration
of interpersonal relationships were identified as consequences of unethical conduct. The human
nature of educational practice, the significance of education and upbringing, and commitment
to laws and regulations explained the necessity of professional ethics. Dissatisfaction and lack
of motivation, projection of responsibility, ethical conflicts and uncertainty, instrumental
approaches to stakeholder relations, and the limited practical effectiveness of university
management courses were identified as major barriers. From school principals’ perspectives,
professional ethics is a multidimensional and context-dependent construct that shapes
managerial effectiveness, interpersonal relationships, and the educational climate of schools.
Its institutionalization requires adequate resources, resolution of legal-ethical conflicts,
stronger managerial motivation, and the redesign of professional education and development
programs for school principals.

Keywords: Ethics, Professional Ethics, School Principals, Lived Experiences,
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Professional ethics constitutes one of the central foundations of responsible behavior in organizations and
professional settings. Although formal laws, administrative regulations, and organizational procedures define
minimum standards of acceptable conduct, many professional decisions occur in situations characterized by
ambiguity, competing interests, limited resources, and conflicting expectations. In such circumstances, ethical
judgment provides a framework for distinguishing appropriate from inappropriate actions and for evaluating
the consequences of professional decisions for individuals, organizations, and society. Professional ethics is
therefore not limited to compliance with formal rules; rather, it encompasses values, norms, responsibilities,
and standards that guide professional conduct and shape the quality of relationships among practitioners and
stakeholders. In contemporary organizations, professional ethics contributes to accountability, reliability,
public trust, and the responsible use of verified information (Radermacher, 2025). It is also closely associated
with the development of human excellence, practical responsibility, and respect for the intrinsic value of
individuals (Mele, 2025).
The importance of professional ethics becomes particularly evident in occupations whose decisions directly
influence the health, rights, education, or future development of others. In these professions, technical
competence alone cannot guarantee appropriate performance. Professional quality emerges from the
interaction of specialized knowledge, ethical commitment, professional qualifications, and continuing
development (Nadhifa & Mannan, 2025). Ethical codes can clarify responsibilities, define acceptable
conduct, provide guidance in difficult situations, and support consistent decision-making across professional
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contexts (Kerpel-Fronius et al., 2025). Nevertheless, formal ethical codes are effective only when they are
internalized and translated into daily professional practices.

Education is one of the most ethically sensitive professional fields because schools are not merely institutions
for transmitting academic knowledge. They are social and cultural environments in which students develop
attitudes, values, interpersonal skills, and conceptions of justice, authority, responsibility, and respect.
Teachers and school principals influence students not only through formal instruction but also through their
decisions, relationships, communication styles, and responses to conflict. Accordingly, ethics education is an
essential component of professional preparation for educational personnel and can strengthen their ability to
identify ethical problems and respond responsibly to complex situations (Boon, 2011). Professional ethics in
education includes responsibility, fairness, honesty, respect for students’ rights, commitment to teaching,
collaboration with colleagues, and continuous professional growth (Al-Hothali, 2018; Ghanbarpour et al.,
2019).

School principals occupy a particularly important ethical position because they influence both administrative
processes and the moral climate of the school. Their decisions affect teachers, students, parents, and other
stakeholders. The manner in which principals allocate resources, evaluate staff, implement regulations,
respond to criticism, manage conflicts, and communicate with families conveys powerful messages about the
actual values of the organization. Ethical leadership can enhance trust, cooperation, knowledge sharing, and
employees’ confidence in their professional capabilities (Sun et al., 2024). It can also promote teachers’
organizational citizenship behaviors, including voluntary collaboration, commitment to collective goals, and
willingness to support school improvement beyond formal job requirements (Zacarias & Flores, 2024).
Conversely, unethical leadership can undermine trust, damage relationships, increase organizational silence,
and reduce motivation.

Professional ethics in school leadership cannot be reduced to rigid compliance with administrative regulations.
Principals frequently encounter situations in which legal rules, organizational expectations, students’ interests,
parents’ demands, and personal values do not fully coincide. Ethical decision-making in such conditions
requires practical wisdom, contextual understanding, and the capacity to balance competing considerations.
Practical wisdom has been identified as a central element of professional ethics in teaching because it enables
educational professionals to apply general principles appropriately in particular situations (Kristjansson,
2024). Similarly, professional responsibility in other fields, including law, extends beyond formal obedience
and involves attention to justice, rights, accountability, and the broader consequences of professional conduct
(Xu et al., 2024).

Organizational culture also shapes the extent to which ethical principles can be enacted. Environments
characterized by fairness, transparency, respect, participation, and accountability provide stronger support for
ethical conduct, whereas cultures marked by discrimination, secrecy, power misuse, and conflicting
expectations can weaken the relationship between ethical knowledge and ethical action. Professional ethics
can positively influence organizational culture by shaping shared beliefs, behavioral norms, and patterns of
interaction (Khayatmoghadam, 2020). At the same time, ethical leadership is influenced by institutional
structures, organizational expectations, and available resources, indicating that ethical behavior is not solely
an individual characteristic (Kyzenko et al., 2026).

Previous studies have identified multiple dimensions of professional ethics in educational settings. These
dimensions include respect for human dignity, professional competence, responsibility, confidentiality, justice,
adherence to organizational regulations, constructive interaction with colleagues, and commitment to
continuous learning. The development of valid instruments for measuring professional ethics in specialized
educational fields demonstrates that the construct is multidimensional and includes both personal and
organizational responsibilities (Akcamete et al., 2017). Research has also shown an association between
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adherence to ethical codes and professional behavior in educational assessment and teaching practices (Ashraf
et al., 2018). However, quantitative measures cannot fully reveal how principals interpret ethical concepts,
how they experience conflicts between values and regulations, or how local cultural and organizational
conditions shape their ethical decisions.

Ethical frameworks may also be interpreted differently across national and cultural contexts. Attitudes toward
teachers’ ethical codes vary among educational leaders, suggesting that common principles are filtered through
local organizational norms, social expectations, and cultural values (Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2020). Moreover,
professional ethics must account for diversity, social justice, and the possibility that apparently equal treatment
may not always produce equitable outcomes (Packbrown et al., 2008). The increasing use of digital
communication and Internet-based technologies has further expanded the boundaries of professional ethics by
creating new concerns related to privacy, information accuracy, professional boundaries, and responsible
online conduct (Li, 2025).

Although existing research has identified models, dimensions, and consequences of professional ethics, fewer
studies have explored how school principals themselves construct the meaning of professional ethics through
their lived experiences. Understanding these experiences is particularly important in culturally distinctive local
contexts, where ethical conduct may be shaped by local expectations, administrative structures, financial
limitations, and relationships with families and educational authorities. Therefore, the present study aimed to
provide a semantic representation of the perceptions and lived experiences of school principals in Sagqgez City
regarding professional ethics and to identify its dimensions, consequences, necessities, barriers, boundaries,
and limits.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological design to explore the lived experiences and perceptions
of school principals regarding professional ethics. The study population consisted of school principals working
in Saggez City. Participants were selected through purposive sampling, and recruitment continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved, meaning that additional interviews no longer produced new information
relevant to the phenomenon under investigation. The final sample comprised 20 school principals with
different levels of education, professional experience, and demographic characteristics.

Data were collected through individual, in-depth, semi-structured interviews. An interview guide was used to
ensure that the main topics were addressed, while additional questions were developed during the interviews
to clarify participants’ statements and explore the deeper meanings oftheir experiences. Before each interview,
the researcher explained the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of participation, and the confidentiality
of the information. Oral informed consent was obtained from all participants. The interviews were conducted
individually to provide a private environment in which participants could express their views freely. Each
interview was audio-recorded and later transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis was conducted through coding based on the phenomenological procedure described by Streubert
and Carpenter. The researcher repeatedly listened to the interviews and read the transcripts to gain an overall
understanding of the participants’ experiences. Meaning units and significant statements were then identified,
compared, organized, and converted into scientific formulations. Similar statements were grouped into
subthemes, and related subthemes were organized under broader themes. Relationships among the themes were
examined to construct a comprehensive representation of the phenomenon. To enhance credibility, the
extracted themes and interpretations were presented to three participants, who confirmed that the findings were
consistent with their experiences.

Findings

The participants included 20 school principals, of whom 13 were women and 7 were men. Their professional
experience ranged from 5 to 28 years, and their educational qualifications ranged from bachelor’s degrees to
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doctoral degrees. Interview durations ranged from 31 to 55 minutes. The analysis of the interview transcripts
resulted in the extraction of 165 thematic statements. These statements were organized into five main themes
and 18 subthemes.

The first main theme was the dimensions of professional ethics. It comprised four subthemes: recognizing the
dignity and personality of oneself and others, valuing professional work, conscientiousness, and progress and
development. Participants emphasized respectful interaction with teachers, students, and parents, openness to
criticism, fairness, appropriate appearance, consultation, commitment to work, punctuality, accountability, and
continuous learning. They regarded school management as a responsibility and form of service rather than
merely an administrative position.

The second main theme was the positive consequences of professional ethics. It included mutual trust and
respect, success and achievement, and school dynamism and vitality. Participants reported that ethical conduct
strengthened trust among principals, teachers, students, and parents. It also enhanced criticism tolerance,
professional credibility, psychological comfort, cooperation, and the achievement of educational goals. Ethical
management was described as an important factor in creating a positive, active, and productive school climate.
The third main theme concerned the negative consequences of failing to observe professional ethics. Three
subthemes were identified: inefficiency, power-seeking, and deterioration of relationships. Participants stated
that unethical behavior could reduce productivity, generate stress, weaken managerial credibility, and create
distrust. They also referred to the misuse of organizational authority, efforts to preserve managerial positions
at the expense of colleagues, dishonesty, humiliation, and intolerance of criticism. Such behaviors were
perceived as damaging to interpersonal relationships and school performance.

The fourth main theme was the necessity of professional ethics. It consisted of the human nature of educational
work, the importance of education and upbringing, and commitment to laws and regulations. Participants
emphasized that managerial decisions could have lasting effects on students’ development and future. They
considered school principals and teachers to be behavioral models whose actions should be consistent with
their educational messages. Regulations were regarded as necessary for preventing discrimination and
misunderstanding, although participants also acknowledged that legal obligations could sometimes conflict
with moral considerations.

The fifth main theme was barriers to professional ethics. It included dissatisfaction and lack of motivation,
projection of responsibility, ethical conflicts and uncertainty, instrumental stakeholder orientation, and the
limited effectiveness of management courses. Participants referred to inadequate financial resources,
insufficient institutional support, top-down decision-making, unrealistic administrative expectations, and a
lack of participation in policy formulation. They also described situations in which legal requirements
conflicted with ethical values. In some cases, relationships with parents or officials were used instrumentally
to obtain resources for schools. Finally, participants reported a substantial gap between university-based
management education and the practical realities of school leadership.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that school principals in Sagqgez understand professional ethics as a broad and
multidimensional phenomenon that integrates personal virtues, interpersonal conduct, administrative
responsibility, continuous development, and commitment to educational goals. Their accounts indicate that
ethical behavior is expressed through respect, fairness, conscientiousness, accountability, consultation, and
sensitivity to the needs of students and staff. This interpretation moves beyond a narrow understanding of
ethics as compliance with rules and emphasizes its role in shaping professional identity and everyday practice.
The findings also show that professional ethics has significant organizational consequences. Ethical behavior
contributes to mutual trust, respect, cooperation, professional success, and a positive school climate. In
contrast, unethical conduct produces inefficiency, misuse of authority, distrust, and damaged relationships.
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Because schools depend heavily on human interaction, the ethical quality of leadership can directly influence
teachers’ motivation, communication with families, and students’ educational experiences.

The necessity of professional ethics was strongly connected to the human and developmental nature of
schooling. Participants recognized that managerial decisions may have long-term consequences for students
and that educational personnel serve as moral and behavioral models. At the same time, the findings revealed
that ethical action is constrained by structural and organizational conditions. Financial shortages, centralized
decision-making, conflicting regulations, inadequate managerial education, and insufficient institutional
support can create a gap between ethical awareness and ethical practice.

The study further indicates that ethical challenges cannot be addressed solely by asking principals to behave
more responsibly. Although personal commitment is essential, institutional structures must also support ethical
conduct. Clear but flexible regulations, sufficient resources, participatory decision-making, professional
consultation, and practice-based training are required to enable principals to translate ethical knowledge into
action.

In conclusion, professional ethics among school principals is a context-dependent and dynamic construct that
shapes relationships, managerial effectiveness, school climate, and the quality of educational processes.
Institutionalizing professional ethics requires coordinated interventions at individual, organizational, and
educational-policy levels. Strengthening ethical competence, improving working conditions, resolving legal—
ethical conflicts, and redesigning management preparation programs can contribute to more responsible,
humane, and effective school leadership.
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