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Have Business Schools Failed Society? How and Why? 
  1. Introduction 
Have business schools failed society? 
Business schools have in recent years been under much scrutiny. Journal articles like: ‘Do business schools have a role in the current financial crisis?’ by Gempshaw, C. (2009), ‘Does GFC spell MBA’ by Burgan, B. (2010) and ‘MBA: Mostly bloody awful’ by Crittenden, S. (2009) dissect the topic and agree in their conclusions that business schools are to be blamed for a large part of the recent global financial dilemma. 
The following essay revolves around the need of change in business education. Without change next generations may not be equipped for the challenges our society will have to face in the future. Those challenges are protection of the environment, sustainability of resources, elimination of poverty, and growth. These are not just obstacles that need to be overcome, but also opportunities for businesses and entrepreneurs and require a holistic understanding

of the complex global economy (Poltunik, L., 2010).   
The three main objectives of this essay are to investigate whether and if yes why business schools:
  * Mostly attract students that want to maximize their personal wealth and display a high degree of narcissism and selfishness. 
  * Have developed a higher interest in Critical Management Studies (CMS) and ethics education and put an emphasis on a shift of values associated with management education. 
  * Have difficulties to overcome a gap between theory and practice. 
Furthermore, this paper will present a literature review on four different topics. The first chapter is going to deal with the question of ‘how business schools advertise their courses to students, and therefore who they attract and what business schools trying to transform their students into’. The second topic will discuss ‘how business schools have contributed to the recent GFC’. Thirdly, there will be a review on ‘how critical management studies (CMS) could transform management teaching’, and lastly there will be a chapter ‘about the gap between theory and practical application’. 
Each chapter will also offer a comprehensive discussion about the implications of the literature reviewed. 
In the last section this paper will focus on the practical relevance of ‘how a holistic approach is the only way forward in business education’. 
As a side note, I would like to remark that the literature viewed to prepare this essay only considers the developed world and neglects cultural factors and potentially different

point of views from emerging countries, such as China and India.   
  2. How business schools advertise their courses to students and therefore who they attract and what business schools trying to transform their students into. 
MBA students are seen as customers and therefore, need to be attracted with an enticing marketing strategy. The biggest drivers of competition between business schools are rankings (Podolny, M. 2009), which are to a high degree based on starting salaries of graduates. Rankings are also strongly influenced by the percentage of students entering into higher-paying industries, such as finance. 
Assessing business school rankings the Financial Times offers, it becomes very clear that positions are merely based on financial remuneration after graduation and personal career advancement. 

Exhibit 1: Financial Times Business School Ranking 
Personally, I don’t have any objections to good-paying jobs, but I am agreeing with Poldonly, M. (2009) when he claims that if the primary goal is getting students into high-paying jobs than business schools’ clearly only focus on the short term success. 
Poldonly, M. (2009) also suggests that this undermines the direction on professionalization with a lack of ideals, such as ‘being an impartial counsel, doing no harm, or serving the greater good, are infused into the conduct of people in that occupation’ like for instance law schools or medical schools. 
I didn’t have to go very far to find more prove for the above, for instance, Sydney's highest ranked business school

advertises with promises of a lucrative salary when publishing slogans like: 'The AGSM MBA presents a compelling case when compared to the world’s other top MBA programs: research among our alumni shows that the enhanced career opportunities generated by our program deliver a financial payback in just over three years' AGSM (2011). 
According to the Harvard Business School (HBS) just the admission to a good MBA program itself is a big step and elevates students to an elite of future business leaders. Broughton, P. (2009) the author of the book 'What They Teach You at Harvard Business School', writes that on his very first day at HBS he and his fellow students were welcomed by a second year student, who congratulated them with the words 'You have won'. He also proclaims that once you have been accepted you are part of an elite, pretty much regardless of what follows subsequently from there (Crittenden, S., 2009)
This sounds all very promising if all was for the   greater good, but people like Hasset, K. (2009) claim that MBA graduates leave universities narcissistic and self-confident and according to many political leaders and academics self confident and narcissistic enough to cause the recent financial crisis. Broughton, P. (2009) recently described his fellow students from HBS as 'as a swollen class of jargon-spewing, value destroying financiers and consultants'. Grey, C. (2004) supports this argument and claims that most business students are not showing much interest in the complexities of moral and political dimensions, but are interested

in the techniques and rationalities concerning power and control. 
However, I believe it is one aspect to attract a certain type of scholar, but it is another to only present students with one-dimensional models focusing on profit maximization and neglecting other stakeholders, such as communities and employees. Grey, C. (2004) illustrates that many academics struggle with introducing moral issues in management programs. There are reservations in the literature about the effectiveness of the integration of ethical dimensions into management teaching (Garten, 2002) as well as business ethics and ethics in management studies in general (Jones, C. et al. 2005). This, I believe, is the main downfall in current business education and will be further discussed in chapter 3. 
  3. How business schools have contributed to the GFC. 
Kevin, R. (2009), in his article ‘The Global Financial Crisis’ blames neo-liberalism for the downfall, which he describes as ‘personal greed that is dressed up as an economical philosophy’. Since greed seems to be the main blame factor mentioned in many publications and voiced by many politicians and public figures, I am wondering whether neo-liberalism is a philosophy that is not just taught, but promoted in business schools, and is a philosophy that is misunderstood by students out of convenience? 
Following this line of thought leads to the question about the role of business schools in the recent GFC. What do schools teach their students? What about ethics, morals and values in the curriculum? 
According

to Gempesaw, C. (2009) students learn in introductory economics courses that profit maximization and maximization of shareholder value are important. They also are also taught that free markets provide a ground for successful firms to grow and prosper. 
Also Spencer, A. (2010) blames the departments of economics, consultancy industries and business schools. He also talks about a recent speech that was given by Ralston during the Sydney Writer's Festival who argues that those institutions propagate a flawed economic theory in the sense of neo-liberal policy. Henderson, T. (2010) agrees with him on this and goes further with his comment that there is something 'rotten in the state of economics'. 
Mintzberg, H. (2009), a Professor of Management Studies, analysis the discussed issue a little more in depth and not just questions the philosophies that are currently taught, but also criticizes the approach of trying to create managers or even leaders in classrooms. He believes that management is not a science, but a profession and can only be learned by doing. Students leave universities with the false sense of being a manager and being able to manage anything. 
Khurana, R. (2008), another critic of MBA's, claims that business schools teach anti-social theories which are then applied in practice. He also states that shareholder maximization theories were developed in business schools, and that he as a professor at HBS was part of a team that taught models of human behavior which became self-fulfilling. Over time the business schools shaped

identities with self-interest to the extreme and it was appropriate to act and behave that way. This reflects especially in outrages executive salaries. 
I feel it is hard to ignore that the major players in the banking and financial world have during the GFC brought out the evils of capitalism and found themselves in a web of agreements that nobody was able to fully understand. As Sorkin, A.R. (2009) remarks in his book ‘Too big to fail’, referring to the financial crisis, it was a human drama about the failure of human beings who thought that they were ‘too big to fail’ themselves. Those major actors were people like Dick Fuld (Lehman Brothers), Hank Paulson (treasury secretary), John (Thain) etc., all of whom were educated in business schools. 
The above, more than devastating revelations require in my opinion business schools to reflect on the past and develop curricular and approaches incorporating ethic and value teaching, to not find themselves again producing a generation of narcissistic and uber-confident decision makers. More critical thinking has often been mentioned as one approach to resolve the current dilemma and universities have started to give Critical Management Studies (CMS) a lot more attention in recent years. 
  4. How critical management studies (CMS) could transform management studies.   
Adler, et al., (2007) offer a definition of CMS that describes it as ‘a range of alternatives to mainstream management theory with a view to radically transforming management practice’. Identified as the core of these studies

are a ‘deep skepticism’ in regards ‘to moral defensibility and the social and ecological sustainability of prevailing conceptions and forms of management’. Adler et al (2007) don’t in particular blame this failure on anyone and rather describe it as ‘social injustice and environmental destructiveness’ of wider economic and social systems in which managers’ function. 
Ghoshal (2005. p.176) makes the connection to ideological teaching of amoral theories in business schools and states that: ‘business schools have actively freed their students from any sense of moral responsibility’. The main dilemma appears to be the decline of moral responsibility for people or the environment when at the same time decisions have to be justified in terms of profitable growth (Adler et al, 2007). 
The introduction of CMS into business school education is up against many obstacles. Adler, et al, (2007) even describe it as a ‘misfit, if not an oxymoron’ because business education today is driven by corporate clients, students that consider themselves an elite and universities that get quantified by their accreditation, which is based on homogenous curricular across universities. 
As shown above, Adler et al. and Ghoshal are painting a very negative picture of the acceptance of CMS within management studies. There is no faith in universities or students to adopt CMS and put it into practice to challenge mainstream theories. 
Reading Akella, D. (2008) gave me a much more positive feel about the integration of CMS in current curricular. Akella’s (2008) outlook

is a lot more promising. In her article ‘A reflection on critical management’ she presents CMS more as an opportunity for students rather than a challenge for teaching. It is seen as a tool that provides management students with the ability to repeatedly question ‘why’ and ‘how’ existing and past management practices, in terms of social assumptions and values, are in place. According to Akella, D. (2008) CMS’s main objective is to criticize management and go beyond prevailing approaches of doing and teaching business. It encourages students to consider all stakeholders involved in business processes and decision making. It is meant to empower the weak instead of exploiting them and questioning rationalities of the existing. I dare to say that CMS could have prevented many unethical business ventures. I believe more critical thinking amongst all stakeholders involved would have been the only tool that could have prevented failures, such as Enron and the current GFC. Instead, business leaders were the main driving forces insisting that neo-liberalism is the only right approach to business and economics. 
The dilemma, as I see it, comes from within the business schools. To get students to critically approach theories and market models requires a certain set of values and ethics to which those teachings can be measured against. 
After recent events, it is not a surprise that there is an increasing demand from society that corporations start acting more responsible (Cornelius et al., 2007), and business schools appear to be the best place

to start. Pfeffer, J. & Fong, C.T. (2004) suggest that business schools have a responsibility of training their practitioners in basics of ethics. Cornelius et al (2008) believes that business schools need to provide a ‘proactive’ approach to ethics education, which goes beyond acting within legal boundaries and adhere to fundamental ethical practices. An organization should embrace social and ethically responsible thinking, with the ideal outcome that the next MBA generation is going to be more self-aware, more flexible thinking, and more ethical and potentially won’t be the main actors in creating the next economic crises, but prevent it from happening (Budman, M., 2010).
  5. Gap between theory and practical application. 
After presenting CMS theories above, I came to the conclusion that a consistent application of CMS poses a huge challenge for business school education. Essentially business schools are still meant to teach business and to find a balance between questioning all prevailing theories and acquiring knowledge is in my opinion still to be found. 
This chapter will take the discussion one step back and investigate if at least the business world still believes in business schools. After all, in my opinion business schools are not meant to produce philosophers and sociologists, they are meant to educate professionals who potentially can take their knowledge and skills out into the ‘real’ business world and regardless of the challenge are able to present sound strategies on how to conquer any given task by displaying

integral, flexible and critical thinking. 
While viewing the relevant literature, it became quite clear that a gap between theory and practical application exists. Mintzberg, H. & Gosling, J. (2002) calling business schools ‘ivory towers’ symbolizing the failure of teachings to adequately meet the business world’s needs. According to David, F. et al. (2011) this gap causes dissatisfaction for all parties involved; students, schools, companies, and society. However, he does recognize that there are academics that have made efforts of bridging this gap through for instance, workshops, consulting, and continuing education. He also acknowledges that business schools have successfully introduced internships into their programs. This has received high recognition by journals like the BusinessWeek, The Wall Street Journal, and Financial Times and even boosts rankings. 
Bennis, W., & O'Toole, J. (2005) shift the blame of disparity on to business schools. They proclaim that academics don’t measure themselves by the competence of their students or by an understanding of what drives the business world, but solely by their scientific research which is not necessarily grounded in practice. David, F. et al. (2011) supports this argument and explains that promotion in business academia dependents on published articles in leading journals and is not based on their performance in practice and class rooms. Another point David, F. et al. (2011) make is the lack of certifications business schools offer. To be a successful candidate on the job

market certifications, such as CFA (chartered financial analyst) for the finance sector, CPA (chartered public accountant) for the accounting sector and MSC (marketing skills certification) for the marketing sector are essential. Research revealed that many Professors were not aware of certifications offered in their respective disciplines (David, F. et al., 2011). 
Being a part time MBA student working full time myself, I find I am constantly evaluating the input that I am offered by UTS. My overall conclusion after having completed already five core units in the MBA program is that the basic subjects try to cover an enormous amount of content which doesn’t leave much time for reflection. Constant deadlines teach students to be very efficient, but may compromise room for critical thinking. All tutors, I have experienced so far have encouraged critical thinking, but there is in my opinion a lack of education in ethics and values, in particular given the number of foreign students enrolled in the MBA program that come from different cultures with different ethics and values. In order to give a full assessment of the practical relevance of teachings at UTS business school, I will first have to complete the major subjects. 

  6. How a holistic approach is the only way forward (practical relevance)
The chapters above have identified three major issues that business schools are facing today. In the following, I will summaries these findings and provide the reader with recommendations found in current literature. 
Firstly, there is a need

of changing prevailing values business school students have developed in the past and aligning them with values that will make a positive contribution to society. Values are difficult to change or influence because they come ‘from the core of our personality, and influence the choices we make, the people we trust, the appeals we respond to, and the way we invest our time and energy’ (Posner, B. & Schmidt, W., 1992). Business School education appears to make students more selfish and in-considered about others (Krishan, R., 2007). Burns, J. (1978) suggests that business education should take students to a higher place ‘by transforming their value systems and lifting them to their better selves’. Business schools need to demonstrate that their values are the same as societies (Podolny, M., 2009). 
Secondly, I believe that CMS need to be a holistic approach and not just discussed as an isolated subject, but integrated in all subjects taught. This goes hand in hand with ethics education. Holistic in the sense of constantly questioning whether business theories, models, and problems are sustainable and benefit all stakeholders involved. This brings me back to the discussion about values. In the ideal scenario critical thinking could help to create a vision for a better more sustainable future (Benn, S. & Martin, A., 2010).
Thirdly, it was shown that business education is in need to close an apparent gap between theory and practice. A recent research by David, F. et al. (2011) confirmed that a disparity between theory and practice

remains as of today. To close this gap David, F. et al. (2011) suggest that an overall change in philosophy and missions needs to take place which potentially will lead to a shift of focus from theory to practice. 
After presenting the issues and its causes above, one question remains: ‘How should business schools tackle these issues?’ The objectives were clearly defined and are shown below again:   
  * Change in students values
  * Enable students to think critical 
  * Close the gap between theory and practice. 
In an interview Budman, M. (2010) conducted with Datar, S. & Garvin, D. appropriately remark: ‘We are trying to get students to do deep self-reflection and think about what constitutes correct and incorrect behavior’. 
Podolny, J. (2009) offers a very comprehensive approach to how business schools should move forward to regain trust within the society. His main points are presented below: 
  * Foster greater integration: He suggests mixing disciplines and linking analysis to values. Ideally create teaching teams from various faculties, which will assist students to get a better understanding of management issues and their solutions. 
  * Encourage qualitative research: Qualitative research is currently very underdeveloped in business studies. To encourage that kind of research will enable business academics to more confidently teach soft skills, such as values, ethics, and leadership. 
  * Stop competing on rankings: Poldony recommends that business schools should not be driven by rankings any longer. Instead

schools should send the message that money should not be the only reason to acquire an MBA. 
  * Withdraw degrees for violating codes of conduct: He advocates that MBA’s should become a true profession and therefore be subject to withdrawal of credentials in case of misconduct. 
  7. Conclusion 
No doubt, the literature review undertaken in this essay has confirmed that change in business school education is needed. However, it was also discovered that many academics have given this issue a lot of consideration and thought already. Presented were not just questions, but also answers about how to transform business schools into a ‘better place’, a place that considers its responsibilities within and impact on society. 
I believe the first step was done by engaging in an open discussion and starting the process of self reflection. Although, the recent GFC has certainly helped to accelerate this introspection, much quantitative and qualitative research had already been done before 2007.   
The next step, in my opinion, is to convert all the critic and ideas about business school education into something more tangible, something that can be implemented on all levels. As stated previously, a holistic approach appears to be the best way to start, if we wish to move in the right direction. All protagonists, in particular academics, students, and members of the business world need to be open to change and involved in the process. 
At this stage, it seems to me that there is still a very high demand for business education and student numbers

keep increasing. This might be counterproductive to the desired outcome of transforming business schools into an institution that is recognized for its contributions to society, but is most likely caused by a lack of alternatives. 
Therefore, I can only hope that all parties involved in this process are aware of what part they play in this transformation and will deliver a new sustainable and holistic approach to teaching as well as learning within business school education. 
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