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The 50+20 
Agenda
Fulfilling  
the needs of 
business students 

As the Asian economy develops and the environment changes, Alison Lloyd 
suggests there is a need to bring about a renewal of business education
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+20
...the “+20” refers  
to the Rio+20 UN 
Conference on 
Sustainable 
Development that 
marked the 20th 
anniversary of  
the landmark  
1992 Rio Summit

50
The “50” signals that 
50 years have passed 
since the agenda  
for management 
education was set...

Business schools are often criticised for 
failing to provide students with the right 
competencies, in particular a strong ethical 

framework. Such failures are often attributed to the 
lack of integration between theory and practice 
as well as between the task and the individual. 
Employers and experts have been central to the 
call for moving beyond just knowing to include 
doing and being in business education today.

Much of our present-day society is built upon the 
twin canons of expansion and consumption. These 
behaviours assume that we have infinite resources. 

Participants at the United Nations Rio+20 
Conference held in Rio de Janeiro in 2012 shared 
evidence of the worsening global sustainability 
crisis. Businesses were called on to embrace 
further sustainability but businesses should not  
be the only ones to tackle this issue.

Can business education serve a role in bridging 
this gap?

Currently, much of business education draws on the 
logic of the “take, make and throw-away” philosophy 
of the 20th century.

To tackle the sustainability crisis, we have to 
develop leaders capable of resolving this issue 
before they reach the workplace. This requires a 
fundamental transformation of business education.

Where can we make a start?

50+20 is a collaborative initiative between three 
organisations: the World Business School Council 
for Sustainable Business (WBSCSB), the Globally 
Responsible Leadership Initiative (GRLI) and the 
UN-backed Principles of Responsible Management 
Education (PRME). 

50+20 aims to reset the management education 
agenda for the coming 20 years and offers a vision 
of how management education can contribute to 
a world worth living in. 

The “50” in the title signals that 50 years have passed 
since the agenda for management education was 
set; “+20” refers to the Rio+20 UN Conference  
on Sustainable Development that marked the 20th 
anniversary of the landmark 1992 Rio Summit, where 
governments were urged to rethink economic 
development and find ways to halt the destruction 
of irreplaceable natural resources.



58    www.efmd.org/globalfocus

The 50+20 agenda envisions three new roles 
for business education

• develop globally responsible leaders

•  enable business organisations to serve  
the common good

•  engage in the transformation of business  
and the economy

50+20 advocates cross-disciplinary learning  
that results in the creation of competencies  
such as holistic and divergent learning, systemic 
understanding, consideration of multiple 
perspectives, integral decision making and a 
talent for breaking down complexity. These are 
qualities deemed essential for future leaders.

50+20 revolutionises the way a subject is 
approached and what skills are developed. It moves 
intellectual innovation by transforming single-
discipline teaching to trans-disciplinary learning. 

Instead of having piecemeal subjects such  
as finance, strategy and human resources, it 
stipulates that students should look for solutions 
to existing and emerging environmental, societal 
and economic challenges. 

Such challenges could include hunger, climate 
change, migration and an ageing population. This 
represents a movement away from a traditional or 
discipline-based approach to a curriculum where 
programmes of study are divided into units around 
important concepts. 

This issue-centred learning approach will require 
more than just the addition of a subject on ethics 
or sustainability. Instead, a full transformation of 
the curriculum to build subject knowledge around 
the context of real problems will enable students 
to anchor what they learn on real stories.

Another important enabler of the 50+20 agenda is 
transformative learning, which fosters awareness 
of the viewpoints of others. 

The heart of transformative learning is a 
fundamental change in perspective or frame  
of reference. Diverse perspectives can be  
brought into the curriculum by including relevant 
stakeholders in the class discussion and practical 
field work on global issues. 

The third enabler of the50+20 agenda is reflective 
practice and fieldwork, which is a part of experiential 
learning. 

Instead of having piecemeal subjects such  
as finance, strategy and human resources, the  
50+20 agenda stipulates that students should  
look for solutions to existing and emerging 
environmental, societal and economic challenges
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A common consensus is that leaders cannot be 
developed without practical experience. Guided 
reflection is an important skill that enables the 
understanding of where a learner is and what 
challenges they need to embrace to advance. 

The Hong Kong Polytechnic University provides an 
illustrative example of fulfilling the needs of business 
students based on the 50+20 agenda. Its Faculty of 
Business has recently launched a project to revamp 
the curriculum for undergraduate business studies, 
known as the IDEAS Project.

IDEAS (Innovation-driven Education and Scholarship) 
uses action-based inquiry involving students, faculty, 
employers and the broader community to map out 
future education needs (including specification of 
future graduate skills, competencies and attitudes) 
using the 50+20 agenda as a guide.

The vision is to develop a new curriculum, aligned 
with the challenges of today and tomorrow, based 
on a holistic and multidisciplinary approach  
and focused on embedding the three roles of 
management education indicated in the 50+20 
agenda. 

The following sections share an overview of the 
phases of an innovative project that promises to 
revolutionise the business curriculum while bringing 
the unique cultural contexts of Asia to light.  

The process has four distinct stages and the faculty 
is, at present, in its first stage of action.

The first stage is about assessing business  
and educational needs for both graduates and 
employers. The aim of the discussions will be  
to unveil the skills, attributes and attitudes that 
graduates need to develop, thus providing insight 
into curriculum development.  

The second stage of the IDEAS project will involve 
mapping out a future curriculum design based on 
the principles of the 50+20 agenda and the needs 
of business.  

This stage will provide a better picture of the 
changes needed to facets of the learning experience 
including intended learning outcomes, desired 
graduate attributes, assessment and defining 
thresholds of success.  

Tackling global challenges stipulated in the 50+20 
agenda provides an opportunity to blend diverse 
disciplines including design and engineering in 
devising solutions. The transition from knowing to 
doing and being may demand making experiential 
learning a core part of learning and assessment. 

Experiential learning encourages students to deal 
with issues in more realistic settings and provides 
the opportunity to pull together a broad base of 
knowledge in solving issues. New learning methods 
will also present the possibility of revitalising 
assessments, activities and subject coverage.  

The third stage will involve the launch of new 
subjects that address the challenges presented 
by 50+20.  

In these new subjects it is intended that students 
will be able to better understand typical constraints 
on innovation and meaningful behaviour due  
to cultural factors, cognitive styles and personal 
experiences. New subjects also stimulate the 
development of meaningful solutions to global 
challenges by making use of multiple perspectives. 

In stage four, the effectiveness of this revamped 
business curriculum on student learning will be 
evaluated. The project will tap both direct and 
indirect measures from students, faculty and industry 
experts. Insights from this final stage will further help 
to shape the future business curriculum. 

The IDEAS project could initiate a paradigm shift 
in management education resulting in potential 
influence on faculty training and development, 
business education curricula and defining new 
measures for management education.  

The 50+20 agenda is a concept increasingly 
embraced by European business schools. However, 
its footprint on Asian business schools is not yet 
deeply entrenched. With the Greater China and Asian 
regions undergoing impressive growth, the need for 
sustainability to be embedded in learning, research 
and services is even greater, hence the need to 
embark on sowing these seeds of change today.
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