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Business schools have been among the most successful higher education 
institutions of the last 50 years. Yet now they face many serious challenges  

that, as Michael Osbaldeston explains, have deep implications  
for accreditation bodies
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EQUIS was conceived as an  
accreditation system rooted in respect  
for diversity of institutional and cultural 
contexts. It promotes no  “one best model”  
of a business school and does not impose 
standardisation of programme design,  
course content or delivery modeB

usiness schools have existed for over a 
century, originally as institutions of practical 
education, which, following the Ford  
and Carnegie Foundation reports of the 

1950s, were gradually recast as serious academic 
institutions. 

More recently, they have spread rapidly from North 
America, through Europe to Asia and beyond, 
currently numbering over 13,000, with new 
additions being launched almost daily, particularly 
in emerging economies. 

Business schools are one of the major success 
stories in higher education of the last 50 years, both 
from an academic (faculty, research, qualifications) 
and a business (customers, revenue, profitability) 
perspective. 

Yet despite this success, critical comment has been 
growing in recent years, fuelled in part by the recent 
global economic recession.

These criticisms have been concisely summarised 
by Thomas et al in their 2014 EFMD publication 
Securing the Future of Management Education:

“Critics accuse business schools of doing arcane, 
irrelevant and impractical academic research; doing 
a poor job of preparing students for management 
careers; pandering to the market and the media 
rankings; failing to ask important questions; and in 
the process of responding to the demands of their 
environment, losing claims of professionalisation  
as they ‘dumb down’ the content of courses, 
inflate grades to keep students happy and pursue 
curricula fads”. 

If that were not sufficient, others have added charges 
of being too analytical, insular and theoretical; 
insufficiently global, integrative and team-oriented; 
and lacking in values and ethical guidance.

It is hardly surprising then that some leading schools 
have turned to accreditation to demonstrate  
their worth and provide quality assurance to  
their stakeholders. 

13k
Business schools 
current number over 
13,000, with new 
additions being 
launched almost  
daily, particularly in 
emerging economies

1k
All three accreditation 
organisations (EFMD, 
AASCB, AMBA)  
have expanded 
internationally, to  
the point where  
some 1,000 schools 
today have achieved 
one or more of their 
accreditations

The accreditation of management education was 
initiated by AACSB as far back as 1916, with a focus 
on North America. AMBA, set up initially as an 
alumni network, originally concentrated on MBA 
programmes with a primary focus on the UK. It  
was not until 1997 that the demand for a European 
approach to accreditation led EFMD to launch 
EQUIS, with an initial focus on European schools, 
and later EPAS, its programme accreditation system. 

All three accreditation organisations have expanded 
internationally, to the point where some 1,000 
schools today have achieved one or more of their 
accreditations.

EQUIS aims to achieve both recognition of and 
quality improvement in the world’s top business 
schools – recognition through the award of a quality 
label that is valued worldwide by students, faculty, 
employers and the media (often being a pre-
requisite for entry to rankings) and improvement 
through the need to meet, and continue to achieve, 
internationally agreed quality standards. 

From the beginning EQUIS was conceived as an 
accreditation system rooted in respect for diversity 
of institutional and cultural contexts. It promotes no  
“one best model” of a business school and does not 
impose standardisation of programme design, 
course content or delivery mode. 

However, it is firmly grounded on three transversal 
issues – an international dimension in most of  
a school’s activities, a strong interface with the 
corporate world and a philosophy of promoting 
ethics, responsibility and sustainability, which has 
been strengthened recently together with a greater 
emphasis being placed on financial performance 
and risk management.

The challenges facing business school accreditation by Michael Osbaldeston
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While most pundits generally agree that 
accreditation has had a positive influence on the 
quality assessment and improvement of business 
schools, there are also constant pressures to redefine 
standards, introduce new areas of assessment  
and continuously evolve processes to keep 
abreast of and, if possible, anticipate developments 
in management education. 

Challenge arises both from schools that have 
failed to achieve accreditation, leading to criticism 
of elitism, and from schools that have been 
regularly re-accredited, searching for added value 
contributions to their improvement processes. 

Inevitably, since EQUIS was a system originally 
designed within a European context, there is 
challenge to its applicability in other regions of the 
world, particularly in rapidly emerging economies. 

Further challenge stems both from innovators  
who are experimenting at the forefront of learning, 
particularly with new technologies and those who 
are more concerned with improving the status quo. 

While virtually all challenge is constructive, 
leading to a process of continuous improvement 
of the accreditation system itself, determining the 
pace of evolution, the degree of inclusivity and 
the balance of assessment versus development 
are challenges in themselves!

“Respect for diversity” is a particular case in point. 
While EQUIS was designed to embrace diversity at 
every level – cultural, institutional, portfolio provision 
and delivery mode – it also reflects the nature  
of diversity encountered within its originating 
geographical region. Assessment of quality begins 
with an understanding of the particularities of the 
local context. 

However, this does not imply a lowering of 
expectations regarding basic standards because  
of local constraints. Rather it means that the 
assessment must accept wide differences in the 
organisation and delivery of management education. 

This potential dilemma resulting from universal 
standards applied in widely differing contexts is 
well illustrated by comparing top-level business 
schools in Europe and China.
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A recent case is the task force that led the 
development of the new standards on Ethics, 
Responsibility and Sustainability (ERS); a future 
example would be the recently established task 
force on Technology Enhanced Learning (TEL). 

Maintaining a “broad church” within the 
accreditation system while not being over-
influenced by the fads and fashions of the profession 
is hardly a new challenge for business school deans!

Two issues at the heart of EQUIS that have 
engendered continuous debate since its 
foundation are exactly what is meant by the  
term “internationalisation” and how best to  
assess “high-quality research”. 

Internationalisation is often perceived as being 
reflected in the nationality mix of students and 
faculty, together with advisory board members, 
partner schools and recruiting organisations. While 
this cultural diversity of a school’s community, as 
measured by what has become known as  “passport 
counting”, is of course important, a much deeper 
understanding of internationalisation results from  
an assessment of how a school has adapted its 
education and research to an increasingly global 
managerial world. 

Research that explores international challenges, 
education that incorporates an international 
curriculum and exposure that encourages 
international mobility and employment, all 
provide evidence of true internationalisation.

The issue of high-quality research is perhaps the 
more controversial question to answer. Some will 
argue that the only reliable measure of research 
quality stems from publication in top international 
journals while others see the impact of research 
output on the business world as a more appropriate 
method of assessment. 

EQUIS has always defined research as a broad 
spectrum of intellectual endeavour, ranging  
from scholarly publications aimed primarily at  
the academic community, through professionally 
relevant publications and activities aimed at 
organisations and business practitioners, to 
educationally relevant productions aimed at learners 
and teachers in universities, schools and companies.
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Some argue that the only reliable measure of 
research quality stems from publication in top 
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A European school can relatively easily recruit 
international students and faculty, who reflect the 
enormous diversity within its own geographical 
region; a Chinese school may attract the highest-
quality students and faculty from across its culturally 
diverse country but they are often perceived as 
largely national in experience and outlook.

A related challenge to accreditation concerns what 
some commentators have termed “discouragement 
of innovation”. 

They have argued that there has been an over-
emphasis in the past on codifying best practice 
rather than on identifying what might be required 
in the future. Does accreditation actually discourage 
experimentation? How can we ensure that criteria 
evolve over time to take account of innovation, 
particularly in the field of learning technology? 

A related issue is the selection and development of 
peer reviewers themselves, to ensure that diversity 
of experience and outlook are inherent in their 
deliberations. 

There are no perfect answers to these questions. 

The separation of design and development of the 
accreditation system (by the EQUIS Committee) 
from assessment against the standards (peer review 
team and EQUIS Awarding Body) is part of the 
solution. Another is recognition of the critical role 
played by review team chairmen and consultation 
on a regular basis with stakeholders (Quality Services 
Annual Meeting). 

Experience has shown that identification by the 
Committee of areas for revision, followed by the 
establishment of task forces drawing on specialist 
expertise from across the world, leading to debate 
with the whole EFMD membership about proposals 
for change, is a process which has served EQUIS well.
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Whether MOOCs are 
the “monster under  
the bed” about to 
revolutionise and 
replace the traditional 
business school  
or merely another 
contribution to  
the wide array of 
teaching and learning 
methodologies is a 
hotly debated question

This broad view of research and development 
encompasses a diverse range of activities 
concerned with enlarging managerial knowledge 
and improving business practice. While there is a 
continuing need to develop more robust evidence 
and performance metrics, encompassing impact, 
innovation and engagement, the EQUIS research 
standards will continue to emphasise this broad 
approach, where measuring the impact on all user 
communities is an essential element of quality 
assessment.

Some other recent business school developments 
that have affected the EQUIS approach to 
accreditation include the growth of joint 
programmes, increasing collaboration and 
partnerships (often across international boundaries), 
and the emergence of mergers and other forms  
of restructuring, some aimed at gaining critical 
mass and others driven by economic necessity. 

Designing new policies to encompass this increasing 
complexity is both challenging and developmental, 
but merely reflects the changing world of business 
education. The explanation for this, of course, ranges 
from the natural evolution of an established industry 
adjusting to a period of unprecedented turbulence 
to the disintegration of a value chain, creating 
opportunities for new players, products and 
delivery channels. 

One such disruptive possibility concerns the impact of 
online learning and particularly the advent of MOOCs. 

Whether these are the “monster under the bed” 
about to revolutionise and replace the traditional 
business school or merely another contribution 
to the wide array of teaching and learning 
methodologies is a hotly debated question. 

However, some of the early hype does seem to 
have been mitigated, in part by challenges to the 
underlying business model. Nevertheless, the 
established approach to the quality assessment of 
programmes, whether full-time, part-time, modular 
or blended, will have to evolve as technology 
enhances or replaces the traditional classroom. 
Hence, the establishment by EFMD of the TEL  
task force referred to earlier and the intention  
to re-examine the current programme standards.
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One final challenge that confronts the accreditation 
world is whether the process should be primarily 
about judgment at a particular moment in time, 
followed by advice for future development, or about 
guided development at any stage in the process, 
which may or may not lead to an accreditation 
outcome. The former is seen by some schools as 
too judgmental and elitist with the latter viewed 
as more inclusive and developmental.

As a reflection of EFMD’s values of wishing to 
provide benefit for the whole business school 
community it has recognised an increasing need for 
some form of guidance process to assist schools in 
achieving either EQUIS or EPAS accreditation. This 
could contribute at any stage in the process, from 
gaining eligibility, through undergoing peer review, 
to post-accreditation development. 

The details of this EFMD “gateway” advisory 
service for accreditation (EGATE) are currently 
work in progress. But what is obvious so far is 
that some schools would warmly welcome such 
advice, provided by experienced advisors and 
available flexibly over time. 

What is equally obvious is that guided development 
must be entirely independent of the assessment 
process and carry no guaranteed outcome. While 
further work is required, this innovation simply adds 
to the increasing list of many and varied challenges 
that ensure accreditation remains at the forefront of 
business school quality assurance and development.


