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Business school masters programmes in Australia:
Challenges, achievements, opportunities

John Shields explains the way 
Australian masters programmes 
have developed (and will  

develop more)

In essence, masters-level education in business 
and management in the Australian university 
sector is a hybrid of the European pre-experience 
MSc model and the North American post-
experience MBA tradition. 

While the flagship postgraduate coursework 
(PGCW) programmes offered by Australian 
business schools are post-experience programmes 
in MBAs, EMBAs and DBAs degrees, with few 
exceptions the programmes that continue to draw 
the largest volumes of students are those studying 
in non-MBA pre-experience specialist business or 
generalist management masters programmes. 

Indeed, Australian universities have turned 
increasingly to revenue raising via masters 
fees, with the sector now taking in 150,000 
PGCW students annually and such programmes 
now contributing 27% of all higher education 
enrolments (Department of Education, 2013; 
Austrade/AEI, 2013). 

Business schools have been in the forefront of this 
growth in masters education. The sector’s growing 
reliance on fee revenue from masters cohorts, 
which are predominantly pre-experience and 
international and full-time, poses both challenges 
and opportunities for educational practice in 
Australian business schools. 

While remaining predominantly state-owned, the 
universities to which Australia’s business schools 
belong now rely substantially on fee income from 
masters-level business education to meet both 
recurrent and capital improvement costs. 

Management/Commerce currently represent over 
one-third of all PGCW commencements in the 
sector and although there has recently been strong 
growth in demand for programmes in humanities, 
information technology and health, Australian 
business schools graduate one-third of Australian 
university students and one-fifth of international 
students at Australian universities (Australian 
Business Deans’ Council, 2014). 

Continued dominance of non-MBA  
pre-experience masters programmes

In the Australian context, post-experience business 
administration programmes are, for the most part, 
boutique products, while non-MBA specialist 
masters programmes deliver most of the student 
load. 

Nearly all Australian business schools offer 
specialist masters products, compared to just two-
thirds of US business schools (AACSB, 2014). The 
growth engines here are pre/early career degrees 
in professional accounting, finance and commerce. 

The last five years has also seen the rise of pre/
early career general management (“baby MBA”) 
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business education to meet both 
recurrent and capital 
improvement costs 
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programmes, partly to capitalise on a growing 
demand from newly graduated non-business 
background graduates for conversion masters 
in the business field. Fifteen universities (38% of 
all 39 Australian universities) now offer a Master 
of Management (MiM) programme, with seven 
of these being pre-experience and most others 
requiring only two years’ work experience. By 
contrast, only 10% of US business schools offer 
such programmes.

However, the growth in Australian pre-experience 
general management programmes remains 
embryonic. To date, only one such programme 
(that offered by my own institution) has achieved 
Financial Times ranking. 

Accelerating cohort internationalisation

Australia has the fifth-highest number of 
international students studying at its universities, 
with only the US, UK, Germany and France 
having higher numbers (OECD, 2014). 
Internationals now comprise 60% of Australian 
PGCW commencements, up by 100% since 
2004, compared to an increase of just 12 % for 
domestics (Austrade/AEI, 2013). 

The two growth-engines here are China (52% 
of the international load) and India (with 14%) 
(Austrade/AEI, 2013). 

The immediate causes of the surge in international 
numbers are (i) the rapid fall in the value of the 
Australian dollar over the past year (due largely 
to the end of the Australian mining boom) and 
(ii) government policies intended to encourage 
recruitment of fee-paying internationals. These 
have including the streamlining of student visa 
processing, the introduction of a two-year post-
study work visa opportunity and the retention 
of accounting on the Skilled Occupation List for 
permanent residency purposes. 

150,000
Australian universities have turned 
increasingly to revenue raising via masters 
fees, with the sector now taking in 150,000 
PGCW students annually and such 
programmes now contributing 27% of all 
higher education enrolments (Department of 
Education, 2013; Austrade/AEI, 2013).
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Local schools are also expanding their portfolios 
of dual degrees and joint masters degrees with 
international partners in China, South East Asia, 
India, the UK and Europe. I suspect that we will 
now see a comparable rise in partnerships with US 
and Latin American schools. 

Tighter standards-based regulation

Over the last decade, Australian universities 
have been caught in a public policy pincer. The 
less funding that governments of either political 
persuasion have provided to universities, the 
greater the regulatory imposts they have applied to 
the sector. 

The proportion of public funding has fallen to just 
45% of operating income across the sector, leaving 
Australia near the bottom of the OECD league 
table. 

Yet the decline in public funding has also been 
accompanied by a significant tightening of 
regulatory standards intended to enhance learning 
quality. In particular, the Australian Qualifications 
Framework (AQF), introduced in 2011, mandates 
demonstrated adherence to specified learning 
outcome standards for coursework masters 
programmes. 

Other regulatory changes in train include 
the mandating of threshold competencies 
in accounting, finance, marketing and other 
business qualifications and external validation of 
assessment grading. It is to be hoped that these 
regulatory requirements will serve to enhance 
educational quality across the sector. Equally, they 
are guaranteed to increase compliance costs and, 
hence, to place upward pressure on fee levels. 

Curriculum renewal

The sector’s changing political economy 
notwithstanding, Australian business schools 
have risen to the quality assurance challenge and 
are undertaking some innovative and exciting 
initiatives in masters-level curriculum renewal. 

Adopting the trilogy of pedagogical possibilities 
suggested by Datar and Garvin (2010), it is 
appropriate to characterise this as a shift to “being” 
and “doing”, not just “knowing”. 

Pre-experience masters students, including 
those from non-western learning backgrounds, 
are being encouraged and resourced to practise 
self-reflection, enhance intercultural awareness, 
sharpen critical thinking skills, build their client-
facing capabilities, develop ethical awareness 
and reasoning, deepen their sense of social 

45%
The proportion of 
public funding has 
fallen to just 45% of 
operating income 
across the sector, 
leaving Australia near 
the bottom of the 
OECD league table.

Business school masters programmes in Australia:
Challenges, achievements, opportunities



24    www.globalfocusmagazine.com EFMD Global Focus: Volume 09 Issue 02  |  2015   25

For a proudly campus-based institution like my 
own, the “blended learning” model holds special 
appeal. The use of technology stands to free 
up valuable class time for a “flipped” approach 
emphasising student-led knowledge-application 
and problem-solving. 

With a view to strengthening their appeal to 
both part-time and international students, some 
business schools have now introduced wholly  
on-line programmes at masters level in emulation 
of the HarvardX model. Many have also entered 
into partnership or consortia – with Coursera,  
EdX and Academic Partnerships International  
– to deliver MOOCS masters products globally. 

Conclusion

Australian business schools continue to face 
formidable challenges in both the pre-experience 
and post-experience masters fields. For our 
international masters graduates, outcomes remain 
mixed, particularly at the pre-experience level. 

Local employers still remain reluctant to take 
on international graduates, citing concerns over 
deficiencies in language proficiency and client-
facing skills. Domestic students sometimes 
complain that international students are unwilling 
to adapt to local ways. Ironically, offshore 
employers sometimes express the view that 
indigenous graduates who have studied abroad 
are too westernised and have unrealistic pay and 
promotion expectations. 

The key challenge confronting Australian-based 
postgraduate business educators is to turn these 
perceptions around. In this regard, the innovations 
in curricula and pedagogy outlined above augur 
well for the future of masters education in the 
business and management field in the Australian 
context.  
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responsibility and consider the importance 
of business sustainability – all with a view 
to achieving a deeper sense of personal and 
professional purpose. 

To encourage students to see learning as going 
well beyond the absorption of narrow technical 
knowledge, courses are springing up in areas 
such as professional development, business 
sustainability, poverty alleviation and profit, social 
enterprise, co-operatives and much more. Exciting 
new collaborations are also emerging with 
humanities faculties in fields such as human rights, 
creativity, leadership, language and intercultural 
competence. 

Innovation in educational practice

Educational practice in Australian masters 
programmes is morphing from the traditional 
model of “sage on stage” and the passive 
transmission of knowledge to an approach that 
is student-centred, interactive, interrogative and 
applied.

Central to these developments is the concept of 
experiential learning (Australian Business Deans’ 
Council, 2014), which now informs a growing 
diversity of practices with special appeal to 
pre-experience students such as innovation and 
entrepreneurship labs / incubators , student-
run enterprises, leadership studios, industry 
placements and business/consulting projects. 

While the adoption of these applied learning 
practices remains uneven, there are clear signs of 
a sectorial trend in this direction. 

Like business schools everywhere, those 
in Australia are also making greater use of 
technology-enabled methods in their masters 
programmes, although some have already moved 
much further in this direction than others. 
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