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Business schools can create new opportunities, says Alfons Sauquet, 
if they continue to relect on their role in society

Opportunities & Accountability

A good deal of pressure has been exerted 
on business schools in the wake of the 
fi nancial crisis, on what our contribution 
could have been or should have been. But 
let’s refl ect instead on the actual contribution 
that business schools make, or can make, to 
society. By taking stock of how we contribute 
to society, we can pave the way forward 
towards a sustainable, meaningful input 
in the future.

Business schools undoubtedly play a great 
number of different roles in society. their 
systematic contact with more than 250,000 
Gmat takers each year and their direct access 
to leading companies and institutions ensures 
this. Yet the extent to which each role is taken 
on, and the importance schools and society 
give to it, depend greatly on the context in 
which they fi nd themselves. notwithstanding 
the vast array of socio-political realities, 
the voices of different deans and academics 
brought together in the book Business Schools 
and their Contribution to Society highlight a 
kind of impact-on-society-mix that business 
schools around the world work with. While 
the weight schools give to each area varies, 
most are capable of exerting some infl uence 
in each. 

to start with, let’s address the simple role 
business schools play in attracting, training 
and developing talent. sophisticated human 
capital is vital for economic development, 
and business school-trained managers 
should be in a position to provide the 
operational knowledge and the sound, 
effi cient decision-making that fast-growing 
companies need. Business schools located 
in emerging countries have to prioritise the 
production of graduates educated to the 
best possible level to take advantage of the 
positive economic context at hand and thus, 
help the country to grow. In such cases the 
main focus of the schools is on talent 
generation, as this is what stakeholders 
expect from them. 

the second, and much debated, role 
of business schools in society is the 
responsibility we have for instilling values
in the next generation of business leaders. 
education in general can be described as 
a way of empowering people to become 
active agents in the transformation of their 
societies. so the task of training future 
societal transformers does not lie solely 
with business schools. however, there is 

Human capital is 
vital for economic 
development
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Education in general can be 
described as a way of empowering 
people to become active agents in 
the transformation of their societies
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no doubt that educational establishments are 
expected to deliver graduates who have been 
provided with an ethical framework, and a 
sense of the “big picture” as the background 
to managerial decision-making. a number  
of business schools already treat this issue  
as vital and go to great lengths to understand 
their part in it, and have imaginatively 
integrated this into their curricula.

Learning should also focus on the values and 
conduct which enable people to live together 
in a diverse and plural ecosystem. Business 
schools have generally achieved and managed 
levels of class-room diversity envied by other 
disciplines. But despite this plurality, many 
schools seem to struggle to focus on values.  
It is deceptively simple to identify a set of 
precepts and declare them as ‘our values’  
to the world at large. It is quite a different  
story to create a framework for value-
based decision-making in the wide-ranging 
curricula of an mBa. the challenge goes 
beyond the espoused values of the school 
itself. It lies in the development of the values 
of individual students. this boils down to  
how to focus on business efficiency while  
also instilling an understanding of the 
competencies necessary to take effective 
decisions, and their long-term consequences.

thirdly, there is the role business schools 
play in the formation of public opinion, and 
the pressure they may be able to exert on 
public policy formation. this role can range 
from helping the public interpret what is 
happening, or providing guidelines on how  
to act with a view to changing public opinion, 
to lobbying public institutions with the aim  
of influencing political decisions. again,  
the extent to which each school plays this  
role depends. For example, the smaller the 
country, or the higher the need for economic 
development, the greater the level of influence 
and responsibility the business school has in 
this field. 

Fourthly, business schools also have a  
vital role to play in the development and 
dissemination of management and economic 
thinking resulting from research. In recent 
years, there has been discussion on the 
question of rigour versus relevance. much has 
been made of the need for business schools 
to move away from academic status-seeking 
yet inapplicable or irrelevant knowledge 

advancement, towards more useful work on 
“the business of business”. the challenge lies 
in encouraging the use of research practices 
underpinned by various methodologies, along 
with a sustained effort to transform basic 
research into actionable, relevant structures 
which eventually can inform practice. Creating 
actionable outcomes requires focused effort 
for little obvious academic prestige, while the 
use of various methodologies requires flexible 
minds. Business schools have to think 
creatively about how to deal with this.

Finally and perhaps an extension of these 
elements, is the relevance of the business 
school itself from an institutional standpoint. 
this is particularly evident in economies  
that are in transition, moving away from 
centralised models of governance or strict 
regulation. In such cases it is not just the 
output of the business school that is relevant, 
but the school itself as a milestone in the 
transition. there are values embedded in the 
very nature of scholarly work that permeate 
institutions forming a reference point for a 
society in transition. In such cases, business 
schools can become a beacon of development 
within society.
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so with such a mix of potential influence 
on society, business schools have a plethora 
of challenges before them. these challenges 
are relevant, regardless of the size, prestige, 
location or international reach of the school. 
We need to honestly reflect on our role in 
society, considering how our mix is weighted 
and consciously decide how we wish to wield 
our influence. 

Business schools increasingly have to 
grapple with the commoditisation of 
business education globally. this should 
point towards the development of distinct 
profiles, where schools would take the 
opportunity to reinforce unique or 
competitive traits. Creating such a profile 
entails going far beyond a promotional or 
positioning strategy, into the alignment  
of resources towards true institutional 
development. Yet this need to distinguish 
can find itself directly at odds with the 
standardisation goals laid down by 
accreditation and ranking organisations. 
While these organisations clearly aim to 
raise the standard of business education, 
they may indirectly drive a push towards 
increasing similarity.

this, however, reflects another challenge  
for business schools; the mismatch between 
the individual legitimate motivations of 
prospective participants and what and how 
schools should address learning processes 
to maximise their contribution to society. 
For instance, mBa participants may well 
choose business schools for both the 
image of the school and the ability it has  
to help them get a good job on graduation, 
ahead of the educational content of the 
mBa itself. and when students do look  
to content, it is the efficiency-maximising 
tools of the trade they are after, not perhaps 

The challenge lies in achieving a balance 
between ensuring excellent short term 
results for the graduate, while also 
instilling them with a long term perspective
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critical thinking space. Yet it is in the content, 
that schools have a big chance to make a 
difference. Business schools increasingly 
find themselves stuck between meeting 
the candidates’ immediate demands, and 
educating them in a way that will maximise 
their contribution to society as the next 
generation of leaders. 

the challenge here lies in achieving a balance 
between these two, ensuring excellent 
short term results for the graduate, while 
instilling them with a long term perspective 
that they did not necessarily ask for. One  
of the ways that this may be done is by 
increasing the amount of critical thinking 
required in a management degree or 
executive education. One approach may  
be to go back to the humanistic roots of 
management, encouraging participants  
to extract the causes and effects, as well 
as examining the shortfalls of applying 
certain models or methods. at the same 
time management education must not lose 
its capacity to produce effective managers. 

today’s business schools are not short of 
challenges. Rather than a clear-cut response 
to what role business schools do or should 
play in society, we are left with a rather 
managerial ‘it depends’. even if we can all 
agree that business schools have a role to 
play through influencing the next generation 
of business leaders, it is hard to say how this 
should be done, in the light of other external 
pressures. Yet one thing is for certain. If 
schools do not reflect long and hard on  
these issues, their role will never be clear  
and they will leave themselves open to 
ongoing criticism. By taking continual stock  
of their role in society, business schools 
around the world will find they can create new 
opportunities, embracing the accountability 
that comes as part of this. We are seeing how 
business schools are increasingly adopting  
a more reflexive attitude. as well as producing 
and delivering knowledge, business 
schools have a responsibility to society.  
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