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Derick de Jongh, Director of the Albert Luthuli Centre for 
Responsible Leadership at the University of Pretoria in South  
Africa, was the Chair of the EFMD Africa Conference in Nairobi, 
Kenya, last October. He believes that South Africa and the continent 
generally is on the verge of a huge explosion of growth, fuelled  
by abundant natural resources. But, he tells George Bickerstaffe,  
he is worried that sustainability may get lost in the process.

What is the current state of management education in Africa?
I think I can talk better about the state of management 
education in South Africa, a country, rather than Africa  
as a whole, a continent. 

South Africa is a sophisticated country in terms of 
academic institutions. This is widely acknowledged and 
we succeed in maintaining a cutting-edge approach to 
management education. The quality and content compare 
well with the best available in the world. Obviously we 
don’t have the Harvards, Stanfords and LBSs of the world 
so we can’t always attract the top scholars to teach at our 
business schools but I think it’s going very well. I think the 
market in South Africa appreciates the quality and calibre 
of the graduates we provide. 

And management education is not just something that 
exists within business schools; it’s also in our major 
universities. Most universities can argue that they are 
heavily involved in management education, particularly 
the commerce, economics and management science 
faculties, though it’s not so applied as it is within a 
business school.

My views are of course to an extent coloured by my  
own areas of expertise, which is the whole field of 
sustainability, corporate responsibility and responsible 
leadership. If we look at this area I would not be so 
optimistic, supportive and positive about the state of 
management education as I am when I talk about it in 
more general terms. 
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I think sustainability is not  
yet mainstream. It’s treated  
as an externality by most management 
schools, though there are schools  
in South Africa and on the whole  
African continent that really do get it

When it comes to the point of the extent to which 
management education, the curriculum, the faculty 
and most business schools see their role in society  
then I’m not as optimistic and positive because I  
don’t yet see strong engagement by the management 
education fraternity in South Africa with the issue of 
sustainability. I’m not convinced that management 
educators and institutions in South Africa are aware  
of the value and importance of social consciousness.

Why do you think that is the case?
I think sustainability is not yet mainstream. It’s treated  
as an externality by most management schools, though 
there are schools in South Africa and on the whole  
African continent that really do get it. But it’s not easy for 
them to adjust to the issue of sustainability at a much 
deeper philosophical level – as I think they should be doing.

They treat the topic as an externality in the way that  
many businesses do. Businesses will say that issues  
such as climate change, social issues, governance and  
so on are out there and we deal with them as externalities 
through compliance mechanisms and so on and don’t 
really internalise them. 

I think you can say the same in management education. 
There may be a module, which in many cases is still an 
elective, on ethics for example that is not satisfactory –  
at least not to my mind.
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Will it improve?
Well, there is pressure to do so from areas like 
rating agencies and accreditation bodies such 
as EFMD, AACSB and AMBA. Organisations like 
those are increasingly talking about the 
importance of non-financial elements and soft 
skills in management education. But I think that 
most faculty in business schools don’t really get 
it. We need to think about these issues. 

We can teach marketing, finance, operations 
and so on but what we really need to do is to 
drill down into these subjects and look at the 
underlying theories of of economics, finance and 
marketing etc. 

The theoretical underpinnings of these subjects 
need to be examined and challenged at a much 
deeper level. You can’t just say the theory of 
economics is there; it’s based on the existing 
paradigm and so we will only deal with it on  
the surface. There’s a much deeper question 
here. We need to challenge the basic foundation 
of the theory of economics, or marketing or 
finance. That takes guts, courage, a very  
open mind – almost a new breed of faculty.

And management education must be 
multidisciplinary. Economics and social sciences 
are not strange bedfellows – they are crucial 
bedfellows for the future. For example, you can’t 
talk about climate change without talking about 
economics. These things are all interlinked.  
That’s the challenge that academics face.

Is there a move within South Africa or even 
Africa generally, to a kind of Africa-specific 
form of management education?
The interesting thing about Africa and South 
Africa is that they are a living laboratory of the 
real world. We have disparity, inequality, huge 
developmental challenges but on the other hand 
an abundance of natural resources and growth 
potential. So there is a lot of tension in the systems 
of a continent like this. And because of underlying 
anomalies and contradictions managing these 
tensions will be very difficult going into the future. 

At a political and economic level, it is difficult  
to imagine what the influence of the Chinese 
will be on this continent. In any big city if there’s 
a new wing on a hospital or a new terminal at 
an airport the chance is 99% that the funding  
is Chinese. They will have a huge influence.

Can we use this very interesting platform we 
have to develop a new kind of management  
for Africa or South Africa? Well I think we can. 
And there are a few very courageous deans  
and faculty members who are starting to push 
the debate in this direction. If you just look at 
the issues – poverty, corruption, environmental 
degradation and loss of bio-diversity – that  
are impacting the continent you can build  
your management education curricula around 
them. 
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So, for example, you can then align 
the theory of finance around the 
issue of poverty. That doesn’t mean 
you throw away the fundamental 
pillars of the theory of finance. Not 
at all. But the application needs  
to be in the direction we need to 
build a sustainable future world. 
Management education can play 
perfectly into that space, even more  
on a continent like Africa where  
it is glaringly obvious that we need  
to deal with these things.

Most business schools in Africa  
are only a few kilometres from a 
township where you can see the 
most severe social problems. Or 
you can drive through scenes of 
appalling poverty and end up at  
the entrance of a beautiful 
spanking new business school.

 However one of our key issues is 
that many of our best students in 
Africa want to go to study for an 
MBA in Europe or America, not 
Africa. And, of those that do, only 
about 63% come back to Africa.

Is that because of a perception that African 
schools are perhaps not yet world class?
No. Absolutely not. In fact I have suggested  
that the theme for the next EFMD conference  
in Africa should be a simple question: what can 
we learn from Africa?

The continent seems to be suffering from a 
feeling of inadequacy because of all the stories 
we read and the problems it faces. And it’s true 
that senior executives in South Africa seem to 
prefer to go to Harvard or Stanford for senior 
executive programmes even though business 
schools like Pretoria, Cape Town and 
Stellenbosch can offer equally good programmes. 
So there is still this self-image problem.

So, answering the question what can we learn 
from Africa, people would probably have a 
knee-jerk reaction and say well, nothing. But 
in fact this continent has a wealth of indigenous 
learning and knowledge. 

What is management education in Africa going 
to look like in the future?
Africa is poised for huge growth potential in natural 
resources as diamonds, gold, coal, platinum, 
natural gas and oil are being discovered on a daily 
basis. This creates growth and wealth but is has  
to be managed so that more people benefit rather 
than just a select few.

When I look at management education I am 
extremely positive and apprehensive at the  
same time. There is a huge desire and demand  
for improved education at all levels across the 
continent and business education and development 
can and must play a critical role in moving the 
continent forward. One thing for sure if that the 
future will be very interesting and the work EFMD 
is doing in Africa, along with the GRLI, GBSN  
& AABS will play a big part in its development. 
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