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Technology-enhanced learning (either in  
a blended or distance format) is making 
marked inroads in management education. 

Leading business schools have added online streams 
to their flagship programmes and the entire 
sector is rapidly expanding the use of e-learning 
tools to structure student learning. Web users can 
nowadays register for business courses on open 
source platforms such as Coursera and receive a 
certificate for successful completion at zero cost. 

It is time to ask what impact this development will 
have on the future shape of the business school 
sector. Admittedly, we can at this point only offer 
speculative answers. But the writing is on the wall 
that technology-enhanced learning will exert a 
disruptive influence.

Technological change promises to affect all facets 
of business school operations – how teaching is 
designed and delivered, how research is conducted 
and disseminated, and how interactions with 
stakeholders create value. 

Opportunities probably outweigh threats but 
business schools are likely to be forced down a 
path that will lead to an industry shakeout and a 
redefinition of competitive advantage for many 
institutions. In this article, we highlight the 
implications of technological-accelerated change 
on teaching and research.

Ulrich hommel and Christophe Lejeune 
discuss how technology could change 
the business model of business schools
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The provision of high- 
quality management 
education will in the 
future require three 
elements: 

•  a top-notch 
technology platform

•  educational offerings 
stacked on these 
platforms 

•  an externally verifiable 
rating system

Business schools are noticeably leaving their traditional 
teaching space, which was defined by geographical 
space and time. Traditional pedagogy is being amended 
with blended learning elements or is drifting off into 
the cloud altogether

Teaching: from standardised provision  
to customised learning?

Business schools are noticeably leaving their 
traditional teaching space, which was defined 
by geographical space and time. Traditional 
pedagogy is being amended with blended 
learning elements or is drifting off into the 
cloud altogether. Technology-accelerated 
knowledge diffusion allows students to learn 
from the best what the world of management 
education has to offer. Renowned scholars and 
admired management gurus can feed directly 
into the students’ learning space and enrich 
intellectual progression. 

In the process the marginal cost of provision 
will drop, which translates into a low-cost 
scalability of educational services. Technology 
can also help to address the “fairness of 
access” issue, which is currently hotly debated 
in the light of accelerating tuition fees. 

In order fully to utilise these growth 
opportunities, business schools must  
begin to define themselves as managers 
of educational technology platforms, 
contracting in complementary resources  
for the delivery of services to stakeholders.

Physical classroom space surrounded by 
faculty offices will not disappear completely 
but its importance could greatly diminish  
as educational offerings are moved into  
the cloud. Industry leaders will develop 
proprietary platforms as a source of 
competitive advantage. (Indeed, many  
are doing so already.) 

Others will develop technology-based delivery 
capabilities in consortia with strategic partners 
(inside and outside academia). Smaller and 
not so well resourced institutions, however, 
will struggle to make the shift and may  
need to rely on more standardised options 
with fewer bells and whistles. 

Scalability can only be achieved with a new 
teaching model. Provision needs to be 
team-based, with “star teachers” designing 
the offering and support personnel spinning 
it out into the open market. 

These teams do not necessarily have to be 
based inside business schools, implying that 
the rents associated with management 
education can potentially be appropriated by 
the business faculty. In effect, this is likely to 
lead to a power shift in business schools with  
“star teachers” starting to command similar 
salary premiums as  “star researchers” today. 
It will also create redundancy among faculty 
not capable of making this transition.
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The provision of high-quality 
management education will in the 
future require three elements: 

• a top-notch technology platform
•  educational offerings stacked on 

these platforms 
•  an externally verifiable rating system 

ensuring that individual components 
are of appropriate quality and that 
learning paths are properly specified 

Depth and breadth will be an important 
source of competitive advantage for 
elearning platforms. Connectivity with 
intra-company platforms will further  
help to broaden the user base beyond 
individual students. In the process, 
management education will evolve into  
a highly customisable experience.

In the light of these developments, what 
will the business school of the future look 
like? 

Ronald Coase’s Nobel-winning theorem 
teaches us that technology-accelerated 
learning will make the traditional 
boundaries of business schools 
increasingly fuzzy. As the transaction 
costs of arms-length contracting fall, 
market-based exchange is likely to 
replace educational production within 
organisational hierarchies. 

A significant push for change will come 
from outside the business school sector. 
As will be further discussed below, 
publishing houses are in the process of 
transforming their business models to 
compensate for eroding profit margins in 
traditional business areas. The result will 
be a natural convergence of technology-
accelerated learning and research-based 
knowledge diffusion. 

The traditional teaching model will  
no doubt continue at the top end  
of the market and in certain market 
niches. However, financial sustainability 
necessitates the creation of pedagogical 
and networking-related distinctiveness 
that cannot be replicated in electronic 
formats. 

Repeating and amending textbook 
knowledge, teaching off-the-shelf case 
studies and breaking down complex 
analytical knowledge packages into 
palatable portions will no longer be 
sufficient to protect the ivy-covered walls 
of higher education. Simplistic 
pedagogical short-hand such as 

“research-based learning” or “educating 
for practice” will no longer suffice. 

This development is positive in all 
respects. It will set free creative forces 
of innovation and change and will help 
to rebalance the role of teaching and 
learning versus research inside business 
schools. 

Research: from large-scale irrelevancy 
to broadly defined value-added?

The increasingly prevalent “publish or 
perish” culture is widely lamented in  
the literature on business schools as  
well as by deans. It creates agency issues 
between faculty viewing publications as 
the sole lever of their human capital and 
business schools looking for service on a 
broader scale. 

The “research speak” inside schools has 
moved from the discussion of topics  
of interests to journal rankings, impact 
scores and research points. Business 
faculty nowadays seems to be often 
more concerned about adding lines to 
their CVs than generating research with 
impact. To put it in Andrew Pettigrew’s 
terms, business schools are struggling to 
master the double hurdle of producing 
research that is academically rigorous 
as well as practically relevant (A Pettigrew, 
“Scholarly impact’ and the co-production 
hypothesis”, Global Focus 2/2008, pp 8-12). 

Most deans find themselves in a 
“prisoners’ dilemma” and de facto hire 
publication lists, working paper reservoirs 
and research pipelines rather than 
educators, mentors or creative thinkers 
with an inspirational influence on the 
management profession. 

It is a classic case of herd behaviour, with 
all schools uncritically applying the rules 
of the game. 

What is even more concerning is the 
emergence of a faculty bullying culture 
inside academia, which appraises the 
value of a faculty member mainly 
based on top-level publications. The 
conventional wisdom that the greatness 
of a business school is significantly 
shaped by the ability to pool 
complementary resources seems to 
be disappearing through the backdoor.

Howard Thomas and Kai Peters (H 
Thomas /K Peters, “A sustainable  
model for business schools”, Journal  
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of Management Development, 31(4), pp. 
377-385) have questioned the sustainability 
of the research-driven business model and 
are calling it “a bit too luxurious”.

It is commonly defended on the (actually 
unproven) claim that there exists a causal 
link between research and teaching 
excellence. We argue that technology  
will help to challenge this logic in various 
ways. Its disruptive influence will be felt as 
business schools are struggling to generate 
the operative surpluses needed for the 
funding of research. 

The challenge will mainly arise outside of 
the business schools’ current comfort zone. 
For one, publishing houses struggling with 
falling profit margins are currently working 
on enriching electronically distributed content 
with supplementary data, podcasts, cases and 
so on. 

The creation of premium services will move 
these providers into the realm of management 
education and will provide business schools 
in turn with opportunities to monetise 
research. In fact, this development can  
be seen as the fitting counterpart to the 
aforementioned developments in teaching 
and learning.

Opening up this revenue channel will require 
the transition into a radically different 
production model. Knowledge generation 
will evolve into a team effort with academic 
researchers being surrounding by support 
staff focused on the creation of derivative 
outputs. New performance metrics will 
emerge and will presumably include 
financial return as well as various proxies  
for relevancy derived from usage statistics. 

Research dissemination has to be re-organised 
with new opportunities opening up for feeding 
content to stakeholders, most importantly 
corporate learning centres. This obviously 
raises a host of other issues such as the 
integration of the portfolio output approach 
into faculty development policies (what is  
the new career model?) or the future role  
of inter-school collaboration. 

Sounds too radical? A closer look at the 
research realities in the natural sciences 
reveals that the “knowledge for money” 
approach has already been firmly established 
in higher education. The proprietary research 
model, however, challenges some 
fundamental academic values such as the 
freedom and openness of research. Not 
surprisingly, it is a source of considerable 
debate in the higher education literature. 

In our view, for-profit institutions will be 
complementary drivers of change. They are 
currently servicing the fringe of the market, 
non-traditional students with several 
socio-economic strikes against them. Their 
competitive strength derives from the ability 
to operate efficiently an industrial production 
model for educational services without any 
academic fripperies. 

If the knowledge exchange between business 
schools and the corporate world can be 
organised in a profitable manner in line with 
their normal mode of operation, then they 
may take advantage of this opportunity to 
make inroads into the market mainstream. 

Overall, we can expect that the current model 
of mass production in research, burdened 
by systemic irrelevancy, will gradually be 
replaced by co-production targeting value 
creation for stakeholders in the broadest sense. 

Top-level schools will presumably find ways 
of maintaining the sustainability of their current 
mode of operations. In contrast, the “me too” 
and “also ran” institutions will increasingly be 
forced to confront the harsh realities of market 
forces eroding the economic foundation of the 
subsidised research model. 

Conclusion

Technology-accelerated change will enrich 
the management education in many other 
ways as well. For one, it will create novel 
opportunities for institutional co-operation 
to provide customised learning solutions- 
giving students an international perspective, 
for example. 

It will also raise the effectiveness of business 
schools in pushing forward initiatives such 
as 50+20 and PRME. 

Overall, the business school sector will 
probably transition into a  “hub and spokes” 
system with somewhat blurred institutional 
boundaries. Hub connectors will define 
institutional networks, while the spokes will 
link business schools to entrepreneurially 
motivated providers of educational services 
and knowledge. 
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