FROM MBA TO MBL: REINVENTING THE M.B.A. & EXECUTIVE EDUCATION

Background:

For many years, there have been complaints emerging from the business community about the inadequacy of MBA preparation to its needs. Back in 1997
, IMD Professor Kashani was sharing that some of the recruiters’ negative feedback about MBA students in general, was that “Business School students are excellent performers…as long as told what to do and how to do it…”. More recently, Philip Delves Broughton
 calls his fellow Harvard MBA’s “Masters of the Business Apocalypse” in a March 3rd 2009 article published in the Sunday Times. In his paper, he bitterly complains about the inability of greed driven graduates to “make a positive difference in the world” as Harvard Business School’s Mission Statement (almost) claims. McGill’s famous professor, Henry Mintzberg, is quoted in a Financial Times article
 as saying: "For years the business schools have been promoting an excessively analytic, detached style of management that has been dragging organisations down. Most [MBAs] believe that because they sat still for a couple of years, they are prepared to manage anything. In fact, they have been prepared to manage nothing. Management is a practice, learned in context. No manager, let alone leader, has ever been created in a classroom. Programmes that claim to do so promote hubris instead. And that has been carried from the business schools into corporate America on a massive scale."

It is fair to say though, that the business school environment has evolved a lot and is way ahead of many other postgraduate teaching processes. The best schools today have all scrapped the “ex cathedra” delivery style to replace it with far more interactive case teaching, action learning, distance learning, webcasting and other webinars, as well as real life consultancy projects.

In the same time, however, we have witnessed an “academisation wave”, whereby, far from applying their “customer centric” lessons, business schools seem to entrench into a world of theory. In fairness to the schools, this is greatly encouraged by uncreative rankings from the press.
The deep economic uncertainty we are living in will most probably transform in depth the way of thinking and making business in the coming years, as a series of well written articles of the Financial Times (March 2009) suggests.

It seems therefore reasonable to explore what the MBA of the near future should be like.

In our views, changes will impact five different components:

· Purpose 

· Branding & positioning

· Teaching process

· Contents 

· Ethics

Purpose :

The historical momentum we are living in, can be described by the following matrix
:
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The purpose of tomorrow’s MBA should be to prepare individuals to lead global communities, evolving in a new and constantly moving context. 

This will necessitate different content and processes to the course.

Branding & positioning :
The question is open whether or not to re-brand the concept of “business school” (which may be costly) and/or MBA. We like to evoke the transformation from Master in Business Administration to MBL, Master in Business Leadership.

More than a word game (who would like, nowadays, to be prepared at high cost to become an administrator?), the MBL suggests a shift in paradigm: instead of being trained to run business for business sake, the Master in Business Leadership is educated to inspire and engage in a higher purpose.

Instead of focusing mainly on the cognitive skills and reinforce the intellect, the MBL, would work on Aristotle’s three agendas:

· Logos (intellectual agenda): an MBL would, as its predecessor, still transfer skills and knowledge (although these will have evolved from current curriculum)

· Ethos (Behavioural agenda): “We are more likely to act our way into a new way of thinking than think our way into a new way of acting”
: MBL’s would learn to lead through practice and be enriched by numerous behavioural reviews and feedback. As the Greek name also suggests, MBL’s would go deep into business ethics and serve as a generator for a new global breed of community leaders

· Pathos (Emotional agenda): Leaders of tomorrow will have integrated that people are convinced through the “emotionally engaging” more than through the sole “intellectually compelling”. They will learn how to deal with their deep emotional resources and help others exploit their own. “Leadership is about creating conditions for others to do and be their best”.

The new business school would therefore be positioned both as a “skill transfer” institution but mainly as a “school for life”. It would integrate the notions of logos alongside those of ethos and pathos.

Teaching Process :
The teaching process would evolve:

· From subjects to themes: Instead of traditional “silo” contained subjects, the courses would follow a theme (a bit like IMD’s highly successful O.W.P. -Orchestrating Winning Performance-). We would not teach “Strategy classes” anymore but rather dive into a theme like “Preparing for the future vs guessing it”.

· From individual teaching to integrated delivery: this is the “Holy Graal” of many colleges: Cross teaching. It may not be convenient to see two professors co-delivering on the same theme at the same time. However, several professors would design together a course around a theme and agree on its delivery content, style and process. In Nyenrode (NL), the topics Didier Marlier was co-delivering (teamship & leadership) were also integrated into his colleagues’ classes (without interfering with their subject): Students observed and gave each other feedback by the end of the module, upon the behaviours which had been selected collectively as most “value building” for that class.

· From classroom to reality: Classrooms are a highly secure environment. A case study, however well written is reassuring per se: “all things we need to know to solve the case are contained in the 24 pages”. The MBL would “use reality as the simulation”, as much as possible. There would still be room for the “traditional” delivery processes (ex cathedra, case study, action learning and simulations) but we would work on reality cases as much as possible. Several possibilities exist amongst which: Real consultancy projects (such as existing for 30 years in IMD), Community work (as some execs courses already include), personal action plans between modules (and their debrief/review), ambitious project delivery (such as IMD’s 15 years old T.I.E. projects) but also engagement process of participants’ real teams (peers and subordinated with their presence during specific and large seminars). Finally linking up with organizations such as Leader’s quest (www.leadersquest.org) would be another way to learn live.

· From teachers to advisers: Faculty should be selected based on their capacity to advise, coach, develop and accompany the candidates. In our executive education courses, participants favourable ratings are far more correlated to our delivery style (capacity to transfer skills and knowledge in an engaging manner), real life experience, credible examples and stories and relationship building than to our previous own education.

· Using the community: EHL (Ecole Hôtelière de Lausanne) is the world’s No1 Hotel Management School. It prides itself in claiming that 7 out of the world’s 10 best hotels are run by an alumnus. EHL uses its own community as a training lab for its students. Some of them are busy at the kitchen, preparing food in the several restaurants for their peers and get rated on their technical but also behavioural skill by faculty. The same happens to those serving the food, handling the bar, cleaning rooms on campus etc… Such a thing should be possible and adapted to business school context.

· Feedback: When the course Didier Marlier was co-teaching in Nyenrode, gained so much positive feedback and credit from the MBA/EMBA participants, the Dean in a well intentioned gesture of appreciation announced it was becoming one of the four courses for which failure would mean failing the whole MBA. Although appreciating the intention, it felt rather as a “poisoned gift”: How to rate people on a non-cognitive and developmental course? We ended up deciding that the most developmental and fairest way to evaluate participants was through feedback: by the end of each module (as explained above), participants were rating each other (in their 6-7 people subteam) on the list of 10 behaviours which had been collectively selected by the class as the most able to ensure maximal value for their MBA (the list was updated after 6 months). That feedback was part of the rating. The other part was coming from faculty and staff rating the candidates on their own observations. Finally, each candidate was also rated on the quality of the feedback she would provide to her subteam members by module end. This is an example of Feedback as a developmental process.

Contents :

As per explained, we should get rid of the “silo mentality” when designing the curriculum of an MBL. Rather than the traditional subjects (which would still here and there have a justification, maybe in a foundation module), we would offer themes. In those themes, new skills and knowledge should be made available.

Some examples (purely indicative) are:

· Leading in uncertain times: this could include managing ambiguity and uncertainty, Complex Adaptive Systems theory adapted to business etc…

· Preparing for the future vs guessing it: scenario planning, leading when I know/don’t know
· Global leadership: Linking with Leadersquest like organizations, learn and practice leadership on the field
· Change Management and Change leadership: Project management and engagement skills

· Running a successful merger or integration: with all the prework (strategic, finance, legal), negotiation and (frequently forgotten) post deal integration

· Leading a virtual/remote team/leading in a matrix environment: co-piloting, influencing skills, conflict and negotiation management

· Break from the pack (Piggy backing the title of an excellent book): understand the explicit as well as implicit/unconscious needs of the customer/Value curves etc…

These are just examples taken from our own practice, which necessitate the blend of diverse talents and are far more meaningful to our clients than stand alone courses. These would evolve with the market’s needs.

Ethics :
It is unfair to blame MBA’s and their schools for what is happening around the world in 2009. However, we should take a hard look at ourselves. We have educated a large part of the leaders in the business community and it seems that, for a part of them at least, we failed to raise their ethics at the same level than their intellectual and business skills. 

We find this, one of the most challenging tasks for the future business school(s): on the one hand, it is critical not to fall in a new hypocritical and counterproductive wave of “politically correct” way of doing business. On the other, we need to do something very deep (once again both intellectually compelling and emotionally engaging) and lasting in order to prepare the future generations of global business leaders to fulfil their role with dignity and ethics.

Conclusion :
This document and its theme are still work in progress. Its purpose is to create discussion and debate, explore ideas around the notion of the business school of the (near) future.

“Re-inventing the MBA” is a topic which is very dear to my heart and which I am starting to explore with several institutions around the world.
© Didier Marlier & The Enablers Network. Didier Marlier has been a strategy consultant and taught Change Leadership in Nyenrode. A provocateur at heart, he managed to gain the trust of renowned executives around the world through his passionate style of engagement and authenticity. Originally from Belgium/Switzerland, he now lives between Switzerland and Brazil and delivers Engagement Leadership Programmes to multinationals across the globe.
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