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Prescript: Reimagining
Business Schools

Business school education has historically been an
essential element in driving business performance and
growth. The symbiotic relationship between organiza-

tions and business schools has resulted in economic develop-
ment, business success, and graduate achievement. However,
more recently, there is a growing divide between academia
and business. While scholarly research and theory, first argued
for by a 1959 report funded by the Ford Foundation, served
its purpose for decades, times have shifted. The publish-or-
perish dictum has generated a chasm between business theory
and practice. The pendulum has swung too far in the other
direction since the mid-20th century. Ironically, the need for
practice-based research has perhaps never been greater.

Today, businesses face an unprecedented level of complex-
ity and change. Global economic pressures, rapidly evolving
technology, radical connectivity, and a dynamic competitive
landscape have fundamentally amplified business uncertain-
ties. Entire industries are poised for disruption. Consider the
average life expectancy of a company in the S&P 500 index;
in 1957 a business had a life expectancy of 75 years.
Currently, businesses last only for 15 years (Kuhlmann,
2010). In the midst of such complexities, there is a demand
for relevant research and adaptive practices. Yet, most busi-
ness schools are missing in action.

The divide isn’t limited to practice-theory; there is also a
skills challenge with graduating students entering into busi-
ness. Business schools are well aware of some of the more
chronic gaps, such as professional writing skills, business
model innovation, and analytics. However, the escalation of
complexity has ushered in new, emerging needs. There’s
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a greater need for graduates to understand internal social
dynamics and critical thinking to enable adaptation in
response to a rapidly changing business world. While content
is increasingly becoming a commodity, with the rise of
MOOCs (massive open online courses), Google and YouTube,
individuals have access to real-time knowledge on an
as-needed basis, the judgment of knowing when, where, and
how to leverage such information is increasingly important.
Skills such as business judgment, social awareness, and critical
thinking aren’t gained through conventional lectures, papers,
and exams but through experiential learning and practice.
This requires active partnerships between business schools
and businesses.

Academia seems to be caught up in its own impending
demise. Escalating tuition cost, declining placement rates, the
rise of distance-learning, and the entry of non-traditional com-
petition, have hijacked university focus. For the first time in
academic history the cost-benefit ratio of traditional education
is being debated. Exacerbating the divide even further is the
obsession for faculty tenure that doesn’t reward business prac-
tice experience and is preoccupied with growingly obscure
research that is worthy of A-level journal publication. The
self-perpetuating aspects of academia and the doubling-down
of ineffective practices within organizations have resulted in a
partnership divide. Each has entered into a new normal, creat-
ing a polarization of business practice and business education.

To shift direction, one must first shift the conversation.
That is exactly what Reimagining Business Education does.
The Business Education Jam: Envisioning the Future explicitly
articulates the key challenges and then provides a bridge to
facilitate real conversation. The Business Education Jam
engaged thousands of people in a massive on-line discussion,
debate, and practical dialogue around the future of business
education. Key stakeholders included faculty, deans, and
administrators, business executives, hiring managers, students,
and graduates. By engaging the whole system in an open
exchange of ideas, new insights emerged. The Business
Education Jam followed the structure of Think Big, Start
Small, and Scale Fast. Starting with the grand challenge of
envisioning the future of business education, then exchanging
thousands of small ideas with actionable solutions that can be
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evaluated and iterated, with successful ideas being scaled
across and within institutions.

In the end, Reimagining Business Schools will be a journey
rather than merely a one-time exchange. The journey will
require a curriculum that is more closely aligned with the
practical demands of today’s employers, a curriculum that
anticipates and addresses tomorrow’s challenges. This
transformative journey will also require active partnerships
between academia and businesses that encourage on-going
experiential learning. The journey will drive more practice-
based research. Finally, it will require a mixture of scholarly
researchers and seasoned practitioners who co-create new
theories and practices. Reimagining Business Schools provides
the framework to launch this journey, making business educa-
tion more relevant, accessible, and actionable.

Michael J. Arena
Chief Talent Officer, General Motors Corporation
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