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Abstract
Purpose – Given today’s pressing societal challenges, business schools are increasingly expected to
incorporate sustainability in their curricula. Yet, while research on corporate sustainability is on the rise, there
is less innovation in teaching methods as most institutions rely on traditional methods to teach sustainability
in the classroom. This paper aims to present the case-based debate as an appropriate teaching method for
exposing students to the complexity of business sustainability issues.
Design/methodology/approach – The pedagogical background of the traditional case method and the
debate method have been analyzed to provide an integrated understanding of the benefits of combining the two
in the case-based debate. Building on the authors’ experiences from using case-based debates in the classroom,
the paper describes what a case-debate is and how it can be implemented.
Findings – The paper offers a practical tool that can be used to teach sustainability in business schools and
other educational institutions. Case-based debates can elicit active participation, support the development of
students’ critical thinking skills and improve reflexivity by compelling students to seriously and actively
engage with opposing viewpoints on a given issue.
Originality/value – This paper presents a hybrid approach for sustainability teaching that combines the
benefits of the traditional case method with those of an in-class debate. The case-based debate method has
received little attention in educational research and business sustainability teaching practice but can serve
multiple teaching objectives relevant to sustainability teaching.

Keywords Sustainability, Grand challenges, Sustainability teaching, Case method, Debate method,
Case-based debates

Paper type Case study

1. Introduction
Pressing sustainability challenges threaten our economies and societies. Issues such as
climate change and the deterioration of ecological systems have negative impacts on human
health, species extinction, agricultural yields, freshwater availability and the erosion or
inundation of coastal areas (IPCC, 2021). Often classified as grand challenges – complex,
unsolved global problems that are important for human, ecological and societal well-being –
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sustainability issues cannot be solved by one actor alone. Rather, the speed and scale of
changes required to address these issues are so far-reaching that they must involve
unprecedented action from multiple parties (Lee et al., 2022). And while governments are seen
as responsible for addressing collective problems and civil society has often taken the lead in
addressing sustainability challenges, business is also an important actor for achieving
sustainability. Economic activity is responsible for much of the rise in environmental and
atmospheric pollution in recent decades, signifying the responsibility of business for
sustainability challenges. Moreover, with the list of top economic entities on our planet
includingmore corporations than countries (Global Justice Now, 2018), business is arguably the
most powerful institution on Earth – and therefore, a fundamental tool for the much-needed
sustainability transition.

Given the responsibility and power of business to address sustainability challenges,
what is the role of higher education institutions that train, nurture and develop future
business leaders? Most business schools did not incorporate sustainability in their curricula
until at least the turn of the century; and even when they did, social and environmental
issues were considered peripheral topics within business school education (Augustine and
King, 2019; Jack, 2020a). This, however, is changing. We are currently in the midst of a
transition in business education, both in terms of the centrality of sustainability as a topic
and in terms of the demand for business, schools to integrate sustainability in their curricula
(Hoffman, 2017; Dyllick and Muff, 2020). Driven by a broader societal push for developing
responsible future leaders who will act as agents for good (El Hajj et al., 2017; Lilley et al.,
2014), third-party institutions and accreditation bodies have also started to urge business
schools to adopt sustainability programs and courses (Hoffman, 2017; Landrum and
Ohsowski, 2017). For instance, in 2007, the UN founded the Principles for Responsible
Management Education (PRME), an initiative that aims to “realize the Sustainable
Development Goals through responsible management education” and that involves over 850
signatories and partners from all over the world (PRME, 2021). In 2013, the European
Quality Improvement System established standards for integrating ethics, responsibility
and sustainability into business school teaching as part of its accreditation criteria. And in
2016, the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business created social and
environmental sustainability standards that accredited institutions are required to adopt.
Most recently, in response to criticism against rankings by media organizations, such as the
Financial Times, alternative rankings and ratings that heavily weigh the incorporation of
sustainability into curricula are being developed (Pitt-Watson and Quigley, 2019). All in all, the
need for teaching sustainability in business schools is clearly there, and so is the demand –with
sustainability becoming a key selling point for MBA and other management programs aiming
to attract students (Klecha, 2017; Scott, 2015).

Material to teach sustainability has also become more widely available. Corporate
sustainability research, once at the fringes of organizational scholarship, has now moved
mainstream. The number of academic articles on sustainability in management research
have increased exponentially in recent years (Williams et al., 2017), and sustainability has
made its way into canonical management research on business strategy, organizational
behavior, operations, marketing, accounting and finance (Bansal and Hoffman, 2012). A
recent study featured in the Financial Times (Jack, 2020b) shows that the share of journal
articles related to the UN sustainable development goals is on the rise among triple-crown
business schools as well as other institutions.

Despite clear demand and availability of content, however, research suggests that most
institutions rely on traditional teaching methods to teach sustainability in business schools
(Godemann et al., 2011; Landrum and Ohsowski, 2017). Defined in line with the “triple
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bottom line” concept (Elkington, 1997), corporate sustainability reflects the need for
companies to simultaneously reconcile the social, environmental and economic performance
of the organization (Alhaddi, 2015; Bansal, 2005; Scherer et al., 2013). However, traditional
teaching methods may not be ideal to capture such complexity as they often imply a
treatment of sustainability as “enterprise integration” (Hoffman, 2017, 2018): the recognition
of sustainability as a business issue that can be (re)framed to fit with core business
approaches. Per this view, overexploitation of natural resources may translate into an issue
of resource availability relevant for corporate procurement and production processes;
activist scrutiny in response to unethical business conduct may translate into a reputational
issue relevant for public relations; and the reinvention of agricultural practices, such as
organic, local or fair-trade food may translate into an issue of responding to “green” demand
relevant for marketers. Framing sustainability in “business as usual” terms, however, may
not be enough to help future business leaders realize the fundamental market
transformations required to address the most pressing sustainability challenges of our time.

Corporate sustainability issues are, at their core, systemic and can rarely be reduced to
classic strategy, marketing or operational problems. They tend to be complex, dispersed,
global and interdependent, and as a consequence, they are characterized by greater
ambiguity and uncertainty with regard to the potency and consequences of any particular
action (Lee et al., 2022). As the triple bottom line concept implies, sustainability issues tend
to involve paradoxes and trade-offs between the needs of different stakeholders (Van der Byl
and Slawinski, 2015); they require the appreciation of cultural complexity (Lilley et al., 2014);
and often, they unearth discrepancies between social, environmental and financial objectives
(Friedland and Jain, 2020). Correspondingly, scholars have argued that teaching
sustainability to business students should focus on advancing their understanding of both
the complex nature and the different viewpoints of the topic (Kearins and Springett, 2003) by
following a pedagogical approach that is rooted in experiential and active learning, critical
thinking, reflexivity and problem-solving (Springett, 2005; Kalamas Hedden et al., 2017).

This article presents one approach to incorporating the complexity of sustainability
issues into the classroom: the case-based debate. Combining the advantages of case-based
teaching with those of an in-class debate, case-based debates elicit active participation in the
classroom, contribute to the development of students’ practical and critical thinking skills
and improve their reflexivity by compelling students to consider the multiple viewpoints of
the case. Therefore, case-based debates are especially suitable for sustainability teaching as
this practice exposes students to the complexity of corporate sustainability issues and
prompts them to actively engage with these complexities. Our aimwith this article is to offer
a practical tool that educators can imitate, modify and improve to more effectively teach
sustainability in business schools. Thus, the primary emphasis is on the practice of case-
based debates. Below we briefly discuss the pedagogical background and then elaborate on
what a case-debate is and how it can be implemented, building on the authors’ experiences
from applying it. Finally, we conclude with a broader discussion of the benefits and
applicability of the method, as well as limitations and opportunities for future research.

2. Background
A variety of teaching methods have been used to educate business students, including but
not limited to lectures and tutorials, debates, simulations, role-playing, the case method and
site-visits (Brown and Guilding, 1993). Each teaching method serves its own purpose. For
instance, lectures help students obtain specific information and knowledge that constitutes
the first step in cognitive learning; and simulations benefit students’ interpersonal and
problem-solving skills (Farashahi and Tajeddin, 2018). Considering that sustainability

Case-based
debates

149



teaching requires an experiential and active learning approach that fosters critical thinking,
reflexivity and problem-solving skills (Springett, 2005; Kalamas Hedden et al., 2017), there
are various teaching methods available such as role play and site-visits (Collins and Kearins,
2007, 2010). Here our aim is to highlight one particular approach, namely, the case-based
debate.

As we will argue below, the advantages of this method render it very suitable for teaching
sustainability-related courses. Yet, it has received scarce attention in educational research (Austin
and Packard, 2009; Doran et al., 2011) and teaching practice (see Appendix for further details). We
present the method and its usefulness for sustainability teaching in Sections 3 and 4. Before
elaborating on the practice of case-based debates, we first discuss, in this section, the pedagogical
background of the two teaching techniques it relies on: the casemethod and the debatemethod.

2.1 Case-based teaching
Case-based teaching can take many forms, but it usually refers to the case discussion that
was prescribed as a dominant teaching approach at the Harvard Business School in the mid-
1900s (Dooley and Skinner, 1977; Greiner et al., 2003). A case discussion is an “interactive,
student-centered exploration of realistic and specific narratives” (Boehrer and Linsky, 1990,
p. 42), and consists of multiple stages. First, the teacher assigns a case to the students. Next,
the students are expected to prepare and analyze the case before class. During class, the
students discuss with each other both how the case is understood and the different paths of
action (Carlson and Velenchik, 2006).

To explain the case discussion, Boehrer and Linsky (1990) use the metaphor of the case as a
story, a vehicle and an event. First, a case can be classified as a story because it presents, in a
narrative form, the details of a complex real-world situation confronting a practitioner (Garvin,
2003). Second, a case can be seen as a vehicle for bringing practical problems into the classroom
(Farashahi and Tajeddin, 2018) and for eliciting interactions and deep discussions among
students. Third, a case is ultimately an event, in that the value of a case depends on what
students make of it during the discussion.

Three main principles underlying case-based teaching help explain how this method can
benefit the learning experience of the majority of students. First, case-based teaching helps
students acquire and develop practical skills by providing them the opportunity to apply
what they have learned to an actual business problem (Garvin, 2003). Teaching students
both to know and to act contributes to the development of skills that are crucial for them to
understand and deal with complex situations in the world of practice (Barnes et al., 1994).
Furthermore, accomplished practitioners usually acquire their skills through experiencing a
wide variety of business problems (Boehrer and Linsky, 1990). Given that learning through
experience positively contributes to the development of practical skills, case-based teaching
can bring this practical experience to the classroom (Garvin, 2007). Thus, case-based
teaching diminishes the distance between theory and practice. This is an important teaching
objective since one central aim of business schools is to prepare students for their
professional careers.

Second, case-based teaching prepares students for practice by familiarizing them with
the complexity that can be expected on the job. By working through a case, students are
required to deal with several constraints, such as incomplete information, conflicts between
values and objectives, a mismatch between needs and resources and most importantly, the
fact that there is oftentimes not a single right answer to the problem at hand (Radi Afsouran
et al., 2018; Ray, 2018). In turn, this develops students’ ability to deal with uncertain
situations (Blumenthal, 1991), fosters their analytical and critical thinking skills (Pilz and
Zenner, 2018) and allows them to gain confidence that they can handle business problems
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under complex constraints (Boehrer and Linsky, 1990). Furthermore, since there is usually
not one right answer, a good case discussion focuses on the process by which a decision is
made and includes the evaluation of different options, contributing to the development of
reasoning skills (Ambrosini et al., 2010).

Finally, case-based teaching reallocates the focus from the teacher to the students by
expecting them to be at the center of the discussion. Specifically, students are expected to
participate by presenting their ideas, asking questions and building on the statements of
other students as well as challenging them (Barnes et al., 1994). In a good case discussion,
students interact actively with one another through challenging and questioning each
other’s assertions. This contributes to students learning from each other. As such, the focus
is on the students; the teacher’s role is to facilitate and structure the discussion. This
changes the role of the student from passively absorbing knowledge to actively engaging in
discussion and decision-making. As a result, case-based teaching has the potential to elicit
active engagement and learning.

2.2 The debate method
While case-based teaching can positively contribute to learning, its ultimate success
depends on the motivation of the students to be involved in the casework and actively
participate in the discussion. One educational tool that has been found to foster motivation
and energy is the debate (Stewart and Winn, 1996). As with case-based teaching, debating
has become an accepted educational method in a variety of disciplines (Vo andMorris, 2006).

Debating consists of “reasoned arguments for or against a proposition” (Huryn, 1986, p. 266).
The traditional debate format involves multiple phases starting with both the supporting and
opposing teams presenting and introducing their arguments. This is followed by rebuttals, where
the debaters get the chance to respond to the other team’s viewpoints. The use of debates can be
beneficial for a variety of reasons, which include enhancing motivation, critical thinking skills
and students’ understanding of different viewpoints on a particular issue (Argyropoulou, 2021;
Schroeder andEbert, 1983).

First, debates have been found to create environments that motivate active engagement
during and after the debate (Cariñanos-Ayala et al., 2021; Green and Klug, 1990; Winsted, 2010).
As students are required to respond to the arguments of their classmates, they feel the need to
exert more effort and prepare well themselves. This competitive spirit can generate energy and
enthusiasm during the debate (Stewart andWinn, 1996), and students are oftentimes enthusiastic
about debates because it is seen as a break from the routine of conventional teachingmethods (Vo
and Morris, 2006). Because debates enhance students’motivation to be involved, this educational
method positively contributes to students’ engagement with the course materials, rendering
debates an effective strategy for stimulating active learning (Kennedy, 2007).

Second, an important prerequisite for active learning is engagement with higher-order
thinking. Higher-order thinking consists of the following tasks: analysis, synthesis and
evaluation (Bonwell and Eison, 1991). To perform well, debaters closely examine relevant
information, integrate ideas and arguments and finally provide an evaluation (Vo and
Morris, 2006). Thus, the debate method promotes students’ active engagement with
materials as well as higher-order thinking. In fact, the debate method has been found to be
among the best teaching methods to stimulate critical thinking and increases students’
confidence in their public speaking skills (Combs and Bourne, 1989; Rodriguez-Dono and
Hern�andez-Fern�andez, 2021). By having to assess and critique arguments of the opposing
team, the method gives students the opportunity to practice professional disagreeing. Being
able to respectfully address points of disagreement and strongly advocating one’s own
position will be useful in students’ professional business careers (Stewart andWinn, 1996).
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Scholars have also shown that students felt debates increased their critical thinking
because they stimulated them to thoroughly consider multiple positions on issues
(Hennessey, 2014), making debates particularly useful in courses that focus on the interplay
between business and society (Schroeder and Ebert, 1983). Teaching such courses is
complex as they often involve questions that do not have a universally agreed-upon answer.
Thus, multiple perspectives on controversial questions and issues tend to be presented.

This brings us to the final benefit of using the debate method which is that it stimulates
students’ understanding of opposing positions on complex and controversial matters. The
method forces students to go beyond their own viewpoints because they might be asked to
defend a position that they oppose or because they need to anticipate opponent’s arguments.
This leaves students no choice but to thoroughly analyze and examine contrasting positions
(Schroeder and Ebert, 1983). All in all, debates can prove useful in setting students free from
established viewpoints and stimulate them to appreciate complexity.

3. The practice of case-based debates: process and organization
A case-based debate is a combination of the traditional case method with an in-class debate
and aims to benefit from the advantages of each. Scholars analyzing case-based learning
have argued that complementing the case method with an in-class debate can facilitate
higher levels of student participation as the debate aspect enhances student reflection in
terms of questioning and advocating a specific line of action (Austin and Packard, 2009).
Some research has also found that complementing the case method with an in-class debate
results in a high-quality of case analysis (Doran et al., 2011). Specifically, we expect that in
the context of business sustainability teaching, case-based debates can serve at least the
following learning objectives: students learn to appreciate how the inherent complexity of
sustainability manifests in practice; reflect on and analyze different viewpoints on
sustainability problems and solutions, and articulate a position in a compelling and
convincing manner.

In this section, our goal is to describe how the method can be applied based on the
authors’ experience in practicing the case-based debate method in a Business Strategy and
Sustainability course. As context, consider that this is an elective graduate (Masters-level)
course that is usually given to groups of approximately 30 students. The learning objectives
are summarized in Figure 1 (the case-based debate aligns mostly with learning objectives 2,
4 and 5). Other teaching methods used during this course include interactive lectures that
are focused on introducing literature and initiating discussions and a company project that
tries to simulate a real-world environment where students develop a business solution to
sustainability challenges for a particular company. Concerning the case-based debates, the
following process assumes a workshop-style class format that runs through multiple
sessions but can be adjusted for other formats.

Before each class: Prior to the class (typically several days or weeks before), students are
separated into an even number of teams. For instance, for a class with three workshops, six
teams are needed; for a class with five workshops, 10 teams are needed; and so on. For each
of these sessions, the class is pre-assigned a case that relates to sustainability in a business
or other organization. The case may describe the organization’s sustainability strategy in
general, its approach on a specific sustainability issue such as climate change or diversity or
a narrower topic such as a managerial decision about a specific sustainability initiative.

Together with the case, the instructor also assigns a specific statement and a
counterstatement that argues for the exact opposite. These statements can be products of
the case, but they can also be related without being direct derivatives [1]. For instance, a case
about a specific organization facing pressure to divest from fossil fuels (Hoffman, 2020) may
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inspire debate statements about that particular organization (“university X should (not)
divest from fossil fuels by year Y”) or about a broader issue or question (“universities should
(not) divest from fossil fuels”; “all publicly funded organizations should (not) divest from
fossil fuels”). What is important is that the case provides the context and thick description
that is relevant for the debate question without answering that question. This is typical of
cases related to sustainability, as the complexity and associated trade-offs involved are
rarely amenable to one obvious and straightforward answer but rather call for multiple
interpretations and viewpoints from stakeholders.

Two teams are assigned to debate during each session, and all other teams are assigned
as “jury.” Prior to the class, the debating teams are asked to prepare to discuss the dilemma
and take a position in favor of (first team) or against (second team) the debate statement. In
other words, the teams are pre-assigned their position. To prepare, students are instructed to
read the case and statement carefully, as well as the literature that is covered in the course
and that relates to the topic. They are also encouraged to seek additional material if it is
useful for their teams’ argument and to anticipate the opposing team’s arguments so that
they can respond during class. Finally, because in-class debates can be stressful for students
and making real-time decisions is hard, teams are instructed to arrange roles in advance
(who speaks first, second, etc) and create a plan for how to approach the recess and
rebuttals. This is particularly important for online sessions where spontaneous coordination
is challenging.

The “jury” teams (all teams not debating in that session) are also expected to read the
case and statement carefully, as well as the literature covered in that class session. They are
asked to pre-assign one student (or more) to take notes, and one person as the team’s main
communicator for the session. That person will facilitate asking questions and provide
feedback on behalf of the team during and after the session. Note that debating and jury
teams rotate with each session so that all teams get the opportunity to debate during the
course of the entire class.

Table 1 includes an example of a case-based debate and Table 2 showcases a practical
example of an “instruction manual” for how students can prepare.

During class: A recommended approach is to start the session with an overview of the
case by the instructor. This should be brief and focusing mainly on the facts of the case to
serve as a reminder of the dilemmas or complexities involved. The role of the case is

Figure 1.
Learning objectives

for the course
business strategy and

sustainability
0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50

Case-based debate

Debate

Role playing

Field visit/project

Simulation

Case method

Lectures/tutorials
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mainly to provide context in advance of the debate, so contrary to a typical case teaching
approach, it is important not to get into the argumentation as this might bias the class in
favor of or against the debate statement. Once the facts are given as a reminder to the
class, the debate follows. We offer below suggestions for how to organize the debate,
acknowledging, however, that the format of the debate can vary substantially. We also
include further practical suggestions regarding timelines and the role of different teams
in Table 3.

Table 1.
Example case for a
case-based debate:
Royal DSM

Darwinians at the gate: sustainability, innovation and growth at
DSM *

Session topic
Theoretical
perspectives Case description Debate statements Learning objectives

This session aims
to explore the link
between
sustainability and
profitability, i.e.
does it pay to be
green?

� Creating
shared value
(Porter and
Kramer, 2011)

� Strategic CSR
(Vishwanathan
et al., 2020)

� Shape of the
CSR-CFP
relationship
(Barnett and
Salomon, 2012)

Previously a state-
owned coal
mining company,
Royal DSM
transitioned into a
multinational Life
and Material
Sciences
company. Royal
DSM has made
continuous efforts
to embed
sustainability in
its values and
practices, going
beyond merely
complying with
regulation. To
further ensure the
continuity of the
company, the next
transition may
require becoming
a truly sustainable
company, one
where
sustainability is
fully integrated
and contributes
visibly to
profitability. That
being said, can
sustainability be a
key driver of
further improving
profitability for
Royal DSM in the
future?

� Supporting
statement:
“Sustainability
will be a key
driver to
improve DSM’s
profitability in
the future”

� Opposing
statement:
“Sustainability
will not be a
key driver to
improve DSM’s
profitability in
the future”

� How and
under what
conditions
does
sustainability
lead to
profitability?

� How can
research on
the
relationship
between
sustainability
and
profitability
be critiqued?

� What is the
shape of the
relationship
between
sustainability
and
profitability
and why?

Note: CSR = Corporate social responsibility; CFP = corporate financial performance
*Source: Leleux and Van Der Kaaij (2013)
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The first stage of the debate consists of the two debating teams taking turns to
present their opening statements. Then, they are given time (a recess) to prepare for a
rebuttal. During that time, the jury teams discuss and prepare questions and
comments [2]. The second stage includes two rounds of rebuttals, intercepted by one
recess that has a similar function as the first one. The third stage is a Question and
Answer session, where the jury teams direct their questions toward the two debating
teams. Next, the jury (all non-debating students) choose, based on prescribed criteria,
a winning team by anonymous voting. While not necessary, the opportunity to vote
offers students ownership of the situation and allows for “fun” competition between
the two teams. Finally, the session ends with the jury and the instructor providing
developmental feedback to the debating teams.

After class: All jury teams are asked to provide peer evaluations to each of the
debating teams. These are then assembled, anonymized and sent by the instructor or
a teaching assistant to the teams. The instructor also offers separate feedback in two
forms: First, specific feedback, including the grades, is sent to the two debating
teams. Second, feedback with general lessons learnt (regarding the case or the
learning objectives, argumentation, evidentiary basis, rhetorical style, etc). is sent by
the instructor to the entire class.

4. Discussion
The case-based debate is a method that may offer several advantages (Doran et al., 2011)
relevant for teaching sustainability in business schools or other educational institutions.
Building on the case method and the debate method, it has the potential to combine the best
of both worlds. We outline these benefits below and then consider limitations and future
research opportunities.

4.1 Benefits and recommendations
At the most abstract level, this method combines the thickness of cases with the stimulating
nature of debates to improve student experience and learning. One of the main advantages

Table 2.
Example instruction
manual for students’

preparation

Debating teams Jury (other teams)

� Read the case and statement carefully, as well
as the week’s literature. Seek additional
material if it is useful for your argument

� Prepare well for the opening statement. As
much as possible, prepare for the rebuttals (e.
g. try to anticipate the opposing team’s
arguments)

� Arrange roles in advance (who speaks first,
second, etc). and create a plan for how to
approach the recess and rebuttals

� Practice, practice, practice!

� Join the class 10–15min in advance to ensure
there are no technical issues

� Read the case and statement carefully, as well
as the week’s literature

� Assign one person (or more) to take notes and
one person as the team’s main communicator
for the week. That person will facilitate
asking questions and provide feedback on
behalf of the team during and after the
session
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of the case method is that the detailed description of a practical situation helps diminish the
gap between theory and practice. Students are immersed in comprehensive and grounded
information stemming from real-life situations and get to practice their reasoning and
decision-making skills. Debates can serve a similar purpose in that the engagement and
lively discussion that they elicit allow students to engage in higher-order thinking. Yet, they
go one step further. Contrary to the traditional case method, students get to “own” a
practical position and are much more involved as they are interested in winning the debate.
Moreover, students are now required to reason from multiple viewpoints, as they need to
anticipate opponents’ arguments to prepare for the debate, and the competitive element
brings additional motivation and enthusiasm to the task.

Combining the two methods using case-based debates allows the class to spend
less time on discussing the details of the case (which students can read in advance),
and more time on the way forward. The emphasis is, therefore, on the argumentation
– using theory and evidence – behind the statement of the debate. Thus, it is
important for instructors to ensure that all students come to class prepared and are

Table 3.
Debate schedule
example

Stage Time* Supporting team Opposing team Jury

Opening statements 5–10min Present the main
arguments to defend
the supporting
statement

5–10min Present main
arguments to defend
the opposing
statement

Recess 10min Prepare response to
the other team’s
arguments

Prepare response to
the other team’s
arguments

Prepare slides with
questions and
comments for the two
teams

Rebuttal 1 3–5min Present critique to
other team’s
arguments

3–5min Present critique to
other team’s
arguments

Recess 5min Prepare for second
rebuttal

Prepare for second
rebuttal

Update comments/
questions

Rebuttal 2 2min Present critique and/
or conclude

2min Present critique and/
or conclude

Recess 5min Update comments/
questions

Q&A 10–15min Answer jury
questions

Answer jury
questions

Pose questions to the
two teams

Winner selection and
feedback

15–20min Vote for winning
team and provide
feedback to both
teams**

Note: *Timelines are indicative and can be adjusted depending on the learning objectives and class
duration. **Note that feedback is given by teams, but voting is individual
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participating, even those not debating. This can be encouraged in a number of ways.
First, Professors can assign study groups that meet before class to discuss the case
(Boehrer and Linsky, 1990) or present students with a “social contract” that explains
the importance of preparing and participating (Shapiro, 1984). Second, they can elicit
participation (and indirectly preparation) by cold-calling (Dallimore et al., 2013).
Third, they can complement the debate discussion with role-playing (cf. Boehrer and
Linsky, 1990; Dean and Fornaciari, 2002), whereby students are asked questions like
“how would you argue for this position” or “what evidence would you mount to
oppose this statement.” Given that debating teams are naturally motivated and more
likely to prepare, these strategies are more relevant for non-debating teams. Thus, an
effective way to stimulate non-debating teams is to assign them as “jury,” as
described above. Giving them responsibility for engaging with the debating teams
during a Q&A, feedback sessions and ultimately the selection of the debate winner
makes the practice stimulating for other teams too, and urges students to prepare and
actively participate.

Two additional elements are important for effective execution of this method. First,
students are positively predisposed to it as they see it as refreshing break from routine
teaching methods, but one disadvantage is that the method is more complicated compared to
both the case method and debates. Thus, it is critical for instructors to set very clear
expectations for how students can prepare before class and what they need to do during
class (see Table 2 for an example). Second, while between-team arguments during the debate
and discussion bring out the complexity of business sustainability practice, it is also
valuable to have diversity in perspectives within teams. Diversity allows student teams to
consider and evaluate multiple viewpoints, which is an important component of decision-
making in sustainability contexts where multiple stakeholders are involved. Moreover, the
growing cultural and international diversity in workplace contexts requires the
development of leaders who are able to lead diverse workforces (Crossman and Bordia, 2008;
Lilley et al., 2014). To sensitize business students to diverse viewpoints, it is recommended
that the debate teams are assigned in a way that maximizes cultural, racial and gender
diversity.

4.2 Limitations and future research opportunities
Like any other teaching method, case-based debates are not free of limitations. First, the
method is quite complex and requires detailed preparation on the part of teachers as well as
students. While it can work well in elective courses that most students select out of genuine
intellectual curiosity, it is unlikely to be effective in large mandatory classes where many
students do not have an intrinsic motivation to engage with the topic. Second, it is a method
that aims to develop students’ analytical and critical thinking skills as well as reasoning and
persuasion abilities; these require higher-order thinking (Bonwell and Eison, 1991) and may
not be appropriate for classes at the lower levels of Bloom’s taxonomy where the main
learning objectives are to understand basic facts and concepts (Bloom, 1956). Future
research can investigate which settings and educational levels this method is best suited for,
and how it can be combined with more traditional methods such as lectures or cases to
enhance student learning.

Future research can also examine the limits of case-based debates and differences
in student experience and learning following the application of this method in the
classroom. As with classic case teaching, we suggest that this method facilitates
learning for a large range of students (Ertmer et al., 1996), although admittedly the
evidence is anecdotal (but see Doran et al., 2011). A systematic investigation is beyond
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the scope of this article, yet it is certainly warranted that future research examines
overall learning benefits. It would also be useful to investigate differences in the
benefits accrued compared to other methods; and the benefits for different student
profiles – as individuals can differ extensively in their learning experiences,
preferences and styles.

Finally, we discussed case-based debates as relevant for addressing business sustainability
topics, but this method is likely applicable to other topics as well. The reasons why it is useful
for teaching business sustainability can provide guidance on its generalizability. Sustainability
issues in business are characterized by controversy, trade-offs between stakeholder needs or
company objectives (Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015; Friedland and Jain, 2020) and greater
complexity and uncertainty regarding decisions and outcomes (Lee et al., 2022; Georgallis et al.,
2021). These elements render case-based debates relevant because they elevate the need to
understand a practical case and to engage with it by adopting different, often opposing,
viewpoints. By extension, the method might be appropriate for the study of other subjects with
similar characteristics. Examples can include topics that deal with morality in business and
markets (Georgallis and Lee, 2020; Sandel, 2013), courses at the intersection of management
and engineering that deal with grand challenges beyond sustainability, and more broadly,
interdisciplinary or boundary spanning courses (Fernando et al., 2020).

5. Conclusion
At a time when sustainability is high on the agenda of decision-makers in companies,
nongovernmental organizations and government agencies, it is paramount that future
managers are educated in sustainability topics. This article highlights the case-based debate as
one relevant method for teaching sustainability in business schools and other higher education
institutions. The case-based debate benefits from combining the advantages of the case method
with those of an in-class debate. Specifically, we posit that case-based debates have the
potential to contribute to students’ practical skills, active participation, critical thinking and
reflexivity – as they urge students to consider the complex nature of and multiple viewpoints
on sustainability issues.

Building on the authors experiences in applying the method, this article aimed at offering a
practical tool for business sustainability educators interested in implementing the case-based
debate. We have described the benefits of this method, how it can be executed in the classroom
and provided recommendations for practice. We hope this will inspire further application and
encourage other educators to reuse, modify and improve the method with the ultimate goal of
preparing future leaders to tackle themost pressing sustainability challenges of our times.

Notes

1. For this reason, there is no need to develop teaching cases tailored to a debate. Instead,
instructors can use one of many existing cases that deal with sustainability topics, insofar as
they can come up with an interesting debate question/statement that helps achieve the learning
objectives.

2. Jury team students tend to be more engaged if this task is concrete (e.g. there is a document they
need to fill out) rather than abstract (e.g. “think about comments and questions”).

3. http://one.aom.org/ourlibrary

4. https://www.ideasworthteachingawards.com/
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Appendix
To gauge the use of case-based debates and other teaching methods in sustainability teaching, we
performed a content analysis of all the course syllabi available from the Organizations and the
Natural Environment Division of the Academy of Management [3] and the Ideas Worth Teaching
initiative developed by the Aspen Institute Business and Society program [4] (45 in total). We chose
these two sources as they include syllabi from leading courses on the topics of responsible
management education and business sustainability.

We perused the syllabi using the following categorization of teaching methods (Brown and
Guilding, 1993):

� lectures and tutorials;
� case method;
� simulation;
� field visit or project;
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� role-playing;
� debate; and
� case-based debate.

We recorded whether a particular teaching method was mentioned as used in each course.
The results of this content analysis can be found in Figure 1. From the 45 syllabi analyzed, all

the courses used either a lecture, tutorial or both. The second most used method was the case method.
Other teaching methods such as simulation, field visit or project and role-playing were used to a
lesser extent, and, somewhat surprisingly, the debate method was used by only one course. Finally, in
line with expectations, none of the syllabi mentioned the use of case-based debates.
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