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Abstract  

 

Title 

Responsible management education and managerialism: the introduction of the United 

Nations’ Principles for Management Education to a United Kingdom Faculty of 

Business. 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Management education is going through a period of soul searching. Following the 2008 

financial crisis, scholars are reconsidering its content, purpose and underpinning values. The 

aim of this paper is to explore the experience of engaging with such concerns, specifically the 

question of the moral dimension of management education, in a particular United Kingdom 

Faculty of Business. We outline the response to a project which focused on the 

implementation of the United Nations‟ Principles for Responsible Management Education 

(PRME) in the Faculty. Building on our research findings and drawing on critical 

management theory, we develop links between the implementation of PRME and perceptions 

of managerialism within business school practice. We conclude by exploring some 

implications of  managerialism for attempts to reconfigure management education through 

the adoption of PRME.  
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Responsible management education and managerialism: the introduction of the United 

Nations’ Principles for Management Education to a United Kingdom Faculty of 

Business. 

 

Introduction 

 

The UN Principles for Responsible Management Education (PRME) initiative reflects a 

widespread perception, represented in a recent special issue of the British Journal of 

Management (2010), that management education is in crisis‟ (Ferlie et al., 2010), and that it 

needs to be „fixed‟. As the Harvard Business Review put it in an article in 2009, „Have 

schools themselves contributed to the global financial crisis by selecting the wrong kinds  

of students and teaching them the wrong things?‟(p. 106). Critical scholars, business ethicists 

and mainstream management thinkers might make unlikely bedfellows, yet many would 

agree that the answer is „yes‟, to the second part of the question at least, and argue that what 

management education lacks is a moral compass (Podolny, 2009; Colby et al., 2011; 

Beverungen et al., 2013; Fotaki and Prasad, 2014).  

 

The PRME initiative (instigated by „sixty deans, university presidents and official 

representatives of leading business schools and academic institutions‟ (PRME, 2014)), 

provides a principle based code of behaviour through which such a moral compass for 

management education can be accessed (Rasche and Escudero, 2009). Currently 552 

Business Schools world -wide have adopted it, with 47 adopters in the United Kingdom 

(PRME, 2014). Numbers continue to rise, with accreditation bodies treating adherence to 

PRME as fulfilling a newly highlighted requirement that management degree programmes 

incorporate ethical perspectives. Indeed business schools that adopt PRME are expected to 

conduct their teaching, research and internal as well as external relations in line with norms 

of global social responsibility and sustainability. An important consequence of the adoption 

of PRME is that business school activities become viewed through the same social 

responsibility lens that informs reflections on corporate activities (Costas and Karreman, 

2013). 

 

It is increasingly recognised (Boiral, 2007; Helin and Sandstrom, 2008;  Maloni et al., 2011; 

Costas and Karreman, 2013), that studies on implementing codes of conduct, such as PRME, 

tend to focus on the content of the code and its implementation. Significantly, they do not 

take into account what recipients of the code (in this case staff and students) actually think of  

it in the first place.  

 

This lacuna is important given the apparent success of the PRME initiative. Complementing 

the rise in adoptions of PRME, is a growth in the number of „how to‟ studies. These include 

the „Inspirational Guide for the Implementation of PRME‟ (2013), a compendium of case 

reports, along with other PRME secretariat publications. As Solitander et al., (2012) suggest, 

PRME„s  very openness to interpretation could lead to a range of responses from Business 

Schools, including the possibility that very  limited responses are seen as sufficient, creating 

the potential for an initiative that seeks to promote ethics in management education becoming 

simply a passing trend or ethics wash. Drawing on organizational learning literature,  

Solitander at al., argue for the need for transformational spaces in which to develop effective 

responses to PRME, spaces that directly involve staff and students. 
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This paper discusses outcomes of an action research within a particular UK Business School 

which had recently adopted PRME.  At the heart of the project was precisely the attempt to 

provide a space in which colleagues (both staff and students), as recipients of PRME, could 

engage with the code. To do so we intended to use Habermas‟s notion of communicative 

rationality (1990). Communicative rationality harnesses the rational potential of everyday 

speech (White, 1988), to create opportunities for the development of shared understandings 

and a joint legitimation of social norms. Such opportunities are created through a process of 

argumentation, that is, inclusive, structured, reflective, and attentive debates which (ideally) 

reach a consensus. The intention was to run a series of argumentation sessions in which 

participants would be supported in subjecting the norms underpinning PRME (global social 

responsibility for instance) to a critical scrutiny, with the aim of reaching some agreement on 

what they are and how they should be applied within the Business School. 

 

In taking this approach we tried to avoid a limited or exclusive response to PRME in our 

Faculty. We anticipated that such a response might arise from two particular conceptual 

barriers to PRME. Firstly, that claims to objectivity and rationality within business disciplines 

in particular, and the Higher Education sector as a whole, might make an explicit focus on 

values challenging for staff. Secondly, the problem of the need to adhere to a particular and 

contestable set of values articulated within PRME. We saw our project as a first step, 

enabling participants to consider whether as well as how we should engage with PRME in 

our Faculty.  

 

What we did not anticipate however was how PRME had already been received by our 

colleagues, and the difficulty of obtaining participation in the project, a difficulty highlighted 

in the following paragraphs.  

 

To implement the project, we decided upon an action research methodology, a research 

approach that peculiarly complements the operationalization of communicative rationality. 

Both action research and communicative rationality are values and practice oriented, seeking 

to achieve praxis; both are explicitly collaborative; and both aim to open communicative 

spaces for argumentation and debate between participants (see discussions in Kemmis, 2008; 

Reason and Bradbury, 2008; Wicks and Reason, 2009). The project focused on a particular 

degree programme being reviewed and developed in our Faculty. This programme tends to 

have a comparatively small on- campus student cohort, with a larger group of distance 

learning students, and is taught by between 30 and 35 members of staff. In the first instance 

we invited all teaching staff and on- campus students to participate, as key stakeholders in a 

Faculty initiative on PRME. A launch workshop was carefully planned to support a 

communicative rationality approach through argumentation, with the intention that all 

participants would then collaborate to direct ongoing argumentation sessions in which the 

content and implications of PRME were explored. In fact very few staff and students took 

part in the workshop.  

 

Thinking that timing was a problem (the workshop coincided unexpectedly with a period of 

industrial action, and was also held during a busy semester) we made three further attempts to 

launch the project over the period of a year. Distance learning students were the focus of two 

of these re-launches, and one was again aimed at on- campus students. Since the same staff 

generally teach both groups of students, all staff were invited to participate on each re-launch. 

None of the re-launches were successful in attracting sufficient staff engagement.  
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Rather than simply accepting that our project had not gone as planned we tried to understand 

its trajectory. Was the problem simply bad timing or a failure to get our message across to 

potential participants? As action researchers it was incumbent upon us to explore why we had 

not managed to secure inclusion (Wicks and Reason, 2009). As a result we reworked the 

research question at the heart of the project from „how should our Faculty of Business engage 

with PRME?‟, to „what influenced the way staff in our Faculty of Business engaged with a 

project on PRME?‟ To answer this question we chose to focus on staff for two reasons. 

Firstly, it proved harder to involve staff in the project than students. Secondly, as one 

subsequent interviewee commented: „if staff aren‟t interested (in PRME) then why should 

students be?‟. 

 

Methodology  

 

To investigate our revised research question we conducted qualitative interviews with 

colleagues who taught on the degree programme being researched. We decided to interview 

eight staff in all. Each was known to us, as was their general attitude to PRME. We 

interviewed both PRME enthusiasts and those who were more detached. Of the eight, four 

had taken some part in one of the launch workshops and four had not.  As a consequence we 

obtained a range of in depth responses to the project and the issues that it raised.  

 

Our first engagement with the data has been to carry out a straightforward thematic analysis. 

The results of this form the findings of this paper.  

 

In our thematic analysis we looked at the explicit surface meanings of the comments made by 

the interviewees. Having asked a short series of open questions (for example „what is your 

view of the relevance of PRME to management education?‟), responses have been coded 

(codes included „the place of values in management education‟). The coded data have then 

been inductively explored to identify comprehensive, coherent and cogent themes across the 

data set (with a joint review of themes by the two authors).   

 

Our analysis of the interview data to date suggests a more complex picture than problems of a 

busy semester or a simple failure to get our message across. It is a picture in which 

perceptions of the nature of management education, the character of PRME, and (more 

unexpectedly) the role of management in adopting PRME are clear themes, and all play a part 

in framing staff responses and lack of engagement with the project.   

 

In particular we found that:  

 

A. Values per se were not an obstacle to engagement with PRME; 

B. Concerns about the nature and implementation of PRME did influence staff 

engagement.  

 

We expand upon these findings below, suggesting how they might be interpreted, before 

outlining their implications for understanding PRME and for future research. 

 

Initial Findings 

 

1. Values and management education.  
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As already suggested we anticipated that any staff response to PRME within our Business 

School might be influenced by perceptions of the place of values in management education. It 

is argued in the literature that claims to objectivity and rationality underpin both business 

disciplines, and the Higher Education sector (Giroux and Penna, 1983; Ghoshal, 2005; 

Harland and Pickering, 2011; Lovat, 2011; Locke and Spender, 2011). This prioritisation, 

combined with a focus on functionalism and problem solving, (Waddock et al 2010;  Colby et 

al, 2011) could mean that colleagues would not accept the relevance of values to their 

disciplines, or see the purpose of management education as being to develop both effective 

and morally responsible managers. Either position might make colleagues reluctant to engage 

with PRME, or with the project, and this was an area explored in our interviews with them.   

 

We found that there was indeed a sensitivity to the question of values in management 

education, but not necessarily in the ways anticipated. Colleagues took the position that 

values were intrinsic to management education and business practice, so for instance one 

suggested that „Responsibility should be the driving force of management education‟, while 

another said „I am all for a values agenda‟ (in education).  

 

Equally it was suggested by all that a purpose of management education was to challenge 

students to engage with the dilemmas and issues raised in consideration of moral problems, 

as distinct from teaching them right from wrong, or presuming to impart an infallibility of 

judgement. Indeed it was argued that staff in the Business School had been taking this 

approach in their teaching for many years, that this was an approach adopted in other 

„traditional‟ business schools. As one interviewee said „I think at [BS] actually I‟d imagine 

that 80% of our colleagues are very comfortable in bringing in relevant issues in that kind of 

way and probably do so at some point in their teaching…‟. A rejection of the relevance of 

and need for discussion of values per se was not expressed by any colleagues interviewed, 

however, as the previous quotation suggests there was a perception expressed by several 

informants that others in the school might be less engaged with values.  

 

2. The nature of PRME  

 

If the staff response (or lack of it) to the project was not governed by concerns about values 

per se, then was there something inherent in PRME itself that precluded engagement? Again 

on the face of it, it would seem that several staff were positive about the idea of PRME. 

Nonetheless concerns about the PRME agenda did emerge, and these concerns related to the 

values underpinning PRME and the approach to implementing PRME. 

 

In developing our project, we had anticipated that the fact that PRME represents a particular 

set of norms could be a barrier to implementation. Among our interviewees the responses to 

the norms endorsed by PRME- ideas of global social responsibility and sustainability -were 

muted. No one suggested that the normative base of PRME was inappropriate, or a reason for 

the Faculty not signing up to PRME. Yet at the same time concerns were expressed by some 

about the nature of the norms espoused. Indeed it did seem that there was some scope for a 

debate on the norms underpinning PRME, to explore their meaning and application. In this 

case, why were staff unwilling to engage in such a debate?  

 

One explanation is derived from a recent study by Costas and Karreman which explores the 

disciplinary effects of corporate social responsibility policies in two big London based 

management consultancy firms (2013). While they found a variety of responses to the high 
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profile CSR policies in the firms, none of the staff actually questioned the CSR agenda itself. 

Instead there was a process of what the authors describe as „ethical sealing‟ in which 

particular ideas and concepts become treated as givens, „‟CSR programs are not the starting 

point for moral debates (this is) a conversation that is over (if it was ever held).‟ (2013, p. 

410). 

 

Perhaps as in the Costas and Karreman study, colleagues felt unable or unwilling to challenge 

the value base of PRME, and did not see our project as a way of re-opening a necessary 

conversation, either because they did not see a need for such a conversation in the first place, 

since they did not question the given, or because they felt it was not possible to do so. For 

one at least, the latter suggestion might be relevant: „I think facilitating debate among 

educators is fine, and important [referencing the PRME principles], but I think it lacks 

leadership‟. 

 

3. Implementing PRME. 

 

In contrast to the limited conversation about PRME‟s values, all staff commented on the 

implementation of PRME, with all expressing concern about how it could or should be 

implemented.  

 

Picking up on the comment from the interviewee quoted above, for the majority of 

interviewees, concerns about implementation related to concerns about management. A series 

of comments were made: that PRME had been adopted for the wrong reasons; that 

management had failed to lead; that they had not provided the required resources; and that 

senior management were not engaged or committed.  „I have never really sensed that the 

leadership at the top has really been willing to progress the implementation‟.  

 

The tenor of these concerns, equate with staff responses identified by Diefenbach (citing 

Pollitt and Hoggett). He suggests that many staff see: 

 

 „  “senior management talk about new management and strategic change initiatives simply as 

lip service (Pollitt 1990, p. 85). They become disillusioned and cynical because „for many 

staff the talk of a shared organizational mission, commitment to quality and customer 

responsiveness flies in the face of their experience of increased class sizes, inadequate 

nursing cover, disappearing job security, voluntary and compulsory redundancies, etc.‟ 

(Hoggett 1996, p. 23)‟ (Diefenbach, 2011,p. 904).  

 

Discussion: PRME and Managerialism [Please note this part of the paper will be developed 

further by reference to critical management literature] 

 

The idea of ethical sealing, together with the picture of disillusioned staff presented by 

Diefenbach, reflect a critical understanding of a management discourse that is perceived to be 

becoming dominant in the Higher Education sector. The central characteristic of this 

discourse is that public sector organisations, universities included, should be more like the 

private sector. Justified by the need to be more competitive in a challenging environment, it is 

argued that universities should be „performance-, [sic], cost-, efficiency-, and audit 

orientated‟ (Diefenbach, 2009, p.893). Suggested examples of the influence of managerialism 

include the implementation of the research assessment exercise in the United Kingdom 

(Teelken, 2011).  
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The PRME initiative is perhaps a less obvious example of managerialism, given its voluntary 

nature, and its openness to contextually based implementation, unenforced by targets or 

measures. Yet the adoption of PRME by accreditation agencies such as the Association to 

Advance Collegiate Schools of Business introduce targets by the back door, as it were, and 

among the staff interviewed PRME and questions of managerialism were intermingled. For 

staff closer to the adoption of PRME, there was an acknowledgement that participating in 

PRME could add to the distinctiveness of the Faculty of Business in a competitive market, 

and the fact that the initiative had been taken up by accreditation agencies was significant. In 

contrast, other interviewees were concerned about PRME precisely because of its alignment 

with performance targets, „It feels like something added on top, which is liable to simply 

become a tick box exercise‟, said one. The tick box comment was echoed by another; while a 

third developed the point: 

 

 „I think it is important to almost feel able to leverage the goodwill around it [PRME] 

and let it run its course, rather than… have it driven by a set of metrics which are 

imposed on you to a degree and then you come chasing me for “can you fill in this 

spreadsheet, or have you in your module evidenced this, this and this?” I think at that 

point it becomes a chore and you lose goodwill‟.  

 

In these terms the adoption of PRME lacks depth, in the sense that it is not about delivering 

responsible management education, but rather about appearing to. It is this lack of sincerity 

that is picked up by the expressions of concern by many of those interviewed that 

management lacked commitment to PRME. „Unless the senior management team embrace 

it…it just seems to me it‟s just a cynical badging exercise‟. 

 

Teelken (2011) has developed a typology, based on theories of institutionalism and 

professionalism, to describe the different ways that academic staff respond to managerialist 

initiatives. She suggests three broad forms of response: symbolic compliance; professional 

pragmatism and formal instrumentality: 

 

„While symbolic compliance implies an attitude of “critical resistance” and 

professional pragmatism a more realistic, down to earth approach, formal 

instrumentality shows the most positive point of view concerning managerial 

developments and lacks a critical perspective‟ (2011, p. 278). 

 

The responses of some of the staff interviewed for this study, to the Business School‟s 

adoption of PRME could be categorised as symbolic compliance-which involves a rejection 

of a stress on outputs and measurement. The following response  exemplifies this approach: 

„well for me, I am probably a good example, you kick against the management, you think 

well actually we‟re doing this stuff and we don‟t need your <laughs> we don‟t need this 

formalisation of it … maybe we do, maybe there is an argument that we do.‟ The 

ambivalence of another interviewee suggests a similar response. Despite seeing a degree of 

value in PRME they are troubled by the implementation: „I‟ve got to sign up to it because the 

BS has signed up to it, like it or not, but actually I like it. But I may or may not resist, but 

we‟ve got something out of it at the end of it‟. In contrast two others were enthusiastic, seeing 

PRME as an opportunity to achieve distinction, or improve the quality of teaching, 

suggesting their response could be framed as „formal instrumentality‟ in Teelken‟s terms.  

  

The tendency toward symbolic compliance in our sample has some similarity with the sort of 

findings obtained in Teelken‟s international study, conjuring a picture of limited engagement 
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and resistance among academics. Interestingly, the response of one staff member in our 

project cannot be captured effectively by Teelken‟s typology. This participant argued that 

things could have been different, that PRME was not intrinsically managerialist but could 

have positive systemic impact on management education. What had happened however was 

that PRME had been co-opted by managerialist practice. 

 

Conclusions 

 

This paper has started to explore an important lacuna in relation to the promulgation of 

PRME as a principle based code of conduct: the preparedness of key stakeholders to engage 

with the code. Our experience in trying to run an action research on the adoption of PRME 

highlighted the importance of looking beyond targets and inspirational case studies, to 

explore the ways stakeholders, in this case staff, are already engaged.  

Our initial analysis suggests structural factors such as managerialism influence engagement, 

beyond individual positions on PRME and values. We plan to explore our data further to 

develop this analysis, since if the discourse of managerialism is as pervasive as critical 

scholars suggest, and PRME is seen to be either a managerialist response or to have been co-

opted by it, then it may have limited traction. This is of concern given the widespread 

adoption of PRME. Is it destined to be an ethics wash, or could it be the window of 

opportunity envisaged for reintegrating an ethical dimension into management education? A 

critical engagement with PRME is surely required. 

In re-iterating the need for critical engagement, we would suggest that our experience on this 

project does not preclude the use of communicative rationality in engaging with PRME and 

with values, since we were in practice unable to explore its effectiveness. However 

communicative rationality demands commitment of its participants: commitment to take part, 

to listen, to understand, to reflect and to develop a shared understanding of moral values 

(Habermas, 2003). In a context in which there is a tendency towards symbolic compliance 

(Teelken, 2011) in response to management initiatives, communicative rationality is unlikely 

to be successful, since engagement and therefore commitment is lacking.  

Paradoxically though, PRME as operationalised through communicative rationality, could 

provide a way of challenging the perceived short termism and target culture of 

managerialism. Diefenbach, citing Haque (1999), argues for the need to draw on ethical 

discourses in order to critique the dominance of a market ethos in the public sector (2009, 

p.907). Perhaps for Business Schools, PRME could still act as a mirror to be held up to, and 

used to reflect on, organisational practices as well as curriculum content. Further research in 

this area would be of value. 
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