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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to enrich the discussion at the intersection of responsible management
education (RME) and the pandemic with new views that explore together the inhibitors of and drivers for a
strengthening of RME in the emerging context. On the one hand, the pandemic crisis fosters the social role
business schools play by supporting the enhancement of the RME rationale as an idealist foundational pillar of
responsible business schools. On the other hand, it invites negative pragmatic responses in the light of financial
and competitive disturbances that seem to enlarge the opportunity cost of moving RME forward.
Design/methodology/approach – The essay puts forward arguments that help dissect the inherent
contradictions and synergies between idealistic and pragmatic business school strategies, as they are impacted by
the dynamics of COVID-19. The analysis serves to frame a discourse over the extent to which the pandemic crisis is
acting as an accelerator of the RME agenda or instead brings the risk of demolishingwhat has been achieved so far.
Findings – The authors form an opinion of the emerging factors that promote and inhibit RME in business
schools as they grapple with the challenges of the pandemic whilst recognizing the inherent contradictions
faced in their strategic choices and resourcing.
Originality/value – In light of the growing emphasis on RME in the literature, this study challenges the
degree to which the agenda has already become firmly rooted as a core organizational and educational theme
in business schools. By doing so, it delivers an assessment of RME progress as a relevant strategic lever for
business schools, whilst nonetheless being at risk of back-sliding.
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Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought a seismic shock to the delivery of management
education that can facilitate and hinder business schools implementing responsible
management education (RME). This is because there are new opportunities to leverage the
changes in the delivery of learning, as well as to harness fresh salience in the external context
for RME, where social issues have achieved widespread attention. There are also threats, where
market pressures impose new constraints on business schools. Our concern is that business
schools might respond by placing greater emphasis on skills and knowledge stakeholders
seemingly require most. There is, thus, no guarantee that RME is a priority in educational
offerings in the new and, perhaps, evenmore, contestedmarket space.

As roles are redrawn in the new context and as educational practices are re-established
through virtual means, we explore the question of how the prospects for RME progress can
be safeguarded (and ideally fortified) in business schools? We argue that without a clear
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and honest understanding of the limitations in RME progress to date, the role RME
performs in virtue signalling for business schools and the weaknesses in available RME
standards, the agenda is at risk of back-sliding.

The future prospects for RME are linked to a broader and more longstanding
undercurrent to address social challenges, manifested most explicitly by the sustainable
development goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (UN, 2015).
Following Storey et al. (2017), the SDGs serve as a frame for the loosely structured RME
field (and the UN Principles of Responsible Management Education or PRME acting as a
supporting external catalyst). Evidence suggests that this initiative is behaviourally
relevant for businesses (Rosati and Faria, 2019) and constitutes an organic link for CSR
policies (Poddar et al., 2019), but that company priorities are still not fully aligned with
national SDG indicators (Malay andAubinet, 2021).

Business school faculty are actors in shaping the responses of businesses to societal
challenges and SDGs, as researchers generating insights and sharing them with
stakeholders, as well as students. On an institutional level, business schools and their parent
universities also face the challenge of achieving SDG goals themselves with evidence of
tangible progress accumulating (Albareda-Tiana et al., 2018; Winfield and Ndlovi, 2019;
Elmassah et al., 2021). We will take account of these more fundamental issues as a backdrop
when analysing the tension between advancing RME and focusing on the business schools’
financial performance during the COVID pandemic.

This essay, thus, analyses the opportunities and threats that arise from the pandemic,
with a critique of the extent to which RME really had established itself as a central agenda,
within the business school sector, before the pandemic arose. Our analysis suggests that
success for RME now depends on business schools adopting a strategic and long-term
approach to virtual learning delivery. We believe that this approach must embody an
improved clarity on the needs of future learners and must be linked to resourcing
commitments dedicated to RME skills and knowledge development, as well as the
embodiment of the principles of organizational responsibility in their own operations more
broadly. To overcome inertia in RME progress requires a better alignment of the RME
agenda with the commercial purpose of business schools, as professional schools, within
wider university structures. Within this, we find that establishing a means to quantify
RME and to strengthen rankings and accreditations frameworks will be key. This essay,
thus, contributes to discussions in business school and RME literature, as well as developing
a framework, which illustrates how the responses to the COVID-19 crisis have shifted the
context for RME implementation, bringing new strategic salience to an agenda that has
lacked significant progress pre-COVID-19.

We begin this essay with an evaluation of the opportunities and threats for RME as they
relate to the fundamental changes occurring in the business schools’wider context. Next, we
discuss pre-existing weaknesses in the rootedness of RME in business schools. Finally,
we identify the means and mechanisms that might strengthen RME implementation in the
post-pandemic context for business schools. Our essay concludes with our views on the
opportunity to business schools as a consequence of the pandemic and how RME initiatives
and accreditations bodies can better support more concrete progress.

The emerging post-pandemic context for business schools: opportunities and
threats for responsible management education
In a matter of days and weeks, during the Spring of 2020, business schools responded to
the unfolding pandemic and quicklymoved their degree offerings online (Lockett, 2020).Within
a short period of time, virtual learning became the new norm for management education and
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this state persists as the world is now affected by the second and third waves of the pandemic.
Bureaucracy was relaxed to allow for ad hoc adjustments of assessments and multi-channel
hybrid learning that may be here to stay. The adoption of new digital platforms and the supply
of substantial resources to support rapid dissemination to teaching staff replaced the
previously lacklustre engagement in technology-enhanced learning.

This can be a unique opportunity to leverage these changes and strengthen RME, in line with
progress in the pursuit of SDGs (UN, 2021). With planning in flux, targeting the most significant
strategic and operational shift in the history of most business schools, there is an opportunity to
underpin and galvanize new attention to RME – one that explicitly values the benefits a
strengthened RME focus can deliver for business school research and teaching, as well as one
that implicitly embeds RME into the business school’s ethos and organizational fabric.

The opportunities for responsible management education
Scholars have often called for more innovation in business school activities (Khurana and
Spender, 2012; Thorpe and Rawlinson, 2014) and more focus on relevant scholarship in
their approach to research (Alvesson, 2013; Alvesson and Sandberg, 2013; Alvesson and
Gabriel, 2016). Corporate social responsibility (CSR) scholars in particular have challenged
the business school community to demonstrate readiness for more radical change, for
greater flexibility and cross-disciplinarity to better support RME (Rasche et al., 2013;
Cornuel and Hommel, 2012). The COVID-induced contextual shake-up shows us that new
ways of operating may indeed be a tangible possibility for business schools and not just an
idealization of these authors.

Virtualization of management education can help to better amalgamate RME into the
students’ learning journey, e.g. by aligning content and assurance of learning with the
societal challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic (Clarke and Lynes, 2020). Whilst in hybrid
or online delivery mode, faculty can bring the world into the virtual classroom and
encourage the comparative exploration of RME-related challenges across distant
geographies and cultural divides to reinforce learning. New opportunities also arise to
interlink virtual degree provision with virtual communities of practice, for instance in the
context of workplace learning (Laasch, 2018). It allows for deeper integration of a business
school’s internationalization and (business/societal) impact agendas which, following
Haski-Leventhal et al. (2020), can strengthen the anchoring of RME by using more diverse
behavioural CSR intentions of students.

The pandemic itself provides opportunities for bringing theory to life by applying it to
the current real-world examples the pandemic brought to prominence. Lecturers can
highlight the ideological tension of profit-seeking vs RME (e.g. by discussing inflated
charges for products that protect the population against infection or the limited access
to vaccines in low-income countries) or the limitations of the shareholder value rationale
(e.g. by analysing shortcomings in hospital capacities and staff qualifications that stem from
the corporatization of critical infrastructure).

RME is also fostered via a demonstrable commitment of business schools to responsible
organizational behaviour, beyond the delivery of education, that is perceived and appreciated
by students (Sobczak et al., 2006). Blasco’s work on the role of the hidden curriculum in
supporting RME serves as a reminder that the behaviour and routines of business schools
imprints on their students as much as the learning insights provided in the (virtual or physical)
classroom (Blasco, 2012; Blasco, 2020), which also extends to extracurricular activities
organized by students under the school umbrella (Borges et al., 2017).

Business schools have been tested as organizations since the start of the pandemic; they
have shown resilience maintaining operational effectiveness and extending the commitment
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to students’ well-being in often difficult personal circumstances (Sangster et al., 2020).
International students continuing their studies after returning to their home countries
demonstrates that virtual learning can accelerate fairer access to education globally.
Business schools are now better positioned to engage more broadly with a diverse society
and to level up in terms of access, once reserved for the privileged few with the resources to
meet the cost of study in eliteWestern institutions. Embodying principles of fair action more
credibly and fostering a culture of inclusivity can accelerate the RME-related learning
potential of students, thereby making it more likely that they will be guided by these values
of social responsibility as future managers (Sobczak et al., 2006).

These advancements for the RME agenda will not follow automatically, however.
The rapid adoption of online learning can replicate forces that have hampered RME
advancement so far (Clarke and Lynes, 2020). Meaningful change requires degrees of
freedom for faculty to explore and to harness the potential of RME (Vos and Page, 2020),
with the support of their institutions. This kind of consensus can be developed with tools
such as SDG mapping to bring about the expression of clear objectives upon which action
can be based (Storey et al., 2017).

In sum, it is our opinion that the COVID-19 pandemic brings about new opportunities to
address existing barriers to RME. This is because the pandemic presents a sudden but
ongoing period of contextual flux, which has stimulated adaptions in business school
behaviours building their capabilities to teach RME more widely and more flexibly. At the
same time the pandemic has surfaced urgent social issues, where a new discourse has
emerged in relation to business practices that activates all that RME represents. Whilst the
benefits of RMEwere apparent before the pandemic, we think that this new salience clarifies
the pressures to act in more substantive and substantial ways than business schools have
typically experienced before.

The threats to responsible management education
Threats are also a feature of disruption. The pandemic crisis can support RME sceptics
arguing in favour of “business proofing” the business school at this time of turmoil. Such a
narrative detaches the role of RME from the immediate pressures of dealing with the
financial consequences of COVID-19 and prioritizes an action portfolio that minimizes
costs and exploits opportunities for revenue enhancement at the expense of competitors.
The consequence is a fall-back to RME rooted in perception rather than substance (Hommel
et al., 2012) and pushed back to a largely unfulfilled promise (Cornuel and Hommel, 2015).
Following Alvesson and Spicer (2012), it can invite functional stupidity in business
school organizations that prevent the mobilization of cognitive capabilities in favour of
RME. It can also explain lacking ambidexterity on the part of business schools, i.e. the
inability to effectively combine short-term crisis management with longer-term institutional
development (Hommel et al., 2021; Mousa, 2021).

In the past, business schools have been criticized for being too market-driven (Bennis and
O’Toole, 2005; Pfeffer and Fong, 2002) and forced into showing excessive obedience to
university administrators interested in financial contribution margins. They have also been
accused of placing too much emphasis on analytic reductionism that is not well suited to
handle the ambiguity and high rate of change facing many industries today (Shoemaker
(2008, p. 119).

Business schools suffer from a long-standing image and identity crisis related to their
social status as academic and professional schools (Fragueiro and Thomas, 2011; Thomas
et al., 2013b; Thomas et al., 2013a). On the one hand, they are accused of being too market-
driven (Bennis and O’Toole, 2005; Pfeffer and Fong, 2002) as “cash cows”. They are viewed
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as a source of maximum commercial benefit to cross-subsidize academically (more)
rewarding and financially deserving faculties (Starkey and Tiratsoo, 2007). They also face
long-standing criticism for their overall irrelevance, for research that has a negligible
practical impact (Hambrick, 1994; Pettigrew, 2001; Hodgkinson and Rousseau, 2009), for an
educational provision that does not teach students much about management (Mintzberg,
2004) and, in general, for being too focused on “looking good” rather than “being good”. The
RME movement is still caught between these critiques. What is missing is a workable
grounding in the business model of business schools, i.e. a convincing narrative for why
RME could enhance the business school’s role as a professional school and as a positive
lever of financial outcomes (Doherty et al., 2015).

Even before the pandemic, business schools were exposed to a multitude of disruptive
forces (technology-enhanced learning, demographic change, withdrawal of the state,
evolving educational needs and preferences of students, role of practical relevance and
stakeholder impact, geopolitical crisis, etc.) that continue to reshape competitive positioning
and institutional reputation-building (Kaplan, 2018; Peters et al., 2018). These forces
represent so-called “Gray Rhino” risks (Wucker, 2017) which is a metaphor to describe the
creeping change that has been mostly ignored by business school leaders, for instance,
because of the slow speed of onset and inaction by the “herd” of peer institutions.

Following McGrath (2019), action is required when reaching so-called inflection points that
signal critical mass in terms of market acceptance, financial viability or similar. As explained
by Hommel and Vandenbempt (2021), COVID-19 interacts with the more fundamental “Gray
Rhino” risks in disadvantageous ways. The pandemic energizes the more fundamental
dynamics (e.g. switch-over to virtual learning), and thus “Gray Rhinos” charge at business
schools at a much higher speed (see also Krishnamurthy, 2020), pushing them more rapidly
towards critical inflection points that demand action. Hommel and Peters (2021) for instance
argue the pandemic will speed up the growth of micro-credentialing and shared degree
provision which can trigger competitive squeeze-outs via discriminatory tuition fee policies.

These risks draw the business schools’ attention towards securing their competitive
positioning and potentially away from RME.Whilst business schools are displaying notably
more care for their student’s well-being and significantly investing in digitization, they are
also acting on their incentives to reinforce attention on the commercial side of operations,
for instance, evidenced by the termination and casualization of staff since the start of the
pandemic (Hommel and Hommel, 2020).

In sum, it is our opinion that the COVID-19 pandemic brings about new risks to progress
for RME. This is because the pandemic presents a more dynamic strategic context, which
requires business schools to attend to new andmultiple challenges at the same time. RME is,
thus vying for attention amidst a context of uncertainty and existential threat. We believe,
however, that there is a promising fit for RME to be prioritized post-pandemic. For business
schools that look to longer-term sources of resilience and that heed the shift in wider
stakeholder discourse towards socially beneficial and fundamentally responsible business
practices, RME has become an evenmore important strategic lever for the business school.

Understanding the fragility in responsible management education
“rootedness” in business schools
The next stage of our analysis involves coming to an opinion of the progress of RME
pre-pandemic. Specifically, we develop a rationale for the relatively weak anchoring of RME
in business schools, before the context shifts that occurred with COVID-19.
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Weaknesses of external validation and performance frameworks
A wide range of initiatives have supported the advancement of the RME agenda over the
past two decades. Next to the aforementioned SDGs and PRME, there is also a growing
number of Masters-level degrees focused on sustainable development, coverage in
international accreditation frameworks (ethics, responsibility and sustainability added to
EQUIS in 2013, Societal Impact introduced in the 2020 AACSB Standards), the impact
ranking by Times Higher Education and the recently introduced student-driven Positive
Impact Rating for business schools. The Responsible Research in Business and
Management (rrbm.network) project takes an indirect route and aims to impact student
learning via an improvement of academic scholarship. Whilst these initiatives can
undoubtedly seed RME, the degree to which they have engendered a robust and lasting
change in schools is less certain.

Scholars agree there has been a significant diffusion of RME by business schools, yet
there remains the risk that schools might decouple their formal RME structures (e.g. an
RME committee) from their day-to-day practices (Rasche et al., 2020; Maloni et al., 2021).
Research following the progress of schools embedding PRME indicates that whilst there are
pockets of success, the principles are challenging for participating schools to operationalize
(Maloni et al., 2012; Solitander et al., 2012) and are not always fully implemented by
participants (Snelson-Powell et al., 2016). Scholars have found that PRME’s impact may
work in an indirect way, to support the case for change, more than deliver change directly
(Burchell et al., 2015). Further, we cannot assume that PRME, as a voluntary standard in the
sector, is universally visible to or understood by all schools globally (Moratis, 2016).

Similarly, scholars have doubts about the reach of RME criteria in accreditation
standards and whether they can translate into meaningful change in practice, even at newly
accredited business schools (Falkenstein and Snelson-Powell, 2020). That there might be a
limit to the impact that soft-law RME standards are able to achieve is, perhaps, not
unexpected, given the variety of pressures on business schools to behave in legitimate ways
(Wilson and McKiernan, 2011). They must compete for the best students, faculty and
research funding with other schools nationally and internationally (Wedlin, 2007), and must
also be more innovative and impactful (Thomas et al., 2014). It has been argued that they
have become so preoccupied with rankings performance (Khurana, 2007) that their leeway
to enact different kinds of strategies is limited.

Our view of these frameworks is, thus, sceptical in relation to RME impact. We suggest
that business schools, which adopt policies and frameworks to promote their sustainability
credentials and signal the inclusion of responsibility in the curricula are not necessarily
doing all they purport to in practice. We are not surprised to see this scepticism reflected in
empirical studies which find that, despite the apparent intentions to do good, through these
external frameworks, there is evidence of talk-action gaps at business schools generally
(Maloni et al., 2021) and specifically when integrating sustainability into MBA programmes,
for example (Snelson-Powell et al., 2020). To close these gaps, there is, thus, a need for
accreditation standards and rankings bodies to do more to connect accreditation criteria
with practices that promote genuine RME embedding (Falkenstein and Snelson-Powell,
2020). These efforts might be well supported by SDG mapping efforts; creating links in
assessment criteria to the SDGs can strengthen their impact in practice (Storey et al., 2017).

Responsible management education as a display of organizational virtue
RME is not a functional specialism but a systematic way of interlinking managerial
decision-making with the social dimension across the entire activity portfolio of business
schools. Such a transversal approach triggers strategic tension with the performative logic
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of business schools that is necessary and ideally fruitful. The current pressure on business
schools to demonstrate RME commitment is high, yet attention may nonetheless remain on
the core criteria of institutional and programme rankings. This is because there is scope for
more symbolic approaches to RME implementation (Rasche et al., 2020). Business schools
can emphasize the “window-dressing” of a business school’s published RME strategy over
RME embeddedness in day-to-day routines (Alvesson and Gabriel, 2016). In a context where
RME stipulations are intentionally vague (Rasche et al., 2020), there remains a proneness to
this kind of organizational decoupling as a strategic option, especially when resources or
willingness are low.

Perceived transaction costs and complexities of implementing RME can act as a
significant deterrent (Exter et al., 2013) that can explain why many business schools are not
walking their talk (Snelson-Powell et al., 2016; Rasche and Gilbert, 2015). It may be worth
revisiting Rusinko’s proposal of an externally verifiable auditing system (Rusinko, 2005)
that does not involve self-congratulatory deficiencies of school assessment reports or peer-
based reviews. Further, we propose there is scope for systems that leverage the SDGs. They
provide a tool to overcome the vagueness in RME, by identifying multiple, function-relevant
goals. In this way, working with specific, selected SDGs creates the so far missing links
between the inherently broad RME agenda and the required change in practice, providing
more concrete tests of the change necessary in the variety of functional disciplines. To this
end, the UN’s PRME initiative, which commands active members to regularly submit
sharing information on progress (SIP) reports, now requires members to include an SDG
mapping exercise in their SIP submission. Over time, we believe that these efforts can drive
a stronger anchoring of RME in business school curricula and, of course, their operations.

Walking the talk is not only about legitimacy building (Rasche and Gilbert, 2015) but is
also an important reinforcing process to make RME an operational reality. Faculty plays a
pivotal role in establishing a robust RME support system (Solitander et al., 2012; Doherty
et al., 2015), possibly even more so than the barrier of constrained financial resources
(Snelson-Powell et al., 2020). Its identity is shaped by the way business schools govern
themselves, how they set strategic priorities, how they communicate and embody core
values and how they deploy their professors in the learning space (Fleming, 2020). Many
faculty members were stretched across their different roles even before the pandemic
(Vos and Page, 2020). COVID-19 has layered new pressures onto them such as the rapid
make-over of content for online delivery, quick up-tooling on educational technologies and
exploration, as well as the adoption of pedagogical techniques that activate students in a
virtual environment (Clarke and Lynes, 2020). Advancing their research may, thus, be a
struggle for many faculty members who may be short of mental slack to focus on widening
the RME footprint in their schools.

Strengthening responsible management education post-pandemic
The final step in our argument is to identify a variety of pathways that can position
COVID-19 as a historical episode that allowed RME to develop deeper roots in the business
school community, with a lasting effect on how future managers are being prepared to
handle socially contentious issues in a professional context.

Overcoming inertia
Inertia can emerge from fear of being judged negatively when departing from the business
school herd. It is important to recognize that the shallow establishment of RME in business
schools is a result of organizational choice rather than inevitability. Furthermore, the call for
its further strengthening is heard loudest from within business schools operating in
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structures with a strong corporatist flavour. Hommel andWoods (2018) explain this stylized
fact by underlying field dynamics that position elite incumbents and mavericks sitting at
the fringe of the sector as the drivers of change. Elite incumbents have not used their
financial slack and degrees of freedom to act due to over-compliance; mavericks have not
created departures from established rituals despite not being invested in the rules governing
the management education field. Whilst elite schools may have room to manoeuvre, their
privileged stakeholders may lack the appreciation for RME. Other (lower-tier) incumbents
may have the benefit of more welcoming stakeholders but have often exhausted their
organizational slack after trying to stay in step with their competitive peer group and
complying with external assessment frameworks (Hommel andWoods, 2018).

Inertia can be overcome by identifying a pathway for advancing the RME agenda that
involves justifiable resource commitments and demonstrating that the RME logic yields
better business outcomes when applied in practice. The ensuing narrative on how the
pandemic is reshaping business practices in the longer term lays the groundwork for
activating business schools in RME terms as well. It builds on recent discourse about how to
make management education more impactful and relevant and furthermore relates to
the changing skillset required by future learners to better deal with environmental
disturbances. Whilst institutions may be struggling to respond, faculty members may
display greater change readiness in an environment described by the crisis (Hay et al., 2020)
and may accept the change that is perceived to be inevitable rather than imposed (Maitlis
and Sonenshein, 2010).

Making responsible management education quantifiable
Business schools are entering a phase of de-institutionalization characterized by micro-
credentialing, stackable qualifications and educational provision within fluid alliance
networks. It will also mark the beginning of more widespread acceptance of faculty
performance measurement with advanced data analytics that adds predictive power to how
resources and processes feed into performance measures (Fagnot et al., 2020). According to
Gartner, faculty information systems belong to the Top 10 of strategic technologies
impacting higher education (Boehm et al., 2020).

The pathway ahead will seek to further dissect faculty work and measure its worthiness
with metrics reflecting activity-based costing principles. Conventional indicators relate to
external accountability of faculty hiring and promotion; they focus on research outcome
indicators, fundraising, teaching scores, etc. By adding forecasting capability, faculty
development can be embedded more explicitly into strategic planning processes. This is an
opportunity for the RMEmovement to infuse alternative metrics to document the dedication
of the faculty to RME principles. These may end up being measures related to professional
attitude, commitment to student learning, empathy and creativity and the ability to lead
others (Abdel-Meguid et al., 2021) that correlate well with RME attitudes and commitments.
More conventional measurements will certainly be helpful as well and here RME can learn
from SDG best practices (Gennari and Navarro, 2019; Ospina-Forero et al., 2020).

Strengthening external assessment frameworks
As we have outlined, professional bodies such as accreditation and ranking agencies have a
critical role to play; they will ideally engage more critically and dispassionately in firming
up expectations for RME. Reliance on peer-based evaluation and self-reporting prevents
weak institutional roots from being strengthened and invites the grandstanding criticized
by Alvesson and Gabriel (2016). The tight relationship between business schools and these
agencies currently acts as an enabler for signalling RME legitimacy whilst minimizing the
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real change required. More robust accreditation structures are, therefore, needed that subject
business schools’ RME commitments and implementation practices to harsher, more
informative tests.

Three aspects appear particularly relevant: Firstly, RME-related accreditation standards
should be moved to the “core and essential” category rather than letting them remain
an ancillary system feature. Secondly, window dressing and decoupling can be curtailed
by reducing the reliance on self-reported information which is traditionally based on
qualitative heuristics. Finally, process redesign can influence how peer-based ritualization of
assessment can improve the scrutiny of RME practices. These are behavioural challenges
that require more than rewriting of assessment code.

Our view coincides with Hommel and Vandenbempt’s conjecture that the COVID-19
pandemic will have an unsettling effect on the strategic action field circumscribing external
quality review (Hommel and Vandenbempt, 2021). In other words, there is scope for a
weakening role of accreditation agencies as governance units, with influential pressure on
the field. This may, therefore, be a unique moment, presenting opportunities to draw on
other tools and achieve progress with respect to the SDGAgenda 2030, whilst strengthening
the role of RME. We believe that there is now more scope for change during the coming
phase of transition with a greater fluidity of identity for business schools, as these shifts in
contextual pressures occur.

Conclusion
The purpose of our essay has been to reflect on progress to date and explore the drivers and
inhibitors for strengthening RME in the new context. The pandemic crisis highlights the
social role business schools must play and draws increasing support for the RME rationale.
Yet, the ensuing economic recession looms large, inducing responses where business schools
seek to emphasize financial sustainability and defend competitive positions in the market
for students.

In addressing this tension, business schools will each need to analyse and address how
these issues arise in their specific organizational context and how they relate to meaningful
engagement with RME. In our opinion, this may involve a radical rethink in how RME can
move beyond tokenism and be better appreciated by the stakeholders of business schools.
It will require greater firmness in how RME values are embedded in the curriculum
transversally and not as fig-leaf learning activities at the fringe of degree programmes
pushed by niche specialists. It will furthermore demand business schools to reflect on their
own values of organizational responsibility; how they can better align their goals with the
SDGs and how they can credibly step away from traditional notions of the primacy of profit
and the requirement of continual growth.

At the time of writing this contribution, the pandemic continues to unfold across the
globe. The eventual consequences and longer-term outcomes are, thus, far from clear. Our
analysis finds that the risks for RME are intensified by the new challenges to the business
school’s existing financial model. Yet simultaneously, RME presents opportunities post-
COVID-19 for business schools to maintain legitimacy and to anchor an enhanced relevance
to stakeholders by educating managers with respect to grand social challenges to come.
COVID-19 has taught business schools to adapt and they have learned quickly; developing
new capabilities that will support virtual learning, expanding opportunities for RME at a
time when the subject is achieving some mainstream salience. Business schools’ existing
operating models are inevitably destabilized, as digital provisioning takes off post-COVID-
19. New providers of virtual educational alternatives make the basis for future financial
sustainability and planning more competitive and more complex. We argue that including

Accelerator or
demolisher



RME as a strategic priority can serve as a lever for future resilience, in the face of what is
likely to be ongoing contextual uncertainty.

To conclude, the implications set out in our essay relate to business schools, the
RME movement and external validation providers. We propose that an opportunity
exists as business schools emerge from crisis management mode, to establish salience
in respect of the current discourse on social issues, which can enable them to overcome
inertia on RME. We propose that RME initiatives should expand the ways in which
RME is made quantifiable and link activities more explicitly to the SDGs (such as
PRME’s SIP reporting framework). Finally, we propose implications for external
validation frameworks to establish better tests of RME performance. Together these
changes can engender more substantive forward progress, to better embed RME in the
business schools’ DNA.
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