
FIRST, a quick recap: The finan-
cial crisis is giving business
schools the short end of the stick.

Some blame them for the cred-
it crisis that led to the collapse of
Lehman Brothers and sparked a
major global recession. Others
say business schools have lost
their lustre, as graduates can no
longer find the high-paying jobs
they want.

This is no surprise as MBA-
wielding business school gradu-
ates have long dominated the fi-
nancial sector and have been mak-
ing most of the decisions that got
us to where we are today.

For example, the Harvard Busi-
ness School’s alumni include fa-
mous names such as Mr John
Thain and Mr Stanley O’Neal, for-
merly of Merrill Lynch; and Mr
Henry Paulson, former chief exec-
utive of Goldman Sachs and the
United States Treasury Secretary
during the Bush administration.

Not exactly the school’s proud-
est moment, given the financial
turmoil.

But Mr Colin Mayer, dean of
the Said Business School at Ox-
ford University, disagreed that
business schools should take all
of the blame.

“There is a view that business
schools were ‘complicit’ – that if
they haven’t caused it, then they
failed to avoid what has hap-
pened,” he said.

“My view is that that is a
knee-jerk reaction and has to be
taken with a pinch of salt.”

The professor of corporate gov-
ernance and finance at the school
was in town for a series of meet-
ings with heads of other business
schools from Asia and Europe.

Going by the numbers, most
people would seem to agree with
him as business schools have cer-
tainly not lost their popularity.
Applications have, in fact, gone
up.

Reports show double-digit
jumps in application numbers
across business schools, although
this is a common recessionary re-
action. People who cannot get
jobs, or fear losing theirs, tend to
choose to go back to school.

Of course, having more appli-
cants does not equate to more
places for them in business
schools, which are also facing a

credit squeeze of their own.
Even if there are more places,

there are fewer jobs available for
graduates, especially those who
traditionally sought lucrative
jobs in banks or consulting firms.

What business schools like Ox-
ford’s are doing is to look to
place students in non-traditional
areas, such as the public sector,
international organisations and
non-profit organisations, where
a growing number of jobs are
available.

One area is regulatory agen-
cies as they are in need of more
people with financial expertise,
Mr Mayer said.

Graduates must be willing and
open-minded enough to take on
jobs that they did not intend to
do when they first entered busi-
ness school.

“There will be a greater diversi-
ty of employment activities by
students than has been the case
before,” noted Mr Mayer.

And he believes this dispersal
of talent into a wider variety of
sectors can only be good for econ-
omies around the world.

Another option available for
Master of Business Administra-
tion (MBA) graduates could be to
continue their education through
doctoral programmes.

Doctoral programmes are see-
ing an increase in interested appli-
cants, said Mr Chris Easingwood,

Manchester Business School’s di-
rector for the Doctor of Business
Administration (DBA) pro-
gramme.

The DBA is different from a
regular PhD in business in that it
is more focused on adapting and
improving an existing theory rath-
er than developing a new theory,
he explained.

The advantage of such busi-
ness programmes is that MBA
holders can pursue a specific busi-
ness issue in depth, such as mar-
ket regulation or bank strategy,
which would be of real value to a
company now.

The DBA programme lets the
candidate pursue his research
part-time, usually over five years
or less, while working at the
same time in a type of “blended
learning” environment, Mr Eas-
ingwood said.

This tends to be more popular
with senior executives who have
had many years of business expe-
rience, but the pool of applicants
could be getting younger with the
financial crisis.

Alternatively, full-time doctor-
al programmes offer a chance for
candidates to hide from the eco-
nomic storm for a number of
years while pursuing their area of
interest.

So while the halcyon days of
investment banking may be over,
open-minded MBA graduates
will find that they actually have
many options on their plate.

But beyond that, Mr Mayer
said that because of the financial
crisis, business schools are in
need of a serious rethink.

A pressing change needed is
for education in business schools
to focus more on “form” rather
than just content, he said.

Students should question rath-
er than accept existing norms, he
added.

“Shouldn’t people have asked
more questions about Satyam
(Computer Services) and (Ber-
nard) Madoff?” he said, referring
to the Indian information technol-
ogy firm and American financier
embroiled in financial scandals.

“Or were they just following
each other in a bird-like way? To
what extent has education con-
tributed to that?”
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