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Abstract

:

Meeting today’s grand challenges means changing the economics paradigm that informs both business practice and business/management education. This paper asks whether business schools meet the challenges of the 21st century and argues not without shifting away from the core—neoliberal—paradigm of economics. This essay makes the following argument. Paradigms shape narratives. Changing core narratives is a powerful lever for transformation. Narratives are constructed of core ideas (memes) that replicate readily from mind to mind. Neoliberalism’s memes are pervasive and highly resonant in business schools. To move towards sustainability, the fundamentals taught in business school need to shift away from neoliberalism’s tenets towards what gives life to economic systems. From a theory perspective, neoliberalism’s lack of attention to social and ecological consequences of economic activity plays a large part in shaping today’s crises, including the pandemic, climate change, and biodiversity loss. A new/next economics paradigm is needed that shifts away from an emphasis on only financial wealth and constant economic growth on a finite plant towards life-centered economies that foster wellbeing and flourishing for all, creating what scholars call collective value. The result of this analysis is a conceptualization supporting new memes that include collaboration and competition, stewardship of the whole system, a cosmopolitan to local sensibility, and recognition of humanity’s deep embeddedness and connection with other people, other beings, and nature. The article concludes that business schools need to meet this challenge head on, changing the fundamentals of what is taught and why.
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1. Introduction


The world’s human population is struggling with a number of potentially civilization-threatening socio-ecological crises: climate change, sustainability, and potential ecosystem collapses, growing inequality [1] and attendant social unrest, and the sixth great species extinction [2,3]). The world is facing topsoil erosion, problematic industrial agricultural and animal husbandry practices, structural racism, as well as poverty [4,5]. These issues, and the list could go on, suggest that the world is facing problems in numerous domains of significant proportions, all of which could potentially benefit from what is sometimes called responsible management and leadership [6,7].



The question at the core of this Special Issue arises: can and will businesses and business schools meet these and other grand challenges? The short answer: not without a major paradigm shift, a transformation. That said, businesses (and even b-schools) have the innovation capacity to make significant changes when pressed, as the quick response to the Covid-19 pandemic has aptly demonstrated. Meeting grand challenges, however, requires new mindsets, paradigms, and ways of thinking and acting. In part, that is because some of today’s dominant economic and management theories have created significant disparities and ecological issues, and in part because, as Einstein famously said, “We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.”




2. Theoretical Framework


System transformation is a matter of vision/imagination, will, and motivation—and sometimes crisis, as in the case of the pandemic, which greatly “unfroze” thinking in the sense that Lewin meant when discussing the change processes of unfreezing, change, and refreezing [8]. Arguably, until the narrative or “stories” that we tell ourselves as business people and scholars about what we are doing, why we do it, and for whom begin to shift in dramatic ways, neither businesses nor the b-schools that support them will sufficiently transform to meet today’s grand challenges. The problem is that too many businesses and b-schools are stuck in an old, misguided, and dysfunctional story that shapes mindsets and guides actions. Despite pressures to reestablish legitimacy and meet the challenges of sustainability and inequality the power of today’s metanarrative remains entrenched [1,9,10,11]. For these institutions to truly meet today’s grand challenges requires significant transformation of the stories that shape the paradigms or perspectives that guide their purposes, performance metrics, power relations, and practices [12]. At the moment, however, it does not look much like any sort of real transformation is taking place in either businesses or b-schools. Indeed, the major discussion is around how to cope with the manifold crises facing the world and how to bring back what amounts to business as usual to the extent possible (see also [1]). Yet it is business as usual that is largely responsible for these crises.



There has, in recent years, been (mostly unrealized) talk of transforming business to deal with climate change in particular [13]. Of course, b-schools have been under serious critique for years, to little avail (e.g., [14,15,16,17,18,19]). Until the Covid-19 pandemic struck, however, actual transformation efforts were largely superficial. Most changes in both businesses and b-schools focus on doing more and better at what is already being done. Further, many critiques have been raised about the impact of today’s economics, economic thinking on students [20]. They claim what is needed is a new or next economics that puts life or wellbeing itself, rather than wealth maximization, as the central goal [11,21,22,23]. So far, few businesses or b-schools are as yet making the necessary transformation that could stop the destructive impacts of today’s dominant narrative of neoliberalism [24].



Before the pandemic, “transforming business” mainly emphasized doing more and better at what was already being done or adopting new technologies that could make businesses more efficient [12]. Mostly, such changes just focus on doing more of and being better at what is already being done. Thus, though there has been some talk of transforming business, to date it has been largely superficial. Sometimes, such change simply means adopting new technologies that could make businesses more efficient at what they are already doing [12]. Those kinds of shifts are incremental rather than transformative [25].



At this writing, it does not look much like any sort of real transformation is taking place in either businesses or b-schools—not even incorporating more of the liberal arts or what Currie, Davies and Ferlie call “lowering their walls” [26]. Indeed, the major thrust that can be heard is how to bring back what amounts to business as usual. A piece about how companies can recover from the impacts of the pandemic from the global consulting firm McKinsey is both typical and instructive [27]. McKinsey argues that rebuilding needs to take place in four strategic areas: “recovering revenues, rebuilding operations, rethinking the organization, and accelerating the adoption of digital solutions”. According to McKinsey, companies need to rapidly focus on rebuilding revenues, become considerably more agile so they can quickly reinvent their global value chains, work in new ways to ensure continued growth, and adopt new technologies that better meet new customer expectations. The only mention of sustainability in this piece is to ensure continued company viability. It is the same old thing in recovery mode.



Yes, post-pandemic and during recovery, some things like customer and employee expectations may change. Much more may be done online than in the past, including customer ordering and employees working remotely. Supervision and management practices will have shifted—as employees gained independence and took responsibility for their work, with assessments having to be on the basis of the quality of the work, rather than “face time”. Basically, as with many policy makers and business leaders, the thinking is to bring back business as usual to the extent feasible. No real changes to the business model are envisioned.



Much the same can be said of b-schools, as longtime b-school observer John Byrne observed in Poets & Quants. Sure, some of the impacts of the move to remote and online teaching forced by the pandemic will linger. As Byrne notes, more classes will “flip”, and other activities will be held virtually [28]. But real transformation? Even discussion of curriculum content? Not so much. Byrne argues that even structural changes that might be considered (shorter programs, online executive education) are likely to be limited, though some pedagogical innovation is likely as a result of student demand.



At my own institution, multiple structures for classes were in play for the fall 2020 semester—in person (if feasible), synchronous remote, asynchronous online, and various hybrids that have some students present some of the time and remote at other times, or various combinations of the former. No matter the format, faculty have learned that guest speakers can now “zoom in” and be effective with classes remotely if desired, from virtually anywhere. Further, both faculty and students will be used to such online conversations. Case discussions and group work can take place in a variety of formats, e.g., through shared documents, group meetings held online, and threaded conversations, among others. Students and faculty alike can post videos addressing different questions, doing case analyses, or presenting group and individual projects and perspective.



So, yes, some things will change in both businesses and b-schools in the wake of the pandemic. But…




3. Methodological Approach: Shifting Content and the Need for New Stories


The “hows” of business practice and b-schools delivery of education are necessarily undergoing considerable change to cope with the impacts of the pandemic. What is less likely to change in b-schools or in the practice of business or at least not much—and what needs most to change—is the “what”. The “what” is the content of management education. This “what” is based on a dominant story—the story or narrative of business. Today’s dominant story, neoliberal economics, is both flawed and highly problematic [10,22,23,29].



Since human beings are fundamentally story-telling creatures, the stories that we tell matter [30]. When they are foundational, they are what anthropologists call cultural mythologies (myths) and they inform just about everything we do [31]. Stories that are particularly dominant are sometimes called metanarratives and the tenets of neoliberalism have become such a metanarrative today [10,32]. Living in the context of such a metanarrative can be like breathing air—it is so familiar that we sometimes do not even realize that we are living in it. Until the pandemic made it quite obvious, much of the Western “developed” world was living in the metanarrative of neoliberalism, a story about how our economies—actually, the broader idea of societies—ought to work.



Systems thinker Donella Meadows argued that the most important key to system transformation is changing the paradigm or mindset, along with the ability to transcend the current mindsets that people hold [33]. Mindsets and paradigms are, essentially, the stories we are telling ourselves about how the world works. The narratives and stories that we tell today about what businesses are for and how they do and ought to operate today are based in an extreme form of neoliberalism that has taken over economic thinking since the so-called Reagan–Thatcher revolution of the early 1980s. Powerful stories and narratives like today’s “metanarrative” of economics (and also scientific reasoning, which in many ways modern economics tries to emulate) are based on what biologist Richard Dawkins called “memes”. Memes are core units that are the building blocks of culture (similar to genes as biological building blocks) [34]. As elaborated by Susan Blackmore, memes can be words, phrases, ideas, symbols, images, or even brands [35]. Essentially, as Blackmore details, they are ideas that replicate from one human mind to others when they are resonant—and therefore successful. People construct narratives, stories, and paradigms out of these building blocks—memes [36].



Stories and narratives, constructed out of memes, when powerful and resonant, shape mindsets and create paradigms. The foundational story that informs business/b-school thinking today is based on neoliberal economics It is a fairly extreme form of neoliberalism at that) [32,37]. The pandemic has made clear some of the fractures created by this story. The stories that we tell ourselves about what businesses are “for” (as Charles Handy once noted) [38]. That is, business purposes guide strategies, managerial practices, and how work is done. Additionally, and importantly, performance metrics matter, because as any accountant would likely say, “you get what you measure (and reward)”. Paradigms or stories and the mindsets, paradigms, and perspectives they shape, along with performance metrics, are important drivers of strategies and operating practices, as well as power distribution in companies and other institutions [39].




4. Background: The Old Story—Neoliberalism


Just what is the neoliberal “story” that pervades both b-schools and business practice? For one thing, economist Milton Friedman, one of the most well-known proponents of neoliberal thinking, famously argued in a 1970 New York Times article that the (only) “social responsibility of business is to increase its profits” [40]. Core memes associated with neoliberalism include the erroneous idea, drawn from Adam Smith, that humans are always self-interested profit maximizers [41]. Neoliberalism also asserts that markets are the way to solve most problems, including social problems, and that such markets ought to be free along with trade among nations [32].



Further, neoliberalism emphasizes continual economic and financial wealth growth, both of whole “economies” and of companies. It also argues that all responsibility is individual rather than collective and that, in essence, society does not exist. Neoliberalism argues that the less government there is, the better, markets will solve social problems, and free markets and trade are always good things, no matter their societal or national implications. This belief system, which can be deeply held by its proponents, ignores ecological impacts of economic activity and argues for continual growth of financial wealth, which is the only value that seems to matter. Such beliefs are now deeply embedded in the popular imagination as core aspects of a widely shared set of beliefs, a core cultural myth, about the nature of the economy. Importantly, in the current context, neoliberalism ignores the effects of economic impacts on society and the natural environment, labeling them externalities. What that really means is that someone other than the perpetrator will be paying for them because they are distributed—often the whole of society, either in what John Ruskin called greater “illth” (the opposite of wealth in its original meaning of wellbeing) or through public means (taxes). Externalities, when negative, are “public bads”, like pollution and global warming that hurt all, or public goods like parks and sidewalks that everyone can benefit from.



Neoliberal ideas profoundly shape what is taught in businesses schools and ultimately how business leaders and managers who have come through b-schools shape their businesses. The assumptions of neoliberalism make up the implicit and sometimes explicit managerial mindset, e.g., in the idea of continual growth in revenues, economies, markets, and company size. They pervade the b-school curriculum in assumptions about what really matters—profitability and financial wealth above all else, continual growth in markets, company size, number of employees, and other attributes, including stock price, with embedded ignorance of community/social impacts and effects on the natural environment.



Such assumptions have devastating socio-ecological and ethical consequences, permitting slogans like “it’s just business” to explain inhumane or cruel practices. They underpin “efficiency” arguments including often unquestioned down- and right-sizing of companies, abusive working conditions in many global supply chains, cruel and inhumane animal husbandry practices, employee layoffs to save share prices, and many other destructive practices. These things are done in the interests of efficiency without consideration of issues of responsibility, ethics, or sustainability, because, after all, business is supposed to be focused on making profits—and no other value matters.



Worse, most of neoliberalism’s assumptions are simply wrong. In effect, they are telling a misleading story—and it is a misleading story with enormous consequences for the wellbeing of employees, customers, communities, and ecosystems, while benefitting mainly one stakeholder group—investors. For example, much evidence from biology tells us that neither humans nor some animals are always self-interested. In many biological contexts, caring behaviors and symbiosis (collaboration) are as or more important for survival than competition, including in human societies [42,43,44,45].



Too, today’s markets hardly resemble the many suppliers, many customers description offered by Adam Smith on which neoclassical economics is supposedly built. Despite that scholar Gerald Davis argues that there is a shrinking overall population of large corporations [46], today’s “markets” are mostly taken to mean stock exchanges, the focus of much economics thinking in the popular press. These stock exchange markets are populated by large corporations that are frequently oligopolies and sometimes monopolies. Even in business practice, there is hardly anything resembling the free competition that Smith expected. Local small- and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) of which there are millions in the world, and which supply most of the jobs, are ill-considered in the neoliberal context—or, for that matter, in most b-schools.



As to solving social problems, it has long been recognized that there are many public issues—public goods like clean water, clean air, societal wellbeing, universal healthcare, and the like—that “free” markets cannot or will not supply. Further, societies do exist with very different norms and cultures. We humans are not only storytelling creatures but also communal beings, which the isolation imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted in glaring color. As the pan-African notion of Ubuntu states, “I am because we are”. Humans do not survive, never mind thrive, in the absence of community-society. As to the laissez-faire governments that neoliberalism demands, the Covid-19 crisis has, if nothing else, put the lie to that one: when so many billions of people around the world are now reliant on good government to deal effectively with the impacts of the disease—and the negative results apparent when governments do not work effectively.



The “efficiency” argument is one that relies on an “anything goes” in the interests of the profits mindset. Neoliberalism fosters an amoral approach to business that seems to mean that whatever needs to be done in the name of profitability and growth is all right. But businesses and economics, which were originally about household management (not whole societies), are fundamentally moral activities because they affect both people and planet—the essence of what ethics is about [29].



The constant growth argument is particularly pernicious. For one thing, it is unrealistic to expect any population (like humans) or economic activity to grow endlessly on a finite planet [44]. For another, it effectively confuses growth in financial wealth with wellbeing and flourishing [22]. Of course, the major metrics/indicators that are used—and taught extensively in b-schools and referenced constantly in the business press—are that of GDP for economics, a measure known to be flawed since its inception, which measures only economic activity whether that activity is beneficial or means doing something like destroying ecosystems [47]. For businesses is it profitability or, worse, shareholder wealth, all measured solely in financial terms, with little regard for the original meaning of wealth, which is associated with wellbeing.



It is time, as numerous observers cited above have stated, for a new story [11,29,32].




5. Implications for B-School Practice and Future Research: A Life-Centered Economics


What are the implications for b-schools, scholars, and future research? Are there alternatives to neoliberalism? Might it be time to give up the dream of efficiency in the interests of what used to be known as the common good? In the wake of the Global Financial Crisis of 2007-08, dozens if not hundreds of initiatives emerged around the globe arguing for a new economics and what are sometimes called next economies. Many such initiatives are now allies of the transformation catalyst (as I and Steve Waddell have labeled such entities in a working paper.), WEAll, the Wellbeing Economy Alliance, which is attempting to bring them into alignment in the interest of creating a powerful new narrative to counter the current one, called in WEAll’s lingo, a wellbeing economy.



A new narrative needs to be as emotionally and intellectually resonant, inspiring, and compelling as the current one is [35]. If resonant, it would (eventually) bring about a very different mindset (paradigm) oriented towards different business purposes, metrics, and practices, shifting what is taught in b-schools rather dramatically, and also shifting business practice. At this writing, there are global, regional, and local initiatives attempting to bring such next economies with a new economics at their core into existence—despite the resistance and likely obstruction of existing institutions, especially global financial institutions, and despite embedded thinking in textbooks, which now dominate economic thinking—and permeate b-schools.



Scanning the websites of WEAll’s initial next economies allies suggests a number of shared or common themes (memes) that provide a potential basis of thinking about new economics and next economies—subjects rife for future research. Terms like life-centered, flourishing, regenerative, wellbeing, and valuing all of humanity and life are at the core of next economies thinking. Such memes emphasize an orientation towards the wellbeing or flourishing of all, including non-human beings and even whole ecosystems. They call to mind the seminal work by Donaldson and Walsh on business purpose, which argues that the core purpose of business is to create what they termed collective value absent dignity violations [48].



This perspective on business purpose effectively argues for both a stakeholder and ecological mindset or what some call a sustainability mindset, another area needing further study [49]. This new mindset or paradigm encompasses not the narrow purpose of shareholder wealth maximization embedded in today’s business logic but a sense of what has elsewhere been called stewardship of the whole [50]. Such a transformation of business purpose would bring businesses, particularly corporations, back to their original construction—as social institutions serving the public good or public interest, rather than simply investors’ interests [51]. It would also mean a relatively massive, but much needed reorientation of the purposes of businesses, and, concomitantly, of b-schools, answering some of the many critiques that have been raised about b-schools and business scholarship in the past [1,15,16,18,19,24].



Other memes consistently crop up in these next economies initiatives’ aspirations. Neoliberalism acknowledges responsibility—but only on individual (and individual company) terms, because of the belief that there is no such thing as society. Next economies initiatives in contrast argue (using these types of memes) for connection, relationship, interdependence (among people and with nature), and community, essentially for shared responsibility for the whole system at whatever level is contextually appropriate. Some argue for localization as a way of reducing ecological impacts, while The Alternative UK has developed an insightful framing that argues for linkage between the cosmopolitan (global) and the local—or what, for short, is called cosmo-local (as a better alternative to the fraught term “glocal”, which combines local and global) [52]. Further, in contrast to ignoring societal impacts, words like care, compassion, dignity for all, equity, fairness, and justice build a sense of responsibility or stewardship for communities, societies, and, indeed, the whole of life, which are common next economies’ memes. While much work has been done on corporate social responsibility in the past, these ideas imply entirely different ways of doing business and approaches to stakeholders that are subjects of much needed research.



Underpinning many next economies articulations is a deeply and profoundly renewed, revitalized relationship between humans and nature—one that draws from the wisdom of Indigenous thinkers [53]. In much Western thought and deeply embedded in neoliberalism is a distinct separation of humankind from nature, with the (possibly misinterpreted) biblical idea that “man” should have “dominion over” nature. Rather than this separation, which is very much aligned with a similar separation of mind from body in Western tradition, many next economies initiatives take a perspective far more similar to Indigenous thinking, which recognizes our human integral relationship with and interdependence with nature [23,53]. This major mindset shift bubbled up in many places and settings around the planet, particularly as people recognized how nature began to recover from human impacts during the shutdown of the pandemic. Terms like reciprocity, circularity, regenerativity, resilience, and cyclicality are often used to express this renewed, more harmonious and better-balanced relationship with nature. It is distinctly opposed to the attitude in current economic (and cultural) thinking that basically argues that because “man” has dominion over nature, her resources are simply there for human exploitation.



Another shift in next economies thinking is away from cutthroat competition towards a more collaborative stance that recognizes, as do biologists and evolutionary theorists, that symbiosis and cooperation are essential to what gives life to human and ecological systems [42,43]. In the context of a collaborative stance, there is also recognition of the need for equal and participative inclusion of voices that have been under-represented, marginalized, or colonized in the past, including youth, Indigenous peoples, poor people, and future generations.




6. Future Research: Transformation—What Still Needs Change


Both businesses and the b-schools that educate their leaders and managers are implicated in the need to manage through, during, and in the manifold crises in the world today. Collectively, they—we—need to shape, teach, and implement ideas that emphasize wellbeing for all, not for the lucky few, and where “all” also includes non-human beings. Perhaps more importantly, there is an emerging global recognition by citizens, activists, progressive thought leaders, academics, and others of this need to re-vision and implement a major transformation of the thinking that informs both b-schools and businesses so they can shift to better meet the demands of the 21st century. This transformation is far from the return to business as usual that most business leaders and policy makers seem to be imagining. Rather, as discussed, it means significant transformation in economic thinking, business purposes and practices, the performance metrics that guide those purposes and practices, and in how business is understood as an institution. It means new paradigms and mindsets.



Some of this transformation thinking has been translated through the currently popular idea, the meme, of “build back better” in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic. This idea can be viewed as a way of pushing institutions of all sorts to better deal with sustainability and climate change emergency, as well as other crises, particularly by changing economics and business systems. Institutions as different as the United Nations, the We Mean Business Coalition, the Wellbeing Economy Alliance (WEAll), and Fast Company magazine, among others, used the “build back better” language, while the SDG Transformations Forum was using the term “bounce beyond” to indicate a desire to move transformatively away from the prior system.



These phrases signify growing concern with business as usual and recognition of a need for businesses in particular to transform towards what Ehrenfeld and Hoffman called actual sustainability (as opposed to simply less unsustainability) in the wake of the pandemic [44]. Underlying this and related phrases or memes is a desire on the part of many observers to see the entire system work in a different way than it has been doing. Even the World Economic Forum made the link between the destruction of the natural environment, the emergence of the pandemic, and the significant economic consequences that ensued (“COVID-19 is a stark reminder that our assault on the natural world has consequences.”).



Seeds of this transformation have already been planted in initiatives like The Investment Integration Project, which is attempting to update finance’s modern portfolio to include systemic risks. Integrated reporting provides pathways for accounting for not just financial implications of business but also their environmental, social, and governance (ESG) practices. Ideas about regenerative capitalism offered by John Fullerton through the Capital Institute are helping people in the finance community start to reimagine economics and finance through an ecological lens. On the management education side, the Principles for Responsible Management Education argues for management education to work for an “inclusive and sustainable global economy”, and the AACSB accrediting body argues for a “collective vision” that will and should transform business and business education.




7. Conclusions


A broadened set of principles on which economies rest is sorely needed to cope with the manifold crises posed by not only the pandemic but also climate change, biodiversity loss, growing inequality, and numerous other civilization-threatening emergencies [54]. Various initiatives have begun building new language and frameworks that are useful. Two are highlighted here to indicate not only that changing paradigms and memes is possible but that it is beginning to happen. WEAll has numerous next economy allies (more than 150 at this writing), and the values that it associates with a “wellbeing economy” may be relevant as a guide to how both businesses and b-schools can begin to shift. In their brochure WEAll states, “WEAll need…



	
Dignity: Everyone has enough to live in comfort, safety and happiness



	
Nature: A restored and safe natural world for all life



	
Connection: A sense of belonging and institutions that serve the common good



	
Fairness: Justice in all its dimensions at the heart of economic systems, and the gap between the richest and poorest greatly reduced



	
Participation: Citizens are actively engaged in their communities and locally rooted economies (WEAll brochure) [55]






Another approach to 21st century economies that has gained a lot of notice over the past several years—and provides a clear alternative to neoliberalism—is Raworth’s “doughnut economics”, an economics designed to the needs of all within planetary means [21]. The “doughnut” draws from the Stockholm Resilience Institute’s work on planetary boundaries, which argues that there are nine geophysical planetary boundaries that cannot be transgressed without great civilizational risk (though four have already been exceeded) [56]. Raworth combines the planetary boundaries image on the outside boundary of her doughnut, with twelve necessary social foundations on the inside boundary that create social boundaries. She argues that meeting all of these needs can provide a foundation of wellbeing for all: sufficient food, health, education, income and work, peace and justice, political voice, social equity, gender equality, housing, networks, energy, and water [21]. At this writing, the entire city of Amsterdam has agreed to transform itself around the principles of Raworth’s model.



The specific framework or model used matters less than achieving some degree of agreement on the need for and content of a new economics paradigm, or perhaps more importantly, new resonant and inspirational memes, so that economies can be redesigned, as corporations must also be [57]. For both businesses, whose purposes, strategies, and operating practices will change dramatically towards meeting real needs by creating collective value, and for b-schools, transformation is needed to ensure that the boundary conditions that create wellbeing, flourishing, regenerative capacity, or collective value, by whatever name it is given, are met. Given that the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) claims that humanity has until 2030 to make significant changes in its trajectory, no time can be wasted [58].
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