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Accreditation
Although accreditations are not the only factor
that determines what business schools believe,
do, and become, it certainly is an important shaper
of the direction in which they ﬁnd their way forward in the face of the twenty-ﬁrst-century management education imperatives (Harvey 2004;
Hedmo et al. 2001; Prøitz et al. 2004; Lindstrom
and Word 2007). Because of their relevance and
impact in management education, this entry
focuses on international business accreditations
EQUIS and AACSB.

Introduction
The cross-border reputation of higher education
institutions is established through a two-stage ﬁltering system, with international accreditations
providing access while acting as “certiﬁers” and

international rankings deﬁning the relative
competitive position. The interrelations between
accreditation and higher education become
especially evident in the ﬁeld of business and
management education. A variety of mandatory
accreditations (national) as well as voluntary
assessment schemes (international) have emerged
and challenge business schools while driving substantially their institutional strategies. In order to
better illustrate the role of accreditations in the
sustainable development in higher education,
this entry focuses on the group of business and
management schools and their responses to
accreditation standards and criteria. Business
schools are not much different from other institutions in the higher education industry, and much
can be learned from the management education
sector and applied in universities (Petriglieri
2015).
Although accreditation is not the only factor
that determines what business schools believe, do,
and become, it is certainly an important shaper of
the direction of travel in the face of the twentyﬁrst-century management education imperatives.
This has especially become the case since the
integration of a strong ethics, responsibility, and
sustainability narrative (Maclean et al. 2015)
in the prestigious European Quality Improvement
System (EFMD) accreditation, as well as for
business schools’ eligibility to Association to
Advance Collegiate Schools of Business
(AACSB) accreditation. Until today, a comprehensive and constructive dialogue in business
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schools, as well as within the wider community,
seems to be missing (Powell et al. 2016).
Therefore, the role of accreditations such as
EQUIS is of particular importance as they drive
business school developments. While EQUIS in
the past had focused on internationalization and
corporate relations, the accreditation body added a
third transversal standard “ethics, responsibility,
and sustainability” in 2013 (EFMD 2016).

Context
The management education sector is perceived as
slow adaptors to the responsibility and sustainability agenda. Despite some visible activities,
there is evidence that responsible management
education remains largely as an “unfulﬁlled promise” (Cornuel and Hommel 2015). Recent literature and research have been critical about business
schools’ integration of ethics, responsibility, and
sustainability into their teaching and research
activities, and the majority of institutions are continuously challenged by internal resistance and
resource constraints (Aspling 2013; Ghoshal
2005; Alvesson 2013; Muff et al. 2013; Cornuel
et al. 2015). It is therefore widely argued that
business schools continue to deliver a narrow
view on responsible management education,
while many of their primary stakeholders, such
as students, governments, and companies,
demand a greater sense of purpose (De Onzono
2011). Within this context, national and international business school accreditations play a dual
role in the development of a more responsible and
sustainable management education. While accreditation bodies arguably had its share in business
schools’ narrow-minded approach to research
and education in the past, it also plays an important role by driving processes and acting as a
change agent in business schools’ development
(Canals 2010).

Transnational Accreditations
Business school accreditation has its roots in the
United States (Khurana et al. 2005). Since the

early twentieth century, accreditation has been
the main monitoring regulator of North American
business and management schools, with predeﬁned quality standards in various academic
areas and being administered by independent,
nongovernmental organizations (Locke 1989;
Porter and Mckibbin 1988). The most important
and oldest American accreditation body is the
Association for the Advancement of Collegiate
Schools of Business (AACSB), which has been
accrediting business schools for over 100 years.
The rise of accreditations and assessments during the 1980s can be seen as part of a larger
societal trend. In a world that is increasingly characterized by variations and differences, accreditations are one way to bridge those differences and
facilitate the ﬂow of information (Thomas and
Cornuel 2012). Additionally, assessment criteria
and audits are considered as a reaction to the
evolving risk society (Hood 2004), with its
increasing demand for transparency and accountability, which appear in parallel with increasing
access to higher education through globalization
and mobility (Power 1999). Moreover, the emergence of new regulations has been further analyzed as an aspect of rationalization in higher
education that is increasingly challenged by growing competition and deregulation (Moran 2002).
Other scholars suggest that the growing importance of accreditations could rather be described
as a fashion in the search for additional certiﬁcations, standardization, and quality assurance systems, all in order to achieve differentiation in
competitive, globalized markets (Meyer 1994;
Hood et al. 1999; Engwall and Morgan 2002).
However, the pressure in higher education –
resulting from internationalization as well as the
intensiﬁcation of transnational competition – led
to an “explosion” of regulations that is challenging national accreditation systems (Djelic and
Sahlin-Andersson 2006).
Picking up on demands for more transparency
as well as comparability and market information,
accreditations have been developed as a response
to market pressure that is coming not only from
consumer groups but also from competitive forces
in the business school accreditation market
(Hedmo et al. 2001; Beehler and Luethge 2013).
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In this context, New Public Management (NPM)
has created the environment and the imperatives
for business school accreditation.
Management literature and research has widely
discussed how accreditation bodies can ensure
an impact on business schools’ quality, while
balancing their mission between membership
interests and the enhancement of (accreditation)
standards (Rasche and Gilbert 2015; Starkey
and Tiratsoo 2007; Vas and Lejeune 2004).
Understanding how accreditation bodies and
schools interrelate and affect each other is key
when it comes to explaining how accreditation
standards have been developed. The reciprocal
relations explain the interwoven processes and
expansion of regulations, framed by voluntary
agreements between regulators and regulatees
(Moran 2002). In this context, it is important to
recognize the multilevel governance concept of
accreditation organizations, which captures the
interrelatedness of regulatory actors and those
that are regulated (Majone 2002). Following
Bourdieu’s notion of the organizational ﬁeld, it
can be said that there is a common belief in the
importance of management education by various
actors (Locke 1989; Porter and Mckibbin 1988);
however, at the same time, those actors disagree
on how to deﬁne, assess, and develop the activities (Bourdieu and Nice 1980). It is necessary to
point out the complexity of interrelations, political
struggles, and collaborations when explaining
the correlation between different actors in management education (De Onzono 2011; Majone
2002). The intertwined management education
providers, accreditations, and monitoring bodies
develop in relation to each other, and, as a result,
the entire ﬁeld has become a “regulatory knot”
(Hedmo et al. 2001).

Accreditations and Responsible
Management Education
Accreditations act as an interface between the
higher education sector and industry, companies,
and public organizations. From this vantage point,
accreditation is required to translate expectations
from the public and private sectors into its
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accreditation standards, which apply to ethics,
responsibility, and sustainability (ERS) as much
as to all other important aspects of education
(Naidoo and Pringle 2014). Having a diverse and
large group of international members provides
accreditations with a unique position and access
to different key players. The organization should
link these “partners” in a joint effort to develop
and fully integrate ERS in management education.
Through strengthened commitment to ERS,
accreditations would identify those institutions
that deliver high quality in ERS/RME in different
geographic areas, which would signal the importance of these topics within the business school
sector and provide immediate benchmarking
opportunities.
In 2012, following the global economic crisis
and the resulting stakeholder pressure (Rasche
and Gilbert 2015; Thomas et al. 2014), accreditation bodies such as EQUIS revised their standards
and criteria in 2013 and established far-reaching
requirements to integrate ethics, responsibility,
and sustainability (ERS) transversally into all
major areas of business and management education (Thomas et al. 2013) (see Fig. 1). The
changes imply that responsible and ethical behavior should be an integral part of a business
school’s values as well as strategy and should be
reﬂected in all of its regular activities. The transversal accreditation standards also established
deﬁnitions for ethics, responsibility, and sustainability applicable for the management education
sector.
But also AACSB introduced new criteria for
responsible management education in their 2013
revised Business School Accreditation Standards
(AACSB 2015). By linking responsibility and
sustainability to the initial eligibility phase,
AACSB expects substantial developments to be
in place prior to a school entering the accreditation
process. One of the guiding principles is that “The
school must encourage and support ethical behavior by students, faculty, and professional staff”
(AACSB 2011, 2015). A strong commitment to
corporate and social responsibility is demanded,
and “The school must demonstrate a commitment
to address, engage, and respond to current and
emerging corporate social responsibility issues
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Accreditation Schemes and Sustainable Development in Management Education, Fig. 1 EQUIS Criteria
Framework (EFMD 2016)

(e.g., diversity, sustainable development, environmental sustainability, globalisation of economic
activity across cultures) through its policies,
procedures, curricula, research, and/or outreach
activities” (AACSB 2015).

Sustainable Development in
Management Education
Debates around the importance of responsible
management education arrived in the epicenter
of business schools only following the eruption
of the economic crisis in 2007 (Muff et al. 2013;
Starkey et al. 2004). Business schools began to
understand that continued demand for management education and market growth is not in itself
an adequate indicator of the value and success of
management education (Thomas et al. 2014).
Many different approaches have encouraged
reconnecting management education with business and society. Buzzwords such as corporate
social responsibility, corporate citizenship, business ethics, social entrepreneurship, corporate
sustainability, and conscious capitalism are
widely used and common in the marketing and

communication plans of business schools
(Holland 2009; Cornuel and Hommel 2015;
Gosling 2003; Mintzberg 2004; Naidoo and
Pringle 2014). However, besides the many commitments and discussions, Dyllick (2015) argues
that most business and management schools continue to teach biased content in business functions, often ignoring the fact that these functions
have negative effects on the sustainability performance of companies (Bondy and Starkey 2014).
Many management education institutions also
dismiss public interest in favor of private interests
(Muff 2013). In this context, the deﬁnition and
understanding of responsible management education depends largely on cultural background and
values. Therefore, it is not surprising that concepts
of ethics, responsibility, and sustainability are
interpreted differently throughout the management education world (Nohria and Khurana
2010), which created a challenge to accreditations
that needed to assess the school’s performance
also in this sector.
While on one hand accreditations provide
guidance and pressure business schools to integrate ERS in their strategies, governance,
research, curricula, and extracurricular activities
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(Rasche and Gilbert 2015), on the other hand, the
rising importance of responsible management
education and learning (RMLE) has led to intrainstitutional tensions as well as created resistance
toward the development of a more responsible
management education (Cornuel and Hommel
2015). Scholars such as Muff (2013) and Thomas
et al. (2013) argue that the strong relationship
between regulatory agencies and regulatees may
even limit accreditations to be the visionary leader
in business schools’ change processes.

The Way Forward
In response to the global economic crisis,
European management education received coercive, mimetic, and normative pressures from both
internal and external stakeholders, which forced
business schools to adapt and implement further
elements of responsible management education.
Coercive pressure is channelled through national
and international accreditations and other certiﬁcations and is immediately linked to a school’s
reputation and resource dependencies. In particular, public business schools were forced to adapt
to external regulations in order to maintain or
increase funding (Powell and Dimaggio 2012;
Campbell and Pedersen 2001). International business school accreditation agencies are considered
as one of the important sources of coercive pressures for responsible management education
(Rasche and Gilbert 2015). Although the accreditation standards give room for interpretation,
business schools cannot ignore their call for
responsible management education (Scharmer
2009), as accreditations act as an important source
of legitimacy (McKiernan and Wilson (2014).
According to Wilson and McKiernan (2011),
one or a combination of coercive, mimetic, and
normative pressures has led to some of the current
aspiring or accredited schools to address demands
for responsible management education by creating only isomorphic changes. Through this, business schools may signal their “belonging to the
club of EQUIS-accredited schools” by sharing
social values and gaining legitimacy in the eyes
of internal and external stakeholders and society
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at large through isomorphic behavior such as
decoupling (Kraatz and Zajac 1996; Campbell
and Pedersen 2001). Those schools risk further
damage to their reputations and to lose their legitimacy (Powell et al. 2016).
There is much to learn from business schools
and the recent accreditation developments alike.
Future debates on responsible management education will be informed through sights from
research, which help the entire higher education
sector as well as accreditations to further guide
their ERS/RME developments. Forces in favor
and against are in play, and accreditations can in
this regard count on strong support from a number
of business schools committed to responsible
management education (Waddock et al. 2010;
Rasche and Gilbert 2015; Forray and Leigh
2012). It is therefore important to keep the quality
assurance denoted by accreditation in balance
with the invitation for more schools to belong,
participate, and create value that aligns with the
sustainable development imperatives of our times
(Zammuto 2008; Solomon et al. 2017; Beehler
and Luethge 2013). But what are the implications
for accreditations and the wider business school
community?
While empirical studies support business
schools in their self-assessment and in outlining
future strategies related to a more responsible
management education, studies also indicate a
need for stronger cooperation between business
schools that allows benchmarking and jointly
developed ERS actions (Rasche et al. 2013;
Maclean et al. 2015). However, also the accreditation bodies need to further assist business
schools in their RMLE developments. Business
school accreditations play an important role as
they set the tone, deﬁne priorities, and guide
changes in management education (Hedmo et al.
2001). With its unique positioning as an international regulatory and member organization,
accreditations can directly inﬂuence the strategic
directions of business schools. With its mandate
and role in society, accreditations should foster a
sense of global responsibility in business schools
and thus contribute substantially to the well-being
of societies around the globe (Naidoo et al. 2011).
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As the EQUIS accreditation standards
established strong references to ERS, they also
need to provide guidance to business schools in
the development of responsible management education. Equally to its focus on high-quality developments in internationalization and corporate
connections, EQUIS must give ERS the same
degree of importance. Accreditations and business schools should deﬁne jointly how to measure
quality in ERS and distinguish between schools
that “walk their ERS talk” from those that decouple their RME commitment from actions and only
engage in isomorphic changes (Bromley and
Powell 2012). Consequently, business schools
that go through the accreditation process will
need to provide clear evidence of their ERS developments. In addition, accreditations would provide support to ﬁll the “know-how gap” by
informing schools on how to measure ERS quality
and providing benchmarks and better practice
models. In cooperation with other organizations
and business schools, accreditations should provide learning platforms where institutions can
exchange RME experiences and practice.
Therefore, accreditations should be more rigorous in the assessment of ERS actions and help
schools to shift their attention from “ERS talk” to
“ERS action.” If accreditations and business
schools do not work together to deﬁne quality
indicators and monitor ERS performance and
impact, the standards will remain subject to individual interpretation. Without this critical step, the
process may not lead to the change necessary to
respond to modern economic, social, and environmental challenges. In summary, if accreditation
organizations do not respond to the criticism
from business schools, they also risk being considered as “not walking their own talk” by
decoupling accreditation standards from the
assessment and regulatory activity (Rasche and
Gilbert 2015).
With support from EFMD and other important
organizations in the ﬁeld, business schools may
advance further toward responsible management
education. Business schools can change further
and become more ethical, responsible, and sustainable, but in order to do so, business schools
together with accreditations, rankings, and other

regulating agents need to cooperate to further
develop the current RMLE agenda (Starkey and
Madan 2001; Skapinker 2011). A stronger sense
of accountability will help the responsible management education sector evaluate those activities
and measure the real impact and advantage they
provide for the society at large (Powell et al.
2016). This will require business schools and
accreditations to further reinvent themselves and
ﬁnd a common purpose for their existence, which
includes a radical rethinking of management education paradigms (Naidoo et al. 2014). Business
schools are at a “tipping point” where they must
reconnect with their primary responsibilities by
serving the needs of their societies (Thomas
et al. 2013; Hommel et al. 2016). In transforming
to more responsible management education, the
schools will have to approach a number of institutional changes that will eventually lead to more
ethical, responsible, and sustainable management
education. Therefore, management education will
have to embrace disruptive change as opposed to
the incremental change we have largely seen in
the past. The schools, with support from the
accreditations, may review the research practice
to improve the relevance and impact of their academic as well as applied research. Equally important, business schools must continue changing
their curricula, which will require advanced teaching skills in critical and integrative thinking to
help students to become management innovators.
By changing their own paradigms, business
schools will be able to change toward more
responsible management education, and by
doing so, they can become the interface between
the higher education sector and the society that
demands this change.

References
AACSB (2011) Globalization of management education:
changing international structures, adaptive strategies,
and the impact on institutions. Emerald Group Publishing, Bingley
AACSB (2015) Business Accreditation Standards
[Online]. http://www.aacsb.edu/en/accreditation/stan
dards/2013-business.aspx. Accessed

Accreditation Schemes and Sustainable Development in Management Education
Alvesson M (2013) The triumph of emptiness: consumption, higher education, and work organization. Oxford
University Press, Oxford
Aspling A (2013) Business, Management Education, and
Leadership for the Common Good. In: Shaping the
Future of Business Education: Relevance, Rigor, and
Life Preparation. Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke,
p 40
Beehler JM, Luethge DJ (2013) Achieving success
through quality: the role of accreditation and
continuous improvement in management education.
In: Universities in change. Springer, New York
Bondy K, Starkey K (2014) The dilemmas of internationalization: corporate social responsibility in the multinational corporation. Br J Manag 25:4–22
Bourdieu P, Nice R (1980) The production of belief:
contribution to an economy of symbolic goods. Media
Cult Soc 2:261–293
Bromley P, Powell WW (2012) From smoke and mirrors to
walking the talk: decoupling in the contemporary
world. Acad Manag Ann 6:483–530
Campbell JL, Pedersen OK (2001) The rise of neoliberalism and institutional analysis. Princeton University
Press, Princeton
Canals J (2010) The future of leadership development:
corporate needs and the role of business schools.
Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke
Cornuel E, Hommel U (2015) Moving beyond the rhetoric
of responsible management education. J Manag Dev
34:2–15
Cornuel E, Hommel U, Dyllick T (2015) Responsible
management education for a sustainable world: the
challenges for business schools. J Manag Dev
34:16–33
De Onzono SI (2011) The learning curve how
business schools are re-inventing education. Palgrave
Macmillan, Basingstoke
Djelic M-L, Sahlin-Andersson K (2006) Transnational
governance: institutional dynamics of regulation.
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK
EFMD (2016) EQUIS Standards and Criteria 2016.
European Foundation of Management Education
(EFMD)
Engwall L, Morgan G (2002) 5 Regulatory regimes.
In: Regulation and organisations: international perspectives. Routledge, New York, p 82
Forray JM, Leigh JS (2012) A primer on the principles of
responsible management education intellectual roots
and waves of change. J Manag Educ 36:295–309
Ghoshal S (2005) Bad management theories are destroying
good management practices. Acad Manag Learn Educ
4:75–91
Gosling D (2003) Philosophical approaches to academic
development. In: The scholarship of academic development. The Society for Research into Higher Education, Buckingham
Harvey L (2004) The power of accreditation: views of
academics 1. J High Educ Policy Manag 26:207–223

7

Hedmo T, Sahlin K, Wedlin L (2001) The emergence of a
European regulatory ﬁeld of management education:
standardizing through accreditation, ranking and guidelines. SCORE (Stockholms centrum för forskning om
offentlig sektor), Stockholm
Holland K (2009) Is it time to retrain b-schools. New York
Times, 15
Hommel U, Li W, Pastwa AM, Sheard G (2016) The state
of risk management in business schools. J Manag Dev
35:606–622
Hood C (2004) The middle aging of new public management: into the age of paradox? J Public Adm Res
Theory 14:267–282
Hood C, James O, Scott C, Jones GW, Travers T (1999)
Regulation inside government: waste watchers, quality
police, and sleaze-busters. Oxford University Press,
Oxford
Khurana R, Nohria N, Penrice D (2005) Is business management a profession. Harvard Business School Working Knowledge, 21
Kraatz MS, Zajac EJ (1996) Exploring the limits of the new
institutionalism: the causes and consequences of illegitimate organizational change. Am Sociol Rev
61:812–836
Lindstrom P, Word WR (2007) Accreditation of European
management schools: the EQUIS system. Palmetto
Review, 10
Locke RR (1989) Management and higher education since
1940: the inﬂuence of America and Japan on West
Germany, Great Britain, and France. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge
Maclean T, Litzky BE, Holderness DK Jr (2015) When
organizations don’t walk their talk: a cross-level examination of how decoupling formal ethics programs
affects organizational members. J Bus Ethics 128:
351–368
Majone G (2002) Regulating Europe. Routledge, London
Mckiernan P, Wilson D (2014) Strategic choice. In: The
institutional development of business schools. Oxford
University Press, Oxford, p 248
Meyer JW (1994) Rationalized environments. In: Institutional environments and organizations. Sage, Thousand
Oaks, pp 28–54
Mintzberg H (2004) Managers not MBAs: a hard look at
the soft practice of management and management
development. Financial Times Prentice Hall, Harlow
Moran M (2002) Understanding the regulatory state.
Br J Polit Sci 32:391–413
Muff K (2013) Developing globally responsible leaders in
business schools: a vision and transformational practice
for the journey ahead. J Manag Dev 32:487–507
Muff K, Dyllick T, Drewell M, North J, Shrivastava P,
Härtle J (2013) Management education for the world:
a vision for business schools serving people and the
planet. Edward Elgar, Cheltenham
Naidoo R, Pringle J (2014) Branding business schools. In:
The institutional development of business schools.
Oxford University Press, Oxford, p 176

8

Accreditation Schemes and Sustainable Development in Management Education

Naidoo R, King R, Marginson S, Naidoo R (2011)
Rethinking development: higher education and the
new imperialism. In: Handbook on globalization
and higher education. Edward Elgar, Cheltenham,
pp 40–58
Naidoo R, Gosling J, Bolden R, O’Brien A, Hawkins
B (2014) Leadership and branding in business schools:
a Bourdieusian analysis. High Educ Res Dev 33:
144–156
Nohria N, Khurana R (2010) Handbook of leadership
theory and practice: an HBS centennial colloquium on
advancing leadership. Harvard Business Press, Boston
Petriglieri G (2015) Disrupt or be disrupted: a blueprint for
change in management education. Acad Manag Learn
Educ 14:133–139
Porter LW, Mckibbin LE (1988) Management education
and development: drift or thrust into the 21st century?
Mcgraw-Hill, Hightstown, New Jersey
Powell WW, Dimaggio PJ (2012) The new institutionalism
in organizational analysis. University of Chicago Press,
Chicago
Powell A, Grosvold J, Millington A (2016) Business
school legitimacy and the challenge of sustainability:
a fuzzy set analysis of institutional decoupling.
Acad Manag Learn Educ. https://doi.org/10.5465/
amle.2015.0307
Power M (1999) The audit society: rituals of veriﬁcation.
OUP Catalogue, Oxford
Prøitz TS, Stensaker B, Harvey L (2004) Accreditation,
standards and diversity: an analysis of EQUIS accreditation reports. Assess Eval High Educ 29:735–750
Rasche A, Gilbert DU (2015) Decoupling responsible
management education why business schools may not
walk their talk. J Manag Inq 24:239–252
Rasche A, Gilbert DU, Schedel I (2013) Cross-disciplinary
ethics education in MBA programs: rhetoric or reality?
Acad Manag Learn Educ 12:71–85

Scharmer O (2009) Theory U: learning from the future as it
emerges. Berrett-Koehler Store, San Francisco
Skapinker M (2011) Why business still ignores business
schools. Financial Times, 24
Solomon NA, Scherer RF, Oliveti JJ, Mochel L, Bryant M
(2017) The perfect match: factors that characterize the
AACSB International initial accreditation host school
and mentor relationship. J Educ Bus 92:114–120
Starkey K, Madan P (2001) Bridging the relevance gap:
aligning stakeholders in the future of management
research. Br J Manag 12:S3–S26
Starkey K, Tiratsoo N (2007) The business school and the
bottom line. Cambridge University Press, Leiden
Starkey K, Hatchuel A, Tempest S (2004) Rethinking the
business School*. J Manag Stud 41:1521–1531
Thomas H, Cornuel E (2012) Business schools in transition? Issues of impact, legitimacy, capabilities and
re-invention. J Manag Dev 31:329–335
Thomas H, Hommel U, Muff K, King R, Roos J (2013)
Promising direction in management education.
J Manag Dev 37:377–385
Thomas H, Lee M, Wilson A, Thomas L (2014) Securing
the future of management education: competitive
destruction or constructive innovation? Emerald
Group Publishing Limited, Bingley
Vas A, Lejeune C (2004) Revisiting resistance to change at
the university: an interpretative approach. IAG working
paper
Waddock S, Rasche A, Werhane P, Unruh G (2010)
The principles for responsible management
education–where do we go from here? In: Fisher D,
Swanson D (eds) Assessing business ethics education.
Information Age Publishing, Charlotte, pp 13–28
Wilson D, Mckiernan P (2011) Global mimicry: putting
strategic choice back on the business school agenda.
Br J Manag 22:457–469
Zammuto RF (2008) Accreditation and the globalization of
business. Acad Manag Learn Educ 7:256–268

