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ABSTRACT 

The issues of business ethics, corporate social responsibility and sustainability have come to 

attract increasing attention in management education in recent years, at least from the perspective 

of potential employers, accrediting bodies and business school alumni. The purpose of this paper 

is to review the context within which these three factors have come to the fore in actual 

postgraduate business coursework.  It takes as its focus the Masters of Business Administration 

programme (MBA), as this is generally regarded as the marquee business school qualification.  

Further, it takes a more particular look at Australian and New Zealand MBA programs in light of 

a recent interest in the topic by the Australia New Zealand Academy of Mangagement.  

Following on from a review of the development of interest in ethics, CSR and sustainability as 

courses of study on MBA programmes, the paper goes on to review the latest data available on 

provision using the Financial Times 2009 Global MBA Rankings top 100 providers. This is then 

contrasted with the Australian Financial Review BOSS top 17 ranked Australian MBAs and the 

7 MBA programmes currently offered by universities in New Zealand.  

The results are summarized in the following table: 

 Sample Core Alone Core Combined Elective No 

Offerings 

Financial Times Top 100      

     Ethics/CSR  98/93 30 (31%) 18 (18%) 44 (47%) 28 (29%) 

     Sustainability  98/94 3 (3%) 3 (3%) 36 (38%) 56 (57%) 

      

Financial Times Top 50      

     Ethics/CSR  49/48 19 (39%) 5 (10%) 27 (56%) 13 (27%) 

     Sustainability  49/49 1 (2%) 1 (2%) 23 (47%) 27 (55%) 

      

Australia Top MBAs      

     Ethics/CSR 17 2 (12%) 0 (0%) 8 (47%) 7 (41%) 

     Sustainability 17 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 6 (35%) 11 (65%) 

      

New Zealand MBAs      

     Ethics/CSR 7 3 (43%) 1 (14%) 3 (43%) 1 (14%) 

     Sustainability 7  1 (14%) 1 (14%) 3 (43%) 3 (43%) 

  

 While studies have indicated levels of ethics penetration into MBA at curricula around 75-85% 

(Beyond Grey Pinstripes, 2010; Christensen at al, 2007; Schoenfeldt et al, 1991), this data 

typically is self-report data from deans and MBA directors.  As a result, these figures represent a 



variety of approaches to teaching these topics ranging from full courses dedicated to the topic or 

serious integration throughout all courses at the high involvement end, to a couple of small cases 

or discussion in a couple of subjects at the low involvement end.   While debate continues 

regarding the best way to incorporate these issues into an MBA education, it can be argued that 

the symbolic value of having terms such as “ethics”, “corporate social responsibility”, and 

“sustainability” as part of a subject title is significant in institutionalizing these issues in future 

academic and managerial dialogue.   

 

From this symbolic as well as practical perspective, it appears that the Association of MBAs’ call 

for business education which incorporates both ethics and sustainability is being heeded, at least 

for ethics (though not in Australia).  Subject coverage in the Financial Times top MBA programs 

is above 70%, similar to levels reported by Schoenfeldt et al (1991), and Christensen et al 

(2007).  While these findings say nothing as to the effectiveness of such education, it is clear that 

ethics has become a canonized part of business education at the MBA level.   

 

The story begins to look very different when issues of sustainability are considered.  Over half of 

all top MBA programs do not have any required or elective subjects in sustainability.  When 

examining only required subjects, the numbers become much lower with only 6 out of 98 or 6% 

of programs incorporating the topic into their core subjects.  Setting aside those programs that 

weave sustainability issues throughout the curriculum, this means that a full 94% of MBA 

students have practically no exposure to the relationship between business and the natural 

environment during their postgraduate education.  Interestingly, in the last four years, the number 

of top 50 MBA programs requiring sustainability education has increased by exactly one 

program from one in the Christensen et al (2007) study, to two in the current study.  It is clear 

that despite the past four years having seen increased attention paid to the issues such as climate 

change in the popular press and in political circles, that attention has not translated into 

significant gains in required subject study in core MBA programs. 

 

By way of comparison, the Australian MBA data demonstrates even less curricular commitment 

to the issues of ethics and sustainability with only 12% of programs requiring subject work in the 

area of ethics and no programs requiring subject work in sustainability.  Elective coverage, 

however, appears to be roughly on a par with the worldwide top 100 MBA.  New Zealand, on the 

other hand presents a completely different story with higher percentages of programs (57% to 

49%) requiring subject work in ethics, and 28% (compared with 6% of top global programs) 

requiring subject work in sustainability.  The percentage of New Zealand MBA programs 

offering electives in these two areas does not differ greatly from other MBA programs. 
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