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A
ccording to the Encyclopedia
Mythica, “Janus is the Roman
god of gates and doors (ianua),
beginnings and endings . . .

represented with a double-faced head, each
looking in opposite directions.” This issue
of Selections takes a Janus-like look at
management education in the winter of
2004. Our intent is to consider not only
where our industry has been but also where
it is heading.

Historians know that the past does not
predict the future.  However, as Mark Twain
once observed, “History doesn’t repeat
itself, but it does rhyme.”Without question,
the course of management education during
the first two decades of the twenty-first
century will be shaped by what happened
during the last two decades of the twentieth.  

Developments during these years funda-
mentally altered the ways business schools
and their applicants made decisions about
who would participate in management
education and where and how they would
do it. Among these developments were the
Graduate Management Admission Council’s
establishment of a credible and uniform
statistical base for the industry, the

emergence of powerful media influence on
the MBA admissions marketplace, and
significant increases in both schools’
marketing sophistication and applicants’
consumer awareness.  

The articles in this issue engage the
Janus theme from a variety of perspectives.
Jacqui Olkin chronicles what we have
learned from GMAC® research about how
MBA applicants and corporate recruiters
choose schools. Gail Tyson recounts the rise
of the media’s role in management educa-
tion. Carlotta Mast reports on some of the
new ways business schools are engaging
corporate recruiters. And your editor in
chief reflects on how our industry has
changed during the two decades he’s
observed it.

Whether you’re looking forward or
backward, we think you’ll find the pages
that follow rewarding.  



REFLECTIONSREFLECTIONS

A World of Difference

on Two-Plus Decades:

by JAMES W. SCHMOTTER

T
he music television network VH1 periodically seeks to attract viewers
by wallowing in nostalgia on a show called I Love the ’80s. Do you 
remember the “greed is good” decade? I remember it vividly, because 
my career in graduate management education began in 1979, 

directing MBA admissions at what was then known as Cornell University’s 
Graduate School of Business and Public Administration and is now the 
Johnson School. The world of MBA education was much different then, 
and it’s instructive to compare that world with ours today. From the 
differences and trends described below—globalization, competi-
tion and sophistication in marketing, rankings and media 
attention, and curricular and pedagogical reform—we can 
perhaps glimpse where our industry will be headed over the 
next quarter century.
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Globalization
Through most of the 1980s, and even into the early 1990s,
MBA education was primarily a North American phenome-
non. “Foreign” students came to the United States and
Canada to earn their MBAs. Many, especially Japanese
students, were sponsored by the internationally oriented
companies that employed them. Others were members of
their countries’ economic and social elite. Neither group was
representative of its homelands’ national or business
cultures. Most American MBA programs did not actively
recruit abroad. Secure in their position as the inventors of
MBA education, North America’s business schools were
classic exporters.

This situation began to change rapidly in the 1990s.
Industry after industry recognized the opportunities global-
ization afforded not only in sales but also in manufacturing,
R&D, and management support. With this realization came
an acceptance of the MBA as an important credential for
career success everywhere. “International” students became
an increasingly important component of enrollment in the
growing MBA industry in the United States. The Graduate
Management Admission Council® (GMAC®) held its first
International Admissions Forum in Yokohama, Japan, in
1992, and soon global recruiting by admissions offices
became routine. Legitimate new MBA competitors attuned
to local business needs arose in Europe, Asia, and Latin
America. 

Through most of the 1980s, and

even into the early 1990s, MBA

education was primarily a North

American phenomenon. 

Legitimate MBA competitors attuned

to local business needs exist in

Europe, Asia, and Latin America. 

Then

Now

G L O B A L I Z A T I O N
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Competition and 
Sophistication in Marketing 
In the 1980s, marketing an MBA program included atten-
dance at MBA Forums®, visits to undergraduate campuses
for graduate school fairs, perhaps direct mail, and occasional
targeted media advertising.

Messages were seldom differentiated; most announced
the preparation of “leaders for the future” and declared
commitment to academic excellence. Career services were
mentioned, but usually the success of graduates in job
markets and careers was simply assumed. Recruiting materi-
als were print, designed in house, and typically as flashy as
the tweed jackets favored by faculty members.

Today, increased competition requires MBA programs
to use sophisticated promotional techniques to attract
students. These include high-powered marketing plans,
professionally designed materials, segmentation of markets,
and consistent sales messages delivered through all media,
including—increasingly—the Internet. In addition, many
business schools now designate a professional director of
marketing to manage these activities, a role unknown before
the 1990s. Although schools certainly now practice what
their marketing professors preach, they have also created a
tsunami of information that threatens to drown potential
applicants.

Rankings and Media Attention 
Before 1988, when BusinessWeek produced its first ranking 
of business schools, MBA reputations were based primarily
on word of mouth and conventional wisdom. Journalists
were not important constituents of the dean’s office, and
public relations firms did business with only a handful of
schools. In deciding on a school, applicants consulted third
parties they considered knowledgeable or collected their
own data.

BusinessWeek, U.S. News & World Report, the Financial Times,
and their imitators have changed all that. Now applicants
can turn to a variety of published sources and rely on the

Messages were seldom differen-
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judgments made by the supposedly informed, objective
purveyors of rankings. Deans now manage business schools
with an eye to the rankings, fawn over reporters, and hire
expensive consulting firms. And well they should, for the
relationship between applicant pools and rankings has been
clearly established. (For more on rankings, see
“Management and the Media,” p. 17.)

But is this good for either applicants or the industry?
For the former, the easy shorthand of the rankings simpli-
fies a very complex and important decision. For the latter, it
encourages what the economists Robert H. Frank and
Philip J. Cook call in their book The Winner-Take-All Society a
“positional arms race.” Business schools spend vast amounts
of money to try to improve in the rankings, sometimes
affecting tuition and resulting in tradeoffs with other 
educational activities.

Curricular and Pedagogical Reform
The product that North American business schools
marketed in the early 1980s was remarkably undifferenti-
ated. Because accreditation requirements of the Association
to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB) called
for covering a “common body of knowledge,” core and
elective offerings seldom varied from campus to campus.
Most instruction was face to face in the classroom, on
campus. Part-time and full-time programs were differenti-
ated largely by the number of credit hours carried and the
time of day at which courses met. Executive MBA programs
were just beginning to emerge as an alternative approach to
management education. Such external stakeholders as
recruiters, students, and alumni were seldom queried about
how effectively MBA programs met their needs.

The late 1980s and the 1990s saw the beginnings of a
revolution that continues to this day. The one-size-fits-all
model of core courses and electives was torn asunder by
stakeholder complaints and by the increased flexibility
permitted in AACSB’s 1990 revision of accreditation
standards. Motivated by AACSB’s encouragement of unique
institutional missions, schools sought market niches in an
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increasingly competitive industry. Established programs—
such as those at the Wharton School and the University of
Michigan—undertook serious, comprehensive curriculum
revisions, working with external stakeholders. Many, many
others followed suit. Some schools developed MBA
programs focusing on particular industries or disciplines.
Still others experimented with various forms of distance
learning: satellite TV and the Internet.

Fragmentation of the 
MBA Market
All four trends cited above have contributed to creating a
market for management education that has become
vast, global, and—above all—
fragmented. Today’s business schools
employ all of the traditional 4 P’s—
product, price, place, and promotion—
in their marketing mix. Business schools
listen closely to their customers in devel-
oping and refining the curricula to
maximize market appeal. They expand
market reach through branch campuses,
international and domestic partnerships, and
technology. They carefully monitor the price
sensitivity of their customers, rely on guidance
from the huge higher education credit industry,
and use discounting (more genteelly called financial aid) to
establish appropriate tuition levels. And they promote with
a verve and creativity that rivals Madison Avenue.

Looking back on the 20-plus years since my own intro-
duction to graduate management education, I believe our
industry is more exciting than ever. The MBA is recognized
everywhere. Business schools are financially stable and intel-
lectually exciting corners of our campuses. Yet I do also
wonder if there is a downside to all our growth and success.

The fragmentation that has expanded management
education’s reach has also diluted what it means to earn an
MBA. In truth, a 12-month online educational experience is

simply not the same as two academic years in a rigorous full-
time MBA program. Nor does an industry-specific master’s
program provide the curricular breadth and intellectual
integration of the best MBA programs. The promoters of
management education should acknowledge such differences
more candidly. And it remains the responsibility of such
organizations as AACSB (now called AACSB International)
and the Graduate Management Admission Council® to
ensure they do so.//

James W. Schmotter is editor in  chief of Selections and dean of the
Haworth College of Business at Western Michigan University.

MBA Forums®, Graduate Management Admission Council®, and GMAC®

are registered trademarks of the Graduate Management Admission
Council®. All rights reserved.
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Students in Asia associated school quality with the
perceived quality and reputation of the faculty. This fact
may reflect the high regard for teachers and the importance
of mentors and other personal connections in determining
professional success in Asian cultures. 

In the United States, where an MBA is widely available
and where the value of the degree is often measured by the
job offers and opportunities it yields immediately upon
graduation, students associated the quality of a school with
its prestige and the career options available to its graduates.

3. Students and recruiters became more concerned

last year with ensuring returns on their respective

investments.

Students. Seven of the 12 criteria students used to choose
their schools were markedly more important to the class of
2003 than to the class of 2002:

■ career options available to graduates;
■ quality and reputation of faculty;
■ published rankings of the school’s program(s);
■ financial cost;
■ student and faculty diversity in terms of background

and experience;
■ reputation of alumni; and
■ “people like me” at the school.

Members of the class of 2003 chose their schools at a
time when economic weakness, geopolitical events such as
the threat of war in Iraq, and corporate failures and scandals
had taken a toll on the number of job opportunities. They
were evidently looking for assurances that an MBA program
could provide a high-quality education and smooth the way
to getting a desirable job. That the class of 2003 had
markedly greater interest than did the class of 2002 in the
financial cost of schooling shows the effects of the
protracted weakness of the economy, a weakness that can
make it harder for potential students to afford tuition and
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