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E. Morin developed thinking on how important it is for the social
sciences to study crises.! In particular, he showed that a crisis of
endogenous origin reveals the tensions and contradictions in a social
system that led to the crisis occurring — that determined it from within.
Also, beyond its analysis (its course, its eventual means of resolution,
its consequences), studying an endogenous crisis helps better under-
stand the social system in which it occurs.

The book in which this chapter appears aims to develop thinking on
management education institutions facing the COVID-19 crisis.

The question of the relevance of this thinking arises immediately; the
COVID-19 crisis is, first and foremost, a public health crisis. There is
little doubt that it has had consequences on many other spheres,
including that of management education. But what can we learn for
this sector from a crisis imported from another sector? It seems logical
to assume that management education institutions reacted to this crisis
by trying to operate as closely and consistently to the way they had
been accustomed to operating before the crisis period. Studying such a
situation makes it possible to better understand how the management
education sector reacts to a crisis of exogenous origin. But to what
extent can this tell us about the dynamics of the sector in question?
A review of the very notion of crisis clearly shows the potential for
developing such thinking.

The COVID-19 Crisis Reveals the Social
Role of Business Schools

The expressions commonly heard in everyday language at the time of a
crisis such as that of COVID-19 (“return to normality,” “the new
normal after the crisis,” etc.) demonstrate the extent to which the very

! See, in particular, Morin (2020).
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notion of crisis is strongly linked to that of “normal” and “normality.”
G. Canguilhelm approached the latter notion as consubstantial with
that of abnormality, but above all, he highlighted the extent to which
the normal is understood in relation to the implementation of a project

The abnormal, as ab-normal, comes after the definition of the normal, it is
its logical negation. . .. The normal is the effect obtained by the execution of
the normative project, it is the norm exhibited in the fact. (Canguilhem,
1991, p. 243)

Thus, the notion of crisis describes a situation in which it seems as
though one has left a situation of normality in which a project was
being implemented.

The importance that one gives to the latter results in a will to return
to normality (and is thus a “crisis project,” the existence of which
implies a “crisis strategy” that one tries to carry out in parallel to the
project that justifies an organization’s existence) and therefore to the
previous situation. However, the realization of a crisis project can
ultimately assert itself not as leading to the status quo ante but as
revealing new possibilities to be implemented (Habermas, 1976). If
an endogenous crisis provides information on the weaknesses of the
past, the study of a crisis of exogenous origin makes it possible to
analyze potentialities for the future.

These two attitudes — that of seeking a return to the previous
situation and that of developing new ideas and their implementation —
emerge from the examination of the strategies and actions of business
schools in the face of the COVID-19 crisis. The analysis of this crisis
makes it possible to appreciate the depth of the changes underway in
management education and confirms Milton Friedman’s assertion that
“only a crisis — actual or perceived — produces real change” (Friedman,
1962/2002, p. xiv).

In other words, the study of the influence of the COVID-19
crisis on management education institutions leads not only to studying
the way in which these institutions are organized in order to be able to
continue to develop their management education but also, beyond
management education, how they were able to structure themselves
so as to help solve the constitutive social crisis which is that of
public health.

Studying how management education institutions have responded to
the COVID-19 crisis helps to shed light on how they see their mission.
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Responsiveness to the Crisis in the Management
Education Sector

Although some management education institutions had begun, as early
as the start of 2020, to develop their thinking on how to react to the
pandemic, the consequences of this did not really erupt into the man-
agement of business schools, except for those located in the Wuhan
region, until February and March. Then, in management education
institutions around the world, it suddenly became a question of
responding to very concrete challenges. Examination centers being
closed, it was impossible to take the Graduate Management
Admission Test (GMAT) and the Graduate Record Examination
(GRE) in China, and it very quickly became so in Bahrain, Mongolia,
Kuwait, Thailand, Hong Kong, Singapore, and other places as well. It
became necessary to cancel study trips and seminars in China even
though “global experience,” “immersion trip,” “global consulting,”
and other such programs in which social-impact projects constituted a
significant feature had been rapidly increasing in the country. In a now-
globalized management education market in which Chinese students
represent a very large proportion of international students, we
observed a drastic decrease in international applications for the
following academic year.

Very quickly, too, immediate daily management problems arose
as a result of the consequences of the epidemic that was taking
hold across the world. Thus, institutions in Europe and Asia (quickly
followed by those in certain regions of Oceania and Africa) had to
face confinement as of March. At this time, when the United States
was not yet intensely affected by the epidemic, the first effects of it were
being felt on campuses (e.g., starting at the very end of February at
Tuck School of Business, after a student came in contact with a
patient during an on-campus party, Dartmouth College had to deal
with the first effects of quarantine). In addition, management
schools and faculties have had to tackle major reorganization and
rescheduling issues.

The way in which schools reacted to the occurrence of a crisis is very

» <

revealing, both of their management style and of their position in the
societies in which they operate. It is particularly remarkable that in
Europe, Asia, and South America (and a little less in the USA), schools
anticipated the measures taken by their regional and national political
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and administrative authorities. The examples are too numerous to all
be cited, but we can present a few from various continents.

On March 12, a day after the outbreak was declared a pandemic by
the World Health Organization, 16 cases of COVID-19 were reported
among Mexico’s 128 million people. Although the number of cases
was still very low in the country at this date, the IPADE Business
School, sensitive to the global impact of the coronavirus, decided the
next morning to temporarily suspend face-to-face activities in all of its
national and international academic programs to protect the health
and integrity of every member of its community. With the firm convic-
tion that everyone must take part in the fight against the spread of the
virus, IPADE implemented this precautionary measure even before the
Mexican Ministry of Education decided to suspend all educational
activities in the country (Alvarado and Romero, 2020).

At the Gordon Institute of Business Science at the University of
Pretoria on March 16, all face-to-face teaching had ceased, and the bulk
of employees had begun to work from home (Kleyn, 2020; while the first
case of coronavirus detected in South Africa dated March 5, when there
were in all only 27 cases in the whole of Africa). This decision long
preceded the first measures taken by the South African government.

The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology was an even
more specific case because, as a result of the troubled situation in Hong
Kong, which had led some students to move away from campus, the
school had been operating with hybrid teaching since fall 2019.

Grenoble Ecole de Management (GEM) decided to put an end to
two essential activities — face-to-face teaching and work at school —
72 hours before the French government decided to initiate a national
confinement strategy (Saviotti, 2020). The reasons for this reactivity
are extremely revealing of the reality of business school activities: at the
end of December 2019 and in the beginning of January 2020, GEM
received feedback from exchange students in Asia and on its campus in
Singapore indicating the development of a difficult situation. Thanks to
the quality of this dialogue that arose as a result of the international-
ization of its activities, GEM had started to prepare itself to face a
major crisis. In February, the school banned travel to China for its
students and staff and asked all staff and students in the country to
return to their home countries.

These few examples were chosen arbitrarily from dozens of similar
ones. They trace how the international activities of business schools
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helped found their crisis management and how they are in a position to
coordinate their decisions with those of national administrations.
These examples are all clues to the way in which business schools
now connect a regional and national dimension to an
international one.

Adapting Schools’ Activity to Maintain Their Raison d’étre

In general, the first responses of schools to the onset of the coronavirus
crisis were situated in a reactive logic and centered around two prior-
ities. These were, first of all, maintaining (or restoring, in the cases of
institutions that had stopped teaching for a short period) their teaching
activity as regularly as possible while also maintaining its quality
(keeping in mind that they very quickly moved toward distance learn-
ing) and, second, recruiting students for the following academic year.
(The globalization of management education had made it possible, for
example, that even though in March the United States was still rela-
tively unaffected by the coronavirus, business schools were already
beginning to postpone the dates of their admissions rounds.)

The reactive attitude initially implemented by management educa-
tion institutions is therefore typical of crisis logic; it involved maintain-
ing, through a series of detailed responses to organizational needs and
specific dysfunctions, operations that were as close as possible to those
in effect in the “normal” situation before the crisis.

Although it was accepted that logistical and educational adjustments
were necessary (caused in particular by the switch to distance educa-
tion), these were not to affect the logic and the deep coherence of the
system of management education. The objective of management edu-
cation institutions seemed to consist of getting through the difficult
moment of crisis, getting out of this abnormal situation, and returning
to a normal one by perpetuating the main modes of operation and the
logic of the system.

However, clues quickly appeared that made it possible to measure
how difficult such an approach would be. An episode in the life of
business schools that took place in March and April is a particularly
revealing example of this difficulty. The high tuition fees at business
schools are, particularly in the United States, a constituent element of
the system. Talented candidates who have already accumulated signifi-
cant savings or a high borrowing capacity as a result of their prior
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professional careers and the resulting social recognition are admitted to
business schools following a strict selection process. There, they receive
an education that subsequently enables them to accelerate their careers
and increase their income (and thus to reimburse, if necessary, the very
high cost of their studies). The quality and relevance of this education
constitute the supreme justification for its high cost because they
guarantee that the system functions properly.

It is thus very interesting that starting in the second part of March, in
many business schools, including some of the most prestigious, a
petition signed by a very large proportion of students (for example,
80 percent of students at the Stanford Graduate School of Business)
demanded that the management of their school reimburse part of the
tuition fees to students during their schooling because of the switch to
distance education (Moules, J., 2020, April 12). These petitions par-
ticularly affected American universities (e.g., the Stanford Graduate
School of Business; the Wharton School of the University of
Pennsylvania; Columbia Business School; the University of California,
Los Angeles [UCLA] Anderson School of Management; the New York
University [NYU] Stern School of Business) but also schools beyond the
United States, for example, in Europe (IE Business School in Spain) and
in Canada (University of British Columbia [UBC] Sauder School of
Business).

The signatories of the petition justified their request with two main
elements: first, they presented distance education as being of inferior
quality, and second, they argued that the tuition fees paid to schools
cover not only the education provided but also campus life — the
latter being a socialization process that includes starting a networking
process for their future professional careers, both with the leaders
and professionals with whom they might make contact through campus
life and with the other students, who will later develop their own careers.

Switching to distance learning during an epidemic appears to be a
logical and appropriate reaction; however, this change has had conse-
quences on the operating logic of schools.

This episode has made it possible to measure the danger of a solely
reactive approach that responds step by step to the difficulties caused
by the COVID-19 epidemic and dispenses with a substantial reassess-
ment of the practice and of the approach implemented. Such an
approach risks losing the coherence of the functioning and activities
of schools.
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The pandemic presents some unique challenges to business schools
because of their international character. Numerous business schools
have experienced students and staff from a range of countries being
forced to return to their home countries because of travel or visa
restrictions (Krishnamurthy, 2020, p. 3). The top 20 MBA programs
in the United States reported a 14 percent decline in the number of
international students: compared to the fact that international students
account for an average of 35 percent of students in elite programs, this
indicates the magnitude of the challenge that COVID-19 poses to
business schools. These students in the USA have the distinction of
paying full tuition fees, which can be as high as $160,000 per year
(Roth, 2020).

In many business schools, foreign students are an important source
of income because they subsidize the tuition fees of domestic students
(Brammer and Clark, 2020, p. 453). As the number of foreign students
declines, institutions may be forced to change their financial models.
Moreover, institutionally, many business schools are now part of
universities, whose entire business model is threatened by
the pandemic.

Moreover, the mere fact that COVID-19 has had a significant
impact on business has profoundly affected business schools. Entire
sectors, such as aviation and tourism, have been severely affected,
without any prediction of when or even if an upturn will occur.
Similarly, small and medium-sized enterprises are often in a particu-
larly unstable situation and are threatened with bankruptcy. This will
have an impact on the opportunities for students after their studies and
thus on the academic paths followed and the curricula. At the same
time, there is a growing interest in health-care management
(Krishnamurthy, 2020, p. 4).

These changes, as well as the labor-market volatility that graduates
will face in the coming years, are expected to have an impact on
enrollments. But these changes are also having an impact within
schools themselves: a survey of 172 senior university executives indi-
cates that their main short-term concerns have been identified as the
mental health and well-being of students and staff, unbudgeted costs,
and high dropout rates. In the long term, their main concerns are about
the financial future of their institutions.

Alongside the various challenges to be overcome, it is interesting to
point out that the current crisis has also created opportunities. The
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demand for flexibility and adaptability has led to a significant acceler-
ation of innovation in the academic world, which may generate oppor-
tunities to reimagine the future of resilient and sustainable academic
institutions. Previous research carried out before the coronavirus crisis
indicates that students study slightly better online than in a traditional
classroom environment, indicating the possible benefits of moving to
e-learning (Krishnamurthy, 2020, p. 2).

In addition, teaching staff members have proven their resilience and
adaptability, committing themselves to research and teaching through-
out the crisis. Communication channels, as well as teaching and assess-
ment methods, have been reimagined. A major challenge faced by
business schools is continuity of teaching, mainly through a focus on
the continued availability of educational opportunities for the students
during disruption. Business schools strive to make arrangements to
provide students with education during this period. Emphasis is
placed on finding a way to maintain services during the disruption
period. During this period, business schools undertake “emergency
distance education,” with a focus on sustaining curriculum require-
ments (Hodges et al.,, 2020). At the institutional level, the consoli-
dation of technology as a central aspect of higher education
offers various opportunities for collaboration and even restructuring
of academic institutions. The crisis has also accelerated and intensified
existing trends, providing the conditions for a natural experiment in
which adaptable institutions can test innovative methods and practices.
It has also opened up opportunities for new areas of research on
changes in consumption, communication, and market trends, as well
as on adaptive and innovative capacities in times of international crisis.

Emergent Strategy and the Need to Maintain Consistency in the
Face of the Crisis

Our purpose is certainly not to argue that the community of manage-
ment education institutions has contented itself with being reactive to
the coronavirus crisis. Not only have strategies to respond to the effects
of the crisis (see the crisis strategies mentioned previously) been imple-
mented, but so have strategies involving fundamental changes whose
relevance became apparent during the crisis.

If strategy is defined as a pattern in a stream of decisions and can
be conceived as a continuum going from deliberate to emergent
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strategies (Mintzberg and Waters, 1985), the latter can be defined as
“patterns realized despite or in the absence of intentions” (Mintzberg,
1979, p. 257).

The notion of emergent strategy reflects the way in which strategies
have been developed in business schools in the face of the situation
created by the coronavirus. Although the decisions taken were made in
response to given challenges, it is possible to highlight a consistency
between these decisions that creates a strategic pattern. The implemen-
tation of an emergent strategy requires that the actors in organizations
have developed sufficient empirical knowledge and practical wisdom
forged in the field to allow them to make decisions that are compatible
with the needs of the context. That is, they need to have a clear
understanding of what it is possible to do and the consequences of
making a decision. The notion of emergent strategy does not imply that
the decisions taken within this framework are secondary decisions,
whereas the important decisions are only the subject of deliberate
strategies. The culture; the type of staff working for business schools;
the balance between administrative and academic staff; and the pres-
ence, in many cases, of very committed leadership have led to the
implementation of emergent strategies that go well beyond the blow-
by-blow response of reactive decisions.

The question of selection tests, which is a central issue for business
schools, is an example of how elements of emergent strategy have been
formed. On the one hand, this question models the type of candidates,
and therefore the students, that the school receives and thus, conse-
quently, the character of the school. Moreover, to the extent that these
tests require a great deal of preparation, they create expectations
commensurate with the level of “suffering” they have generated in
test-takers. At the same time, experience shows that the effort that
students feel they had to make to be accepted is strongly correlated
with their level of identification with their schools. In addition, the
GMAT and GRE score requirements contribute to determining the
schools’ reputations.

Lastly, and above all, because these tests are deemed reliable, they
constitute an important “safety net” for schools by guaranteeing the
quality of candidates in a certain number of parameters considered
fundamental. Even if the GMAT and the GRE are sometimes criticized
because they produce too homogeneous a profile of students, giving
them up is a difficult choice for the schools. In addition, these tests have
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demonstrated their undeniable quality over the years, and moreover,
they have demonstrated their ability to evolve and improve with
respect to all the challenges they have to face.

Additionally, most of the schools, in particular, most among the
more recognized ones, had retained a GMAT or GRE requirement
for candidates until extremely recently. We must therefore consider
the current trend to exempt GMAT and GRE at its proper importance.

Following the June decision by the University of Virginia Darden to
waive these tests, other universities made the same decision in August
and September (Wisconsin School of Business, Rutgers Business
School, Northeastern University Kellogg School, University of Texas
at Austin McCombs School of Business, Emory University Goizueta
Business School). The consequences of these exemption decisions were
not long in coming. For example, in mid-July, Darden announced an
increase in MBA applications of 364 percent (Byrne, 2020c).

The rationale put forward for these exemptions is that during the
coronavirus epidemic, it was very difficult for applicants to be able to
take the GMAT and GRE tests within a reasonable timeframe. The
decision was based on the observation that it was impossible to con-
tinually push back the deadline for submitting applications. At one
point in the process, universities also feared that they might face a
shortage of applicants (which may explain, for example, why
Northwestern Kellogg, alongside granting test waivers, also decided
to revisit rejected applications).

But now Pandora’s box has been opened. It is indeed difficult to
think that after the eventual end of the epidemic, a return to the status
quo ante in the selection process will be entirely possible. At the same
time, no one can seriously imagine that this change will not have
profound consequences for management education institutions.
Indeed, this should upset the type of preparation done and change
the level of investment in time and money in order to be a candidate.
Schools will certainly not be satisfied with using the same selection
process with one less evaluation parameter (the tests); they will have to
completely rethink their selection process and take career profiles into
account more.

Yet while some argue that this could give applicants from low-
income families a greater chance of getting in (Byrne, 2020a), given
the high cost of preparing for the GMAT and GRE tests, foregoing
such a reliable and relevant tool does not appear to be an inevitable
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option. The Graduate Management Admission Council (GMAC), the
company that designs these tests, has demonstrated its capacity for
innovation and to face challenges that arise. Furthermore, one also
imagines that GMAC will cooperate with the schools to limit the
impact of the social environment of origin on the results of candidates’
tests. And without the tests, the assessment of applications from
foreign applicants would be much more difficult because it is tradition-
ally complicated to assess career profiles from distant countries; this
could lead to a change in the composition of the groups recruited,
and it would become necessary to modify the pedagogy during studies.
The conditions of competition have also been disrupted; can one
seriously imagine, for example, that being able to apply to Kellogg
without having to take the GMAT or the GRE would not have a huge
influence on candidates in Chicago (and therefore force this university
to change its criteria, which would likely lead to the same at other
institutions)?

Finally, it is difficult to think that schools have made such funda-
mental choices in terms of selection by imagining that it was only a
question of solving a temporary, one-off problem and not of reacting
to and participating in a systemic change.

Developing Comprehensive, Integrated Approaches to the Crisis

The fact that this example of a shift in the selection process seems to be
a possibly favorable development should not lead one to infer that all
developments provoked by the coronavirus crisis are easy and devoid
of danger. We stand in opposition to the many articles published in
recent months arguing that the chief among these developments (the
spread of online education, exemption from GMAT and GRE tests, the
increase in the level of admissions selectivity, authorization for defer-
rals of beginning of studies, etc.) are only accelerations of trends that
began before the COVID-19 crisis and that, being “in line with the
movement of history,” they are necessarily favorable.

We would like, on the contrary, to underline the difficulties that they
carry with them, which attest to the fact that even if these develop-
ments were brewing and even if it was technically possible that they
could be implemented, schools were careful not to spread them rapidly.
They are only potentially favorable within the framework of
approaches whose coherence we will present.
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To highlight the issues, we will analyze a few examples of these
supposedly fashionable developments that, in reality, were marginal
before the COVID-19 crisis.

Even though online MBAs had experienced some development in
recent years (Warwick, IE Business School, University of
Massachusetts — Amherst, University of North Carolina [UNC]
Kenan-Flagler Business School, Carnegie Mellon, Durham,
Northeastern, Politecnico di Milano, Bradford, etc.), the majority of
schools were careful not to rush toward this option.

The COVID-19 crisis has created a need to move toward this type of
education. Examining the way in which schools have reacted to this
imperative shows, however, that they have tried as much as possible to
maintain outdoor or indoor teaching, at least in parallel to, and as
much as possible side by side with, online education. Going online, if
we want to combine it with quality education, requires significant
investment, a fact that favors the most affluent and recognized schools.
It is interesting to note that these have opted whenever possible for
hybrid MBA education options rather than ones that are
entirely online.

The approach adopted by INSEAD is indicative of schools’ prefer-
ences in terms of teaching during the COVID-19 crisis. At the same
time, it is particularly remarkable for its coherence and the choices
it entails.

Despite a 58 percent increase in MBA applications, INSEAD decided
to reduce admissions on all its campuses by 38 percent in September
2020 in order to carefully manage social distancing guidelines and to
organize all its MBA courses as face-to-face offerings (INSEAD, 2021).
It is particularly noteworthy that this decision to conduct as much of
the 2020-21 academic year as possible in an in-person setting was
taken in consultation with students. It should also be noted that all
courses will also be accessible by distance learning, making INSEAD’s
approach a hybrid method with a preference for a classroom-
based approach.

Similarly, at the beginning of July 2020, Harvard announced a move
toward such a solution (at the cost of a reduction from 930 to 720
students in the entering MBA class) (Byrne, 2020b). Stanford is now
moving toward an entirely online solution, as well, out of health
necessity, specifying that if the situation vis-a-vis COVID-19 improves,
its educational offerings will become hybrid. Even the institutions that
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have announced going online (Wharton; University of California,
Berkeley, Haas School of Business; Georgetown; UNC’s Kenan-
Flagler Business School; etc.) indicate that it is only to avoid remaining
in limbo for too long a period and note that as soon as possible, things
will change. Likewise, the case of Georgia Tech Scheller is interesting
because after management announced that teaching would be partly
on campus, the institution finally, reluctantly, gave up on the idea in
early July. In fact, it was the teaching staff who drew the attention of
the management to the fact that the state of health in Georgia did not
allow for such a reopening. Management viewed maintaining educa-
tion on campus as a strategic and educational priority but responsibly
acquiesced to the public health argument.

The reasons for reservations with respect to a change that technically
appears to be positive are not just a problem of resistance to change.
They are also due to the fact that such a change cannot be conceived in
isolation by ignoring the need for consistency with the many other
parameters of school management. Some difficulties experienced at the
end of summer 2020 by Wharton are an illustrative example of this.

Faced with the sustained increase in coronavirus cases, the Wharton
School at the University of Pennsylvania announced on July 31 thatit had
changed its mind (Wharton School, 2020). It had previously announced
(on July 6) that the fall semester would be hybrid but ultimately opted for
a completely virtual semester. It also announced that it would not be
flexible on matters of deferral of studies or discounts on tuition fees.

The school did not communicate clearly enough, claiming until July
21 by press release that the semester would be hybrid, and many
students lamented that it was only after they had paid tuition and
declined the offers of other schools they had been accepted into that
this news was announced.

They also regretted that the particular case of foreign students was
not taken into consideration. While the latter had planned to come to
the United States on the basis of Wharton’s first indications of a hybrid
semester, the sudden announcement that everything would be online
put them in a difficult situation with respect to visas because the
American administration is now making it difficult for students study-
ing online to get them.

Students, management education professionals, and the press have
thus insisted repeatedly on the poor management of the crisis at this
eminent school.
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Likewise, NYU Stern’s decision to increase its tuition fees by 3.5
percent (Joung, 2020), announced in early August 2020, appears to
pose a problem of consistency and adequacy in the current situation. It
is true that business schools traditionally increase their tuition fees
every year. But not to see that this increase was acceptable only
because it was based on the implicit double assumption that the quality
of education improves from year to year and that salary expectations
at the end of the MBA were increasing constituted a serious lack of
lucidity. Also, in the period of transition to online learning, which is
producing a lot of uncertainty, continuing to increase tuition fees
constitutes a dangerous temptation and a lack of coherence in man-
agement, to which a number of the schools that have renounced such
increases (Harvard, Chicago Booth, etc.) have not succumbed.
Although it is understandable that NYU’s financial situation may
require additional resources, to raise tuition fees (which prompted a
petition from over 200 MBA students) is to omit the need
for consistency.

Likewise, the manner in which Wharton switched to wholly online
education risks damaging that school’s credibility. This shows that
even in a crisis situation, it is necessary to take a holistic approach to
managing change. In this case, the question of virtual versus face-to-
face education was raised in ignorance of the fact that it is linked to
many other parameters of school administration, in particular to the
management of foreign students and the question of tuition fees and
related issues.

The Harvard or INSEAD cases mentioned previously, on the con-
trary, would seem to demonstrate a comprehensive awareness of the
situation. Indeed, the loss of approximately 200 students for Harvard’s
2020 entering class occurred because it was necessary to take into
consideration the fact that a liberal policy in terms of deferral was
needed, in particular for foreign students. (Harvard decided that any
student, after having been accepted, could freely postpone their admis-
sion to the school by 2 years.) In addition, this choice can be explained
by the decision-making logic holding that maintaining some amount of
face-to-face education is very important and that, to that end, it was
necessary to be able to follow the imperatives of public health and
therefore initiate physical and social distancing among students.

The crisis situation places management education institutions in
perilous contexts that are liable to jeopardize the future. Articles,
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books, and conferences devoted to the direction of academic manage-
ment institutions in the face of the COVID-19 crisis that repeat that
these adaptations constitute an opportunity, or that they validate
favorable developments that had already been initiated and were
ineluctable, call to mind the famous scene in Monty Python’s The
Life of Brian in which convicts sentenced to death by crucifixion
joyfully sing, “Always look on the bright side of life.” To accomplish
their mission of training creative managers and agents of change and to
maintain the sustainability of their institutions, the management of
these establishments must develop global, integrated approaches, of
which I have tried to give a few examples.

Business Schools: Social Actors in the Face of COVID-19

The elements analyzed previously show management education insti-
tutions that have responded to the COVID-19 crisis by attempting to
create the conditions necessary to continue to accomplish their mis-
sions and fulfill their raison d’étre by training students in management.
In certain cases, the discussion has indicated how, in an effort of
strategy and foresight, these institutions went even further by
attempting to make the crisis an accelerator of change and a catalyst
for improvements in the way they function. That these various shifts
within schools tend to make them better able to accomplish their
missions may seem very self-centered.

Yet in fact, one of their justifications is that business schools and
management faculties have a high level of awareness of their social
responsibility to train competent managers who, through their activ-
ities in companies and organizations in general, contribute to well-
being and progress throughout society.

But beyond this important social contribution through their gradu-
ates, the COVID-19 crisis has helped to reveal how business schools
themselves are real social actors. If the inclination already existed for
business schools to act as a positive force for social progress, the
COVID-19 crisis has greatly accelerated this trend (Cornuel and
Hommel, 2012).

This is arguably the most remarkable aspect of the COVID-19 crisis
in the management education sector. Beyond the fact that schools have
deployed powerful mechanisms to maintain and improve their teach-
ing activity and its quality, there are many cases in which business
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schools have stepped forward to provide answers to the social difficul-
ties created by COVID-19.

For these schools, it goes well beyond educating students and execu-
tives — it is a question of engaging as a social actor contributing to
society’s response to the COVID-19 crisis by employing the skills
present in the schools themselves, the research that is developed there,
the social influence and mobilization capacity of these institutions, and
so forth. The forms this commitment takes are diverse: offering assist-
ance to companies by providing them with volunteer consulting; pro-
viding leadership support to help businesses meet the challenges
created by the coronavirus crisis; creating labs for ideas and being a
creative force in a region or for a network of for-profit or nonprofit
organizations, in certain cases accompanied by a workforce commit-
ment in the field; and so forth.

Occasionally, schools have mobilized to seek answers to the prob-
lems created by the coronavirus crisis at a particular organization.
Thus, Wharton accentuated an existing partnership with the
Philadelphia Zoo (Symonds, 2020). The university took the initiative
to help the zoo find responses to the lack of visitors during the cor-
onavirus crisis period, an issue that posed problems for zoo mainten-
ance, for the mental and physical well-being of the animals, and
especially for the educational programs of Philadelphia schools.

In many cases, schools made a commitment to the business commu-
nity by identifying territories, particular branches, or even companies
that could benefit from expertise in dealing with the COVID-19 crisis
(and by providing them with students, professors, graduates, and/or
business professionals with whom the school is in contact, to help deal
with a particular problem). Sometimes, schools brought together rep-
resentatives from these various groups to form a task force, a think
tank, or a convivium on behalf of a company or a particular
business community.

It is particularly remarkable that in almost all cases, the approach
followed by the business schools was initiated by a clear desire to help
the community and society through an action developed with (or in
favor of ) companies.

In most cases, it was the business school that offered its services,
knowing that its integration into the business world and into society
had put it in a position to spot a problem. It should be noted that
the cases in which companies went to schools to ask for their support
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(less numerous, but they do exist) are no less revealing of the position
occupied by the schools in the business community and in society.

It is also interesting to note that the schools based their intervention
on already-existing systems (portals, webinar creation, project
guidance, start-up labs, executive education activities, applied
research, workshops, etc.) that, prior to the COVID-19 crisis,
had developed expertise that proved to be relevant in the time of
the crisis.

The mobilization of schools’ assets to develop a response to the
COVID-19 crisis was also achieved through the mobilization of gradu-
ates. In this respect, the China Europe International Business School
(CEIBS) was a paroxysmal case in terms of both its scale and impact
and the fact that being a Euro-Chinese school, with its historical base
in Shanghai, China, an acute awareness of the importance of what was
at stake was established very early on. However, CEIBS, through its
action, has been a particularly successful example of schools mobiliz-
ing their graduates and also their students: by donating masks, raising
funds, offering free services, providing medical equipment, and volun-
teering in the local communities, students and graduates have
responded to the pandemic in Hubei with agility and compassion, as
shown by the following examples (communicated via both personal
communication with the dean and via news releases on the school’s
website):

e Within 24 hours, the CEIBS graduates’ association collected 12 mil-
lion RMB when the donation project was announced on January
30, 2020.

e By the end of May, CEIBS had collected a total of 1.285 billion
RMB. The value of the donated materials reached RMB 474 million.

e With the coordinated assistance of 26 CEIBS alumni sections, the
procured medical supplies were distributed to nearly 100 provincial
and municipal medical teams in Hubei in just a few days.

e Alumni companies have also contributed (and continue to contrib-
ute) according to their capacity. For example, alumni companies
have distinguished themselves by implementing the following
examples:

0 The Fosun Group set up a global command center, which
quickly delivered donated materials to the front line through
its sourcing network covering 23 countries.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009083164.019 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009083164.019

290 Crisis Management with a Special Focus on COVID-19

o At JD Logistics, more than 100,000 employees across China
made a concerted effort to ensure that emergency materials were
reasonably coordinated, shipped in an orderly fashion, and
delivered quickly.

0 Yuwell Medical mobilized its employees to work overtime to
ensure the supply of medical materials.

e CEIBS alumni sections abroad also spontaneously organized to
provide meals, masks, and travel assistance to those who were
temporarily stranded.

The proactive approach of management schools, the desire to “do good”
and contribute to resolving the problems posed by the COVID-19 crisis, is
attested by the fact that the know-how (particularly in terms of hacka-
thons and digital platforms) has led to particularly innovative approaches
that are the reversal to those seeking to help a company, a business
community, a region, or a particular employment area. That is, they seek
to tackle a general problem (creating organizations that are resilient to the
coronavirus crisis, strengthening health systems, developing social soli-
darity in the face of COVID-19, avoiding the exclusion of elderly people
who must confine themselves, etc.). A platform makes it possible to solicit
proposals worldwide while retaining or encouraging individual commit-
ment from students, teachers, and the school. This involves facilitating the
creation of start-ups (by providing a toolbox for such creation), giving
support to actors already in activity who face a particular challenge, and
so forth. In most cases, the project has a limited duration (on the order of
2 or 3 months), but the school supports certain projects over the long term
(and it is assumed that for others, a decisive impetus was thus given). In
addition, the objective of crisis-management training for students (and
also for all participants) is also included in such projects.

All of this allows for both the type of social integration that business
schools have been enacting in their new role as full social actors and

the way in which the entire sphere of management education has faced
the COVID-19 crisis.

Conclusion

The analysis of the consequences of the COVID-19 crisis on manage-
ment education institutions reveals to what extent this crisis pro-
foundly modifies our understanding of this sector.
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Two types of particularly noteworthy lessons can be drawn, corres-
ponding to the two levels at which the response of the management
education institutions sector has been structured.

At the first level, a notable effort was made to allow the continuing
education of management students and the populations of executives
and managers. This happened in various ways, including switching
entirely to distance education, attempting to maintain face-to-face
teaching when possible and often preferentially, and moving to hybrid
teaching styles. In addition, the response of the schools, which
endeavored to maintain the most “normal” operations possible,
focused as much on teaching questions and questions of selection for
the following year as on research questions.

Yet it is remarkable that some schools have gone beyond the quest to
operate as efficiently as possible. They have mobilized as full-fledged
social actors to help respond to the difficulties caused by the corona-
virus crisis at the societal level. This desire to intervene hic et nunc, as
outlined previously, deserves to be highlighted. It resonates with a
problem that emerged for business schools during another crisis — that
of 2008. At the end of it, the observation that business schools had
done a remarkable job in teaching the techniques, skills, and tools of
business administration but had failed in their mission to instill ethics
in their students sparked debates that have spread throughout the
world of management education.

It appeared that Milton Friedman’s position that “there is one and
only one social responsibility of business — to use its resources and
engage in activities designed to increase its profits” (Friedman, 1962/
2002, as quoted by Fox, 2012, para. 2) best illustrated the
approach that business schools were at that time teaching. They
seemed to ignore the fact that the Friedman quote is truncated;
Friedman went on to write: “so long as it stays within the rules of
the game, which is to say, engages in open and free competition
without deception or fraud” (Friedman, 1962/2002, as quoted by
Fox, 2012, para. 2). In fact, the foundation of the education provided
lay in a misunderstanding of Friedman that had led management
education institutions to limit corporate social responsibility to the
creation of profit (which was supposed to contribute to the future
well-being of the company) by neglecting the present social impact of
the company. The “hic et nunc” became properly unthinkable in the
social domain.
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To remedy this state of affairs, following the 2008 crisis, many
institutions, among which the European Foundation for Management
Development (EFMD) ranked first, as well as many thinkers and
researchers in management and just as many business leaders, stressed
the need to reintroduce ethics and social responsibility to business
schools. But on the question of how, the responses and proposals
hardly went beyond the suggestion of strengthening and enriching
the ethics and social responsibility courses. The fragility and the lack
of impact of this suggestion made the sphere of management education
expect a more appropriate and powerful response to this
major challenge.

The response to the COVID-19 crisis shows how far schools have
come and how much progress they have made. Management education
institutions are no longer satisfied with responding to the crisis by
maintaining and deepening their standard operations. They position
themselves as actors intervening directly to help solve social problems.
They see their roles as including social responsibility and the need to
act in response to it here and now.

Thus, the COVID-19 crisis shows that the management education
sector has made progress and has moved into a new stage in
its maturity.

At the second level, the COVID-19 crisis has changed the balance
between regional and global development within management educa-
tion. Obviously, in recent decades, the world of management education
has placed great emphasis on the importance of internationalization.
The EFMD itself has preached a great deal in favor of the internation-
alization of faculty, research topics, student recruitment, and so forth.
The importance of following this development was evidently apparent,
insofar as it enriched debate in the classroom while avoiding the
obvious topics and commonplaces that are the subject of consensus
only in a very reduced geographical and social framework. In such a
context, the development forced research to gain ground and to take a
breath of fresh air and made it possible to increase sensitivities and
approaches among professors and others. For example, the need for a
high level of internationalization has often arisen in order to obtain
accreditation for a school or for a program.

The COVID-19 crisis seems to have marked the return of the terri-
torial, the regional, and the national in the field of management educa-
tion. This is not surprising because the same trend has emerged in
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many areas, including health, defense, and food: the need for territorial
anchoring — to avoid being in a situation of strategic dependence and
the impossibility of defining a policy — has reappeared in the light of the
many tensions that our societies face because they no longer control
their own production and supply chains. It is therefore not surprising
that jointly in the field of education management, the importance of
not sacrificing territorial, regional, and national anchoring for the
benefit of international anchoring is reimposing itself. For example,
the prospect that the flow of foreign students (which had seemed to
want to increase steadily on campuses) would slow down, that their
proportion in the student body would decrease, reappeared after
having been forgotten for 30 years. There has been a sudden reemer-
gence of the importance of the fact that management education insti-
tutions are often important local, regional, and national institutions —
places that have shaped local leadership for years, institutions whose
names enjoy an important local aura that partly guarantees the devel-
opment of the institutions. In addition, the examination of the com-
mitments of schools in favor of the resolution of social problems
created by COVID-19, mentioned previously, shows that in most
cases, this commitment took place at the level of the primary anchoring
territory of the schools — that is, regional or national rather than
international. All of this encourages a rebalancing of the approaches
brought into play by the management education sector. This rebalan-
cing is certainly the bearer of new developments for management
education that are better anchored in the humanities because it avoids
culturally disembodied and socially evanescent approaches.
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