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your turn

Last March, the Aspen Institute’s Business and Society 
Program announced it was suspending the “Beyond Grey 
Pinstripes” report that ranks global MBA programs by 
how well they prepare managers to be stewards of soci-
ety. Pinstripes, as it is now known, was published for the 
first time nearly 15 years ago when Aspen and the World 
Resources Institute (WRI) gave up trying to convince 
Businessweek and US News & World Report to include 
sustainability measures in their own rankings. 

Because we believe that business needs to take its 
place as a responsible global actor, we saw the main-
stream rankings as a negative force—albeit, a deeply 
influential one. On that score, not much has changed. 

By fixating on salary data and satisfaction measures, 
the conventional rankings relegate students and recruit-
ers to the role of passive consumers of education rather 
than dynamic participants and potential change agents. 
Their approach shortchanges the Millennials who seek to 
acquire the skills and build the networks that will solve 
sticky domestic and global problems. These rankings also 
undervalue the work of faculty who connect the dots 
between business success and the 
health of the commons. 

Back in 1998, we believed a new 
kind of ranking was needed. Stu-
dents concerned about the role and 
impact of business could use this 
new ranking to choose where to 
study. Faculty and administrators 
could benchmark their offerings 
against peer institutions. The first 
alternative guide was published by 
World Resources Institute as “Grey 
Pinstripes with Green Ties: MBA 
Programs Where the Environment 
Matters.” Aspen and WRI joined 
forces in 1999 and together pro-
duced the biennial survey for six 

Putting Pinstripes in Perspective
years. Aspen has been the sole researcher and publisher 
since 2005.

Response from both fans and critics suggest Pinstripes 
has been catalytic. Some schools used the rankings to 
support their plans to introduce new content to the cur-
riculum; others used it to spark dialogue on campus. 
Pinstripes also helped some of our highly ranked schools 
recruit applicants of exceptional quality. Thus, we believe 
Pinstripes has achieved its goal of sparking debate and 
increasing awareness of the role that business education 
plays in promoting social responsibility.  

Fifteen Years of Lessons 
We stand poised to encourage business schools to take 
the next leap forward. But first it’s time to ask: What 
have we learned from reviewing thousands of pages of 
syllabi and research abstracts over the past 15 years?

First, change is sweeping the business education 
industry. Today’s MBA programs do far more to prepare 
students for social and environmental stewardship than 
they did 15 years ago. In 2011, for example, we saw a 

20 percent jump in content on business 
and society issues over the prior period. 
Many factors led to these changes, includ-
ing leadership by forward-thinking deans, 
intellectual engagement by faculty, demand 
from students and business, and fierce 
competition among schools. 

Second, business and society courses 
are moving into the core. One indicator 
of the change is that between 2001 and 
2011, the percentage of MBA programs 
that require students to take courses dedi-
cated to business and society increased 
from 34 percent to 79 percent. 

Third, while the data tells us a 
lot about what is being taught and 
researched, it’s challenging to measure 
all the factors that influence school cul-
ture. Our methodology considered the 
opportunity students had to take courses 
with social and environmental content, as 
well as student exposure to this content. 
We also reviewed faculty publications for 
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articles that explored the interdepen-
dence of business and society.  

But we know every school has a 
“cultural gestalt” that also shapes 
the student experience. The attitudes 
at a school are influenced by stu-
dent-organized events and extracur-
ricular activities, as well as institu-
tional investments in research centers 
that focus on business and society 
issues. These influences are harder to measure. 

Fourth, there is a disconnect between what schools 
teach and what they say they teach. More faculty claim 
they are using case studies that examine the changing 
public expectations of business, but that claim isn’t 
evidenced by a review of syllabi and course descrip-
tions. This raises an important question: Are schools 
truly teaching students that their business decisions will 
have an impact on the community, the employee base, 
and the planet? If so, why aren’t these issues part of the 
course description? When a marketing course considers 
the connection between soda advertising and obesity, it 
offers a new societal reference point for measuring busi-
ness success. But if the social impacts of business aren’t 
mentioned in the syllabus, they seem peripheral to the 
course’s learning objectives. 

Our most important finding, however, is that busi-
ness students are getting mixed messages. Too often, 
the values and decision rules taught in one class are 
undermined by the models and metrics taught in 
another. For instance, a course with “sustainability” in 
the title might consider the risks for both the business 
and its fence-line neighbors if the CEO ignores envi-
ronmental impacts. In these courses, students may dis-
cuss critical decisions that will influence the availability 
of resources for following generations. But in finance 
and other classes, these same students are taught to 
externalize costs and discount the future. 

When MBA programs teach to the ideology of max-
imizing “shareholder value,” measured solely by EBIT 
and stock price, they contribute to a culture of short-
term thinking with attendant economic, social, and 
environmental consequences. Students learn simplistic 
models that allow managers to make decisions at the 
firm level without concern for the broader implica-
tions. As executives, these students will be ill-equipped 
to consider the balance between private incentives and 
the public welfare. It’s time to look hard at the domi-

nant messages and to give students 
greater context and nuance for using 
the tools of finance. 

Moving Forward 
With these lessons in mind, Aspen 
BSP is moving to the next frontier. 
The Pinstripes survey and rankings 
cast a wide net and accepted a wide 
range of content. Now, it’s time to 

narrow the focus and directly tackle this challenge of 
mixed messages. 

Moving forward, we seek to understand how busi-
ness schools teach managers to explore the purpose of 
business and integrate measures of success that lead 
to both long-term sustainability and economic health. 
More important, we want to ensure that this learning 
happens across the curriculum. 

Progress is already under way. For instance, we have 
redefined the criteria for our Faculty Pioneer awards, 
which celebrate interesting approaches to examining 
the purpose of the corporation. We are also conducting 
forums at schools like UCLA, NYU Stern, Wharton, and 
Kellogg to discuss how scholars in business and law think 
about—and teach—the purpose of the corporation. 

Through initiatives like these, we hope to learn more 
about the courses and research that concentrate on busi-
ness governance and the responsibilities of boards. We 
want to spotlight faculty who study business judgment 
and fiduciary duty. We are interested in case studies of 
ownership structures; we seek fresh approaches to valu-
ation, incentive systems, and metrics that promote long-
term thinking. And we want to illuminate teaching tools 
that help managers create business value without impos-
ing costs on society. To help these critical analyses take 
root in business classrooms, we will need to engage even 
further with professors and scholars, especially in finance, 
strategy, and corporate law. 

It’s too soon to know if we can capture the next 
generation of best-in-class teaching through a survey 
instrument, but we do know that business schools con-
tinue to shape the attitudes and values of future man-
agers. That is reason enough to keep trying to shape 
business schools.  

Judith F. Samuelson is the executive director of the Aspen 
Institute’s Business and Society Program. The institute is 
headquartered in Washington, D.C.T
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