Transcript for podcast recording with Carlos J. Fernández Rodríguez

1) Why should we be interested in business schools when studying multinational corporations  and employment relations?
 
We should be interested in business schools because they are key institutions in the diffusion of a specific type of management knowledge. This is the theoretical background from which management decisions will emerge, especially when most of the top managers in big corporations have achieved a MBA or similar at a prestigious business school. Therefore business schools are interesting because the people who rule corporations have learned their management skills there. Being the holder of an MBA has become the compulsory step to entry to the upper echelons of business.

Management education institutions also provide a peculiar learning environment which combines scientific knowledge on management (which would provide the reputation of an academic validation) with a sort of practical knowledge that engages with more down-to-earth recommendations. These features make this knowledge attractive as it has a practical side while retaining an aura of science. This makes it very influential among key actors in the economic system, obviously business leaders but also politicians or high civil servants.


2) What are the ways they shape agendas in HRM or employment relations?
 
Business schools are essential in shaping the agenda of HRM or employment relations because their role is not only limited to a mere transmission of education: they are also the producers and disseminators of managerial knowledge, helping to reinforce the ideological dominance of a business-oriented thinking and thus being crucial supporters of neo-liberal capitalism. In this sense, they support employment and HRM policies that instigate the adoption of more flexibility in the workplace, outsourcing strategies, anti-union attitudes, etc.

This influence is not a new thing. From the fifties onwards, American business schools became not only the institutions where future top executives receive their specialized education and improve their business skills, but also a channel for the transmission of a certain “American way of business” that spreads all over Europe. This had indelible consequences not only on the way business and organizations were conceived and understood during the next decades, but also on the American cultural hegemony in the capitalist bloc. Nowadays, and while the context is more complex, many business schools still perform the role of supporting pro-market attitudes among professionals and corporations employers and employees. Organisations will be analysed from a perspective in tune with capitalist values, hiding intrinsic problems to organizations such as conflicts, exploitation, power relations, authoritarianism or gender and race discrimination. Instead values identified with the American Dream will be promoted, emphasizing individualism, self-reliance and free market epics.  Some authors have argued that this is a project of Americanization or Anglo-Saxonization of the business world.


3) What role do consultancies play? 
 
Consulting industry plays an important role as a channel of diffusion of managerial services and practices. This role cannot be fully understood without noticing the strong connections that these companies have with business schools and management gurus, source of most of the innovations offered through their consulting services. 

Given the global scope the consulting industry activities have, these networks are crucial in the dissemination of managerial practices: students from top business schools receive their education and knowledge from top management gurus; once they get their MBA, they are hired by a top consulting firm; at some point they join a new company but their background and practices are already modelled under the influence of these institutions. These processes help to extend the influence of managerial theories; furthermore, they contribute to the expansion of a certain analysis or gaze to organizational problems from a specific point of view.


4) How have consultancies been changing during the past few decades?
 
During the eighties and nineties an explosion of consulting industry took place once the environment in which most of the firms operate became more uncertain due to global competition. Several mergers also reduced the number of consulting multinationals. Nowadays the structure of the consulting industry is organized around accountancy-based firms (today reduced to a sort of Big Four: Ernst & Young, KPMG, Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu and PwC (PricewaterhouseCoopers); multinational companies whose core business is consulting, such as Accenture (spin-off of the disappeared Arthur Andersen and the largest consulting firm of the world) or well recognized medium sized consultancies such as McKinsey, Boston Consulting Group, Arthur D. Little, Bain or Hay Management Consultants; IT companies and business school based consultancies focused on specific niches; and in a local level small firms and sole practitioners.   
However, the main change came during the thirties, though: a new type of consulting firm emerges in the US which will prove to be very influential and will shape the image of the profession. It is no longer associated with shop floor or offices improvements but rather with wider organizational issues, providing short-term and long-term strategic business plans, specialized assessment in different departments and activities inside the corporations, and providing a certificate of “professionalism” that helped to reduce the anxiety of managers. McKinsey, founded in 1926, will become the blueprint for other consulting firms with their famous dress code, their “up or out” promotion policy, and an image that resembles of law firms. 

5) Can we speak of an increasingly neo-liberal model being propagated? 
 
Yes absolutely. It is no surprise that the eighties were the decade of neo-liberalism and of the expansion of business schools or consultancies. In those forums is where new pro-market discourses have been developed, becoming highly influential in the sphere of the political. Both business schools and consultancies engage with the promotion of free market economics and the support to managers as holders of rationality inside organizations. Therefore business schools and consultancies would be responsible of exporting a specific American business model whose theoretical foundations are far from the neutrality they claim to have. Rather than an empirically tested neutral science without values, management is actually extremely influenced by pro-capitalist ideologies and rhetoric.


6) What are the implications?
 
It is not difficult to realize the implications of this model being propagated: growing inequalities, an imbalance between labour and capital forces (in favour of the latter), more flexibility, risk and uncertainty for everyone despite the new opportunities… The consequences can be summarized in a change of the conditions of living for many people.

In the education field one clear implication is marketization of higher education, to the extent that it is possible to speak of “corporate universities” (Wedlin, 2006). The hegemony of management and its emphasis on efficiency have meant the closing of many humanities departments because they are not profitable, while relocating resources in faculties with a bigger role in the revenues (such as the business schools). Education is turning into a market and rankings become important to incorporate the otherwise reluctant universities to the neo-liberal project. Since Financial Times published the first MBA / business schools ranking in 1998 and one year later their world ranking, the development of these rankings has been astonishing, strengthening rules such as rationalized rituals of inspection and boundary-work to set limits to the community (Wedlin, 2006). Given the fact that the main references in the field represent the mainstream thinking, it is unsurprising that the rest of the institutions get their inspiration from them.


7) Are there differences though in business schools?

[bookmark: _GoBack]There are differences, evidently. On one side we have the American top business schools and their imitators; on the other side, schools with a more open approach to organizational problems in which critical views are taking into account. It is interesting to notice how a critical current in organizational theory has become gradually institutionalised in some business schools, particularly in the UK, with an explicit critical and radical. Therefore important challenges to the current way business schools and consultancies are developing and diffusing their innovations seem to be more than certain in the near future.

