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How To Teach Ethics in Business Schools

It is very important that business students be taught ethics in our numerous colleges and universities offering business, economics, or management programs.  Our business schools may learn from one of the leading business schools in the world today, the IESE Business School in Barcelona, Spain, where I recently spent two academic years on a sabbatical leave from my own university in the Philippines.



Although it is well known for the excellent professional training it gives to its students in such fields as strategic management, the management of people, and marketing, among others, the distinctive competence of IESE as compared to other leading business schools in the world is the thorough training it tries to impart to its students in ethical behavior in all the fields of business.  Business ethics is taught primarily through the various functional areas in which the professors, most of whom are deeply involved in the practice of business management themselves, are the role models of ethical behavior.  It is the marketing professor who teaches by example and word what it means to live the virtue of justice by giving their customers and their competitors what is their due.  It is the finance professor who teaches by example and word what it means to live the virtue of prudence by refusing to take unreasonable risks in financial derivatives whose nature is hard to fully comprehend.  It is the professor in organizational behavior who teaches by example and word that the worker must always be viewed as a human being and not just as a factor of production.  Business ethics is not a subject to be taught separately from the functional areas.  This implies, of course, that the choice of the professors is not exclusively based on professional competence.  The virtues and values of the candidates for the faculty are equally important.


As Dr. Carlos Cavalle, former Dean of the IESE Business School, wrote in a recent article entitled "Business Schools Under the Crisis,"  "The business school is part of a university system that constitutes one of the central pillars of modern society.  In light of the current financial situation, one of the university's urgent tasks is to identify the underlying problems and trends that generated the current crisis and to provide the future business leaders of the world with meaningful analysis and solutions.  And from this perspective is where the most important impacts of the crisis should be found.  There is an increasing awareness that these underlying problems are not merely financial or economic in nature, but also ethical.  Too often modern business curricula treat ethics as an important, but separate subject.  Very seldom is ethics embedded as an integral part of the decision-making process.  Yet, it is clear that in every decision whether, it is in business or in one's personal life, there is always an ethical dimension.  This is made all the more obvious by the fact that consumers, legislators, and shareholders hold businesses morally, not just legally, accountable when wrongdoings arise.  This is precisely what business curricula should integrate at every level of instruction so that the students become familiar with ethics, not solely as an academic subject, but as a guide to conducting business properly."


From what I observed during the two academic years I spent teaching and doing research in Barcelona, Spain where IESE Business School is located, what Dr. Cavalle wrote is very much part of the corporate culture of IESE.  In fact, much before the present crisis precipitated by greed and consumerism occurred, IESE students had already been constantly reminded of the importance of moderation and thrift in the various functional areas of business.  As Dr. Cavalle concluded his article:  "Maybe there is a need, more than at any time before, for a new culture that underlines moderation and thrift.  The theme of moderation was central to ancient Greek moral philosophy and, despite its importance, has been diluted over the centuries.  It could well be that consumers, employees, shareholders and executives, as well as society at large, need to rediscover the timeless wisdom that lies at the heart of moderation, a wisdom that can enrich lives with a meaning and purpose that transcends the mere acquisition of material benefits.  Indeed, moderation is not a lack of ambition; it is the recognition that ambition in excess, while perhaps profitable for a time, is eventually ruinous.  Instead, ambition and acquisition have to be moderated by common sense, legal frameworks, and above all, ethical standards.  Maybe this task is not exclusive to modern business schools, but they certainly should have something to say about it."


Business schools in the Philippines account for about a quarter of the total university population.  It is very important that they consciously strive to produce graduates that will have a positive impact on society, especially as regards the improvement of governance and the eradication of poverty.   It would be worthwhile for local business schools to send some of their administrators and faculty members to some courses offered by the IESE Business School.  One most interesting program is the International Faculty Development Program held in the month of June every year.  There are longer programs such as the full-time MBA program (that last for 18 months) and the doctoral program.  Interested parties may log on to www.iese.edu for information on these and other executive education programs.  For comments, my email address is bvillegas@uap.edu.ph. 

