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Abstract
This study explores the evolving role of business schools in the context of the
4th Industrial Revolution (4IR), highlighting the urgent need for adaptation in
curriculum and teaching methodologies. It investigates the necessity for
business schools to equip leaders with skills and competencies to navigate the
complexities  of  the  modern  business  landscape  amidst  rapid  technological
advancements and unpredictable changes like the COVID-19 pandemic.

The research synthesises views from a broad spectrum of stakeholders,
including academic leaders,  MBA students,  industry representatives,  alumni,
and  prospective students. It reveals a consensus that business schools must
transition from traditional analytical models to innovative, holistic approaches,
fostering skills like creativity, ethical leadership, and digital fluency. This shift
is essential for producing leaders who are not only competent in technology but
also adept in managing its implications in the business world.

The study underscores business schools' role as agents of change, contributing
to  societal  and  economic  welfare  and  anticipating  shifts  in  the  business
environment.  However,  it  also  identifies  a  gap  between current  educational
offerings and the evolving needs of the business world, suggesting a paradigm
shift towards more practical, relevant, and globally adaptable education models.
Future research could focus on the limitations and challenges business schools
face in adapting to the requirements of the 4IR.
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1. Introduction

The landscape of business education is  undergoing a profound transformation in the wake of the 4 th

Industrial Revolution (4IR). This revolution, characterised by an unprecedented fusion of technologies
that blur the lines between the physical, digital, and biological spheres, necessitates a critical revaluation
of  traditional  educational  paradigms in business  schools.  As technological  advancements  continue  to
reshape industries and redefine the skills needed for leadership and management, the question of how
business schools can remain relevant and effective in cultivating the skills required for future business
leaders becomes increasingly pressing.

While scholars like Andrews (2018) underscore the significant role of business schools in developing the
skills  needed for the future,  others like Sewchurran (2019) argue that  traditional  MBA programs are
losing their relevance and are increasingly disconnected from the realities of the contemporary and future
business world. This concern is echoed by White (2018) and Seedat (2019), who advocate for a paradigm
shift in MBA curricula, emphasising the need to align educational offerings with the rapidly changing
business landscape. They highlight the importance of fostering skills such as complex problem-solving,
critical thinking, entrepreneurship, imagination, and creativity, which Bughin  et al.  (2018) identify as
crucial for success in the 4IR.

In  the  context  of  South  Africa,  where  business  schools  face  unique  challenges  and opportunities  in
adapting  to  the  4IR,  this  study  seeks  to  explore  the  evolving  role  of  these  institutions.  Through  a
comprehensive  review  of  relevant  literature  and  interviews  with  key  stakeholders  within  the  South
African  business  school  ecosystem—including  academic  leaders,  current  MBA  students,  industry
representatives, previous MBA students, and prospective students—this research aims to provide critical
insights into how business schools must adapt to remain relevant and effective in the 4IR era.

2. Literature Review

This section provides a brief overview of the literature by selected authors. This is classified in terms of
the 4th Industrial Revolution and the role of a business school in the 4 th Industrial Revolution. In this
section, both contemporary and longstanding literature were reviewed.

2.1 Defining the 4th Industrial Revolution

Hussain (2020) defined the 4th Industrial Revolution as a fundamentally new way of organisation and
control due to aspects such as increases in technological capability. Davis (2016) classified it as the
introduction of cyber-physical systems. Davis (2016) argued that the 4 th Industrial Revolution involves
technological advances that will become embedded in day-to-day life. This is evident in innovations such
as genome editing, AI, smart devices, smart cities, and smart homes. In addition, innovations within the
medical fraternity will lead to the introduction of personalised medicine and gene therapy. All of this
alludes to not only the introduction of new technology but a fundamental shift away from technology as a
tool that is an essential part of everyday life (Ilori & Ajagunna, 2020). Ghobakhloo (2018) posited that
there is no collectively agreed shared definition of the 4 th Industrial Revolution, as different researchers
have defined it based on different factors. Whilst this may be the case, authors such as Davis (2016),
Hussain  (2020),  and  Schwab  (2016)  have  agreed  that  the  4 th Industrial  Revolution  will  lead  to  the
introduction of new technologies that will fundamentally disrupt business.

2.2 Role of a Business School in the 4th Industrial Revolution

As the world of business changes, new skills and competencies are required in the workplace. Business



schools need to understand the changing world of work and produce future-fit students who can function
optimally in a changing business landscape. PwC (2019) argued that the role of business schools and
universities will also change with the introduction of the 4 th Industrial Revolution. Business schools and
universities need to act as critical centres of thought leadership that not only develop the skills required
for the new world of work but also become centres of innovation that continuously feed new ideas into
the  business  world.  For  a  business  school  to  remain  relevant,  they  need  to  be  ahead of  the  change
expected in business. This can be achieved through continuous research, which is then interpreted and
translated into revised, updated, and adaptable course curricula (Seedat, 2019).

Pfeffermann (2016) asserted that the role of a business school in society is essential as business schools
are considered centres of critical thought and public discourse. Business schools could also be viewed as
change agents for society as they should anticipate expected change and begin preparing graduates who
can deal with the change effectively. Lorange and Thomas (2016) added that business schools have been
criticised sharply in the past. Some of the industry's failures, such as fraud and corruption, were attributed
to a lack of focus on these important aspects in senior management qualifications, such as the MBA. In
addition, business schools have been criticised for the traditional ways in which they see the education
landscape, and yet they prophesize that they mould the talent for the future (Sewchurran, 2019). In a study
conducted by Harvard Business Review, Moldoveanu and Narayandas (2019) found that 50% of senior
executives interviewed believed that their talent development initiatives do not build the skills required
for the changing world of work.

Lorange and Thomas (2016) also found that business schools have not been exempt from the disruption
brought about by the 4th Industrial Revolution. Business schools now need to adapt to online learning,
changing consumer behaviour patterns, new industry skills, and new learning methods for students that
are more engaging, practical, and relevant to the working world. Lorange and Thomas (2016) posited that
if a business school engages appropriately, based on these premises, it could add significant value to the
business world. Moldoveanu and Narayandas (2019) argued that the business school landscape needs to
change as the requirements of business change; thus, business schools now need to adopt progressive
technologies, which make them relevant, or they risk becoming obsolete.

Pfeffermann (2016) suggested that business schools could improve society's social and economic welfare
as business education raises the quality of management; this, in turn, raises the performance of the
business through people, profit, and environmental sustainability. This further alludes to the role of a
business school in the modern world, wherein a business school should be seen as an incubation hub for
innovative ideas. Thus, businesspeople could come to business schools and theorise, analyse, and further
develop business ideas with the aid of specialists in those respective fields.

Hall  et al. (2013) concurred with the findings. They added that one of the core priorities of a business
school should be to drive innovation and innovative capabilities amongst the graduates it produces. This,
in turn, should result in new business models, new companies, improved adaptability, sound management
capability, and effective leadership development. Whilst the above may be plausible, Sullivan (2011)
argued that business schools are not doing enough to develop innovative capabilities or produce graduates
to work in the future world of work. Theorists such as Denning (2018) affirmed this view and added that
business schools are developing leaders for the 20th century with tried curricula. In contrast, they should
be championing a move towards the skills required for the future.
Sullivan (2011) argued that business schools could play a significant role in developing leadership and
management excellence that promote and enhance innovation. However, before doing so, business
schools  need to revise their current business models and better incorporate future needs into their
curricula. Thomas, Lee, and Wilson (2014) proffered that business schools need to revise their content
and their teaching methodology. Business schools that produce future leaders now need to be inspiring
and innovative, produce high-quality graduates, and focus on the most critical skills required for the
future, such as creativity and leadership. Schlegelmilch and Thomas (2011) proposed that the role of the



business school in the future world of work is to professionalise the field of management and leadership
and  to  develop  individuals  who  are  sound,  able,  and  purveyors  of  change  within  their  respective
organisations.

In a study by Schlegelmilch and Thomas (2011), questions about the role and value of an MBA in the
year 2020 were investigated. Their findings were that whilst the MBA could be criticised for several
failures, the need for it in the future would remain. However, the developers of MBAs must learn from
past failures,  such as being too focused on analytical and functional disciplines.  They should move
towards teaching skills for the future, such as ethics, empathy, creativity, and leadership. In addition, this
needs to be achieved and  taught  in  much  more  innovative  ways  that  are  pragmatic,  relevant,  and
contribute to the business.

Similarly, in a study conducted by Thomas et al. (2014), it was found that the best-case scenario for the
future of management education would be for institutions to focus on holistic development that attributes
much more attention and emphasis to developing the individual as opposed to just developing functional
competency. In addition, the authors add that a business school's role is to contribute to the field of
management in practice. Therefore, business schools need to adopt ways in which they can positively
influence the industry. Sullivan (2011) contended that business schools should influence and be
considered as a key driver for innovation in business. Innovation that stems from business schools should
be considered as a critical success factor for their continuation.

AACSB (2010) assembled a task force to address the role of innovation within business schools. The task
force found that  whilst  business  schools  are  adequately  positioned to  enhance innovation  within  the
business, they have often been barred from doing so by misperceptions about innovation. The AACSB
(2010) task force further found that business schools should be a conduit for innovation in industry and
that they play a far greater role in contributing to stakeholder prosperity than previously anticipated.

Business schools have been a resounding pillar of the knowledge economy for the last decade. These
schools have assisted in progressively developing leaders who can cope and succeed in complex working
and trading environments. Moreover, Trkman (2019) found that the business model of business schools
has  not changed significantly over the last 30 years. However, business schools remain credible
institutions that provide immense public and social value to the communities they operate within and
serve.  This  value is  further characterised through teaching and learning activities as well as through
research output. Koris and Aav (2019) asserted that business schools and business education are important
to developing critical  skills  required to succeed in the world of business.  They provide a foundation
through various theories, case studies, and practicums, which allow graduates to better understand the
business world. Sunley et al. (2019)  added  that  studying  in  a  business  school  provides  significant
development  opportunities,  which  expands  not  only  intellectual  development  but  also  personal  and
professional development.
Soni (2020) asserted that the business landscape is changing due to the introduction of the 4 th Industrial
Revolution, and, therefore, the role that a business school plays should also change. Furthermore, in times
of uncertainty, as witnessed by the introduction of the COVID-19 pandemic, the focus of business schools
should also change (McGuigan and Ghio, 2020). There is a need for a paradigm shift in business schools as
the competencies and activities that are focused on in the 20th century are becoming irrelevant. Soni (2020)
suggested that the role of a business school, within the context of the 4th Industrial Revolution, is to develop
graduates who understand new disciplines related to  the changing times and business  needs.  Business
schools should develop intellectual ability across disciplines as well as provide students with a globally
focused mindset of best practices whilst remaining flexible to local contexts. Mezied (2016) argued that
institutions  of  higher  learning  should  become  incubators  for  innovation  and  that  higher  education
institutions need to move away from reacting to the 4 th Industrial Revolution and become more involved in
shaping the outcome of the revolution. PwC (2020) agreed with the findings of Mezied (2016) and added
that universities and business schools need to understand the changing nature of skills required by industry



and ensure that they can produce graduates that manifest the skills required for the 4th Industrial Revolution.

The study is informed by Institutional Theory and Transformative Learning Theory, both of which offer
insights into how business schools can adapt to the challenges posed by the 4th Industrial Revolution (4IR)
and other global disruptions.

Institutional Theory explains how organizations, such as business schools, adapt to external pressures to
maintain legitimacy and relevance. According to Greenwood, Oliver, and Suddaby (2020), institutions are
shaped by their environments and must evolve in response to changes such as technological advancements
and societal shifts. In the context of this study, Institutional Theory helps explain why business schools are
increasingly pressured to innovate their curriculum and teaching methodologies to stay aligned with the needs
of the modern business world.

Transformative Learning Theory focuses on how individuals and institutions undergo profound changes by
critically  reflecting  on  their  existing  beliefs  and  practices.  Taylor  and  Cranton  (2022)  argue  that
transformative learning involves a deep re-examination of assumptions, leading to new ways of thinking and
acting. This theory is particularly relevant to the study’s emphasis on moving from traditional, analytical
educational models to more holistic, innovative approaches that better equip students with the skills needed in
today’s complex business environment.

Together, these theories highlight the need for significant transformation in business education to prepare
leaders who can navigate the technological and societal changes of the 4IR.

3. Research Problem and Design

It is evident from the brief literature review that the shifting world of work is drastically changing the role
of the 21st-century manager as well as the 21st-century organisation. These changes have a direct impact
on business schools, as one of the primary objectives of a business school is to serve companies and the
employees  of  those  companies.  Therefore,  the  purpose  of  this  study was  to  focus  on  exploring  and
understanding  the  perceived  role  of  business  schools.  This  was  done  through  an  analysis  of  related
literature as well  as through interviews with a sample of  stakeholders  related to the business  school
environment.

3.1. Purpose of the Study

The  business  landscape  has  changed  dramatically  over  the  last  five  years  and  continues  to  change
exponentially (Schwab, 2016). The introduction of the 4th Industrial  Revolution has left several
unanswered questions for businesses as they strive to remain profitable in times of immense change. This
change includes new technological  developments,  which have created fringe industries  and disrupted
traditional  industries, thus alluding to the premise that employers and employees need to invest and
develop new skills for the future world of work (Moldoveanu and Narayandas, 2019).

Business schools could play an integral role in developing the aforementioned skills as well as serve as
strategic  partners  in  the  business  landscape  by  developing  new  innovative  opportunities  and  ideas
(Pfeffermann, 2016). Therefore, the purpose and primary objective of this study is:

1. To explore the role of a business school in the 4th Industrial Revolution.



4. Research Methodology

Several types of research designs could be adopted for this study; however, a qualitative research design
was decided to interrogate the research. According to Wang, Grundy, Parker, and Bero (2019), the benefit
of qualitative research is the ability to better understand specific social phenomena. 

In this study, a case study design has been selected as the most appropriate methodology. This design is
particularly well-suited to the research as it allows for an in-depth exploration of the evolving role of
business schools in the context of the 4th Industrial Revolution (4IR) within their real-world settings. As
Yin (2022) emphasizes, case study research is ideal for investigating complex phenomena within their
specific contexts, making it particularly relevant for understanding how business schools are responding
to the rapid technological advancements and societal shifts brought about by the 4IR.

By focusing on specific cases—such as the perspectives of academic leaders, MBA students, industry
representatives,  alumni,  and  prospective  students—the  case  study  design  enables  a  comprehensive
examination of how business schools are adapting their curricula and teaching methodologies in response
to the demands of modern business education. This approach allows for a nuanced understanding of the
unique  and  contextual  factors  influencing  these  institutions,  providing  valuable  insights  into  the
challenges and opportunities they face as they navigate the complexities of the 4IR.

In-depth  qualitative  interviews with key stakeholders were conducted to explore and understand the
perceived role of a business school in the 4th Industrial Revolution from a sample of stakeholders. These
representatives are academic leaders, current students, prospective students, previous students/alumni, and
industry representatives.

4.1. Population, Sampling, Data Collection and Analysis

The rationale for selecting the interview groups was as follows.
 Industry representatives/experts

o Provide insight into whether the intended outputs and outcomes of the MBA align with 
the skills and competencies required by organisations to deal with the changing world of 
work.

 Prospective MBA students
o This group provided insight into the skills they would like to acquire from an MBA and

their expectations. This assisted in providing an unbiased view of the primary motivators
for pursuing an MBA. The data generated were compared and analysed regarding the
other target groups of this study.



 Current students
o Current  students  provide  a  snapshot  of  the  present  reality  and whether  they  believe

programmes such as the MBA are better for developing them for the future world of
work. Alumni provide critical insight as to whether programmes such as the MBA have
better equipped them to deal with the changing nature of work.

 Academic leaders
o Academic leaders  from various business schools were selected for  this  study as  they

represent an institutional view of the intended outcome of programmes such as the MBA.
These  representatives  were  involved  in  the  management  or  leadership  of  MBA
programmes at their respective institutions. Academic leaders also provided insight from
an institutional  perspective as to whether programs such as the MBA are developing
individuals for the future world of work.

 Alumni
o Alumni  provided a lived experience of whether an MBA adequately provided the skills

required for the changing world of work. Similarly, they provided insight into the key
areas of the MBA efficacy of the program regarding the 4th Industrial Revolution.

The sampling method adopted was based on purposive sampling and convenience sampling based on the
different interview groups. Purposive sampling was adopted for the current, alumni and academic leaders
to leverage existing networks within the higher education environment.

The sampling methods used in this study—purposive sampling for current MBA students, alumni, and
academic leaders, and convenience sampling for industry representatives and prospective MBA students
—were carefully selected to ensure that the research objectives could be effectively met.

Purposive sampling was chosen for current  MBA students,  alumni,  and academic leaders due to the
specific and strategic nature of  their  roles within the  South African business school  ecosystem. This
sampling method allows for the selection of individuals who are most likely to provide rich, relevant, and
insightful information aligned with the study’s objectives. Current MBA Students are actively engaged in
the current educational process and are experiencing first-hand the alignment (or lack thereof) of MBA
programs with the demands of the 4IR. Their perspectives are crucial for understanding how business
schools are currently addressing the needs of students in a rapidly changing business environment. As
graduates who have transitioned into the workforce, alumni can offer valuable insights into the long-term
effectiveness  of  the  education  they  received,  particularly  in  how well  it  has  prepared  them for  the
challenges of the 4IR. They can also provide feedback on the relevance of their training in real-world
scenarios. Academic leaders play a key role in shaping the curriculum and strategic direction of business
schools.  Their  perspectives  are  vital  in  understanding  the  institutional  responses  to  the  4IR and the
internal considerations that drive curricular and pedagogical changes.

Convenience sampling was employed for industry representatives and prospective MBA students due to
the practical considerations of accessibility and the availability of participants. Industry representatives
and their insights are crucial for understanding the expectations and requirements of the business world
regarding the skills and competencies of future leaders. Convenience sampling allowed the study to gather
input from a diverse range of industry professionals who are accessible and willing to participate, even if
they do not represent a statistically representative sample. Prospective MBA students' perspectives are
essential for understanding future demands and expectations from MBA programs. Given the challenge of
reaching a broad population of prospective students, convenience sampling enables the inclusion of those
who are easily accessible, such as those attending information sessions or career fairs.



The  combination  of  purposive  and  convenience  sampling  ensured  that  the  study  captured  a  broad
spectrum of views from key stakeholders within the business school ecosystem. This mixed approach
balanced the  need  for  in-depth,  context-specific  insights  with  the  practical  constraints  of  participant
accessibility, ultimately enhancing the study's relevance and applicability in understanding the evolving
role of business schools in the 4th Industrial Revolution.

The primary method of data collection was achieved through in-depth semi-structured interviews, and 50
participants were interviewed (10 per interview group). According to Saunders et al. (2009), interviews
are valuable as a research tool as they assist in identifying themes. According to Dawadi et al. (2021) and
Gill  (2020),  some  of  the  most  common  methods  for  data  collection  for  qualitative  studies  include
interviews, observations, and focus groups. Bartholomew et al. (2021) contended that interviews are a
valuable way of focusing on individual experiences and gathering insightful data from participants. This
data collection procedure is often used in qualitative studies wherein an in-depth analysis is required to
understand a particular phenomenon. Creswell (2013) and Goulding (2002) suggested that interviews are
useful in identifying emerging patterns from data to conceptualise themes that may lead to developing an
appropriate framework.

This  study adopted  the highest  levels  of  ethical  adherence and followed the principles  identified  by
Saunders et al. (2009). This includes ensuring full confidentiality for research participants and anonymity
of institutions, integrity in research generation and collection, and honesty in research analysis. In
addition, this study ensured that research participants were granted the opportunity to withdraw from the
study at any time and that all findings were shared with participants before being published. This study
also affirmed that contributions to the study were completely voluntary and that none of the research
participants  were  coerced into this  study (Saunders et  al.,  2009). In  addition  to the  above, ethical
clearance was obtained for this study from the University of Johannesburg’s ethical research committee.

5. Findings

The  purpose  of  this  study  was  to  better  understand  the  role  of  a  business  school  in  the  4 th Industrial
Revolution  from a  sample  population  of  individuals  closely  related  to  the  business  school  community.
Literature relating to this was reviewed. However, to gather real-world insight, the data collected and the
research findings represent critical components of this study. This section provides an overview of the
research findings from the data collected.

A total of 50 interviews were conducted across five primary stakeholder groups. These stakeholders’
groups were as follows:

1. Academic leaders (Involved in management or leadership of the MBA programme) – (A1 – A10)
2. Current MBA students – (B1 – B10)
3. Prospective MBA students – (C1 – C10)
4. Industry representatives – (D1 – D10)
5. Previous students or alumni – (E1 – E10)

The interviewed participants  were classified alphabetically  and numerically  per  stakeholder  group to
differentiate the research findings per group. The interviews were recorded, transcribed, and the data was
coded to find themes per stakeholder group which are presented as a summary in the findings of this
paper. This led to identifying quotes from interview participants (quotes refer to specific information of
relevance to the interview questions gathered from interview participants).

Each stakeholder group was analysed independently to identify the critical elements of consideration per
group and to avoid diluting the findings per stakeholder group. Whilst the research was presented per



stakeholder group, the emergent overlaps in the data between stakeholder groups were also considered.
.
The first set of data collected and presented was from the academic leader stakeholder group.

5.1. Academic leaders – (A1-A10)

A total of ten academic leaders from participating business schools were interviewed. Demographic and
other information relating to the interview participants were recorded but withheld to ensure full
anonymity  as  per  this  study’s  ethical  guidelines  and requirements.  The  interviewees  were all  senior
academic  leaders  from participating registered and accredited South African business schools. These
academic leaders were involved in either the management or leadership of the MBA program for their
respective institutions (from 5 participating business schools).

The role of a business school in the 4th Industrial Revolution was also explored by interviewing
participants. The majority of interviewees (nine out of ten) believed that the role of a business school in
the 4th Industrial Revolution was to prepare individuals, managers, and leaders for the changing world of
work. This includes providing insight into industry changes and cultivating new perspectives based on
emerging trends and opportunities. This sentiment expressed below captures this shared view:

“So what a business school has to do is to open this world of opportunities, which is brought
about  through the  digital  component,  and to  allow people  to  think differently  about  solving
problems in organisations” – Participant A5.

Similarly, Participant A6 shared the industry changes and trends:

“Training that will effect change management and prepare people for this new future, and to be
at the ‘cutting edge’ of what is happening” – Participant A6.

Participant A9 expressed that the role of a business school has not changed since the 4th Industrial
Revolution. However, a business school needs to adapt to the changes in the world of work:

“Business school hasn't changed (although it needs to adapt to the 4th Industrial Revolution
requirements), but it has to better prepare the leaders of tomorrow for the constant changes in
the environment, in the world, and how things are done. So, I definitely think that the goal should
be  to incorporate appropriate education, to best prepare leaders for the next, or for their
requirements in the business area, as they apply today” – Participant A9.

In summary, most academic leaders suggested that a business school’s role in the 4th Industrial Revolution
was to better prepare leaders for a changing business landscape. The next theme explored South African
business schools’ current strengths and focused on programmes such as the MBA.

5.2. MBA students – (B1-B10)

A  total  of  ten  current  MBA  students  from  participating  business  schools  were  interviewed.  The
demographic  and other  information  relating  to  the  interview participants  was  recorded but  has  been
withheld to  ensure  full  anonymity as  per  the  ethical  guidelines  and requirements  of  this  study.  The
interviewees were all  current active MBA students from participating registered and accredited South
African business schools. The interview guide was shared with participants before the interview; the
following were some key findings from the interviews.

The role of a business school in the 4th Industrial Revolution was also explored through the interviews.
Most interviewees (eight out of ten) expressed that the role of a business school in the 4 th Industrial
Revolution should be to prepare and educate individuals,  managers, and leaders for the 4 th Industrial



Revolution.  This  includes  creating  awareness  of  the  benefits  and  opportunities  of  the  4 th Industrial
Revolution. Participant B9 shared the following:

“I think business schools are supposed to sort of make us firstly aware of what 4IR is, and where
each person plays a role. And, they sort of need to equip us so that when we leave the business
school, we sort of have enough information or knowledge to run our own businesses using, you
know, the skills that they taught us and be able to run them in this 4IR world as well. So, I think
business schools are just meant to equip us with hard skills and soft skills as well” ¬–
Participant B9.

Similarly, Participant B7 shared the following:

“I think the role of the business school would be their ability to be able to bring all part of the
business together in order to soar for the 4th Industrial Revolution. I think it’s not just bringing
and highlighting the technical bits of what needs to be developed, but how do you start creating a
well-rounded individual through all aspects of business, but being aligned to the possibilities and
the solutions of IT”- Participant B7.

Participant B6 explained that this does not necessarily result in creating technical experts out of MBA
graduates but individuals who understand new technologies and can effectively deploy them in business.
Participant B6 shared the following:

“The second is to help the students to understand that. You know, we talk about ‘Porter’s five
forces’ all the time, but you know, there is a large digital aspect that the Porter never had to
consider. And, we don’t need to create data analysts out of this, but we need to create leaders
who  understand  the  power  of  data  and  how  data  connects  multiple  streams  within  an
organisation together, which enables better decision-making” – Participant B6.

Most interviewees agreed that the role of a business school in the 4th Industrial Revolution is to enhance, 
cultivate, and shape leaders who have a thorough understanding of new technologies that are driving 
business.

5.3. Industry Representatives – (C1-C10)

A total of ten industry representatives were also interviewed. These included individuals such as business
owners, independent contractors, consultants, or independent business analysts who have over ten years of
related  business  and  industry  experience  in  their  respective  areas. As per the ethical guidelines and
requirements of this study, demographic and other information relating to the interview participants were
recorded but withheld to ensure full anonymity. The interviewees were all senior industry representatives
and regarded as subject matter experts through their extensive experience. These individuals have over ten
years of relevant industry experience and were involved in either the management and recruitment of MBA
students or in deciding which institutions would recommend their employees for an MBA. The interview
guide was shared with participants before the meeting, and the following were some key findings from the
interviews.

All participants agreed that the role of a business school in the 4 th Industrial Revolution was to provide the
skills and competencies required for individuals to successfully lead and manage organisations in the
changing world of work. Participant C3 stated that business schools should be an environment where
leaders are allowed to simulate lived experiences to prevent them from erring in the business world:

“I  think  the  role  of  a  business  school  should  ‘lean’  more  towards  ‘experimentation’  and
‘simulation.’ Ja, those two things are prioritised. Experimentation, simulation, and exposure.
And, maybe I would underline experimentation because the opportunity to experiment within



business itself with all the risks and the possible impacts becomes limited” – Participant C3.

This,  however,  needs to be embedded in the changes in the working world;  Participant  5  added the
following:

“Look, I think a business school has a fundamental role in society, right, and it basically moulds
people into what we need in this world of work” – Participant C5.

All interviewees agreed that business schools play a critical role in the 4 th Industrial Revolution, and their
primary objective should be to transition and develop leaders fit for the changing world of work.

5.4. Previous MBA Students – (D1-D10)

A  total  of  ten  previous  students/alumni  at  participating  business  schools  were  also  interviewed.
Demographic and other information relating to the interview participants were recorded but withheld to
ensure full anonymity as per this study’s ethical guidelines and requirements. The interviewees were all
previous MBA students at participating registered business schools. These individuals completed their
MBA programmes within five years of the interview. The interview guide was shared with participants
before the meeting, and the following were some key findings from the interviews.

From the interview, eight of the ten interviewees expressed that the role of a business school is to create
awareness and to better prepare and empower leaders to deal with the changes, challenges, and
opportunities of new technologies brought in by the 4th Industrial Revolution. Participant D1 shared the
following:

“Business school plays a ‘key’ role in equipping leaders to be able to ‘harness’ the benefits to be
gained from the 4th Industrial Revolution” – Participant D1.

Participant D5 added:
“Is that it is important for a business school to know what the 4th Industrial Revolution is and
how that impacts human behaviour and human interaction, and how one can do business” –
Participant D5.

Participant D2 believed that business schools should be thought leaders in terms of the changes happening
in the business world and empower individuals to effectively manage and succeed in the changing world
of work:

“I think for me, a business school in the 4th Industrial Revolution is to be ‘ahead’ of what is
happening and what is coming our way. The entire COVID situation, I believe that you know,
there was no anticipation. We weren’t aware that it was coming. But, I think with having business
schools, we ‘lean’ on to business schools to provide that frontier vision of what’s coming up, and
then help in terms of individuals as well as organisations to kind of shape and transform that
learning journey within an organisation in order for that organisation to be set up for success” –
Participant D2.

All interviewees agreed that a business school was valuable in the 4th Industrial Revolution. However,
business schools need to integrate current and future changes into their approach and assist in developing
leaders who can deal and succeed with the changes in the world of work.

5.5. Prospective MBA Students – (E1-E10)



A total of ten prospective students who intend to register at participating business schools were also
interviewed. As per this study’s ethical guidelines and requirements, demographic and other information
relating to the interview participants were recorded but withheld to ensure full anonymity. The
interviewees were all prospective students who intended to register for an MBA at a participating business
school within the next two years. The interview guide was shared with participants before the meeting;
the following were some key findings from the interviews.

All participants agreed that the role of a business school in the 4 th Industrial Revolution is to better equip
them as leaders to deal with the changes and complexity of the era for them to achieve success.
Participant E9 shared the following:

“It’s providing individuals with the necessary skills and tools to succeed in this ever-changing
and fast pacing environment in which we currently live. So that would mean being up to date on
the latest research that is out there in order to apply this knowledge to come up with these new
insightful, innovative solutions, or to propose new ideas that haven’t already been created” –
Participant E9.

This includes preparing individuals for uncertainty, such as the Covid-19 pandemic. Participant E4 shared
the following:

“Like I mentioned, we were overnight within my role, and within my work, we were overnight
forced to move into a digital space. It wasn’t an easy transition by any means, especially where
the traditional way was just face-to-face and, having meetings with people and getting business
done. But now, I mean, you know, to move over to a complete digital space, I think that the role
of a business school is to better equip students to handle this change” – Participant E4.

According to the findings from prospective students, the role of a business school should be to better
prepare and equip students to deal with the changes and uncertainty currently being experienced in the
world of work.
6.  Discussion of findings

Section 6 focuses on analysing the research findings concerning existing literature. This includes
exploring emerging themes from the different stakeholder group interviews and aligning this to existing
literature to identify similarities and gaps in the research.

Researchers such as Koris and Aav (2019), Sunley et al. (2019), and Trkman (2019) proffered that
business schools play a significant role in society. They are often regarded as pillars of excellence and
thought leadership that aim to guide, inform, and shape business and business practices. This is achieved
primarily through research and education but often includes external engagements, thought leadership,
seminars, and the like. According to Koris and Aav (2019), the role of a business school is to develop the
critical  skills  and competencies  required to  succeed in  the  world of  work.  This  definition alludes  to
business  schools  being relevant as the world of work adapts, so too must business schools adapt to
provide the skills needed to succeed in the world of work. This is supported by McGuigan and Ghio
(2020)  and Soni  (2020),  who contended that business schools are also required to change to ensure
relevance to their stakeholders as the  world  of  work  changes.  The  Covid-19  pandemic  served  as  a
practical case study for business schools to apply this mantra. Moreover, whilst stakeholders did not
expect a business school to predict a phenomenon like  COVID-19,  they did expect  them to prepare
leaders who can deal with the complexity ushered in by changes in the world of work (McGuigan &
Ghio, 2020).

According to the interviews, the majority of individuals interviewed across all five stakeholder groups



aligned with the literature above in that the role of a business school in the 4 th Industrial Revolution is to
prepare leaders for the uncertain and changing world of work. This includes aspects such as creating an
awareness of new skills, competencies, and technologies, as well as developing personal skills to deal
with future changes. The focus needs to be not necessarily on developing technical experts but on creating
technologically savvy leaders. Participant B6 of the current MBA stakeholder group shared the following:

“We don’t need to create data analysts out of this, but we need to create leaders who understand
the power of  data and how data connects  multiple streams within an organisation together,
which enables better decision-making – Participant B6, current MBA Student.

Industry representatives found that the role of a business school is to provide a training ground where
leaders can simulate real-world business practices to be more astute in real-world business situations.
Similarly, the majority of previous students and prospective students advocated that the role of a business
school is to better prepare them to deal with the changes and complexities of the current world of work.

The findings from the participants strongly aligned with the research, suggesting that the role of business
schools in the 4th Industrial Revolution is to better equip and prepare leaders to deal with the complexity
of the 4th Industrial Revolution to achieve business success.

7. Managerial Implications

The findings of this study have significant implications for business school managers and administrators.
As the 4th Industrial Revolution (4IR) continues to reshape industries and economies, business schools
must act decisively to align their curricula and teaching methodologies with the evolving demands of the
business landscape. This requires a shift from traditional, theory-based instruction to a more integrated
approach  that  emphasizes  practical,  technology-driven,  and  innovation-oriented  education.  Business
schools must prioritize the development of skills such as creativity, ethical leadership, and digital fluency,
which are increasingly critical for future business leaders. Moreover, by positioning themselves as hubs of
innovation  and  thought  leadership,  business  schools  can  better  serve  their  stakeholders—students,
industries, and society—by producing graduates who are not only knowledgeable but also equipped to
navigate and lead in a rapidly changing world.

8. Limitations of the Study

While this study provides valuable insights into the evolving role of business schools in the context of the
4th Industrial Revolution, it  is  not without limitations. Firstly, the research is geographically limited,
focusing primarily on South African business schools, which may not fully capture the global diversity of
perspectives on business education in the 4IR. Additionally, the study relies on qualitative interviews with
a specific group of stakeholders, which, while in-depth, may not be entirely representative of all views
within the business education ecosystem. Furthermore, the rapid pace of technological change presents a
challenge in keeping the findings current, as the skills and competencies required for future leaders may
continue to evolve beyond the scope of this research. Future studies could benefit from a broader, more
diverse sample and a longitudinal approach to better understand how business schools worldwide are
adapting to these ongoing changes.

9. Conclusion

In conclusion, this study explored the evolving role of business schools in the context of the 4th Industrial
Revolution. The findings underscore the critical need for business schools to adapt their curricula and
teaching methodologies to equip future leaders with the necessary skills and competencies to navigate the
complexities  of  the  modern  business  landscape.  This  adaptation  is  not  just  about  integrating  new



technologies and methodologies into existing frameworks but also about fundamentally rethinking the
approach to business education.

The convergence of diverse perspectives from various stakeholders, including academic leaders, MBA
students, industry representatives, alumni, and prospective students, reveals a consensus: business schools
must  act  as incubators  of innovation and critical  thought.  They are expected to  foster  skills  such as
creativity, ethical leadership, empathy, and an understanding of digital transformation. This involves a
shift from a traditional analytical focus to an emphasis on holistic development, preparing individuals to
thrive in an environment marked by rapid technological advancements and unpredictable changes, as
exemplified by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Moreover, the study highlights the importance of business schools as agents of change in society. They
are not only responsible for shaping competent business leaders but also for contributing to the social and
economic  welfare  of  communities.  The  findings  suggest  that  business  schools  should  be  proactive,
anticipating changes in the business world and preparing graduates to manage these shifts effectively.
This  proactive  stance  requires  continuous  research  and  a  dynamic  approach to  updating  educational
content.

The study emphasises the urgent necessity for business schools to adjust to the challenges presented by the
4th Industrial Revolution (4IR). This theoretically emphasises the necessity of re-examining and modifying
current  educational  paradigms.  The  traditional  approach  to  business  education,  which  has  primarily
concentrated on functional and analytical disciplines, may not be adequate to adequately prepare future
business executives.  It  is  imperative to incorporate  competencies such as ethical  leadership,  creativity,
digital  fluency,  and  complex  problem-solving  into  the  curriculum.  This  change  is  consistent  with  the
emergence of new theories that underscore the significance of comprehensive education models that are
tailored  to  the  changing  needs  of  the  contemporary  business  environment.  The  study  also  makes  a
contribution to the theory of change management within educational institutions by proposing that business
schools  should  not  merely  respond to  changes  but  rather  proactively  influence  the future  of  business
through the development of leadership and innovative curricula.

The results indicate that in order to remain relevant in the 4IR era, business schools must function as
centres of  thought leadership and incubators of innovation from a managerial  perspective.  In  order to
guarantee that their programs are in alignment with the evolving business environment, managers at these
institutions must prioritise ongoing research and curriculum development. This necessitates a transition
from  conventional  teaching  methodologies  to  more  dynamic,  practical,  and  technology-integrated
approaches.  Additionally,  managers  must  acknowledge  the  role  of  business  schools  as  instruments  of
societal  change,  which not  only contributes  to  business  success  but  also broader  economic and social
welfare. In order to accomplish this, it is imperative to have a robust leadership team that can effectively
navigate the intricacies of integrating new technologies and methodologies,  all  while ensuring that the
institution remains future-ready and adaptable.

Business schools should review their curricula to align with the demands of the 4 th Industrial Revolution,
incorporating courses on emerging technologies like artificial intelligence, blockchain, and data analytics.
Fostering interdisciplinary approaches that combine business acumen with technical and creative skills is
crucial for preparing students to meet these demands. Strengthening partnerships with industry leaders to
co-develop educational programs that reflect industry trends and needs is essential for providing relevant
and  up-to-date  education.  Investing  in  continuous  professional  development  for  faculty  is  crucial  for
integrating digital tools and innovative teaching methodologies. A holistic education approach, including
ethical leadership, emotional intelligence, and sustainability, is essential for students to be well-rounded
and prepared to tackle complex global challenges. Educational policymakers and accrediting bodies should
revise their standards to encourage innovation in business education, providing incentives for schools to
adopt cutting-edge technologies, interdisciplinary approaches, and industry collaboration. Offering lifelong



learning programs for professionals to upskill or reskill in the face of technological advancements is also
essential.  These recommendations aim to ensure that business schools remain relevant and effective in
preparing future leaders for the challenges and opportunities of the 4 th Industrial Revolution.

However, the study also reveals a gap between current business school offerings and the evolving needs of
the business world. There is a call for a paradigm shift in business education, moving away from traditional
models and embracing innovative, practical, and relevant learning methods. This shift is not only about
imparting knowledge but also about developing a globally focused mindset that remains adaptable to local
contexts. Future study of this topic may include exploring the limitations of business schools to adapt and
enhance  their  curriculum to  the  needs  of  industry  in  the  4 th industrial  revolution.  Although the  study
supplied  a  number  of  positive  and  interesting  findings,  it  is  not  without  limitations.  The  study  used
purposive and convenience sampling to select participants, including MBA students, alumni, and academic
leaders, to ensure relevant insights. However, convenience sampling may lead to selection bias, as it doesn't
represent the broader population. In-depth semi-structured interviews were used but could be subject to
interviewer bias. The data is largely qualitative, limiting the ability to statistically generalise findings. The
study included 50 participants across five stakeholder groups, but this may be considered small for a broad
topic like business schools' role in the 4th Industrial Revolution.

Future research should explore the ways in which business institutions can improve their curriculum to
better  prepare  students  for  the  demands  of  the  Fourth  Industrial  Revolution.  This  encompasses  the
cultivation of leaders who are not only technically proficient but also possess the soft skills required to
navigate a business environment that is swiftly evolving. Research is required to determine how business
institutions  can  transition  from a  conventional  analytical  focus  to  a  more  comprehensive  educational
approach. This method should prioritise empathy, ethical leadership, creativity, and a comprehension of
digital transformation. The research posits that business schools should adopt a more proactive approach to
predicting changes in the business sector. Future research could investigate strategies for schools to achieve
this, thereby ensuring that they remain relevant and continue to contribute to societal welfare. 
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