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100 Shades 
of Green

In a video introduction to its most recent Global MBA Ranking, 
the Financial Times’ Laurent Ortmans was asked to identify the 
most conspicuous trend from its findings over the past few years. 
“Strikingly, the schools from Canada are all dropping,” Ortmans 
said, pointing to lower Canadian salaries for graduates compared 
to their U.S. counterparts. 

Are Canadian business schools dropping the ball, or are they 
simply being measured on an outdated series of indicators?

Since 2003, Corporate Knights has aimed to rank MBA pro-
grams on how holistically they have integrated sustainability into 
the learning process. At first, only programs within Canada were 
ranked. Last year, the list was expanded to include institutions 
from around the world. Using a methodology inspired by the now-
suspended Beyond Grey Pinstripes ranking, a comprehensive sur-
vey was distributed among schools that wished to participate. 

This survey technique allowed for an in-depth assessment of 
each program, but it also contained several important drawbacks. 
It was difficult to verify much of the information provided to us, 
particularly when it came to internal data points such as relevant 
scholarships and co-op placements. More importantly, it required 
buy-in from each participating program. While we were able to as-
semble a list of MBA programs around the world that take sus-
tainability seriously, it also allowed for some schools to opt out of 
participation.

With these limitations in mind, the ranking was pared down 
this year to include three key indicators. All data was culled from 

publicly available sources, eliminating the survey entirely. Rather 
than approaching schools with an invitation to participate, a deci-
sion was made to assess all 100 programs that ranked on the Fi-
nancial Times (FT) Global MBA Ranking 2013. This has allowed 
Corporate Knights to judge which of the top MBA programs in the 
world are prioritizing sustainability education by supporting core 
curriculum choices, dedicated institutes and centres, and relevant 
faculty research.

The results for the 2014 Global 100 Sustainable MBA ranking 
show three Canadian schools leading the pack, with the Schulich 
School of Business at York University as top performer. 

For Dezso Horvath, the long-time dean of the Toronto-based 
business school, Schulich’s prescient embrace of sustainability is-
sues in the early 1990s helped to build an early competitive advan-
tage. “Students were pointing out that they had not heard a single 
mention of the environment in their classes, despite the financial, 
social and legal ramifications of sustainability issues they were 
likely to encounter in their careers,” says Horvath. A survey of the 
curriculum at other top schools around the world found this to 
be a widespread problem. “We made a determination at the time, 
which I believe has now been borne out by the facts, that the triple-
bottom line approach makes good business sense,” he says. 

Supportive corporate partners, while initially difficult to find, 
were brought on board. A concerted effort to blend aspects of the 
first corporate social responsibility course into the rest of the cur-
riculum was made in the mid-1990s, based on lessons learned a 

The Financial Times list of top MBA programs aims 
to identify the best programs in the world,  

but do these schools take the business  
of sustainability seriously?
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Methodology
The 100 schools ranked in the 2014 Global 100 Sustainable 
MBA ranking were taken from the Financial Times Global 
MBA Ranking 2013. These schools were assessed on three 
indicators: curriculum, institutes & centres and faculty re-
search. Data for these three indicators was taken from pub-
licly available sources. Outreach was conducted to those 
schools with data gaps. Schools that did not respond were 
assigned a zero in each corresponding category.

Curriculum: Only core/required courses fully dedicated to 
sustainability were counted under the scoring. (50% weight-
ing)

Institutes & Centres: Only relevant institutes housed in the 
business school, or sponsored in partnership with another 
school, were counted towards the scoring. (20% weighting)

Faculty Research: All research was conducted using 
Google Scholar. All relevant peer-reviewed publications in 
academic journals were considered between 2011-June 2014. 
Half of the final score was derived from total number of rel-
evant publications per business school. The other half was 
extracted from total citation score on all relevant publica-
tions combined. (30% weighting)

Once all the data had been collected, all schools were per-
centile ranked on each indicator individually. Following that, 
a weighted average of these percentile ranks was calculated. 
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few years prior when integrating issues of business ethics across 
the board. Schulich continues to push the limits of sustainable 
business education today, anchored by research hubs such as the 
Centre of Excellence in Responsible Business and the Institute for 
Research and Innovation in Sustainability.

Following Schulich on the ranking is the Sauder School of Busi-
ness at the University of British Columbia, along with the Alberta 
School of Business at University of Alberta. These Canadian schools 
were highly competitive due to the high marks they received for 
curriculum, determined by tallying up core courses fully dedicated 
to sustainability. Harvard Business School and the Yale School of 
Management rounded out the Top 5.

While North American schools dominated the top of the list, 
European schools also fared well. Three programs from the United 
Kingdom finished in the Top 20, along with two Dutch programs. 
The top school from Asia, meanwhile, was the Indian Institute of 
Management Ahmedabad, ranked ninth.

Corporate Knights' use of the Financial Times universe should 
not be viewed as an effort to belittle the newspaper’s ranking itself. 
Both prospective students and the general public remain interested 
in indicators such as the salary increase for alumni three years af-
ter graduation. In addition, certain indicators used by the Financial 
Times, including female faculty members and other diversity-ori-
ented data points, touch upon issues that Corporate Knights has 
long advocated for.

Our mission, quite simply, is to build on the FT ranking by de-
termining which of the top schools in the world are focused on the 
intersection of business and sustainability. On that note, Canadian 
schools appear to have found an international strength. K

IT’S ABOUT
THE COMPANY 
YOU KEEP
Canada’s leader in values-led 
management brings together 
diverse students, faculty and 
employer partners to forge 
programs that graduate agents 
for sustainable prosperity who 
manage with integrity and
make things happen.

dal.ca/rowebusiness
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Schulich

schulich.yorku.ca

Schulich Leads in Rankings Schulich is ranked in the world’s top tier of business schools by The Economist (#22 in the world); 
Forbes (10th best non-US school); Bloomberg Businessweek (13th best non-US school); Corporate Knights (#1 in the world); The Aspen 
Institute, a US think tank (#2 in the world in Social and Environmental Leadership); and Expansión (#21 in the world) in their most recent 
global MBA surveys. The Schulich MBA is also ranked #1 in Canada by The Economist, Forbes, Corporate Knights, The Aspen Institute and 
Expansión. The Kellogg-Schulich EMBA is ranked #1 in the world by The Economist and #1 in Canada by the Financial Times of London.

Global Reach. Innovative Programs. Diverse Perspectives.

Global Reach.
Learning that integrates global themes and issues. Overseas 
study and worldwide corporate connections. Alumni working 
in over 90 countries to expand your global networks.

Innovative Programs.
Multiple degrees with a real-world focus. Integration of 
theory and hands-on-learning. Twenty cutting-edge 
specializations to meet the demands of a global marketplace.

Diverse Perspectives.
Multiple approaches to managing within different sectors 
and industries. International students and faculty. Focus on 
economic, social, ethical and environmental issues to gain a 
career advantage.

MBA 
Boost your career with a top-rated MBA

IMBA
Build global experience and networks

Kellogg-Schulich EMBA 
Make the world your classroom

Master of Accounting
Develop cutting-edge skills in Accounting

Master of Business Analytics
Gain expertise in a high-demand fi eld

Master of Finance 
Maximize career opportunities in Finance

The Business School for the 21st Century. 

“ Schulich programs offer the 

cutting-edge content, skills and 

relevance highly valued by today’s 

successful organizations. This 

includes the ability to incorporate 

social, ethical, environmental and 

economic considerations into 

all decision-making.”

DIRK MATTEN
Professor of Strategic Management/Policy 
Hewlett-Packard Chair in Corporate Social Responsibility
Schulich School of Business, York University

Advertisement
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Running  
Before 

Walking
The key to building a successful business – 

sustainable or otherwise -- doesn’t necessarily start 
with an MBA. There are faster ways to get there.

By Ashley Renders

Running  
Before 

Walking
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Pursuing an MBA has long been seen as a high-reward option for 
business-minded individuals and societies alike. But when it comes 
to addressing today’s global issues, it’s quickly becoming a luxury in 
terms of time and money. 

Fortunately, some community college and privately funded 
start-up programs have figured out that developing real-world ex-
perience right out of the gates is more important to becoming a 
successful entrepreneur than time spent in the classroom.

North American students have racked up a mountain of debt 
over the last decade, and many of those are MBA students. Tuition 
for a two-year MBA can range from $10,000 to well over $60,000, 
depending on the school.

Sitting at $1.2 trillion, college debt is the second-highest form 
of private debt in the U.S. behind mortgages. It’s no wonder that 
economists and debt-rating agencies such as Standard & Poor’s 
have warned that student loans could be the next economic bubble.

In Canada, the picture is less extreme, but still quite dim. Accord-
ing to the latest Statistics Cana-
da survey, student debt grew 24 
per cent between 2005 and 2012, 
leaving one in eight families pay-
ing student debts with a median 
value of about $10,000.

Aside from making it impos-
sible to buy houses and start 
families, debt is holding young 
people back from pursuing 
projects that could help solve 
the world’s problems, says Dan-
ielle Strachman, program direc-
tor at the Thiel Fellowship.

When graduates come out 
of college, they need to service 
their debt first, which means 
that they need a job that pays 
well, she says. “Most people say 
their jobs are temporary, but 
after a while, it becomes diffi-
cult to turn around and say ‘I’m 
going to work on that project I 
wanted to do when I was 18.’ ”

With the motto “some ideas 
just can’t wait,” the fellowship gives creative and motivated young 
people $100,000 to focus on a project, research or self-education.

Since the program began in 2011, 58 organizations and com-
panies have been founded and are still running. The fellows have 
raised over $100 million in investments, grants and partnerships 
and created jobs for over 250 employees.

The fellowship teaches young people that the best way to test an 
idea is to put it out on the market and learn from one’s mistakes, 
says Strachman.

Eden Full, a fellow in the program’s first cohort, developed a 
device called SunSalutor, which allows solar panels to rotate with 
the sun, generating up to 40 per cent more electricity. 

While a similar technology already existed, Full saw an oppor-
tunity to lower the cost, create a more intuitive design and start a 
non-profit organization that would allow local residents to start 
for-profit businesses without much technical knowledge.

But when the start-up launched in Uganda and Tanzania in 2012, 
Full found that neither country was the right fit for the early phases 
of the project. After realizing her mistake, she relocated the project 
to India in 2013, built a team and secured grant funding.

The company now has a manufacturing base in Bangalore, and 

has raised over $250,000 in grant money and deployed over 70 
SunSalutors to 10 different countries.

But not everyone can so easily secure $100,000 to take two years 
off from school and pursue a dream. And that is where community 
colleges step in, says Andrew Gold, a business professor and so-
cial entrepreneur at Hillsborough Community College (HCC) in 
Tampa, Florida.

Entrepreneurship students at HCC are expected to realize a 
business idea or re-strategize and pursue something else within 15 
weeks. While this may seem like an unrealistic expectation, Gold 
says the accelerated pace of the program is the most important part. 
It relies on the Lean Startup methodology, which requires entrepre-
neurs to build a boiled-down product as quickly as possible, show it 
to consumers and redesign the product based on the feedback.

In MBA programs, business students are typically taught to 
write business plans and tell people why their ideas are great in the 
hope that investors will come on board, says Gold. That is a flawed 

and broken process, especially 
if the product is not tested on 
the people who will be buying 
it, he says.

“You don’t build anything 
just because you have a feeling 
that someone is going to want 
it…. What most cutting-edge 
entrepreneurs are doing today 
is learning to fail quickly.”

While failing can be scary 
and costly, Gold says, com-
munity colleges provide a safe 
and affordable environment for 
all types of people to test their 
ideas with support from experts 
who they would otherwise not 
have access to.

Community colleges do a lot 
of hand-holding, and when you 
break down the number of class 
hours and face time with profes-
sors, the one-semester entre-
preneurship certificate at HCC 
costs $9.12 per hour – far below 

what it would cost to hire a consultant, he says.
A big part of transitioning to a sustainable future is equal access 

to strong education, says Todd Cohen, director of the Sustainabil-
ity Education and Economic Development Center, an initiative of 
the American Association of Community Colleges. “Community 
colleges are made for the working mother to come back to school 
or for a mid-career worker who realizes they want to go green,” says 
Cohen. “It opens up the door to many more types of people.” 

Community colleges are also willing to train entrepreneurs who 
want to start small- or medium-size businesses that four-year busi-
ness programs may not be interested in, says Gold.

As the chief executive of a tech startup without an MBA or uni-
versity degree, Full says the challenge is mostly a mental one. 

“Some of the hard part is knowing that you are on a different 
path from other people and positioning yourself in a certain way 
so that people don’t think you’re weird because you didn’t do what 
everyone else did,” she says.

The goal of the Thiel Fellowship, explains Strachman, is to set 
young people on a radically different trajectory and prevent more 
30-year-olds from coming out of post-graduate studies saying “I 
wrote that thesis, but now what is my life about?” K

“You don't build anything 
just because you have 
a feeling that someone 

is going to want it... 
What most cutting-edge 
entrepreneurs are doing 
today is learning to fail 

quickly.”
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I am writing this from the annual Academy of Management con-
ference in Philadelphia, the largest gathering of management scholars 
in the world. Yet a search of the word “cooperatives” on the conference 
website delivers zero hits out of the 20,000 papers presented at the 
meeting. 

Why has business school research and teaching largely ignored coop-
eratives? The answer to this question is part historical, part ideological.  

Historically, the contemporary business school has grown with the 
modern shareholder-governed business corporation. As such, business 
education has always been focused around educating professionals 
who are interested in a career in these particular organizations.

It is the large corporation in which, over the last century, manage-
ment has become a profession and the MBA degree the ultimate certifi-
cate of being a member of this profession. Consequently, business edu-
cation has focused on those large corporations at the neglect of other 
forms of business organization, such as cooperatives. That neglect, by 
the way, has also been palpable with regard to small-and medium-sized 
enterprises and not-for-profit organizations.

Beyond this historical explanation there is also an ideological reason 
for this bias. Certainly since the 1970s, with the rise of what today is 
often referred to as “neoliberal” thinking, business schools by and large 
have bought into a view of the firm as an organization whose only pur-
pose is the maximization of its shareholders’ wealth.

Making investors wealthy is still the main game in town. This, of 
course, is fundamentally opposed to the idea of a cooperative, where 
the main purpose is to achieve some social goals while at the same time 
using collaboration as an approach to improve the lot of all people in-
volved in the business.

Cooperatives are based on the assumption that working together 
as producers, employees and investors (often in the same person) will 
make everybody better off. Cooperatives represent a “stakeholder view” 
of the firm, where the purpose of the firm is not just to enrich investors 
or shareholders but to operate as a social venture that serves the inter-
ests and purposes of multiple communities.

On that note, then, having an issue of Corporate Knights focusing 
on cooperatives is a timely venture. Certainly after the financial crisis of 
2008 we have seen some serious navel gazing in the business commu-
nity. No less than Dominic Barton, global managing director of McKin-
sey, and Harvard strategy guru Michael Porter have raised their voices 
to actively think about a different approach to doing business. Seeing 
business as just extracting value for one single constituency is just not 
working – it’s not sustainable.

The debate on alternative forms of organizing and governing busi-
nesses is in full swing. Cooperatives are just one example. Looking at 
countries such as Italy, Spain or Switzerland shows that cooperatives 
can actually be a major player in the economy. And a profitable option, 
too. Migros, the Swiss cooperative retail chain, is a major multinational 
player in many markets. And a lot of our super-elite Italian fashion gad-
gets are produced by cooperatives.

It is time to move beyond the shareholder-dominated view of the 
firm. Business has always been about creating goods and services that 
address social needs – or, more simply put, stuff that real people need. 
Cooperatives are a unique example of how people in a specific situation 
come together, “cooperate” and collectively create value for all involved.

We should be thinking more creatively about this form of organizing 
business – and it should definitely play a larger role in the classroom. K

A Business 
School Bias?

Dirk Matten, professor of strategy at York University’s 
Schulich School of Business, says the cooperative 

business model should have a larger  
presence in the classroom.

By Dirk Matten


