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Abstract
This exploratory study analyzes the extent of alignment between the formal and hidden curricula in responsible management 
education (RME). Based on case study evidence of a school that has signed the United Nations Principles for Responsible 
Management Education (PRME), we found poor alignment between the school’s explicit RME claims and students’ lived 
experiences. While the formal curriculum signaled to students that RME was important, the school’s hidden curriculum sent 
a number of tacit messages that led students to question the relevance and applicability of responsible management. The tacit 
messages that students received occurred along three “message sites” related to (a) how the formal curriculum was delivered, 
(b) how students and lecturers interacted, and (c) how the school was governed. On the basis of these findings we develop 
a proposition that can guide further research in this area, i.e., the connotative level of language use is an important site of 
misalignments between what lecturers say in relation to RME (e.g., in a syllabus) and how students interpret the meaning of 
their lecturers’ words. We also discuss further implications of our findings for strengthening the alignment between schools’ 
formal RME claims and their hidden curriculum.
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Introduction

As of April 2019, 767 business schools from more than 80 
countries have signed up to the United Nations Principles for 
Responsible Management Education (PRME). By becom-
ing a signatory, schools commit themselves to continuous 
advancement of responsible management education (RME). 
We use the term RME as a “descriptor for efforts aimed at 
embedding reflections about corporate responsibility (i.e., 
the social impact of businesses on society), environmental 
sustainability (i.e., the contribution of firms to a sustainable 
economy), and ethics (i.e., reflections about right and wrong 
in the context of business situations) into business schools’ 
educational practices” (Rasche and Gilbert 2015, p. 240; 
see also Forray and Leigh 2012 or Laasch and Conaway 
2015). A considerable body of literature has now been devel-
oped on the implementation of PRME in different business 
school contexts. Overall, this literature paints a mixed pic-
ture. While some studies find evidence that commitment to 
PRME can change RME practices despite the need to over-
come barriers to implementation (see, for example: Maloni 
et al. 2012; Solitander et al. 2011; Young and Nagpal 2013), 
other studies caution that commitment to these Principles 
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may undercut critical reflexivity on the part of the faculty 
(Millar and Price 2018) or even end up as reputation man-
agement (Louw 2015).

Although these studies have added critical insights, they 
mostly focus either on explicit information about a school’s 
commitment to PRME (e.g., by analyzing progress reports: 
Alcaraz et al. 2011; Godemann et al. 2011, 2014) or infor-
mation gathered through faculty members’ experiences 
(e.g., Burchell et al. 2015; Solitander et al. 2011). Surpris-
ingly, little scholarly work has looked into how PRME has 
affected students’ experience of RME. Even though a small 
number of PRME-related studies have focused on student 
experiences (Haski-Leventhal et al. 2017; Kirby 2012), 
these works rarely consider the tacit messages that students 
receive in the context of RME (for an exception, with a focus 
on teaching materials, see Dever and Mills 2015). Based on 
studies of tacit knowledge (Cooper and Sawaf 1996; Polanyi 
1962), we understand tacit messages as those messages that 
tend to escape actors’ awareness and explicit articulation. 
For instance, teaching and assessment practices often con-
vey tacit messages to students (e.g., about “what really mat-
ters”) that escape the routinized perception of actors. This is 
why tacit messages have been found to be as powerful and 
influential in students’ moral learning as explicit messages 
(Hafferty and Franks 1994).

Our study focuses on this tacit dimension of PRME 
implementation by empirically highlighting the role of the 
hidden curriculum (HC). The HC encompasses the sociali-
zation processes and informal learnings about norms and 
values that schools pass on to their students. Although the 
HC has been found to have a significant influence on stu-
dents’ moral learning (Hafferty and Franks 1994), it is rarely 
explicitly acknowledged in the RME context (for exceptions, 
see Blasco 2012 or Borges et al. 2017). Getting the right 
RME message across to students is not only a matter of 
delivering formal curricular content but also of managing 
and aligning the HC’s tacit messages with schools’ more 
formal claims.

While Blasco’s (2012) work has highlighted the need to 
align schools’ formal and hidden RME curricula, we still 
lack empirical insights as to whether and to what extent 
such alignment actually exists. Our exploratory study aims 
to contribute to this debate and therefore asks the following 
research question: To what extent are the formal and the 
hidden RME curriculum aligned within a business school 
participating as a PRME Champion? We explore this ques-
tion through a case study of a European business school 
(hereafter: “The School”). As our research question implies, 
we assume that commitment to the PRME should ideally 
shape both a school’s formal curriculum (Godemann et al. 
2014) as well as its HC (Blasco 2012). Overall, our data 
indicate that The School’s formal and hidden RME curricula 
are not very well aligned. This misalignment was found to 

be driven by the occurrence of tacit messages along three 
HC message sites: in the delivery of the formal curriculum, 
in interpersonal interactions, and in school governance. For 
instance, the formal curriculum was delivered in such a way 
that students developed the impression that CSR (and similar 
concepts) were mere ‘buzzwords’ and that CSR-related dis-
cussions are ‘soft,’ non-theoretical, and primarily grounded 
in common sense.

We make two contributions to the literature on PRME 
implementation. First, our study expands the literature that 
considers the tacit dimension of student experiences within 
PRME implementation (e.g., Borges et al. 2017). Our focus 
on the HC moves the discussion away from explicit commu-
nication and acknowledges that tacit messages also impact 
students’ RME learning experiences (Blasco 2012). Recog-
nizing the role of these messages, we enrich the literature 
on decoupling related to RME (e.g., Snelson-Powell et al. 
2016) by showing the relevance of an as-yet unexplored 
proposition: the connotative level of language use (i.e., the 
tacit messages that students may interpret “between the 
lines”) can drive misalignments between what actors say 
(e.g., in a syllabus) and how students interpret what actors 
mean. Second, we enrich the discussion about how schools 
can overcome barriers to PRME implementation (e.g., Sol-
itander et al. 2011). We emphasize that (a) at institutional 
level there needs to be more explicit discussions of the role 
of the HC by initiatives like PRME, as well as accreditation 
and ranking providers, and that (b) at organizational level 
business schools can undertake various activities to better 
understand and impact the HC.

It is important to highlight the exploratory character of 
our study, at the same time. The alignment between formal 
and hidden RME curricula has not been studied extensively. 
While our study does not offer final or conclusive insights, 
we deliver indicative evidence of a previously neglected but 
important dimension of PRME implementation, i.e., the tacit 
messages related to RME and the interpretation of these 
messages by students.

Theoretical Background

We review the literature on two scholarly discourses relevant 
for our study: (1) works discussing how PRME is imple-
mented and (2) research concerned with the HC in higher 
education in general and in RME in particular.

Implementing the Principles for Responsible 
Management Education

The literature on PRME implementation is diverse and cuts 
across multiple perspectives, including case studies on indi-
vidual schools as well as surveys of students and faculty. 
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One common thread that runs through this literature is the 
acknowledgement that “just signing” (Fougère et al. 2014, p. 
186) PRME is not necessarily indicative of change. Whether 
and to what extent the Principles are addressed depends on 
local implementation efforts, which in turn are shaped by 
enablers and barriers that are deeply embedded in an organi-
zation’s context and history (Young and Nagpal 2013; Sol-
itander et al. 2011).

Some studies have adopted a macro perspective, seek-
ing to provide an overview of implementation efforts by 
reviewing the activities that different signatory schools 
have launched under the PRME umbrella. Alcaraz et al.’s 
(2011) analysis of Sharing Information on Progress (SIP) 
reports showed that schools refer to a variety of activities to 
implement the six Principles. While this diversity shows that 
implementation is local and that different contexts call for 
different solutions, it also indicates there may be too much 
flexibility for participants, meaning that results can barely 
be compared (see also Burchell et al. 2015). Godemann 
et al.’s (2011, 2014) analysis of SIP reports revealed a simi-
lar picture but also emphasized that most schools focused 
on teaching-related aspects, for instance, by developing new 
programs and courses or by rethinking traditional teaching 
methods. By contrast, comparatively few schools employed 
tools to reflect on their own RME practices (e.g., in order to 
address implementation barriers).

A number of studies have discussed PRME implementa-
tion in the context of single institutions (Cicmil et al. 2017; 
Escudero et al. 2017; Fougère et al. 2014; Greenberg et al. 
2017; Kolb et al. 2017; Nhamo and Nhamo 2014; Solitander 
et al. 2011; Warin and Beddewela 2016; Young and Nagpal 
2013). Solitander et al. (2011) reported how implementation 
was organized in two PRME signatory schools in France and 
Finland. They emphasized the need to overcome strategic 
barriers (e.g., short-term goals), structural barriers (e.g., 
departments competing for resources), and cultural impedi-
ments (e.g., the view that RME is irrelevant). Scholars have 
also shown how PRME implementation can challenge the 
dominant vocabulary used within business education (e.g., 
the centrality of shareholders; Fougère et al. 2014). Young 
and Nagpal’s (2013) study of an Australian higher education 
institution stressed the need to view PRME implementation 
as a top-down and bottom-up process that needs to overcome 
a number of barriers (e.g., resistance to change). Greenberg 
et al.’s study (2017) revealed that while Babson College in 
the United States embarked upon a process of curricular and 
pedagogical change, this change process resulted in only a 
limited impact on student learning.

A number of studies have investigated PRME implemen-
tation through student or faculty surveys (see e.g., Kirby 
2012). Haski-Leventhal et al. (2017) focused on student per-
ceptions by surveying PRME signatory schools with a focus 
on how various sub-groups of students perceive RME. The 

authors found support for the hypothesis that female students 
were more welcoming to curriculum changes than male stu-
dents, though their study could not support the hypothesis 
that older students were more interested than younger stu-
dents in increasing RME content. Maloni et al.’s (2012) sur-
vey of faculty supports for PRME implementation in a US 
institution painted a mixed picture. On the one hand, they 
found that the general faculty environment was supportive 
of PRME-related aspects (e.g., faculty valued sustainabil-
ity knowledge). On the other hand, faculty lacked interest 
in teaching or researching topics such as responsibility and 
sustainability.

There is also a stream of research that has looked at 
PRME implementation more critically. Some scholars have 
voiced concerns that PRME signatory schools may not walk 
their talk, for instance because schools may face covert or 
even open resistance to change processes (Rasche et al. 
2013; Rasche and Gilbert 2015). Burchell et al.’s (2015) 
study partly confirmed this finding. For while their research 
showed that PRME signatory schools increased the number 
of elective courses with RME content, it also questioned 
whether PRME itself acted as a catalyst for such changes. 
The study emphasized that discussing the impact of PRME 
“may be far more complex to evaluate than in simple terms 
of direct curriculum change” (Burchell et al. 2015, p. 495). 
We believe this finding shows the relevance of studying 
especially the HC in the RME context.

Other critical studies have focused more directly on the 
role of faculty. Cezarino (2016) surveyed professors about 
their opinions on RME in general and PRME in particular. 
While most professors agreed on the general importance 
of this area, they evinced a low level of familiarity with 
PRME objectives. Millar and Price’s (2018) study showed 
that PRME implementation did not foster critical reflex-
ivity among faculty within a UK business school. They 
emphasized that PRME acted as a filter of meanings and 
thereby discouraged critical reflexivity (instead of promoting 
it), concluding that resistance to PRME (e.g., by mobiliz-
ing alternative discourses) may actually create more space 
for rethinking management education than the adoption of 
PRME itself. Louw’s (2015) analysis of SIP reports from 
UK business schools painted a similar picture arguing that 
PRME presupposes a rather unproblematic understanding 
of management education, especially insofar as business 
schools are portrayed as servants of corporations and SIP 
reporting has a strong focus on reputation management.

While much has been written about PRME implementa-
tion, little work has focused directly on the HC. Although 
some of the studies reviewed above do discuss aspects rel-
evant to the HC (e.g., Rasche et al. 2013 highlight the largely 
elective status of RME-related courses and the tacit message 
this sends), the concept of the HC as a whole has rarely 
been examined in the context of PRME. One exception is 
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Blasco’s (2012) conceptual article, which argued that the 
HC influences the meta-messages that students receive. Such 
messages define what students view as appropriate conduct 
and influence how students perceive “what really matters” 
(Blasco 2012, p. 380). Another exception is Borges et al.’s 
(2017) analysis of student organizations, which argued that 
such organizations generate learning content that is not 
addressed in the formal curriculum. Students often cre-
ate their own learning content through such organizations 
because the formal curriculum does not address RME suffi-
ciently. Dever and Mills’ (2015) analysis of leadership chap-
ters in textbooks on Organizational Behavior also relates 
to the HC. They showed that the underlying themes dis-
cussed in textbooks were still mostly masculine in nature and 
thereby sent tacit messages to students. Although this litera-
ture has helped us better understand the general relevance of 
the HC for PRME implementation, it has not yet delivered 
empirical insights into whether and to what extent the formal 
and hidden RME curricula are aligned. Our study attempts 
to offer some initial exploratory insights in this direction.

The Hidden Curriculum in Higher Education

Many scholars contrast the HC with the formal curriculum 
(Hafferty and Franks 1994), viewing the HC as encompass-
ing “implicit education” (Bergenhenegouwen 1987) and 
socialization processes (Margolis et al. 2001). We follow 
these notions and understand the HC as comprising “what 
is implicit and embedded in educational experiences in 
contrast with the formal statements about curricula and the 
surface features of educational interaction” (Sambell and 
McDowell 1998, pp. 391–392). This definition stresses the 
importance of experience, which is key to our study with 
its focus on student perspectives. The HC is not hidden 
in the sense that it cannot be observed (Gair and Mullins 
2001; Tonso 2001). What is hidden refers to what is usually 
unnoticeable because it escapes our routinized perspectives 
of what happens inside and outside the classroom. Blasco 
(2012, p. 368) therefore argues that the HC is hiding in plain 
sight and that it “might more accurately be thought of as a 
backdrop that school actors learn to ‘not-notice’.”

A number of studies have discussed the HC in higher edu-
cation (e.g., Bergenhenegouwen 1987; Hafferty and Franks 
1994; Trevino and McCabe 1994; Sambell and McDowell 
1998), while only a few studies have researched the HC in 
the business school context (Blasco 2012; Ehrensal 2001; 
Ottewill et al. 2005; Orón Semper and Blasco 2018). Among 
these scholars, Blasco (2012) is the only one who has opera-
tionalized the concept of the HC in the context of RME. 
Her framework is based on Hafferty and Franks’ (1994) 
description of the school as a multi-dimensional learning 
environment, and she identifies three message sites where 

the HC operates: (1) the formal curriculum, (2) interpersonal 
interactions, and (3) school governance. Students pick up 
the HC in these three sites through messages that implicitly 
define what is valued by the organization.

Formal Curriculum

The formal curriculum may seem a puzzling place for stu-
dents to pick up the HC, since scholars tend to describe the 
HC in contradistinction to the formal curriculum; however, 
it is not the explicit messages of the formal curriculum that 
Blasco (2012) is concerned with here but rather the tacit 
messages related to the delivery of the formal curriculum 
(e.g., classroom and assessment practices). These practices 
can send subtle messages to students about which learnings 
are valued. For instance, students often have an instructor-
oriented attitude, meaning their study behavior is influenced 
by what the instructor finds relevant (Bergenhenegouwen 
1987). Critical scholars have shown how different forms of 
authority come to be accepted as legitimate by students (e.g., 
Ehrensal 2001), including the roles of professors and text-
books in this process. Professors appear to convey objective, 
factual knowledge due to their expert status and usage of a 
seemingly agreed upon business language which in itself 
carries legitimacy. Formal education in classrooms never 
takes place in a value-free environment, since norms, values, 
and belief systems are deeply embedded in the formal cur-
riculum (Margolis et al. 2001).

Interpersonal Interactions

Through personal interactions, both within and beyond the 
classroom, students are socialized into one or more groups 
wherein the degree of belonging depends on students’ align-
ment with the group’s dominant norms. Participation in the 
group may “work as a centrifugal force” (Blasco 2012, p. 
372), meaning that students, whose norms are not aligned 
with the group, are likely either to adapt or leave. It thus 
seems appropriate to assume that influential socialization 
processes take place within study programs among class-
mates. Other actors such as administrators, faculty, and stu-
dent organizations may be equally important in sending tacit 
messages. Many of these actors carry the authority of the 
school and therefore the tacit messages they send can have 
an impact on students. Anecdotes, stories, jokes, and ste-
reotypes can therefore help to reveal the HC (Blasco 2012).

School Governance

The term “governance” is used in a rather broad sense 
here and refers for our purposes to whether schools prac-
tice what they preach (Blasco 2012). For instance, a school 
that emphasizes RME should reflect on its own social and 
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environmental practices. School governance also encom-
passes the physical structure of the school, such as the lec-
ture halls, buildings, and the larger campus area. Gair and 
Mullins (2001) found that the physical environment plays 
an important role in marginalizing some disciplines and 
favoring others (e.g., when assigning “good” lecture halls 
to certain programs). The physical environment also mat-
ters because corporate sponsorship of lecture halls can send 
signals to students. Corporate logos can be interpreted as 
endorsements of corporations, which is especially contro-
versial in the case of corporations with a history of irre-
sponsible behavior.

Methodology

Case Selection

The School is a large organization with several thousand 
students and several hundred full-time academic staff. It 
was selected as being one of the acknowledged PRME 
frontrunners. Having been among the early adopters of 
PRME, RME has been on The School’s agenda for almost 
a decade now. This is important because the extent of 
alignment between formal and hidden curricula can best 
be studied in schools where relevant actors have had suf-
ficient time to implement RME. Following its formal com-
mitment to the PRME, The School established an Office 
of Responsible Management Education (also known as 
the “PRME Office”). Having a dedicated PRME Office 
is noteworthy since this is rare among signatories. The 
PRME Office consists of one Academic Director, three 
core staff, and more than ten part-time support staff 
(mostly student assistants). The existence of this Office 
sends a signal about senior management’s commitment to 
implementing PRME. In 2010, The School launched its 

new strategy, which included a strong focus on RME and 
its implementation within all study programs. In 2013, the 
UN appointed The School as one of 29 “PRME Champi-
ons” recognized as leaders and examples of best practice 
in implementing PRME.

Data Collection

Because The School is a large organization with more 
than 20 Bachelor and 20 Master programs, data collection 
had to be limited to selected programs via “purposeful 
sampling” (Charmaz 2006; Glaser and Strauss 1967). We 
gathered data on five Bachelor programs and two Master 
programs (see Table 1). These seven programs were cho-
sen because they balance programs with a stronger quanti-
tative focus (one Master and two Bachelor programs) with 
programs that put less emphasis on quantitative techniques 
(one Master and three Bachelor programs). By mixing 
Bachelor and Master programs, we further ensured that 
we covered the variety of programs at different levels of 
experience.

Our findings were generated from the triangulation of 
three data sources: (1) focus group interviews (including 
free writing sessions), (2) participant observations, and 
(3) an analysis of documents on RME produced by The 
School. We deemed data triangulation to be necessary 
since it may not always be possible for students to recollect 
the HC’s tacit messages in an interview (e.g., because rel-
evant practices have become a natural part of the school; 
Blasco 2012). Participant observation of students’ actions 
and expressed beliefs in everyday situations was there-
fore important (see also Tonso 2001). Data collection took 
place in two waves, in 2016 and 2018, i.e., almost 10 years 
after The School initially signed up to PRME.

Table 1  Overview of analyzed study programs and focus group interviews

Study program Acronym Number of focus 
groups

Number of 
interviewees

Bachelor program with focus on international business BA INT 2 5
Bachelor program with focus on business and economics BA ECON 1 2
Bachelor program with a focus on communication 1 BA COM1 2 4
Bachelor program with a focus on communication 2 BA COM2 2 4
Bachelor program with a focus on sociology BA SOC 1 4
Master program with a focus on communication MA COM 3 6
Master program with a focus on economics and finance MA E&F 2 5
Mixed group from Master programs MA COM & MA E&F 1 2
Total 14 32
 Female 20
 Male 12
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Focus Group Interviews

Focus group interviews with students were a useful way to 
generate knowledge about which tacit messages they pick 
up at which different sites. We developed an interview 
guide (see “Appendix 1”) inspired by Blasco’s (2012) 
inquiry-based framework. The interview guide format 
(Patton 2015) used for the focus groups allowed us to 
uncover critical areas of interest while remaining open to 
pursue new and unanticipated themes the students brought 
up themselves (see also Kvale 2008). The interview guide 
format was especially suited for conducting interviews 
in focus groups as it kept “the interactions focused while 
allowing individual perspectives and experiences to 
emerge” (Patton 2015, p. 439). We aimed at facilitating 
a conversation that felt natural to the students, with the 
moderator only occasionally participating in the dialogue 
(usually with “why” or “how” questions). The moderator 
was also careful not to nudge students in any particular 
direction. In total, we held 14 small focus groups with 
two to four students each, resulting in a total of 32 par-
ticipants (12 male and 20 female; see Table 1). Random 
sampling was used to identify students from the different 
study programs for the focus groups.

The small focus group format was adopted because we 
needed detailed reflections on students’ experiences of 
the HC and the small group size enabled such detailed 
reflections (Toner 2009) while at the same time allowing 
for discussions among students. Each focus group lasted 
40–60 min. We mostly conducted focus groups with stu-
dents from a single study program in order to create a 
“safe space” in which students could freely share their 
impressions of other study programs, since such impres-
sions reflect an important part of the HC (Blasco 2012). 
Although one group of students from mixed programs was 
created to cross-check whether different group dynamics 
would reveal new discussion points, this group yielded 
findings largely in line with the single-program focus 
groups. The focus groups related to the two Master pro-
grams only included students who had also studied their 
Bachelor program at The School, since they were more 
likely to have been influenced by The School’s HC over 
time. At the beginning of each focus group, the partici-
pants were asked to “free write” on four key terms: (1) 
The School, (2) their own study program, (3) other study 
programs, and (4) CSR/RME. Our main aim was to find 
out which themes or experiences came to mind first when 
students thought about these terms (e.g., whether topics 
related to RME appeared when thinking about their pro-
gram). After this exercise we gave students a quick brief-
ing about the purpose and procedure of the task.

Participant Observations

One of the authors, who was herself a master student at the 
time, followed classroom practices as a participant observer. 
Since most students are unlikely to be aware of the HC 
(Tonso 2001), participant observation seemed to be an effec-
tive way to reveal blind spots. The author thus participated in 
lectures where she could access students’ everyday practices 
based on classroom interactions, sitting with at least one stu-
dent at each lecture who had agreed to let her ask questions 
and who also knew about the purpose of her presence—a 
technique also successfully applied by Tonso (2001). The 
observations allowed us to discern aspects of the HC that 
had not come up during focus groups and so enabled us 
to better direct questions during future focus group discus-
sions. Lecturers were not made aware of the presence of the 
observing author since it was crucial for our study focus 
that instructors did not feel observed and thus potentially 
change their teaching practices in response—a covert mode 
of observation we argue is justifiable for the purpose of trac-
ing the tacit side of the HC (for a similar argument, see Li 
2008). Our findings are presented in aggregate to ensure they 
cannot be traced to any particular lecturer.

The participating author wrote field notes based on what 
she had experienced and on what the students she talked to 
had said. In total, our focus group data were enriched by 
eight observations of lectures. During these observations the 
participating author gathered insights through informal ad 
hoc conversations with an additional 15 students (eight male 
and seven female). In this method, we were guided by the 
argument made by Guest et al. (2013, p. 84) that “informal 
interviews are almost always part of participant observation.” 
These informal conversations did not follow a standardized 
interview guide; rather, questions emerged ad hoc and in 
close relation to the content of the session jointly experienced 
with the students (see also Kvale 2008), allowing us to ensure 
the informal interview approximated natural conversation. 
We further made sure to ask open questions primarily aimed 
at triggering narrations on the part of the interviewees.

Documents

We also included several secondary data sources in the 
analysis, mostly in the form of documents related to The 
School’s engagement in RME. First, we analyzed all of 
The School’s mandatory PRME “Sharing Information on 
Progress” (SIP) reports (available for the years 2010, 2013, 
2015, and 2017), which take stock of key achievements 
related to RME and outline relevant aspirations and policies. 
Second, we analyzed the results of The School’s own Cur-
riculum Development Project aimed at reviewing all Bach-
elor programs and identify which courses included RME 
content. The School’s Curriculum Development Project is 
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currently being expanded to include all Master programs, 
the results of which are not yet available. Finally, we added 
relevant press releases to the dataset (e.g., when policies or 
achievements related to RME/PRME were communicated to 
the larger public).

Data Analysis

The data analysis was based on the transcribed interviews 
and field notes. We followed an iterative process, con-
stantly moving between the collected data and the analy-
sis of these data (Charmaz 2006). Through coding, domi-
nant themes emerged that sensitized further inquiry and 
developed into key categories. The benefit of engaging 
in this iterative process was that it helped us to adjust the 
methods when themes emerged that appeared relevant for 
further investigation. For instance, in the course of our 
interviews it became clear to us that a bank’s sponsorship 
of The School (see below) was a dominant theme and we 
therefore decided to pursue this theme further.

Our data analysis does not follow a pure-play inductive 
approach, as grounded theory would traditionally suggest 
(Glaser and Strauss 1967). Instead, our coding procedure 
was also informed by our theoretical pre-understanding of 
key concepts, such as the message sites attached to the HC. 
It is thus more appropriate to classify our research strategy 
as abductive in character, since it involved back-and-forth 
movements between theoretical concepts and our empirical 
material (Ketokivi and Mantere 2010). More specifically, this 
strategy involved a three-step procedure. First, when going 
through the data we assigned first-level codes to themes 
addressed by the interviewees. This initial coding relied on 
“in vivo codes” (Charmaz 2006, p. 55) in order to stay close 
to the terminology used by the interviewees. In the second 
step, we attained a higher level of abstraction by adding 
second-level codes that allowed us to subsume various first-
level codes under one dominant theme. For instance, themes 
like “CSR as a buzzword” or “CSR as non-integrated topic” 
emerged from our data in this way. This second step involved 
various rounds of regrouping and analytical sharpening of the 
codes in relation to one another. The third step then added the 
abductive element by cross-checking the extent to which the 
dominant themes were related to the message sites discussed 
by Blasco (2012). The three key categories (formal curricu-
lum, interpersonal interactions, and school governance) were 
related to several dominant themes in this way. Table 4 in 
Appendix 2 provides an overview of our data structure.

Limitations

Our study has several limitations that we would like to men-
tion prior to presenting the study’s main findings. First, our 

results are based on an analysis of seven study programs 
within one European business school. Although we found 
robust patterns across the analyzed programs, our results 
should not be interpreted as definite and conclusive evidence 
regarding the HC in the context of RME. For instance, we 
can assume different results will be obtained when studying 
programs that have CSR and sustainability as their main 
study focus. Accordingly, and as indicated above, we view 
our study as explorative in nature. Second, there is a like-
lihood that self-selection bias has influenced the results, 
that is, students with specific values select themselves into 
particular programs (Arieli et al. 2016). We tried to over-
come this bias by maximizing the variety of study programs 
analyzed. Third, while the small focus group format served 
the purpose of our study and ensured the level of intimacy 
needed for students to speak openly, it is also clear that the 
limited size reduced the potential scope of the discussion 
in some cases. Finally, while we had access to documents 
related to The School’s Curriculum Development Project for 
all Bachelor programs, we did not have comparable data for 
the two Master programs. We have therefore analyzed the 
formal RME curricula attached to the two Master programs 
by examining the relevant course syllabi.

Findings Related to the Formal Curriculum

Given that we are interested in studying in how far the for-
mal and hidden curricula are aligned, we first need to unpack 
The School’s formal RME curriculum. This unpacking 
relates both to (a) the formal RME content across all study 
programs at The School and (b) to the formal RME content 
within the seven study programs analyzed for this study.

RME Content Across All Study Programs

In 2015, The School’s president said in a public statement 
that RME is already an implicit part of all The School’s 
degree programs. Although the directors of individual pro-
grams are asked to develop their own perspectives as to 
the precise meaning of RME in their respective contexts, 
it is clear The School requires all programs to reflect on 
relevant content and competencies. The School also com-
municates through its leadership team that RME is taken 
seriously across all study programs and that related content 
is integrated in the formal curriculum. Practically speaking, 
one initiative to embed RME into all study programs is the 
discussion of relevant topics during the Introduction Week. 
Since 2009, all new Bachelor students are given an intro-
duction to RME during their first few days at The School. 
According to The School’s SIP report, the aim is to provide 
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students with an opportunity to reflect on dilemmas of busi-
ness ethics and CSR. Students are thus exposed to a num-
ber of keynote talks as well as a case competition focused 
on a topic relevant to RME. Interestingly, some students 
perceived this attempt to mobilize the entire school around 
RME as “superficial PR” (BA INT focus group).

RME Content Within Specific Study Programs

Table 2 gives an overview of RME content in the formal 
curriculum of the study programs included in our research. 
The data for the five Bachelor programs are based on The 
School’s Curriculum Development Project that analyzed in 
detail the formal curriculum of each study program vis-à-
vis RME content. The data distinguish between Flagship 
Courses (i.e., those courses that play a central role in devel-
oping responsible management competencies) and Corner-
stone Courses (i.e., those courses that represent connecting 
points between semesters and ensure the systematic advance-
ment of competencies related to responsible management).

The picture that emerges is rather consistent. Although 
depth of RME content differs across study programs, stu-
dents in all the programs considered are exposed to relevant 
debates at some point. BA ECON and MA E&F stood out as 
programs with relatively little RME content, while the other 
four Bachelor programs and MA COM had significant levels 
of RME content. Table 2 also lists the desired competency 
profile related to RME for each program. This information 
was again provided through the Curriculum Development 
Project and is based on discussions within the programs’ 
respective study boards. Again the picture that emerges is 
rather consistent. All study programs aim at integrating 
RME debates within the competency profile that underlies 
the course portfolio. It is therefore fair to conclude that the 
selected programs attempt to anchor RME content through-
out the formal curriculum, even though there are differences 
in terms of the level of integration. While the formal curricu-
lum can tell us whether RME content is present, however, 
it is the HC that can reveal how students experience such 
content and what kind of signals they believe they receive.

Findings Related to the Hidden Curriculum

Our findings are structured along the three HC message 
sites. Empirically speaking, tacit messages picked up in 
one site were often reinforced by messages picked up in the 
other two sites, hence the three sites need to be seen as inter-
acting with each other. We describe RME mostly through 
the “CSR” label throughout our discussion, as this was the 
term most often used by the students during their reflections. 
Table 3 summarizes the tacit messages.

The Formal Curriculum as an HC Message Site

CSR as a Buzzword

Students pointed out that in their perception classroom dis-
cussions around concepts like CSR, sustainability, and ethics 
remained superficial. As one student said, “CSR appeared 
as this superficial buzzword you didn’t know what to do 
about […] it was mentioned over and over again, but we 
didn’t really go into depth” (MA COM focus group). This 
view was echoed by other students, and at least one stu-
dent within every focus group used the term “buzzword” 
to describe how they had experienced RME. One student, 
for example, declared “I think it [CSR] is kind of a buz-
zword. So it’s trendy, but I don’t know how trendy it really 
is anymore” (MA COM focus group). The term “buzzword” 
stood out as an emic category across all focus groups. Even 
students who did not explicitly draw on the term “buzzword” 
used similar descriptions (e.g., “posh word,” BA INT focus 
group) indicating they found CSR to be a rather superficial 
concept without much meaning. One student (MA COM 
focus group) explained that “[i]t was presented like CSR 
wasn’t very useful, because teachers touched upon it so 
superficially.”

A number of students also perceived RME as being pri-
marily a matter of mere common sense, i.e., as something 
everybody knows about anyway without having to study 
it, in some case declaring they did not need to learn about 
responsible management at university since they could 
always just talk their way around the subject. One student 
said “I have a feeling that I don’t need a course on it [CSR] 
to learn about it […]. I mean I don’t need to learn that a ten-
year old boy doesn’t belong on a tobacco farm” (MA E&F 
focus group). This student believed that CSR theory was 
unnecessary, either in university education or in organiza-
tional practice, since everyone could just use their common 
sense and act responsibly. Another student said “[…] there 
is too much discussion about CSR, where I think ‘Any idiot 
knows that!’” (BA COM1 focus group).

Students emphasized their perception of RME-related 
topics as rather shallow and non-theoretical in character. 
One student noted that “Every time we were presented with 
a CSR problem it was like you couldn’t really do anything 
about it. We didn’t have theoretical frameworks to grab on 
to” (MA COM focus group). Students expressed concern that 
CSR discussions degenerated into “an opinion-based matter” 
(MA COM focus group). As a consequence, many doubted 
the relevance of RME. One student said “The thing is, for me, 
responsible management education is, as I said, really highly 
important, but if you are not making the education practical, 
how can you actually use this? What are the benefits of it?” 
(BA INT focus group).
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CSR as a Non‑compulsory Reading and Exam Topic

Students pointed out that their assigned readings also shaped 
their perspectives on RME, with many reporting that RME-
related debates had never been a prevalent theme in their 
assigned readings. As one student explained, “I remember dur-
ing the Bachelor, CSR was always a chapter in the back of our 
books. But it never really felt like it was part of the courses” 
(MA COM & MA E&F focus group). If CSR is always just a 
chapter at the back of a book that is not addressed or integrated 
in the course, this sends a signal to students about the topic’s 
lack of relevance, especially as textbooks tend to enjoy legiti-
macy and authority (Ehrensal 2001).

Two students revealed they would often skip the CSR 
parts of their reading assignments because they would never 
be caught off guard in exams for not having read up on this 
topic (MA COM focus group). It emerged that exams have a 
significant influence on the students’ reading strategies and 
perceptions of which topics ultimately mattered. This also 
became evident during the participant observations, where 
questions about exams came up in almost every lecture. 
Because students did not think CSR would be included in 
their exams they would not spend time reading up on it. Not 
including CSR as a theme in exams (on a level that demands 
preparation) sends a signal to the students that it is not a 
topic to which they need to pay much attention. This further 
reinforces the perception among students that mastering 
“softer” topics like CSR does not require the same efforts 
as mastering “harder” topics like finance and accounting.

CSR as a Non‑integrated Topic with Doubtful Practical 
Relevance and Applicability

Several students highlighted that RME had no relevance to 
some of the “harder” subjects like finance and accounting. 
In one lecture on investment and risk, the author leading 
the participant observation asked a student how he under-
stood the concept of “risk,” to which the student’s response 
revealed an understanding limited solely to monetary 

meaning with no reference to social or environmental dimen-
sions (MA E&F observation). The student’s narrow under-
standing of risk was influenced by how the lecturer explained 
and applied the term, as the student later explained him-
self: “I think the teacher just teaches us the financial tools. 
He does not teach us about values or opinions” (MA E&F 
observation). In another lecture, the instructor addressed the 
question of what value creation means, emphasizing that all 
projects in a company should create shareholder value, with 
the main goal being to optimize profits. When the author 
leading the participant observation subsequently asked one 
student how he understood “value creation,” their response 
almost exactly mirrored the lecturer’s words (MA E&F 
observation).

Overall, students emphasized that while most programs 
have some sort of RME-related content there was a lack of 
integration of relevant debates throughout the curriculum. 
One student declared that “I do not feel that it is something 
we really learn in the study [program]. I mean we learn 
about CSR—this is more common—but it is not so much 
in relation to the individual subject or study program” (BA 
COM1 focus group). Another student said: “We are being 
taught some core theories, and then, on the side, sort of 
detached from the core functions of the corporations, we 
learn about CSR” (MA COM focus group). This perception 
was echoed by most students, with the unfortunate conse-
quence that “[n]o one really understood how to integrate 
it [CSR] into decisions and business models” (MA COM 
focus group). This general lack of integration led students 
to believe that RME content was an “add-on” to their stud-
ies. One student emphasized: “It’s like when you know the 
basic things about the other topics, you can add CSR as 
something extra. We have to know how to make a good mar-
keting report, and then we can add some CSR if necessary, 
but it’s not like a very important topic” (BA COM2 focus 
group). Treating RME debates as an “add on” throughout the 
curriculum led students to believe that CSR is also an “add 
on” in corporate practice. As one student pointed out, “CSR 
usually involves spending money on things that aren’t really 

Table 3  Overview of tacit messages embedded in The School’s hidden curriculum

Formal curriculum  Interpersonal interactions School governance

CSR perceived as a “buzzword” (driven by 
non-specific usage within courses)/ relevant 
debates are perceived as ‘common sense’

Lecturers devalued “softer” programs with 
a focus on responsibility, which students 
perceived as a lack of interest in the topic of 
responsibility

Students perceived mixed messages, as The 
School partnered with some firms that had 
a poor track record in CSR (e.g., tobacco 
industry)

CSR had never been a prevalent theme in read-
ings/ CSR is seldom an exam topic (students 
could afford to “skip it”)

Students perceived “softer” study programs 
would not have the same value in the business 
world as some of the “harder” programs

Students questioned the seriousness of RME, 
as they believed that The School’s recent 
hiring practices send a contradictory mes-
sage

CSR perceived as an insufficiently integrated 
topic/ relevant discussions are disconnected 
from “core” subjects like finance
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helping maximize profits. It’s not really part of the core busi-
ness” (MA COM & MA E&F focus group).

Interpersonal Interactions as an HC Message Site

Lecturer–Student Interactions

Lecturers can influence learning not only through the design 
and delivery of the formal curriculum but also through their 
language of socialization (e.g., in their use of examples, 
metaphors, success stories, cautionary tales; see Blasco 
2012). Our data show that at least some lecturers practiced 
differentiated treatment according to different study pro-
grams. For instance, one of the Master programs analyzed 
for this research (MA E&F) has an elite reputation at The 
School and students must come from Bachelor programs 
that demand a very high GPA to be accepted. This has not 
gone unnoticed by lecturers. Starting off the year, one eco-
nomics and finance student told us that a lecturer welcomed 
the class by saying: “So you guys are the smartest people in 
[the country where The School is located]” (MA E&F focus 
group). Being perceived as smart, high achieving, and at the 
top of the class is important to E&F students’ group identity. 
As an unfortunate consequence, E&F students did not ask 
questions during class when they did not understand some-
thing because “people just did not want to seem stupid” (MA 
E&F focus group). However, critical reflection and ques-
tioning are vital to foster transformational learning and to 
challenge business-as-usual thinking (Blasco 2012), both of 
which are key to RME in general and to PRME in particular.

While lecturers socialized E&F students into competition 
and ambition for grades and prestige, at least some lecturers 
on other programs did the opposite. In the free writing exer-
cise, one non-E&F student wrote that the lecturers are not 
very ambitious (MA COM focus group). During the focus 
group, the same student related an incident in an econom-
ics class where the lecturer had introduced the class with 
the statement: “We’re doing the easy version so it’s not too 
difficult for you” (MA COM focus group). Another student 
shared similar experiences when telling us about her thesis 
defense, noting that the supervisor had told her “the work on 
the analysis was pretty weak, but that was probably because 
she studied MA COM. He was like ‘What can you expect?’” 
(MA COM focus group). As authority figures, lecturers have 
an influence on which norms and values are perceived as 
important among students (Pace and Hemmings 2007), and 
our findings confirm the relevance of the tacit messages sent 
by lecturers vis-à-vis RME.

Students also expressed doubt as to whether lecturers 
have the relevant practical knowledge to teach RME-related 
topics. One student emphasized: “they [the lecturers] learn 
all these theories and then they go on and have their masters 

and more theories, and then they have their PhD and a pro-
ject on these theories. And then they teach these theories 
again. And then you don’t get this real life ‘how-to-be-an-
actual-responsible-manager’. Because they don’t know” 
(BA SOC focus group). Similar concerns were expressed in 
relation to PhD students who sometimes teach RME-related 
topics: “Yeah the problem, maybe challenge, with PhD stu-
dents teaching is that they don’t have any real-world experi-
ences” (BA SOC focus group). These statements show the 
importance of selecting lecturers so as to ensure RME is not 
devalued in the eyes of the students.

Student–Student Interactions

Our data show that it is important to have an eye both for 
socialization processes (a) between students from differ-
ent study programs and (b) among students from the same 
program (e.g., Elkin 1995; Sambell and McDowell 1998). 
In socialization processes between students from different 
programs, stereotyping acts as a driver that distinguishes 
students. In socialization processes within a study program, 
the group’s norms, values, and practices become a centrifu-
gal force driving participation and self-perception (Blasco 
2012). The students from the E&F Master program are met 
with high expectations from day one and are continually 
exposed to opportunities (e.g., case competitions) to make 
themselves stand out. Three students discussed this during 
one of the focus groups, with one student opening the dis-
cussion by saying “I don’t think we really compare ourselves 
to the other programs,” while another added: “Everyone 
looks at each other. So it just becomes part of the student 
culture to be ambitious and hard-working. I think we sort 
of motivate or pressure each other. People who work harder 
than you make you want to do better” (MA E&F).

Getting the most prestigious job with the highest salary 
after graduation is what matters most and what drives par-
ticipation in school and extracurricular activities. CSR is not 
a concern these students are focused on because they do not 
see this particular topic as helping them achieve the success 
they strive for. As one student puts it: “I think that most of 
my friends on [the program] are pretty indifferent to CSR. 
They want to be investment bankers, so to them it’s num-
bers and profit optimization that count and not child labor 
in Africa” (MA E&F focus group). CSR is not perceived 
as core to E&F students’ socialization processes or their 
ambitions and aspirations, hence there is no motivation to 
pursue relevant practices. One student summed it up: “Soci-
ety doesn’t see CSR as prestigious or as a high-achieving 
thing. And these guys [his fellow classmates] claim to be 
high-achievers. A CSR manager is just not as prestigious 
as an investment banker. Are you in the top two percent or 
not? And CSR managers, at the moment, are not” (MA E&F 
focus group).
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Overall, there was agreement among students from 
“softer” programs (i.e., programs which did not emphasize 
finance and economics) that their programs were considered 
less prestigious. Students based this view partly on the ste-
reotypes they encountered from other students. For instance, 
E&F students believed they had the “harder program” (MA 
E&F) compared to other students. The HC carried the tacit 
message that “softer” study programs do not have the same 
value in the business world as “harder” programs. And 
because students perceived RME as belonging primarily to 
the “softer” programs, the same tacit message seems to be 
tied to CSR and related topics. During the focus groups one 
student explicitly made this connection, saying that CSR “is 
viewed as a soft area […]. And at [The School] that means it 
is looked down upon” (MA COM focus group).

School Governance as an HC Message Site

Corporate Sponsorships

One aspect that received attention from students was the 
structuring of The School’s physical environment. Some stu-
dents thought it unethical of The School to let corporations 
with questionable pasts/reputations sponsor lecture halls and 
have their logos on display. One student expressed the view 
that “[i]t feels like [The School] values big corporations with 
power and money more than anything, and that it is their 
interests we should serve. It seems a little bit contradictory 
that they sponsor the halls where we have ethics classes” 
(MA COM focus group). Another student emphasized: “I 
think it sends mixed messages, regardless of whether or not 
it affects lectures or if the corporations get favorable treat-
ment. The logo outside the lecture halls will always indicate 
that [The School] is approving of that company or wants to 
be associated with it. So in that way I think [The School] 
is sending mixed messages, if they want to be perceived as 
responsible” (MA E&F focus group). Students discussed two 
examples in particular, the first of which relates to a tobacco 
firm that was until recently one of The School’s corporate 
sponsors. One student (BA INT focus group) discussed The 
School’s handling of the case: “I think it has been quite reac-
tive so far. Because they had all these collaborations, let’s 
say with the [tobacco firm], where they only reacted when 
people started to ask ‘Hey, why are you collaborating with 
them?’ and then ended the partnership.”

The second example relates to a bank that was recently 
involved in a scandal, in reaction to which The School 
announced it would not establish new collaborations with the 
company. Several students expressed their satisfaction with 
this decision showing that consistency between The School’s 
emphasis on RME and its own organizational practices is 

appreciated. One student (BA COM1 focus group) said: “We 
had a case day, where [the bank was] supposed to be there. 
But [The School] has cut off all contact with [that bank]. So 
that really started some thoughts in my head, that they really 
actually do care about their image and they don’t want to be 
associated with it.” Another student related the case directly 
to The School’s moral agency: “I think it shows some moral 
that they take a stance in the [bank] case […]” (BA COM1 
focus group).

Hiring Practices

Another theme related to school governance emerged as 
students discussed The School’s hiring practices. Most of 
the discussion was related to the employment of a former 
investment banker one department in the area of economics 
and finance at The School. The former banker had been pros-
ecuted for defrauding investors in a derivative deal linked to 
subprime mortgages. After his time at Wall Street, he pursued 
a PhD in economics. Students expressed concern that this 
controversial hiring coincided with the scandal surrounding 
the bank (see above). One student, for example, said “I heard 
that [The School] had hired someone from [Wall Street], with 
the financial crisis and all that stuff. And I was like: ok you 
stop collaborating with [the bank] because they did some-
thing bad, but then at the same time you hire this person who 
also did something bad. So I’m like: what is the point?” (BA 
ECON focus group).

Some students expressed hope that the new academic 
would use teaching as an opportunity to reflect critically on 
his past. As one student put it, “if he is able to be a profes-
sor and if he likes to talk about mistakes […] and likes to 
incorporate that in his lectures and his studies, that would be 
a great opportunity” (BA COM1). However, the majority of 
students were skeptical about the former banker’s employ-
ment. One student emphasized that “there is a lot of risk, 
because he has that kind of background” (BA COM1 focus 
group). As with corporate sponsorships, some students also 
pointed out the mixed messages being sent about RME. One 
student discussed the incident as follows: “[The School] just 
said, ‘Well, we think that what somebody did ten years ago, 
shouldn’t influence the rest of their lives.’ But I think if you 
really want to have a good CSR strategy and be responsi-
ble, you have to be like full-blown, completely 100%, really 
think about everything you do, rather than just doing some-
thing here something there. And maybe try and create some 
positive image. Because then again it is just about having a 
positive image, rather than doing something that actually 
matters” (BA INT focus group).
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Discussion

The formal and the hidden RME curricula were not well 
aligned in our case study organization. The three message 
sites included tacit messages that diverged from formal 
policies and aspirations to implement the PRME. While we 
should not rush to conclusions based on evidence from a sin-
gle case study, we nevertheless believe our study adds to the 
existing PRME literature in two ways. First, our exploratory 
results show the relevance of further debating the decoupling 
of RME (e.g., Snelson-Powell et al. 2016) and the need to 
include the connotative level of language in future research. 
Second, our results enrich the debate about how schools can 
better align their formal and hidden RME curricula (e.g., 
Borges et al. 2017).

Connotative Decoupling in Responsible 
Management Education

Our findings are relevant for the literature on policy-practice 
decoupling in RME (e.g., Rasche and Gilbert 2015). Rel-
evant research in this area is currently concerned with the 
extent to which the formal RME curriculum is integrated 
in classroom practices. Our study complements this lit-
erature by offering exploratory insights into a new aspect: 
even if the formal RME curriculum has found its way into 
classroom education (and thus would not constitute policy-
practice decoupling as such), our study reveals that misalign-
ments can still occur on a different level. This new angle 
on RME decoupling rests on our observation that misalign-
ments may also be based on the connotative use of language 
(i.e., the hidden messages and wider meaning associations 
that audiences interpret “between the lines”). In our study, 
the uncovered tacit messages signaled a low value placed 
on topics like CSR, which in turn undermined the value of 
RME in the eyes of students. Although our data should not 
be interpreted as showing comprehensive evidence for such 
connotative decoupling, our research yields indicative evi-
dence for the existence of such decoupling.

This focus on the connotative dimension of decoupling 
also corresponds with the work of Li (2017), who stressed 
the distinction between the denotative and the connotative 
dimension of language use in institutional theory. Empha-
sizing the possibility of connotative decoupling implies that 
misalignments not only occur between what actors say they 
will do (e.g., in a syllabus) and what they actually do (e.g., in 
a classroom), which has been emphasized by existing policy-
practice decoupling discussions within the RME literature, 

but also between what actors say (e.g., in a syllabus) and 
what others interpret them to mean (e.g., tacit messages as 
interpreted by students). For instance, a lecturer may empha-
size topics like sustainability and CSR throughout the syl-
labus but then overlook these topics when it comes to the 
exam. Students, in turn, may perceive this as a signal of 
the topics being irrelevant. Our study highlights how the 
way in which RME is institutionalized in practice depends 
primarily on the meanings ascribed to it in the eyes of the 
students. Connotative RME decoupling sensitizes us to the 
importance of the meaning dimension in decoupling and 
institutionalization (see also the notion of “communicative 
institutionalism” by Cornelissen et al. 2015).

Overcoming PRME Implementation Barriers

What can be done to better align the formal and hidden RME 
curricula to support the implementation of PRME? Address-
ing this question requires us to reflect on how a business 
school can alter the tacit messages that students receive. Of 
course, we cannot provide any definite advice based on a 
single case study, and given the contextualized nature of 
higher education (e.g., influenced by national legislation), 
we should be wary of rushing into promoting general reci-
pes for success. However, we believe that future discussions 
need to address the challenges discussed in this paper on at 
least two interrelated levels.

First, we need to include discussions of the HC in rel-
evant institutionalized spaces where RME-related topics are 
debated and enforced. While PRME has more than once put 
this topic on the agenda (see, for example, PRME Work-
ing Group on Gender Equality 2011 and PRME 2015), 
other organizations have not picked up this topic. Although 
accreditation agencies like the European Foundation for 
Management Development (EFMD) and the Association of 
MBAs (AMBA) have explicitly acknowledged the need for 
RME, their discussions have been limited to the formal cur-
riculum. AMBA (2016, p. 7), for instance, includes acquir-
ing knowledge and skills on ethics as expected learning 
outcomes of MBA programs, but it does not look into the 
tacit messages students may receive through the HC. Also, 
while ranking providers such as the Financial Times have 
recently shown stronger support for RME (e.g., by measur-
ing to what extent relevant topics are discussed in the core 
curriculum), the emphasis again is solely on what is visible 
in the formal curriculum, thereby neglecting the tacit mes-
sages conveyed to students as part of the HC. Of course it 
is not easy to measure the HC for ranking and accredita-
tion purposes, but asking current students as well as alumni 
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about their learning experiences of RME may be a first step 
to move beyond merely “counting courses.”

Second, schools can look into activities that address the 
problems identified along the three message sites. We share 
Blasco’s (2012) belief that it is possible to instill “PRME-
friendly attitudes and behaviors” (p. 380) in the message 
sites. We believe that two sets of activities deserve par-
ticular attention. On the one hand, it is important to reflect 
more carefully on the content and delivery of the formal 
curriculum. Here it is vital to go beyond discussions of 
whether or not topics like CSR, ethics, and sustainability 
are covered and in which parts of a program, since such a 
“tick-the-box” approach actually impedes reflection on tacit 
messages. Rather it is essential to nurture a dialogue among 
faculty about the tacit messages that could potentially be 
attached to different subject areas, especially those areas 
that are often portrayed as value-neutral (e.g., economics 
and finance; PRME 2015). Such diagnostic work can only 
succeed through explicit and repeated discussions among 
faculty (Orón Semper and Blasco 2018). The goal should 
not be to shame anyone or any particular subject area but 
rather to encourage critical reflection among faculty about 
what they (not) do in the classroom and which intended and 
unintended messages they may be sending to students. Ulti-
mately, reflecting on the HC requires that teachers reflect 
on themselves (e.g., their ideologies, routine practices, and 
assumptions). On the other hand, it is also important to 
reflect on whether relevant organizations actually “walk their 
talk.” Many examples exist where schools do not (yet) prac-
tice what at least some of their faculty preach in the class-
room. This relates, for instance, to schools’ environmental 
practices (e.g.,  CO2 emissions due to travel) as well as the 
treatment of misconduct (e.g., dealing with plagiarism). But 
it is usually possible to address such inconsistencies between 
talk and action. For instance, following the tobacco firm 
sponsorship case, The School set up a multi-stakeholder 
council to develop guidelines regulating which companies 
the organization wants to partner with.

Conclusion

This exploratory study set out to discuss the extent to 
which the formal and hidden RME curricula are aligned 
in the context of PRME participant schools. Through a 
case study of one business school within the PRME com-
munity, we revealed misalignments between the messages 
communicated explicitly in the formal curriculum and the 
messages communicated more implicitly through the HC’s 
three message sites. Our study demonstrates that the HC can 

potentially reduce students’ sense of the value and impor-
tance of responsible management. If left unaddressed, the 
HC is likely to remain an invisible barrier preventing busi-
ness schools from developing more responsible graduates. 
Given the increasing scale of RME (e.g., as manifest in the 
growth of the PRME community) and the resources schools 
devote to it, a discussion of how to improve the alignment 
between the formal and hidden RME curricula seems both 
important and timely.

Several directions for future research follow from our 
study. First, there is a need to discuss the alignment of the 
formal and hidden RME curricula in a comparative perspec-
tive. For instance, a comparison among PRME Champion 
schools (e.g., of different sizes and with different program 
portfolios) could show whether our observed tacit mes-
sages are applicable beyond the context of a single institu-
tion. Such research could also expose the extent to which the 
national context of higher education shapes students’ percep-
tions of the HC (e.g., corporate sponsorship of lecture halls 
is not permitted in all countries). It would also be interesting 
to study whether perceptions of “soft” topics (e.g., ethics 
and CSR) change in light of recent insights about systemic 
(financial) risks that are attached to humanity transgressing 
several planetary boundaries (Whiteman et al. 2013).

Second, while our study exposed tacit messages gener-
ated in three message sites, we did not examine in more 
detail the extent to which these messages interact with each 
other. It would be interesting to study how far the lack of 
consistency that students identified with regard to sponsor-
ship issues affects their perception that CSR is just a “buz-
zword.” Finally, future research can take up our proposi-
tion to further investigate the ways in which connotative 
decoupling may be relevant in generating misalignments 
between the formal and hidden RME curricula as perceived 
by students. Such research needs to look into processes of 
meaning construction among students as well as among fac-
ulty and administrators; it has to examine how the meaning 
of relevant tacit messages is attached to what is said but 
also to what is absent and unsaid. Sometimes the absence of 
statements (e.g., by a lecturer during exam preparation) says 
more than a thousand words.
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Appendix 1

Interview Guide for Focus Groups

Our interview procedure followed an interview guide 
approach in which topics and issues are pre-defined while 
allowing the interviewer to decide on the precise wording 
and sequence of questions (Patton 2015). In this way, a 
“rough travel itinerary” (McCracken 1988, p. 37) is provided 
so that interviews can remain conversational and situational, 
allowing for an increase in the comprehensiveness of the 
data. The semi-structured character of the interview guide 
approach was especially suited for our purpose of conduct-
ing interviews in small focus groups, as it “keeps the inter-
actions focused while allowing individual perspectives and 
experiences to emerge” (Patton 2015, p. 439).

Questions related to the formal curriculum

• Ask students to elaborate and explain RME in their own 
words, using free writing.

• Ask students where they have experienced topics of 
responsible management education in their study pro-
gram (e.g., readings, exercise classes, lectures).

• Ask students where they have experienced responsible 
management education outside of class at The School, 
e.g., extracurricular activities (case competitions, student 
organizations, etc.).

• Ask students to rate how important they believe respon-
sible management education is at The School, based on 

their experience in classes and readings on a scale from 
1 to 10.

• Ask students about the importance of responsible man-
agement education in relation to exams.

Questions related to interpersonal interactions

• Ask students to describe the culture within their program.
• Ask students how they think future employers value 

responsible management competencies when hiring.
• Ask students about lecturers and guest lecturers and 

how they have experienced these lecturers dealing with 
responsible management education.

Questions related to school governance

• Ask students how they experience The School’s govern-
ance and practices in relation to responsible management 
education.

• Ask students if they can provide examples of where The 
School as an organization engages in responsible man-
agement.

• Ask students if they can provide examples of where The 
School as an organization can improve its engagement in 
responsible management.

• Ask students about the physical environment of The 
School in relation to responsibility and sustainability 
efforts.

Appendix 2

See Table 4.
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Table 4  Data structure underlying the exploratory study

Key categories Dominant themes Sample quotes Focus group/observation

Formal curricu-
lum

CSR as buzzword “[CSR] it is sort of superficial. It is chapter 14 
that we read in the last lecture. I feel like it has 
become a [The School] thing.”

BA INT

“I think CSR has also become this buzzword that 
communications people like to talk about. But 
I think it’s really just about common sense. We 
don’t really need classes on CSR to know that 
we have to act responsibly. CSR was mentioned 
a couple of times on our bachelor, but it was just 
superficial. And in our readings, sometimes CSR 
was mentioned, but it was almost always this 
chapter in the back of the book, and I think most 
of us usually just skipped it, because it wasn’t 
very relevant.”

MA E&F

“It’s more becoming like a buzzword that ‘Oh we 
need to have a CSR strategy!’ because people will 
think well of you. Instead of actually focusing on 
the problems that CSR can solve. I think it’s a bit 
problematic that it’s just becoming a buzzword, 
and something that you need to have because it’s 
nice rather than actually trying to do something 
good.”

BA INT

“CSR appeared as this superficial buzzword you 
didn’t know what to do about […] it was men-
tioned over and over again, but we didn’t really go 
into depth.”

MA COM

“CSR, it’s a concept that everyone talks about now, 
you know, there is a buzz around it. And because 
no one really knows what it means, like CSR 
where there are a million definitions, people can 
twist it to whatever purpose they have. And at 
some point the concept is not very useful anymore 
because it’s been washed out and a new concept 
replaces it.”

MA COM

CSR as a non-compulsory reading and 
exam topic

“Our teachers didn’t really go into depth with it and 
it wasn’t something they would test us on in the 
exam.”

MA E&F

“As […] already mentioned, it is sort of superficial. 
It is chapter 14 that we read in the last lecture.”

BA INT

“[…] in our readings, sometimes CSR was men-
tioned, but it was almost always this chapter in the 
back of the book, and I think most of us usually 
just skipped it because it wasn’t very relevant.”

MA E&F

“We had it in a first-year project, where we used it 
with the isms and the institutional development of 
CSR, which we applied it to. But that was because 
we thought the case was up to it, but we were not 
forced to know it in any exam.”

BA COM1

“At the exam it would be more like a discussion 
question, so that would be something that I would 
be able to do without reading up on a lot.”

BA ECON
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Table 4  (continued)

Key categories Dominant themes Sample quotes Focus group/observation

CSR as a non-integrated topic with doubt-
ful practical relevance and applicability

“I asked the student I was sitting next to if he could 
describe how he understood value creation to me. 
He almost mirrored the teacher’s words. I asked 
him if he could think of other ways to consider 
the value creation of a company, but he could 
not. I asked him about the value that a corpora-
tion for example brings to society and he seemed 
a bit surprised by this question. I asked him why 
he reacted like that. He just shook his head and 
said that of course corporations were important 
to society, but his job was not to consider this. 
He had to focus on the interests of the sharehold-
ers, which almost always meant value creation in 
terms of profit optimization.”

MA E&F
Observation

“What is important when you are sitting at a job 
interview or somebody is asking you what can 
you actually do in terms of CSR and I am like 
I know what it is […] but how can you actually 
implement it, what is the impact that you can 
make here, and we are not learning that, so it is 
not going to help me just knowing what it is. I 
know I am surrounded by it, but I have no idea 
how to do it in practice. So [The School] is not 
gonna help me in that sense. Not at all.”

BA INT

“I think we have competed in most of the case 
competitions during our time at [The School], but 
we never touch upon CSR. It’s usually a big chal-
lenge which the organization is facing that is the 
focus and to be honest, I don’t think CSR is ever 
one of them.”

MA E&F

“I left because it was so bad. It didn’t seem relevant 
at all, because [the guest lecturer] didn’t put it into 
any relevant context. People in class were laugh-
ing about it afterwards. CSR mainly appeared as 
a joke.”

MA COM

“We were never discussing CSR strategies or how 
to apply them. I never knew how to operationalize 
the word.”

MA COM

“When I’m doing these CSR activities at work, it’s 
almost expected of me to account for whether or 
not we’re making money on them. I don’t have 
a methodology on that which makes it very dif-
ficult. I would really like to get some help from 
the marketing or finance department, but nobody 
knows shit about it. So I don’t feel I can apply 
much of the CSR knowledge I have to what I do. 
It’s not really useful.”

MA E&F
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Table 4  (continued)

Key categories Dominant themes Sample quotes Focus group/observation

Interpersonal 
interactions

Lecturer–student interactions “Someone told me they were in the IB class, and 
the teacher came in, and there was another pro-
gram also participating, from shipping and trade, 
and then the lecturer came in and said “I’m so 
honored to be teaching IB students”—completely 
neglecting the other group. But it shows I guess, 
that reputation is a part I would say.”

BA SOC

“The last part of the class seemed very difficult 
content-wise, but none of the students raised their 
hands to ask questions. The teacher kept asking 
if they had understood the material, but no one 
ever replied. At one point, the teacher pointed a 
finger at one of the students and said: “It seems 
like that girl up there with the coffee cup didn’t 
get it so I’m going to explain it again for her”. 
She blushed completely and sank deeper into her 
chair. After the class, I asked one of the other 
students if she had understood everything. No, she 
had not. But why did she not ask any questions 
then? Why did not anyone ask questions? She said 
that people just did not want to seem stupid. She 
did not want to be the slow girl.”

MA E&F Observation

“When we had a course on economics, our teacher 
said something like: “We’re doing the easy ver-
sion, so it’s not too difficult for you, since you’re 
only studying communications.”

MA E&F

“Recently, I defended my masters thesis. It was 
a horrible paper, I knew that, and of course my 
supervisor commented on it. He said that the 
work on the analysis was pretty weak, but that 
was probably because I studied [the program]. 
He was like: “What can you expect?” I got really 
mad, especially since I had just finished my 
masters degree, and there he told me that it was 
almost useless. Like: “Congratulations, but this is 
horrible.”.”

MA E&F

“The problem, maybe challenge with PhD students 
teaching is that they don’t have any real world 
experiences. So the problem is just that in order 
to teach how to be a responsible manager in real 
life… shouldn’t you be a manager at some point? 
[…] they learn all these theories and then they go 
on and have their masters and more theories and 
then they have their PhD and a project on these 
theories. And then, they teach. The theories again. 
And then you don’t get this real life ‘how to be an 
actual responsible manager’. Because they don’t 
know.”

BA SOC

Student–student interactions “When I was first accepted to [The School], friends 
of mine who already studied at [The School], 
mocked me and said I had been accepted to the 
soft and easy program. And I get the feeling this 
is sort of the general perception at [The School].”

MA COM
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Table 4  (continued)

Key categories Dominant themes Sample quotes Focus group/observation

“When I talked to my boyfriend who studies one of 
those programs that [The School] just loves, […] 
they were being taken out to different companies, 
had consultants coming to tell them about their 
opportunities, and it was just so obvious that the 
priorities of [The School] was reflected in the 
different treatment between the programs. And 
we were not as important as the others. […][the 
program], for example, they get a graduation cer-
emony which [the other program] doesn’t. And on 
my bachelor, I had no clue that we had the oppor-
tunity to compete in case competitions and travel 
the world with a case team, because they never 
told us. [The School] is sort of recruiting only 
[the program] students and similar programs.”

MA COM

“I have a friend who studies communications and 
she seems pretty passionate about CSR, although 
I always mock her about it. But I just don’t have 
the same interest in it as she does.”

MA E&F

“I think we have one of the harder programs. I 
mean, we usually joke about the communica-
tions or language students. I think you can always 
learn to communicate and you don’t need a whole 
degree in that.”

MA E&F

“The students were unsure about what I meant 
regarding their professional identities, but one of 
them eventually laughed and said: “Well we are 
the more laid-back students, alright! We are the 
slackers” […] She explained that she did not see 
herself necessarily as a lazy student, but she had 
often experienced friends from other study pro-
grams making fun of her and her fellow students 
from CMK, because they studied something that 
was not very prestigious. […] she said, that com-
munications was not among the hard programs 
and they did not feel as important as some of the 
other programs. The “other” programs she was 
referring to, she described as “the more hardcore 
programs, like Finance.”

MA COM observation

“I feel like we downgrade ourselves a bit. Because 
we are a soft science here at [The School], com-
pared to [the other programs].”

BA COM2

School govern-
ance

“It is really nice when you do it and then it just gets 
cold. I mean also we students, we are never gonna 
drop [the bank], it is just such a quick and stupid 
decision in some way. I guess why [The School] 
would want to do it. They are a global frontrunner 
in some sense in CSR and responsible manage-
ment education but then c’mon lets learn from it. 
And not just work with the media in sort of a PR 
approach, let’s do it in a proper way and do it for 
the students instead of doing it for us as an organi-
zation, I mean as students we don’t care about PR, 
for real, maybe some students do, I guess I don’t 
even know why we do, but I think, it just seems 
political instead of… it feels stupid.”

BA INT
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