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Cognizant of the profound social challenges faced by the Philippines, De La Salle University has 

revised its MBA program in 2012 in line with its commitments to the United Nations Principles 

for Responsible Management Education movement and the vision and mission of the its 

Management and Organization Department.  A core component of the revision is the training of 

students in action research and the requirement for graduation of implementing an action research 

project.  Action research enables MBA graduates to become agents of socially responsible change 

in their business contexts through the application of personal reflection, collaborative and scholarly 

skills.  The implementation of the new requirement is proceeding slowly with initial positive 

results.  Challenges in implementation include the need to further hone student skills in reflective 

writing and the need to further orient faculty in the critical realist epistemology of action research. 
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The national context of the Philippines: The social challenge 

The Philippines has a population of more than 100 million and is one of the fastest growing 

economies in the region.  Much of the growth is driven by business activity, especially in the strong 

service and consumer sectors and also from the burgeoning financial markets.  Paradoxically, the 

country also has one of the most persistent poverty challenges, estimated at around 25% of the 

population.  Even this national figure is misleading since in a few parts of the country the poverty 

is above 50% (Ordinario, 2013).  Part of the problem is that more than 60% of Filipino workers 

are in various vulnerable working conditions (International Labour Organization, 2012). 

If business growth is moving at a healthy pace, it is an urgent concern that national growth 

is not translating to broader prosperity for more Filipinos.  Cielito Habito (2012), former director 

of the National Economic Development Authority (NEDA), lamented that “we have an 

‘oligarchic’ economy where the bulk of the nation’s wealth and income is in the hands of a few.” 

He estimated that 75% of wealth gains are equivalent to the wealth increases of the richest forty 

families of the country. 

Villanueva has explained the structural problem of inequality in the Philippines as a case 

of “social extraction” (Villanueva, 1997).  Because of considerable resource surpluses, the elite 

group is able to maintain and improve its economic situation through time, relative to the non-elite 

group – especially labor.  Villanueva explains the basic mechanism of social extraction as follows: 

Political competition and expenditures on physical and human capital are alternative uses 

of group surpluses.  Although socially unproductive, political competition raises group 
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income to the extent that it protects, supports, maintains or enhances economic advantages, 

specifically the portion that is extracted from labor’s marginal product.  The latter is 

achieved by effectively resisting policies leading to meaningful land reform and the 

strengthening of labor market institutions (particularly the wage-bargaining process on 

behalf of workers).  Because it owns the major portion of the capital stock, the elite 

accounts for most expenditures on political competition to augment capital income through 

the extraction of a portion of labor’s marginal product. (Villanueva, 1997, p. 4) 

Social extraction is, therefore, a process of transferring a portion of what should have been 

the share of workers and employees -- fair wages due to their contribution to productivity -- to the 

already wealthy who can, in turn, use such extracted wealth to earn even more wealth through 

capital appreciation through business ownership and control or through investments in the capital 

markets.   Of course, in the case of business ownership in control, the elite are able to accomplish 

this only with the competent assistance of technically trained business managers – often from the 

top business schools of the country. 

In some cases, notably in Western developed countries, the elite’s easy access to the 

financial sector for wealth enhancement has shielded them from some of the most egregious 

financial collapses which have devastated ordinary employees.  Several business bankruptcies at 

the turn of the century, for example, showed how less than transparent financial manipulations 

involving the elite led to stock price appreciations which eventually collapsed – causing job losses 

to thousands while keeping the wealthy relatively unscathed.  Importantly, these corporate 

collapses frequently involved MBA graduates from notable business schools. 

This paper describes the approach of De La Salle University in forming MBA graduates 

who can be positive agents of change through business leadership in addressing the myriad social 

challenges faced by the country. 

 

The role of MBA programs in responsible management education 

Management educators interested in making a positive contribution to a more socially 

responsive business climate need to examine the emphases of business school curricula.  

Reforming inadequacies in business curricula is a fundamental step in this regard.   

Revans was an advocate of the practical learning approach to management education and 

an early critic of what are now common technical and analytic features of MBA programs.  He 

was the first professor of industrial management at the University of Manchester in 1955, a post 

he held until 1965. At that time, Revans anticipated that his methods would be adopted by the 

university’s new business school. But as British management education sought academic 

recognition, Revans’ action learning approach – which is not reliant on expert knowledge – did 

not fit the emerging paradigm which was then being imported from the US.  This experience may 

have shaped Revans’ low opinion of the emerging business school model, prompting him to coin 

the phrase “Moral Bankruptcy Assured” as the meaning of MBA (Bradbury, 2015).  

As mentioned above, a number of the most visible business scandals in recent decades have 

involved MBA graduates.  Enron Corporation, one of the most recognized and largest US 

companies at the turn of the century, was led by two MBAs from top schools:  Jeffrey Skilling 

from Harvard Business School as CEO and Andrew Fastow from Kellogg School of Management 

as CFO.  After the spectacular collapse of Enron, both executives went to jail for their role in the 

company’s financial practices.  Fastow admitted that: “When you misrepresent the nature of your 

company, when you artificially inflate earnings, when you improperly hide losses, when you do 

things like that to cause your stock price to go up, that is stealing” (McLean & Elkind, 2006).   
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Tragically, Clifford Baxter, vice-chairman of the Enron board and MBA graduate of Columbia 

Business School, committed suicide soon after the company’s collapse. 

In his critique of leading US MBA programs, Navarro (2008, p. 108) summarized six 

features of the ideal MBA curriculum as follows: 

1. Multidisciplinary Integration: Build the curriculum on a foundation of multidisciplinary 

and integrative problem solving rather than the isolated delivery of “functional silo” 

disciplines. 

2. Experiential Learning: Supplant, or at least supplement, the traditional “chalk-and-talk” 

lecture format with more experiential exercises aimed at real-world problem solving and 

student-centered learning. 

3. Soft-Skill Development: Appropriately emphasize such skills in a world where 

communications, leadership, negotiation, entrepreneurship, team building, and 

interpersonal skills arguably are as important as sound data analysis and the rigorous 

application of analytical management tools. 

4., 5. A Global Perspective and Information Technology Focus: These are critical features 

in a world of rapid technological change where the welfare of individual nations and the 

profitability of the modern corporation are increasingly dependent on world trade. 

6. Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility: In a post-Enron world, business ethics and 

corporate responsibility must occupy at least some portion of center stage. 

After evaluating the leading US MBA programs, Navarro concluded that “today’s MBA 

curriculum remains far from the ideal identified in the prescriptive literature (p. 116)”.  In 

particular, he noted that very few of the schools included an experiential component in their 

pedagogy.  Rice University, one of the few exceptions, requires an Action Learning Project where 

students create a project, gather data, conduct interviews, and perform analyses in order to present 

the results to the senior management of the company in question. 

Amidst the growing frequency of business scandals and their accompanying public harms 

The United Nations Principles for Responsible Management Education (PRME) program was 

initiated in recognition of the significant role that business schools play in promoting responsible 

management behavior through various educational programs.  More than 500 business schools 

around the world have joined PRME.   

De La Salle University joined the movement in 2009.  The university established the 

Management and Organization Department during its 2011 Centennial to be the “heart and soul” 

of the College of Business and thereby emphasize socially responsible management education.  

The department’s vision is “to be a leading academic department that bridges faith and 

management practice through values-based management education and research geared towards 

promoting integral human development and sustainable value-adding organizations.”   

In reviewing its MBA program, faculty of the department were inspired by the Lasallian 

Guiding Principles (De La Salle Philippines, 2004) which emphasize the important role of 

educating all students to be more responsive to the needs of society: 

In keeping with the redemptive thrust of De La Salle’s educational effort, Lasallian works 

whatever their nature, ultimately aim to make a difference in the lives of those who are 

powerless, oppressed, marginalized and deprived of dignity.  

While works in direct service to the poor are to be preferred, educational works that cater 

to other social classes contribute to this effort by instilling in learners a concern for justice 

and peace, and a commitment to active solidarity with the poor. (p.16) 

Thus, the department’s mission is “to develop competent, humanistic, nationalistic, and 
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socially responsible business leaders, professionals and entrepreneurs that serve as change agents 

in society.” 

 

Insider action research in the MBA program of De La Salle University 

In 2012, the department revised the MBA curriculum to incorporate two foundation 

courses: Lasallian Business Leadership and Management Action Research.  These revisions are 

consistent with Navarro’s recommendations on strengthening the ethics, experiential learning and 

soft-skill components of the MBA program. The first course focuses on ethical business practices 

guided by Catholic Social Thought and Lasallian principles and includes a service learning 

pedagogy.  The second one focuses on being a practitioner-scholar in promoting social change in 

business organizations. The terminal outcome is an integrative action research paper describing 

the student’s change agent practice while applying technical learnings from literature research and 

course work in the core courses (Figure 1).   
 

Figure 1 

The curriculum of the MBA Program of De La Salle University 

 

In 2013, Prof. David Coghlan, pioneer scholar of insider action research from Trinity 

College Dublin, was invited by the department as visiting scholar.  Prof. Coghlan conducted 

seminars for faculty and students on the finer aspects of action research practice and scholarship.  

The department has adopted the book “Doing action research inside your own organization” by 

Coghlan and Brannick (2014) as the standard reference for MBA students. 

Action research is an emergent inquiry process in which applied behavioral science 
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knowledge is integrated with existing organizational knowledge and applied to solve real 

organizational problems.   Action research aims to bring about change in organizations while 

developing self-help competencies in organizational members and adding to scientific knowledge.   

Finally, action research is a continuously evolving process undertaken in a spirit of collaboration 

and co-inquiry by stakeholders (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010).  

Action research is an appropriate competency to pursue in the department’s MBA 

curriculum given the goals of the department to form Lasallian business leaders who can be 

reflective change agents.  Moreover, action research supports the humanistic orientation of the 

department since it “contributes directly to the flourishing of human persons, their communities 

and the ecosystems of which they are a part” (Reason and Torbert, 2001, p. 6). 

The MBA program aims to train students, through an integrative implementation of a 

change project, three broad strategies in action research.  These are referred to as first-person, 

second-person and third-person (Reason and Torbert, 2001).  First-person action research involves 

practicing “critical subjectivity” whereby the student learns to “foster an inquiring approach to his 

or her own life, to act awarely and choicefully, and to assess effects in the outside world while 

acting” (p. 17).  In simple terms, this trains students to be reflective in their management practice. 

Second-person action research enables the student to “engage with others in a face-to-face 

group to enhance [their] respective first-person inquiries” (p. 20). Students learn to engage other 

stakeholders in the organizational situation they wish to change so that these individuals can be 

co-researchers and learn and reflect about the action being planned and implemented.  This 

approach develops the communication and collaborative skills of the students. 

Third-person action research aims to create a wider community of inquiry involving 

persons who do not know each other face-to-face and yet can be part of a process of influencing 

and transforming organizational strategy and even government policy (p. 23).  Students can learn 

to be part of research conferences where they can share their action research experiences and 

engage in dialogues which can encourage others to learn and pursue their own change initiatives.  

This aspect of action research is closest to the scholarly activities that academics typically do.  The 

main difference is that students are not merely consumers of knowledge from the academic 

production but also contributors through their own recorded experiences. 

Students are trained to do the three strategies above in their project using an iterative 

process called the action research cycle (Figure 2).   

 

Figure 2  

The action research cycle (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014, p. 8) 

 

Students are guided in their action research to reflect on key questions for themselves and 
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in collaboration with others in the workplace.  Typical questions would be as follows: 

 Context and purpose: What is your initial understanding of the situation’s background? 

Who are involved? What are their goals? How did the situation come to be? What are your 

roles, goals, needs and concerns coming into the situation? 

 Constructing: What do you and the people involved agree is the issue and causes? 

 Planning action: What do you plan to do with the people involved in order to address the 

issue and achieve your goals? 

 Taking action: What did you actually do with the people involved in order to address the 

issue and achieve your goals? 

 Evaluating action: What results did you and the others achieve relative to your goals? For 

yourself? For the others? For the organization? 

The MBA program is premised on the belief that adherence to the action research cycle 

enables students to achieve incremental progress in their workplace change project while gaining 

important skills for future problem-solving efforts and enhancing collaborative relationships with 

stakeholders.  Moreover, the MBA program also seeks an important meta-learning or reflective 

outcome – a transformative learning experience for the student upon completion of the action 

research project.  This is akin to Fastow’s reflective admission cited above. 

Given the entrenched social problems in the country and the role the university expects its 

business graduates to play, a transformative learning pedagogy is essential.  This aims for a 

profound change in the perspective of the learner – a change in belief systems.  In order to 

accomplish this, Mezirow (1990) identified three important domains of reflection, namely, content, 

process and premise.   

Content reflection focuses on the content of the situation the student attempted to change.  

Process reflection looks into the procedure and strategy the student used in deciding on and 

implementing the change.  Premise reflection looks into the assumptions, beliefs and perspective 

the student had when the change was attempted.  These reflections can lead the student to change 

perspective to learn deeply about himself or herself as a worker and as a change agent. 

The first wave of graduates had defended their projects, showing the valuable learning 

experiences that MBA students can acquire through the implementation of insider action research.   

An example of an action research project pursued by an MBA student was implemented in 

a large universal bank entitled: "Management Communication and Employee Participation in the 

Outsourcing Process of Universal Bank Corporation Cash Operations in Metro Manila.” The 

student observed difficulties in the bank management’s efforts to implement the needed 

outsourcing initiative in the bank.  He surmised that the employees’ resistance stemmed from a 

lack of engagement in the process and he initiated such a process.  As a result, he enabled positive 

and more trusting communication between management and the affected employees which 

facilitated the implementation of the business change of outsourcing, under conditions that were 

more psychologically acceptable for the employees. 

 

Prospects and challenges in action research formation 
The department views the implementation of the MBA curricular reform involving action 

research as, itself, an action research (Norton, 2009).  Reflection on the implementation of the 

revised curriculum highlights some promising areas as well as challenges. 

The transition from the traditional pedagogy to insider action research has been slow but 

this has been facilitated by structural and organizational support.  The availability of the textbook 

and the visit of Coghlan was an important factor in the implementation.  Faculty from the 
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Management and Organization department have opened themselves to the intricate and arduous 

process that action research requires – a large departure from the industry competitiveness studies 

and positivist research previously done by research students. Many students, for their part, find 

insider action research training and the final project as practical and meaningful, even as they 

struggle with the application of the reflection, collaboration and writing skills required. 

There are a number of challenges.  Positivist epistemology is dominant among faculty and 

students despite the clear delineation in Coghlan and Brannick (2014) of the critical realist 

pedagogy entailed by action research (Bhaskar, 2009; Winter & Munn-Giddings, 2001).  This is 

typically revealed in how faculty impose their own beliefs on what problem or “root causes” 

students should pursue in their action research, instead of respecting the student’s construction 

process as the direct participants in the change effort – something the faculty are not a part of. 

For the students, the challenges involve the difficulty of carrying out and documenting the 

needed reflections, interacting candidly with collaborators and extrapolating actionable knowledge 

for contribution to the literature. 

Finally, the early round of action research projects shows a tendency to choose safe and 

narrow operational improvement projects for change instead of advocating for truly humanizing 

and emancipatory projects which is what action research and the department truly aspire for.  It is 

hoped that in future implementation cycles of the MBA program action research requirement, 

students will gain confidence to pursue changes that positively impact on the quality of lives of 

people in the workplace and beyond.   

 It is important that these lessons from the early implementations be used as a basis for 

improving the teaching of insider action research in the MBA program.   In this regard, the faculty 

involved have initiated a reflection into such lessons which indicate that, while the implementation 

challenges remain formidable, the implementing faculty can move the innovation constructively 

forward by working together as befits the insider action research project that it is (Norton, 2009).  

Major improvements will need to include continuing and rigorous development of faculty 

members and panelists in sound insider action research practice and improved structuring of 

student work to ensure continuous application of action research skills in the workplace leading to 

the final MBA requirement. 

 

Conclusion 

De La Salle University has attempted to reform its MBA curriculum to produce more 

socially responsive business graduates.  This move was anchored on the institution’s core beliefs 

as well as a deep awareness of the signs of the times.  The joint requirement of ethics and action 

research, in combination with the technical courses in the MBA program, is seen as the core 

formation mechanism that will produce more reflective and humanistic business leaders. 
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