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The global workplace requires specific knowledge, skills, and
abilities on the part of workers. There is a growing body of
research indicating a gap between the global industry demand
for skills and the higher education system’s ability to supply that
demand. Leveraging the work from Yu, Guan, Yang, and Chiao
(2005) and Prestwich and Ho-Kim (2007), this study investigated
this gap. The sample included global leaders of Fortune 500 com-
panies. Exploratory in nature, the primary purpose of this study
was to understand the needs of global business organizations that
form the hiring market for international business graduates. The
findings highlight the gap between the topics being taught by
educators and the skills actually needed by the target interna-
tional businesses. This information is relevant to the challenges
facing global businesses as well as higher education institutions
and provides insights into improvements for the good of both
industries and especially the students aiming for careers in global
organizations.
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INTRODUCTION

Globalization has been described as the sense that the world is becoming
smaller and our perspective broader (Friedman, 2007). Essentially, global-
ization refers to the trend toward organizations crossing economic and
geographic boundaries and expanding from a local or regional perspective
to a global one (Bhagwati, 2004). The amount of focus currently being
placed on globalization is due to events and innovations in recent years that
have served to accelerate the progress and awareness of globalization. For
instance, technology has increased our ability to interact as a global society
in many aspects of our lives and has specifically facilitated the accomplishment
of business across geographic boundaries (Faulkner, 2002; Gilpin, 2000;
Micklethwait & Wooldridge, 2000). Additionally, economic markets and
national governments have fueled the interconnectivity of the world thus
creating the means for greater levels of globalization (Martinelli, Rahschulte,
& Waddell, 2010). Globalization has not emerged from an immediate occur-
rence, but rather from activities spanning centuries. Today, opportunities
abound with the globalization trend, but so too do challenges.

The global trading opportunities available for all organizations in the
increasingly accessible global workplace are immediately challenged by the
demand for new knowledge, skills, and abilities among individuals in the
workforce. This organizational opportunity and challenge is consequently an
opportunity and challenge for educators to support the needs of global compa-
nies (Prestwich & Ho-Kim, 2007). While shifts in our economic and political
environment continue to cause instability in the global workplace, it is
expected that individuals will increasingly look toward international business
(IB) education as a way to differentiate themselves in the global job market,
thus addressing the needs of employers worldwide. This trend is expanding
from the developed world to developing nations such as India, Russia, and
China, as students strive for an IB education that is accessible through study
abroad programs and in underdeveloped markets where the Internet is making
online education available to nearly everyone around the globe (Lefrere, 2007).

Traditional approaches used to develop an IB-focused curriculum have
typically and simply been to provide add-on courses and experiential activities
to existing MBA programs (Manuel, Shooshtari, Fleming, & Wallwork,
2001). With the convergence of increasing demand for IB education, the
accessibility of online programs exacerbating competitive pressures, and the
sense of urgency on the part of potential students and companies, there are
significant opportunities for universities who can embrace new approaches
to meeting these needs. The traditional focus on content and delivery may
not suffice for these universities and the markets they support. The ability to
examine a changing global landscape and prepare students for future
careers that are still not completely understood is going to require new
approaches to program development and design (Vincent-Lancrin, 2004).
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There is evidence that quality IB education can be linked to positive
results as measured by organizational performance (Beamish, 1988; Reynolds &
Rice, 1988; Zimmerman & Fey, 2001), thus suggesting that universities work
with global industry leaders to develop effective curriculum that, when exe-
cuted properly, develops the knowledge, skills, and abilities of students
entering the global workplace. These findings and suggestions have led to
the investigation of IB education (Yu, Guan, Yang, & Chiao, 2005). How-
ever, while many research studies have been conducted into the specific
knowledge, skills, and abilities needed in international business, there is lit-
tle evidence supporting an adequate response to this gap by IB programs
(Prestwich & Ho-Kim, 2007). Further, there is a growing body of research
indicating the gap between the global industry demand for skills and the
higher education system’s ability to supply that demand has grown even
broader in recent years (Yu et al., 2005). This study furthers the investiga-
tion into this gap by examining the degree to which graduate programs are
satisfying the needs of organizations doing international business. The study
is exploratory in nature and was designed to open a dialogue with leading
international business practitioners in a number of topic areas. The factors
forming the framework for the study include:

• the most important knowledge, skills, and abilities for graduates entering
the global market;

• the perception of global leaders regarding the ability of universities to
meet the demands of their organizations; and

• the approach that universities are deploying to partner with leading global
organizations to design more effective programs and curriculum to
address the needs of global business organizations.

Inquiry relative to these factors and this study at large provides pertinent
information furthering the existing body of knowledge related to the gap
between the skill needs within global business organizations and the higher
education industry’s readiness to bridge that gap. Moreover, this inquiry is
relevant to the challenges facing global businesses as well as higher educa-
tion institutions, and could ultimately provide insights into improvements
for the good of both industries as well as the students aiming for careers in
global organizations. Before detailing the findings, it is prudent to outline
related literature and the research method. Both are offered immediately
hereto with the literature review outlining research pertaining to the current
state of graduate and IB-focused education. The review begins with general
trends affecting business education and then focuses on research that has
indicated gaps specifically in the international business setting. Research
into the perspectives of business leaders, educators, and business students
is introduced, as well as responses to curriculum development and program
design that have been initiated in response to this need.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Concern has grown in recent years related to the ability of universities to
meet the needs of students and companies in a changing global work envi-
ronment. In 2002, the American Council on Education embarked on an ini-
tiative to address the needs for global competence. The Council’s report
indicated, “Our future success or failure in international endeavors will rely
almost entirely on the global competence of our people” (American Council
on Education, 2002, p. 2). The study concluded that universities in the
United States were not ready to meet that challenge.

As of 2004, the MBA degree was the second most frequent degree con-
ferred in the United States, with an increase from 3,000 degrees awarded in
1955 to 100,000 degrees conferred in the year 2000 (Jain, 2008). As businesses
have become more global in recent decades, most MBA programs have
modified curriculum to include a global focus. The Institute of International
Education reported in 2007 that enrollments in U.S.-based program rose
dramatically. The demographics of students also shifted, with students from
India being the largest pool of international students studying in the United
States. This trend continued in 2008 with 57% of U.S.-based universities noting
increases in overall international student enrollments (Institute of Interna-
tional Education, 2007, 2008). Additionally, as a response to the recent global
financial crisis, U.S. federal stimulus funds intended to support increases in
the education level of all Americans have begun to flow into the U.S. education
system with the potential for $100 million in investments between 2009 and
2016. The U.S. Department of Education predicts that adult learners pursuing
degree completion and graduate education will be the fastest growing segment
in the higher education market in this timeframe (Eduventures, 2009).

The increasing number of students choosing the MBA degree to support
their needs for graduate business education has caused examination into
the content and value of these degrees and the conclusion by many that the
value of the degree may be in question (Andrews & Tyson, 2006; Bennis &
O’Toole, 2005; Mintzberg, 2004; Pfeffer & Fong, 2002). As growing numbers
of global students choose to study in the United States, it is expected that
the need for focus on the value of these studies to develop the skills for a
future global workplace will become even more acute.

Many researchers have studied the skills and competencies needed to
effectively lead teams in the global environment (Malone, 2004; Mohammed
& Angell, 2004; Thomas & Bostrom, 2007). Of note, Ancona and Bresman
(2007) furthered Gladstein’s (1984) study of over 100 sales teams in the
telecommunications industry in an effort to understand the skills needed for
global team performance. Their findings suggested the need for new com-
petencies to lead global teams. Their findings included the need for (a) an
appreciation of differences in cultural perspective, (b) leveraging diversity
and conflict to optimize team performance, (c) enhanced decision-making
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skills for complex environments, and (d) facilitation skills for leading teams
in distributed locations.

Arthur and Rousseau (1996) introduced the concept of a career without
boundaries as companies experience increasing demands for employees who
can work independently in the global environment. These global careerists
include individuals who accept expatriate assignments for specific organiza-
tions, those who work in the globally distributed environment and travel fre-
quently to locations abroad, and a new emerging breed of global careerists who
work as independent consultants in foreign countries (Suutari & Smale, 2008).
This growing diversity and independence in the role of the global careerist is
expected to require a redefinition of the psychological contract between
employer and employee and enhanced knowledge, skills, and abilities.

Contributing to the research related to new competencies for global
careerists, Hardin, Fuller, and Davison (2007) conducted a study of workers
performing in global teams and found that most report less confidence in
their ability to perform their work effectively in a diverse and distributed glo-
bal environment. Hardin’s research indicated that new approaches to team-
work and communication processes may be needed. Further, Kickul, Lester,
and Belgio (2004) suggested that new approaches to cross-cultural coopera-
tion are also needed in the evolving global workplace. These findings place
new demands on universities to think differently about preparing students
for international careers specifically and the global market in general.

In the past decade, efforts have been made by higher education organi-
zations, and their accrediting bodies to some extent, to differentiate business
degrees that focus on IB education through elements in their curriculum,
including topics covered and approaches to instruction (Manuel et al.,
2001). Surveys of content in leading IB programs indicate that topics relevant
to IB are generally added on to existing management curriculum (Delaunay &
Blodgett, 2005; Manuel et al., 2001; Prestwich & Ho-Kim, 2007; Tuleja, 2008).
These content modifications are often additionally supported or supple-
mented by study-abroad or foreign immersion experiences and innovative
teaching methods to enhance the experience of the student (Delaunay &
Blodgett, 2005; Genc, 2008; Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005; Tuleja, 2008). Con-
cerns remain, however, as to the effectiveness of these approaches and
these degrees as graduates enter the global workplace.

As the student is generally considered the end customer of education
programs, research has also been conducted into their needs and perceptions
of program effectiveness. Sulaiman and Mohezar (2008) gathered data from
53 graduates of an IB program. The findings from their study indicated an
overall high sense of satisfaction on the part of students with their grasp of
the skills taught in the program. However, there is still concern regarding
the gaps between what students learn and what is needed to be successful in
international business careers. “Interestingly, it was also found that graduating
students do not acknowledge much exposure to cross-cultural sensitivity
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and awareness” (p. 7), which is one of the key success criteria in hiring IB
graduates as noted by Angeline (2001).

Using a survey to gather data on student perception of cross-cultural
knowledge before and after their China immersion trip, Tuleja (2008) also
identified the need for better cultural understanding on the part of students in
graduate and IB-focused study-abroad programs. The findings indicated that
deeper and more sustained immersion in culture was perceived by students as
necessary to broaden their perspectives. This led Tuleja to question whether
cross-cultural competency can be taught, or must be learned over time through
diverse and repeated experiences. Chick (1990) specifically noted that intercul-
tural communications cannot be taught effectively as a body of knowledge, but
rather must be learned through immersion and experiential reflection.

Genc (2008) described an integrative approach to teaching international
business skills, based on the international business program at the University
of Idaho. Genc’s findings indicated that students’ own efforts were the
greatest contributors to their learning, but that integration of core concepts
throughout the program enhanced meaning for the students. Further,
Genc’s findings suggested that a blend of instructional methods, including
individual and team-based activities as well as blending IB education with
practical field-based experiences, was found to enhance student learning
and overall satisfaction with their program.

Cox, Minter, and Thompson (1995) emphasized the benefit of students
having a corporate-university partnership. They describe the need for a
board of directors approach that brings CEOs together with faculty advisors
and students. This approach provides a simulated corporate board experience
for students and also an opportunity for partnership between corporate
representatives and universities.

These studies are consistent with a message echoed by Dolby and Rahman
(2008) who noted that “Over the past 10 years, the pressure to ‘be interna-
tional’ and to ‘internationalize’ has dramatically intensified in all aspects of
education” (p. 676) and therefore a review is needed to ensure that the correct
competencies and instructional methods are being addressed in IB education
today. The majority of research into the higher education response to a global
skill gap has focused on the content of leading programs, the accreditation
requirements of controlling bodies, and the perception of students enrolling
and learning in the programs. Less evident is any significant body of
research into the needs of leading companies as the global environment
continues to change at an accelerating pace. Data from studies on specific
schools and markets provide support for this growing need for research
(Cox et al., 1995; Delaunay & Blodgett, 2005; Prestwich & Ho-Kim, 2009;
Sulaiman & Mohezar, 2008). In some cases, these studies have further illustrated
the gap between student perceptions of the skills they need to be successful
and company and industry assessment of the skills needed in the immediate
future (Angeline, 2001).
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Attempting to address the skill gap from a company specific perspec-
tive, Yu and collegues (2005) conducted an exploratory study of interna-
tional business needs in Taiwan that resulted in findings in three areas:
(a) the skills firms look for when filling positions, (b) the degree to which
higher education institutions are able to satisfy the needs of the business
community, and (c) the top seven most important skills for international
managers, as perceived by the participants in the study. The skills deter-
mined as most important to Taiwan international business leaders were
then mapped on a Management Opportunity Grid, illustrating the impor-
tance of each skill along the Y-axis and the degree of satisfaction with
students that Taiwan business leaders had hired along the X-axis. The
researchers noted limitations to this study, namely that the findings would
not be appropriate to generalize beyond the scope of their study in Tai-
wanese business. Further, the skills noted in the Management Opportu-
nity Grid were relevant when the study was conducted in 2005, but may
have changed since that time as the global business environment has
changed.

With these limitations in mind, Prestwich and Ho-Kim (2009) furthered
the work of Yu et al. (2005) by conducting a study of international businesses
based in Minnesota. They surveyed their sample with questions related to
the need for international business skills derived from the topic and section
headings of textbooks typically used in international business curriculum.
Their findings indicated a significant gap between the topics being taught
and the skills actually needed by international businesses. Only 5 out of 31
topics being taught were indicated as essential for success in international
business roles by members in the sample.

The aim of this study was to validate the skill gap suggested by
Prestwich and Ho-Kim (2007) using a different sample, thereby addressing
one of their study’s limitations. This study also explored the experience
global companies have had with international business graduates and
explored best practices that they have experienced with education
partnerships to develop global workers with the essential skills for their
organizational challenges. Further, this study aimed to continue the
inquiry documented in the literature review related to the needs of global
companies and students, as well as emerging practices in IB education
intended to serve those needs in an increasingly dynamic global business
environment.

METHOD

Exploratory in nature, the primary purpose of this study was to understand
the needs of global companies that form the hiring market for international
business graduates. To do so, this study leveraged the work of Prestwich
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and Ho-Kim (2007) by deploying the same survey questions to further
explore the specific international skills gap from a global company perspective.

Sampling

The sample was purposefully determined. Patton (2002) defined purposeful
sampling as the process used to “select information-rich cases strategically and
purposefully” (p. 243). Specifically, within the category of purposeful sampling,
a criterion-based strategy was used to identify the initial interviewees. The
reason for this strategy was to ensure expert participation from those with infor-
mation-rich experiences appropriate to yield data that can be compiled into a
practical implementation strategy for use by those in academia and industry.

The criterion for the sample used in this study was global organizations
recognized as leaders in their sectors and with international offices that hire
employees for international assignments as well as global management
roles. Specifically, focusing on globally mature market sectors led to the
review of the top global companies with business operations in at least 50
countries, more than 10,000 employees, and with revenues that place the
company within Fortune 500’s Top Industries (Fortune 500, 2009). Companies
that fulfill these criteria are expected to be most dependent on a high level
of skill in international business due to their scope, size, and global reach.

While the names will remain confidential, the companies included in
this study were all global leaders in their industries with headquarters in the
United States. All of the organizations in this study have offices and operations
in Asia, Europe, and the Americas and frequently deploy employees to
serve in these locations. Importantly, they also hire employees to work in
their central headquarters in the United States as leaders of global business
units. Each organization is listed by Fortune magazine as one of America’s
largest companies, and is ranked as the top revenue-generating company
within its specific industry as defined by Fortune (Fortune 500, 2009).

The sample consisted of nine global business leaders from three separate
companies, with a diverse set of organizational functions including product
engineering, manufacturing, international trade, information technology,
and human resources. With the organizations and functions identified, the
means to determine the practitioners to interview was needed. A criterion
sampling (Patton, 2002) approach was used to select the individuals to survey
for this study. Each of the participants had worked in a global business
environment for at least 10 years and influenced at least 100 hires during his
or her tenure in the organization. These practitioners are commonly known
as expert informants and participants-in-action. Flick (2002) noted that good
informants have knowledge and practical experience of the phenomenon in
question, are articulate, and have time to participate and contribute to the
study. Hassard (1991) noted, “The social world is best understood from the
view point of the participant-in-action” (p. 277). As such, these practitioners
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are experts in their organizations relative to IB and sufficient to serve as the
research sample. Tables 1 and 2 illustrate the years of experience and hiring
influence represented by the participants in this study.

While the sample size of 9 participants from three companies is small,
it did allow for a broad range of perspectives on international business skills
needed within the organizations that represent three diverse industries
doing business in over 50 countries. The organizations were intentionally
selected for their diverse industry perspectives and broad reach. This
approach allowed for a broad perspective on the needs of international
business organizations that span multiple industries, a broad range of countries
and cultures, and with the added perspective of how these needs have
evolved during the tenure of the participants, and thus appropriate for this
study. According to Josselson and Lieblich (as cited in Josselson, Lieblich, &
McAdams, 2003), the sufficiency of any sample “is inversely proportional to
the intensiveness of the study” (p. 268). This means that if the inquiry is
deep in context and meaningfully long and intensive, while being observed
highly in detail and multi-layered ways that yield superlative data, relatively
few interviews are needed. Of paramount importance is to have enough
data to represent the richness and diversity of the phenomenon, but not so
much as to be overwhelmed (Kvale, 1996). Generally, Josselson and Lieblich
advise at least 5 and no more than 30 interviews are required in qualitative
studies. Therefore, again, the sample is recognized as small, but sufficient.

Data Gathering

Data were gathered through a series of semi-structured interviews. A set of
questions was prepared based on the questionnaire used by Prestwich and

TABLE 1 Years of Global Management Experience

Years of global management experience Respondents Distribution

10–15 2 22%
16–20 3 33%
More than 20 4 45%
Total 9 100%

TABLE 2 Number of Hires Influenced During Career

Number of hires influenced Respondents Distribution

100–200 2 22%
201–300 4 45%
301–400 1 11%
401–500 1 11%
More than 500 1 11%
Total 9 100%
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Ho-Kim (2007). The questionnaire included questions in three areas: (a) the
importance of various skills for global management careers, (b) opinions
and suggestions related to the match between skills needed and skills
acquired by students from international business programs, and (c) experience
with any specific university in the design or review of their international
business program. The final question related to experience with specific
universities was intended to provide insight into any university partnerships
that might exist or be emerging related to these questions.

Data Analysis

The interviews were transcribed by the primary researcher and then ana-
lyzed using a content analysis method so that emerging themes and categories
of responses could be recognized, coded, and interpreted. An additional
researcher reviewed the interview transcripts and the results of the content
analysis to ensure inter-rater reliability.

FINDINGS

The findings of this study supported the notion that there is a need for
tighter integration between the needs of global businesses and the focus of
IB curriculum. Participants indicated a sense that the knowledge, skills, and
abilities on the survey, as previously determined requisite by Prestwich and
Ho-Kim’s (2007) research, seemed somewhat outdated and fairly academic
in perspective. This suggests the need for the knowledge, skills, and abilities
to be refreshed to match the dynamic nature of today’s global business envi-
ronment. For example, similar to Prestwich & Ho-Kim’s findings, general
skills were specified as essential by almost all global business leaders in this
study. Interviewees repeatedly indicated that there are basic skills that they
expect IB graduates to possess, including the ability to (a) use common
computer tools and systems, (b) communicate effectively, and (c) work
effectively in teams. These skills were noted to be important of all graduates—
those from an IB-focused degree or otherwise. The fact that these skills
formed the focus area defined as general skills in the study was of greater
concern to the participants, who felt that higher level skills should be
expected of IB graduates; and that basic computer, communication, and
team skills were an expectation of any hire in contemporary business. Also
similar to the Prestwich and Ho-Kim findings, participants in this study were
less concerned with specific functional skills related to international
business and trade rather than the broader and more comprehensive com-
petencies identified as “Other Business” by the survey instrument, including
(a) cultural awareness, (b) leadership competency, and (c) a focus on business
ethics.
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Most Essential Knowledge Areas

Table 3 lists the top knowledge areas identified by the participants in this
study, with their corresponding categories from the original study con-
ducted by Prestwich and Ho-Kim (2007). The knowledge areas rated most
essential for hire by the participants in this study were all from the categories
labeled “Other Related Business” and “Other General Skills.” All participants
rated the following four knowledge areas as essential from these two cate-
gories: (a) business ethics, (b) cultural differences, (c) teamwork, and (d)
presentation skills. The legal/intellectual property knowledge area, also
from the “Other Related Business” category, was noted as essential by 8 out
of the 9 participants. One other highly rated knowledge area from the
“Other General Skills” category was writing skills, which was also deemed
essential by 8 out of the 9 participants.

As for the knowledge areas in the “International Economics” and “Inter-
national Business Skills” categories, strategic planning is the only knowledge
area indicated as essential by more than 75% of participants; it was rated
essential by 7 of the 9 participants surveyed. The full list of knowledge,
skills, and abilities used in this study with the corresponding responses from
all participants on each topic area can be found in the Appendix at the end
of this article.

Due to the nature of the semi-structured interviews, there were oppor-
tunities for participants to add comments and highlight areas of concern in
alignment with their responses during the interview process. Although the
knowledge area “cultural differences” was included on the survey and
received an “essential” rating by all 9 participants, it was also the knowledge
area most often classified as the most essential through participant com-
ments. Additionally, when asked if there were any knowledge areas missing
from the survey, “cultural competence” was mentioned by 8 of the 9 partic-
ipants. Specifically, one participant indicated concern over the treatment of
culture in coursework, stating, “I don’t know if I would use the word differ-
ences” and indicated a desire for “cultural tolerance, awareness of diversity,
respect for cultural variation, cultural literacy, and intercultural communication”
as knowledge areas under- or un-represented by graduate and IB programs

TABLE 3 Most Highly Rated Knowledge Areas

Knowledge area Survey category Essential
Nice 

to have
Not 

needed Total

Business ethics Other related business 9 0 0 9
Cultural differences Other related business 9 0 0 9
Teamwork Other general skills 9 0 0 9
Legal areas (IP, distributor 

agreements)
Other related business 8 0 1 9

Writing skills Other general skills 8 1 0 9
Strategic planning International business skills 7 2 0 9
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in their experience. Another participant called cultural awareness “one of
the lost pieces in business teaching”—referring to culture from a national,
functional, corporate, and set of unique characteristics’ perspective. Another
participant stated, “Among the best and brightest executives, cultural differ-
ences are what’s killing them.” This thread of cultural awareness concern
was also evident in the discussion of other knowledge areas with participants
calling for culturally diverse approaches to (a) teamwork, (b) communication,
(c) collaboration, (d) how culture impacts business, (e) cultural aspects of
organizational dynamics and behavior, and (f) how legal systems are influ-
enced by culture. One participant indicated that “cultural differences are
huge” and lamented that “we get ourselves in so much trouble” due to lack
of cultural sensitivity.

The second knowledge area that stimulated frequent discussion was
business ethics. The topic of business ethics often resulted in deeper discussion
on the part of several participants, second only to cultural differences. One
participant indicated, “Business ethics trips us up” and stated that “Global
managers need to learn to exercise better judgment, especially when working
with different cultures and countries who have diverse ethical frameworks.”
Like the culture topic, business ethics was one that was not easily confined
to a single topic. Participants felt that universities should focus more on
value systems, helping students find their own moral compass and skills for
self-awareness, emotional intelligence, and reflection to help keep their
behavior in alignment with their belief system. Interview discussions
included the need for global managers to act with autonomy and develop
the ability to discern what is and is not right in a variety of business situations.

A related area of discussion involved dealing with politics in various
situations and settings and developing the “judgment needed to operate
ethically in alignment with an individual’s personal values as well as the val-
ues of his or her organization.” One participant noted that, “If you don’t
operate with ethics, you put yourself and your company at risk.” Another
referred to the perception that the “ethical line is moving” in recent years
and that “more and more people are beginning to react with their own
short-term interests ahead of the needs of their organizations or their own
long-term benefit.”

Missing Knowledge Areas

In addition to the areas of cultural awareness and business ethics that natu-
rally emerged as most essential in discussion, several knowledge areas were
identified as missing from the original survey. Specifically, skills such as the
(a) ability to network and build relationships, (b) ability to partner with foreign
businesses, (c) management of non-Americans and cross-cultural manage-
ment, (d) general global awareness, (e) organizational dynamics, (f) knowledge
management, (g) emotional intelligence, and (h) communication skills were
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mentioned. It should be noted that while both presentation skills and writing
skills were rated essential, discussion data indicated that both of these skills
fit within the broader topic of overall communication competence. Participants
considered writing and presentations skills as part of a total communication
skills knowledge area and commented on the need for more focus on com-
munication skills in the global workplace. The most frequently mentioned
missing skills were (a) the ability to build and sustain relationships; (b) the
ability to manage across cultures and geographies (i.e., distributed teams); and
(c) communication skills in the multi-cultural, distributed environment.

Comparison to Previous Study

The knowledge areas found to be most essential for hiring in the Prestwich
and Ho-Kim (2007) study were the general skills of (a) writing, (b) teamwork,
(c) computer software, (d) presentation skills, and (e) project leadership.
While two of these knowledge areas were identified as essential in this
study—teamwork and presentation skills—they were included only as com-
ponents of a broader category that participants referred to as communica-
tion or collaboration skills. The participants of the current study indicated
computer skills as a basic requirement that is expected as a minimum for
hire in any professional environment, but not one that would act as a hiring
differentiator. “I would be hard-pressed to hire someone without comfort
with basic general (computer) skills,” indicated one participant.

Similar to the participants in the Prestwich and Ho-Kim (2007) study,
the participants in this study indicated that the international economics and
business knowledge areas were important for forming a general knowledge
base for the global manager. However, most in this study indicated that
their organizations had training programs and support services to assist the
global manager with functional expertise in these areas, and that they were
not as essential as mastery in domains such as cultural sensitivity and business
ethics. Also similar to Prestwich and Ho-Kim (2007), language skills were
deemed important but not essential for hire by the participants of this study.
Several participants noted that skills in the appropriate languages for an
expatriate assignment or international role were often a differentiator for
hiring decisions, but that they would not prioritize language over the
knowledge areas they had deemed essential.

Perception of Value

In addition to rating the knowledge, skills, and abilities essential for hire,
participants were asked two questions intended to probe their perception of
the value of IB-specific degrees. For the most part, participants indicated a
general lower level of demand for an IB degree in favor of experience and
competence in the knowledge areas identified as most essential. “It’s not



Meeting the Needs of Global Industry 91

just about taking a leadership class . . . it is hard to replace experience,”
indicated one participant. Another participant recounted a story of one of
his employees who came to him for advice about earning an MBA. He told
his employee that he did not need an MBA for success in their organization,
but instead recommended an internal leadership development program to
help the individual gain leadership experience and perspective. Another
participant was insistent that “MBA programs do nothing to prepare you to
manage in the global environment” and that they were “outdated in general.”
This individual felt that what global managers really needed to excel was to
understand how companies operate, and that immersion and customization
of learning in the target environment was the only way to gain that under-
standing. These comments are interesting in that when asked about IB pro-
grams, the participants equated that to (MBA) graduate programs. As noted,
it was perceived by participants that traditional MBA programs have
attempted to address the need for global focus by adding on to existing cur-
riculum rather than redesigning programs to integrate company and market
needs to adequately address global market pressures.

Comments were also made related to the ability to learn about IB in
U.S.-based programs. Potential students were urged to “look closely at
issues such as student diversity and the amount of time that faculty have
spent outside the U.S.,” noted one participant. “China, China, China,” stated
another participant who has spent over 20 years working outside the United
States for her company. “You can’t learn about international business inside
the U.S.,” she claimed. Another participant expressed concern over the con-
sequences of the cultural gap, indicating that “there is no replacement for
immersion in the local environment and culture in order to be successful.”
Referring to foreign business partners, he indicated, “either they decide
we’re apes and pull the wool over our eyes—or they disengage (and display)
bad behavior.” This participant advocated immersion in the target culture
where the manager would be working, with mentoring from a more experi-
enced global manager.

Other participants were less passionate about the need for cultural
immersion, but were still concerned about the ability for graduates to apply
their IB skills in an authentic environment. “Universities in general do not
prepare students adequately for [global] application,” stated one participant,
and “they are getting the tactical management (skill) but not how to be a
leader.” These participants felt that potential global managers needed time
to be ready and to develop the competencies for success and agreed that
focused mentoring is critical.

Industry/Higher Education Partnerships

The final question asked of all participants in the study was whether they
had any experience in the design or review of an IB program. This question
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was intended to probe for experience with any specific university that the
participant’s organization might have partnered with to develop their global
managers. While several participants indicated interest and respect for specific
schools they were affiliated with, none of the schools were mentioned more
than once, and for the most part the references were based on personal,
and not professional, experience. While this is a small sample, it is still inter-
esting that 9 highly tenured global leaders from Fortune 500 companies
would not mention a school that was known for its international business
curriculum or industry partnership reputation.

In summary, the findings of this study suggest that there may be a need
for a refresh in the knowledge, skills, and abilities that form the curriculum
for IB programs. Further, with global business evolving rapidly there might
be an even greater need for new approaches to curriculum design, review,
and adjustment to maintain currency with global business needs. Both findings
are further discussed in the next section.

DISCUSSION

Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (2005) suggested approaching the design of
learning for adults from a process as well as content perspective. A content
approach involves (a) deciding what needs to be learned, (b) developing a
plan to teach the topic, and then (c) executing the plan with a measurement
approach to ensure that the learner understands what was taught. In con-
trast, a process approach involves (a) engaging stakeholders (students and
industry in this case) in a dialogue regarding topics worthy of exploring, (b)
creating a climate for learning, (c) formulating learning objectives, (d) facili-
tating student exploration of the topics, and then (e) evaluating student
achievement of outcomes while re-diagnosing the learning needs. Knowles
suggested that this latter, andragogical approach is not only needed, but of
the two perhaps a more appropriate model for adult learners; but more likely
to be a sustainable model in topic areas where content is rapidly evolving.

The top two business knowledge areas indicated as essential in this
study were cultural differences and business ethics. The cultural differences
learning need was expanded to include cultural tolerance, awareness of
diversity, respect for cultural variation, cultural literacy, and intercultural
communication. Further, participants suggested integration of cultural aware-
ness in topics such as teamwork, communication, collaboration, and general
management skills. Business ethics was also indicated as essential, and
linked to broader topics such as individual value systems, organizational
politics, and culture.

One reason for the difference in essential knowledge topics between
this study and the previous studies (Prestwich & Ho-Kim, 2007; Yu et al.,
2005) might be the time elapsed between studies and the changes in the
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global business landscape over the past few years. It is expected that these
changes will continue as the ability and demand for organizations to globalize
their operations and approaches continues to grow (National Intelligence
Council, 2008).

In terms of process design for learning, participants in this study highly
valued programs that include immersion in diverse cultures and mentoring
by more experienced global managers. Therefore, continuing to approach
the development and delivery of curriculum from a content/topic perspective,
which has typically been the approach with add-on courses, may not be the
best way for universities to adapt to the changing global business environment.
While cultural differences and business ethics lead the topics of concern on
the minds of global managers today, that might change tomorrow. The
participants of this study were immersed in the daily challenges of leading
global business initiatives and represented current and relevant experience
with the knowledge gaps in their organizations. If the content approach to
curriculum and instruction is continued, it is likely that new gaps in knowledge
will continue to emerge and perhaps go unnoticed by the designers of edu-
cation programs, thereby developing ineffective and unprepared global
managers. Therefore, a process approach with more frequent engagement
with industry, more integration of curriculum topics, and deeper immersion
in relevant and authentic global management learning experiences seems
more likely to facilitate deeper learning and strengthen university-industry
partnership to better supply graduates to meet the skill demands of companies.

University administrators as well as program and curriculum designers
can view the process approach similarly to product management. Product
companies spend significant and continual time and effort understanding
the needs of their markets and (potential) customers. This effort yields
details of expectations and requirements. Relative to business education
customers, the potential students and perhaps more importantly the hiring
companies of graduates espouse talent gaps, issues, and concerns with the
current product—the curriculum and its associated resources. This knowl-
edge can be used throughout the product cycle—that is the planning of the
product, design and development of the product, execution or delivery of
the product, and the utility of the product—in an effort to meet the increas-
ingly demanding and changing market. Indeed, keeping supply aligned
with market demand is the expectation and value of products—the educa-
tion industry is not too terribly different than any global products company
in this regard. While nationally accredited agencies require “sound and up-
to-date courses/programs” (Distance Education and Training Council, 2010)
that help students “deal effectively with critical issues in a changing global
business environment” (International Assembly for Collegiate Business
Accreditation, 2009) through a continuous curriculum management improve-
ment process (Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business Interna-
tional, 2010) it is interesting that of the 9-person sample from global leading
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companies, none of them are aware of any private industry-educational
partnership. Accrediting bodies, and more importantly educational institutions
themselves, would increase their service, customer awareness, and effec-
tiveness by further entrenching themselves in their communities through
(more effective) advisory boards and business-led curriculum development
committees. All accreditation bodies espouse the need for relevance and
practical utility in curriculum. The accomplishment of such an expectation
may never be reached—it is an ever-changing target rather than a destination.
The process of this work, however, can be consistently deployed to realize
optimal effectiveness. This process is akin to product management proto-
cols. The more effective the process is the more effective the product will
be. This effectiveness, by the way, is in turn realized by not only students
and hiring companies, but importantly the university’s faculty and adminis-
trators. As a product approach is used, faculty and administrators will recognize
the value from integrating topics, collaborating with one another, and offering
a more cohesive tightly bound solution rather than a loosely coupled series
of courses.

One of the most disruptive forces in an academic classroom is the faculty.
Adult students are interested in enrolling into a program curriculum that is
administered as a whole product, rather than siloed classes. Just as the
members from this sample noted the need to avoid viewing topics such as
culture and ethics singularly, students too want an integrated whole rather
than siloed topics and classes. The integration of concepts and curriculum is
what Genc (2008) noted as the means to enhancing meaning for students.
Integrating coursework as a whole demands a teamwork (among business
advisors, university administrators, and faculty). Additionally, integrating
coursework as a whole helps administrators with accreditation requirements
due to its ingrained nature of determining planned outcomes, tracking
performance via assessments, and making adjustments based on market
data and performance measures. As such, when coursework is integrated it
does not stand alone, but rather is linked to market needs. Further, this
approach accomplishes Knowles et al.’s (2005) belief that adult learning
should include both a content and process approach.

An integrated, outcomes-based approach can be used to ensure that
high demand knowledge and skills areas such as those indicated in this
study are embedded within program and course design processes (Kirstein,
Fountain, & Flores, 2009). In addition to designing the curriculum to address
global market needs, students can be developed through planned pedagogy
and andragogy to do the same. Measuring performance through assessments
and outcomes serves as the data-driven means for continuous improvement.
The key to this continuous improvement cycle is the consistent and managed
input and reflection on fresh information from the market for which the
program and courses have been designed. Maintaining strong partnerships
with industry advisory board members can ensure that the program continues
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to be practical and relevant as the needs of industry change. Figure 1 illustrates
a sample curriculum product process map. The map illustrates the market,
which provides the educational institution data for its programs and specific
courses. There is an overlapping partnership between advisory board members
and university resources including program administrators and faculty. The
evaluation, at the course and program level, provides reciprocating feedback
on market demands and program and course effectiveness, thus creating a
continual process.

Leveraging both process and content learning model variables, integrated
programs are all about assessing needs and outcomes and then modifying
resources appropriately. Students are assessed based on course and program
assignments, which are linked to course and program outcomes. Course
and program outcomes are assessed via faculty and advisory board members.
Faculty should be assessed by students, peers, and program directors. You
can think of this as a product cycle, which it is. With the integrated program
approach to curriculum, the university can better plan, assess, and modify
as appropriate how it develops students into effective practitioners to meet
market needs.

Precedents do exist that demonstrate the value of corporate and university
partnerships engaged in a process similar to that illustrated in Figure 1 (Cox
et al., 1995; Genc, 2008; Jain, 2008). Universities that focus their curriculum
development, review, and assessment on industry (and thereby student)
need find that the process as well as product of that collaboration yields
great benefit for all parties involved—the university, organization, and student.
The process of collaboration helps to ensure the program of study is relevant
and aligned to current industry needs, thus increasing the chances that the
product—the student—developed will be embraced by industry and allow
the university to benefit through relationships that enhance the perceptions

FIGURE 1 Sample Curriculum Product Process Map.
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of its relevance. Students benefit not only from the focus of this product
development effort, but also by association with the organizations that have
come together to advise and direct the program development. These rela-
tionships can result in opportunities for employees to become students
through organizational buy-in. Additionally, students affiliated with the uni-
versity frequently benefit through internships, job shadows, and association
with the partnered organizations.

As noted, determining what exactly needs to change in the curriculum
is not a onetime activity, but rather is a process of continuous analysis,
reflection, and adjustment. The MBA degree, although modified in attempted
to accommodate IB needs, has become ubiquitously associated with mastery
in the business education community. While many might argue that a new
graduate-level business/management degree is warranted, especially in light
of the increasing acceleration of globalization and associated learning
needs, we would suggest that the type of program or curriculum is less
important than the process by which it is maintained. Ensuring that the cur-
riculum is reviewed by industry in partnership with academia, infused with
new ideas based on emerging industry needs, and delivered in richly inte-
grated, interactive, and experiential methods helps to ensure continual
“newness.” In this way, universities can increase the chances that students
will emerge from their programs of study not only ready, but in demand by
industry partners.

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study indicate a potentially widening gap between the
needs of industry and the knowledge, skills, and abilities forming the curric-
ulum for IB programs. It came as no surprise to the participants in this study
(all individuals engaged deeply in global business activities) that higher
education, with a predominantly content-focused approach (Knowles et al.,
2005), would be struggling to keep pace with industry.

Changes in the economic, legal, political, and cultural landscape of
work—resulting in increasing geographic distribution of workers and all of
the inherent complexities therein—are still relatively new in the history of
organizations. As such, these challenges are just beginning to enter our con-
sciousness as we look forward at how globalization will affect the workplace
of tomorrow. The accelerated pace of globalization in recent decades would
indicate that the trends we are experiencing are going to continue and even
increase in pace. The National Intelligence Council (2008) predicts that the
next 15 years will introduce “more change than continuity” as international
powers continue to shift, introducing “the likelihood of discontinuities,
shocks, and surprises” (p. 3). Leadership on the part of all major players in
the shifting geopolitical landscape is likely to be a key indicator in the
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determination of global outcomes for business as well as political stability.
Organizations that hope to remain competitive as globalization continues to
evolve will need to focus on skills and competencies for leadership of their
global and international teams.

The most critical role that higher education plays in the response to
changes in the global context is to equip students with the skills they need
to be productive in the workplace of the future. Partnering with industry in
sustained focus on the knowledge, skills, and abilities required of tomorrow’s
leaders may be the only way for higher education to remain relevant and
regain its value in the eyes of its ultimate customer—the global marketplace.

While this study did not uncover a leading university-industry partnership
that has been successful in sustained curriculum evolution, it is likely that
partnerships like this do exist. Further research focused into best practices
in university-industry partnerships and documentation of case studies could
add value to this ongoing discussion for all parties. Additionally, the devel-
opment, implementation, and measurement of the effectiveness of models
such as the one proposed in Figure 1 could provide opportunities for
researchers to gather more extensive data on the value of integrated program
development.
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APPENDIX

Responses Regarding the Need for Knowledge, Skills, and Abilities

Background in international economics 1 = Essential 2 = Important 3 = Not needed

International trade theory 2 4 3
Bilateral, multilateral trade agreements 

(NAFTA, EU, WTO)
4 1 4

Foreign exchange market, exchange rate regimes 4 2 3
Background in international business
Strategic planning 7 2 0
Joint ventures, foreign investment, branches 4 5 0
Direct sales: Exporting, distributorships 5 3 1
Importing and sourcing or purchasing 

strategies
6 1 2

Corporate finance (accounting, taxation, 
financial management)

4 4 1

Export finance (letters of credit, etc.) 2 4 3
Global production (materials management, ISO 

certification)
6 2 1

Global sales contracts (contracts, negotiation, 
international law)

2 6 1

Global advertising and marketing (trade leads) 1 5 3
Other global business (R&D, HR) 2 6 1
Global transportation and logistics (storage, 

shipping)
3 3 3

Other import/export skills 1 3 5
Global customer service, including after sales 4 4 1
Other related business
Legal areas (IP, distributor agreements) 8 0 1
Export control laws, regulatory compliance, 

licensing, inspections
4 4 1

Import control laws, regulatory, compliance, 
licensing, inspections

3 4 2

Business ethics (CR, fair labor practices) 9 0 0
Cultural differences (cross-cultural 

communications, customs)
9 0 0

Market research methods 3 3 3
Country- or region-specific knowledge 3 5 1
Background checks on foreign companies 

(due diligence, credit)
1 6 2

Other general
Computer software skills 6 1 2
Project leadership 6 3 0
Teamwork 9 0 0
Writing skills 8 1 0
Presentation skills 9 0 0
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