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Abstract

Over the past two decades an increasing number of research papers have signalled growing interest in more responsible, 

sustainable and ethical modes of management education. This systematic literature review of peer-reviewed publications 

on, and allied to, the concept of responsible management learning and education (RMLE) confirms that scholarly inter-

est in the topic has accelerated over the last decade. Rather than assuming that RMLE is one thing, however, this review 

proposes that the literature on responsible management education and learning can be divided into four distinct categories: 

(1) Teaching Responsible Management; (2) Organizing for Responsible Education; (3) Responsible Individual Learning, 

and; (4) Responsible Organizational Learning. Although the literature on RMLE has grown, work on how managers learn 

responsible management in organizational or workplace settings, particularly without the intervention of external educational 

providers, is minimal. The Special Issue of the Journal of Business Ethics is the first to address this significant lacuna. The 

vast majority of published peer-reviewed research is related to organizational provider-centric organizing for responsible 

management education. Each category is explored and the implications of organizing the literature this way for the field of 

RMLE are discussed. Finally, an agenda for future research and theory development on RMLE is proposed.

Keywords Ethical issues in management education · Responsible management education · Responsible management 

learning

Introduction

One of the more recent introductions to the lexicon of busi-

ness and society has been ‘responsible management educa-

tion’, a term whose popularity has been bolstered by the 

initiation of the Principles of Responsible Management Edu-

cation (PRME) component of the United Nations Global 

Compact. The addition of ‘responsible’ to management edu-

cation and learning has encouraged management educators 

to find ways to promote progressive environmental, social 

and cultural values amongst students and faculty colleagues. 

Does this introduction of the concept of ‘responsibility’ 

mean something different for professionals and managers 

who, in the words of the call for paper for this Special Issue 

of the Journal of Business ethics, ‘in their organisational 

environments learn for sustainability, responsibility and eth-

ics’ (Laasch 2017, p. 2). This paper demonstrates that the 

vast majority of research on responsibility in management 

education to date has been conducted with formal institu-

tionalized education in mind, and significantly less atten-

tion has been afforded to how individuals ‘do’ responsible 

management learning in practice.

Aguinis and Glavas’ (2012) review of the literature on 

Corporate Social Responsibility attempted to highlight 

‘what we know and do not know’ (p. 932) about CSR. This 

paper attempts to provide a similar overview of the field 

of responsible management learning and education. It does 

this through a systematic review of published peer-reviewed 

research on the concepts of responsible management educa-

tion and learning (hereafter RMLE) with the aim of identify-

ing different forms of responsible management learning and 

education. Articles on responsible management education 

and related topics found in two general academic research 
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databases (the Social Sciences Citation Index and Academic 

Search Complete), one business research database (Business 

Source Complete), one leading education database (ERIC) 

and one specialist listing dedicated to collecting literature 

relevant to the field of responsible management (the Centre 

for Responsible Management Education’s Responsible Man-

agement (RM) Literature Base).

Although some researchers have expressed concern about 

the lack of unified, agreed definitions concepts such as sus-

tainability, business ethics, or responsible management 

(Marshall and Toffel 2005; Schwartz and Carroll 2008; 

Nonet et al. 2016), it is important to recognize that the 

absence of shared terminology can also signal the evolution 

of nascent fields of inquiry and practice. Thus, rather than 

attempting to provide a meta-definition for responsible man-

agement learning, this article aims to map the topography 

of the area with the aim of assisting researchers to ascertain 

where they may locate and develop their work. In doing so, 

it clearly demonstrates that there is only a small body of 

existing research literature in the space of this Special Issue 

of the Journal of Business Ethics.

The manner in which this article does this is outlined 

below. Firstly, an outline of the method used, including the 

rationale for selecting particular data sources, is provided. 

The search strings utilized are described and the data reduc-

tion and analysis strategy is outlined. ‘Headline’ results are 

reported before the rationale for organizing the literature 

into four sections (Teaching Responsible Management; 

Organizing for Responsible Learning; Responsible Indi-

vidual Learning, and; Responsible Organizational Learn-

ing) is presented. The main themes which characterize the 

literature in each section is outlined. Each section ends with 

a summary of the future research needs which have been 

articulated in the literature for each category.

Next, a research agenda is for RMLE is presented and the 

implications of these findings for management education and 

learning is discussed. Finally, the limitations of the study 

are considered, key findings and proposals are outlined and 

avenues for future research in all four types of RMLE are 

discussed. The main contributions of this paper are sum-

marized in the ‘Summary and conclusions’ at the very end 

of the paper.

Method

The research for this paper began by identifying pub-

lished peer-reviewed research on the concept of RMLE 

and related topics found in two general academic research 

databases (the Social Sciences Citation Index and Aca-

demic Search Complete), one business research data-

base (Business Source Complete), one leading education 

database (ERIC) and one specialist dataset on the field 

of responsible management (the Centre for Responsi-

ble Management Education’s Responsible Management 

(RMLE) Literature Base). These databases were searched 

using the term ‘Responsible Management Education’ as 

a string within the title, subject keywords and abstract 

fields (in the SSCI the latter two fields are amalgamated 

with the title field in the ‘topic’ field). In order to ensure 

that the search was conducted as thoroughly as possible 

in both Business Source Complete and Academic Source 

Complete the search strings were searched as ‘subject 

terms’ ‘abstract’ and author supplied ‘keywords’. Only 

peer-reviewed academic journal results were recorded. 

ERIC results were searched in the fields of ‘Abstract’, 

‘Subject Heading’ or ‘Identifier (Keyword)’. The titles, 

abstracts and subject keywords of all of the peer-reviewed 

articles listed on the peer-reviewed research titles listed 

on the CRME Responsible Management Literature Base. 

Although some of these titles were working papers which 

have not yet been published in peer-reviewed journals, and 

did not meet the criteria for inclusion in this systematic 

literature review, they made substantial contributions to 

the theorisation of responsible management learning and 

were given full consideration in the development of the 

typology which this article contributes. Initial searches on 

Business Source Complete, the Social Sciences Citation 

Index, and Academic Source Complete were undertaken 

on 16th June 2016. Subsequent searches were undertaken 

on 29th November 2016 and August 29th 2017. A final 

search was undertaken on all of these databases and the 

Centre for Management Education Literature Base on 28th 

September 2018 and the findings are discussed in this arti-

cle. In order to ensure that the broadest possible range of 

findings could be researched strings associated with the 

responsible management education were searched. These 

included ‘Responsible Management Educat*’, ‘Respon-

sible Management Learn*’, ‘Responsible Management 

Train*’, ‘Responsible Human Resource Development’, 

‘Responsible Management Teach*’ and ‘Responsible 

Management Educat*’. The * wildcard enabled a broader 

set of results to be returned. For example, the search term 

‘Responsible Management Learn*’allowed the return of 

learning, learners, etc. to be returned.

The CRME ‘Responsible Management Learning and 

Education (RMLE)’ literature base (2018) listed 76 titles 

as of the start of October 2018. As this paper solely focuses 

on articles published in peer-reviewed scholarly periodi-

cals, five working papers (Laasch and Moosmayer 2015a, 

b; Laasch 2016, 2017), 11 monographs (Mocny and Laasch 

2010; Education 2012; Csuri et al. 2013; Murray et al. 2014; 

Laasch and Conaway 2015; Gudic et al. 2016; Laasch and 

Conaway 2016; Rimanoczy 2016, 2017; Moosmayer et al. 

2019) and one book chapter (Waddock et al. 2010) and one 

book review (Lenn 2015), which were otherwise highly 
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relevant to the field of RMLE, had to be excluded from the 

analysis. The results of the initial findings are reported in 

Table 1.

From these initial results, it is clear that most work has 

been published in the field of ‘responsible management edu-

cation’. When articles related to responsible management (as 

opposed to RMLE) were excluded from the CRME RMLE 

database, 21 additional articles were isolated and included 

in the review. When duplicate records were removed from 

this search, 60 records were returned. As this paper focuses 

on peer-reviewed research literature, 6 articles from non-

peer-reviewed sources (magazines and trade journals) were 

removed from the search. When duplicates, non-English 

papers, editorial introductions and articles which referred 

to the search stings in incidental ways were removed from 

the search, 3 additional articles were added. In total, 102 

articles were selected for review.

The journal which published most of the papers identi-

fied was the Journal of Management Education (29 papers), 

all of which appeared in the Special Issue ‘Principles for 

Responsible Management Education’ (15, 2) which was pub-

lished in 2017. A quantitative ranking of all journals which 

included articles selected for analysis is included in Table 2.

The search demonstrated that articles on RMLE began to 

be published around 2007 (shortly after the establishment of 

PRME) and this number, although still small has increased 

in recent years (see Fig. 1). Data collection for this research 

ceased on October 1st 2018, but 8 relevant articles were 

identified at this point.

Just under half of the articles analysed were essays 

that described experiences introducing PRME or opinion 

pieces on the importance of introducing forms of respon-

sible management education into curricula and teaching 

practice. These essays consisted of diverse pieces such 

as resource reviews, descriptions of educational pro-

grammes, operational processes, commentaries on other 

PRME-related articles calls for papers. Three were book 

reviews. Two articles were interviews with individuals 

connected with PRME and one was a letter. 46 articles 

(45%) reported the results of empirical research.

Countries in every continent were discussed in many 

of the articles analysed, and some discussed responsible 

management as an international and/or global concern. 

Twenty-nine of these articles adopted an entirely qualita-

tive approach and 12 were quantitative in nature. Three 

used mix research methods and two were expressly critical 

in their orientation. A huge range of specific methods were 

used in the articles; including: content analyses, surveys, 

ethnographic case studies, interviews, literature reviews, 

reflexive journals, critical discourse analyses, etc.

Of these empirical articles twenty-one focused on busi-

ness school managers, faculty and administrators while 15 

were specifically concerned with students. Four articles 

were concerned with executives, CEOs, managers or entre-

preneurs and 3 investigated these three groups together. 

PRME was mentioned in 22 of the 46 empirically oriented 

articles. As all the articles variously discussed different 

groupings and subjects it was possible develop a frame-

work to describe the various literatures with the RMLE 

field. The process of developing this literature is described 

in the section ‘Organizing the RMLE research literature’ 

below.

Table 1  Initial Search Findings Database Search string

Responsible man-

agement educat*

Responsible man-

agement learn*

Responsible human 

resource development

Responsible man-

agement develop-

ment

Business

 Title 27 0 0 0

Topic 78 0 1 0

Social sciences citation index

 Title 5 0 0 0

 Topic 16 0 1 0

Academic source complete

 Title 1 0 1 0

 Topic 0 0 0 0

ERIC

 Title 5 0 1 0

 Topic 9 0 1 0

CRME RMLE

 Title/Topic 55 1 0 2
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Organizing the RMLE Research Literature

Cullen and Turnbull’s (2005) meta-review of the research lit-

erature on management development proposed that it could 

be divided into two main categories. The first of these cat-

egories consisted of studies which approached management 

development from the perspective of the provider and the 

second category was concerned with the perspective of the 

learners who received or processed learning.

This axis was applied to the literature studied in this 

review. Papers which emphasize the perspectives of business 

school faculty and administrators and institutional concerns 

are referred to as provider-centric studies of RMLE. Papers 

which emphasize the perspectives of learners (business 

school students, managers participating in learning initia-

tives and their sponsoring organizations) are learner-centric 

RMLE studies. As the analysis of data progressed, it was 

noticeable that there was also a division amongst papers 

which focused on the initiatives and activities of individuals 

(as teachers or learners) and organizations (business schools, 

universities or sponsoring work organizations). These addi-

tional levels of differentiation made it possible to further 

separate the work studied in this review. When these two 

axes (provider-centric Vs learner-centric, and, individual 

Vs organizational) were applied, a dual-axis model for ana-

lysing the literature was possible and this model is presented 

in Table 3.

Articles which report research from a provider-centric 

perspective and focus on the individual level are categorized 

as ‘Teaching Responsible Management’ papers. These arti-

cles tend to be written from the perspective of individual 

teachers and explore areas such as the effectiveness of spe-

cific pedagogical initiatives. Provider-centric research which 

focuses on business school or university initiatives to intro-

duce or improve social or environmental responsibility in 

their activities are categorized as ‘Organizing for Responsi-

ble Management’. Most of the articles discuss issues in rela-

tion to the implementation of PRME in Business Schools.

Articles which apply a learner-centric perspective to the 

level of the individual learner have been placed in the cat-

egory of ‘Responsible Individual Learning’. These articles 

are interested in how students or executives participating 

in a learning initiative learn about responsible manage-

ment or work practices. Finally, articles that demonstrate 

Table 2  RMLE articles ranked by journal coverage

Journal title Frequency

International Journal of Management Education 19

Journal of Management Education 11

Journal of Management Development 11

Journal of Business Ethics 8

Academy of Management Learning & Education 6

Journal of Corporate Citizenship 5

Vision 4

Journal of Management Inquiry 3

SAM Advanced Management Journal 3

Business & Professional Ethics Journal 2

International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Educa-

tion

2

Journal of Cleaner Production 2

Management Learning 2

DLSU Business & Economics Review 1

SCMS Journal of Indian Management 1

African Journal of Business Ethics 1

Journal of Strategic Management Education 1

African Journal of Business Ethics 1

Business & Society Review 1

Business Management Dynamics 1

Central European Business Review 1

DLSU Business & Economics Review 1

Higher Education Research & Development 1

Human Resource Development Quarterly 1

IBA Journal of Management & Leadership 1

International Journal of Project Management 1

International Small Business Journal 1

Journal of Education for Business 1

Journal of Global Responsibility 1

Journal of Higher Education Theory and Practice 1

Journal of Innovation Economic & Management 1

Journal of International Business Education 1

Journal of Strategic Management Education 1

Operations Management Education Review 1

Organization & Management 1

Problems and Perspectives in Management 1

Social Business 1

The International Journal of Effective Board Perfor-

mance

1

Zietschrift Fuer Wirstchafts und Unternehmenethik 1

Total 102
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Fig. 1  Number of RMLE articles published by year (2007–2017)
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a learner-centric focus at the organizational (as opposed to 

individual) level are categorized as ‘Responsible Organiza-

tional Learning’. Such articles were interested in large scale 

organizational change or organizational learning initiatives 

which aim to be ethical in both their practice and outputs.

Teaching Responsible Management (TRM)

The term ‘Responsible Management Education’ was used in 

a number of articles, but it is used here to refer to papers that 

were primarily concerned with issues such as pedagogical 

approaches used by individual teachers (Kelley and Nahser 

2014; Siqueira and Ramos 2014; Aragon-Correa et al. 2017; 

Neal 2017; Tyran 2017), the content of taught of modules 

(Viswanathan 2012; Verbos 2016; Annan-Diab and Moli-

nari 2017; Parris and McInnis-Bowers 2017; Warwick et al. 

2017; Cicmil and Gaggiotti 2018), or the form of assess-

ment applied to these modules (Tyran 2017; Stough et al. 

2018). Although these articles often discussed students, their 

primary focus was on the individual provider of responsi-

ble management education (i.e. the teacher). A number of 

authors (e.g. Moratis 2014; Cornuel and Hommel 2015; 

Sampere 2015; Moratis 2016) abbreviated ‘Responsible 

Management Education’ as RME, but for the purposes of 

this categorization, it is referred to as Teaching Responsible 

Management (TRM). This group of articles were the third 

largest studied in this dataset and amounted to 18 articles. 4 

of the eighteen articles found in this category reported the 

findings of empirical research. Two of these articles utilized 

a research approach that was primarily quantitative.

Although some articles described the design and delivery 

of sustainability and social responsibility-oriented modules 

(Siqueira and Ramos 2014; Parris and McInnis-Bowers 

2017) or used established international standards to embed 

PRME into teaching (Moratis 2013), two related themes 

dominated articles in the TRM category. The first theme was 

concerned with directly addressing the challenges faced by 

individual faculty members who deal with the contradictions 

involved in delivering forms of management and business 

education which are socially and environmentally responsi-

ble. The second TRM theme is concerned with the need to 

address the supposed ‘value-neutrality’ of mainstream busi-

ness education at the level of the teacher.

The contradictions of teaching responsible manage-

ment learning centre on the tensions between teaching in 

a way which advocates for a world which is environmen-

tally and socially sustainable, but also generates profits for 

private companies (Aragon-Correa et al. 2017; Neal 2017). 

Although these two principles are not mutually exclusive, 

Aragon-Correa et  al. (2017) and Cicmil and Gaggiotti 

Table 3  Categories of RMLE

Provider-Centric Learner-Centric

Individual Level

TEACHING RESPONSIBLE 

MANAGEMENT

(Primary focus is on teachers 

and individual providers of 

RMLE.  Discusses pedagogical 

approaches, assessments and 

taught content)

RESPONSIBLE INDIVIDUAL

LEARNING

(Primary focus is on the individual 

learner.  Explores processes which 

influence how students and 

managers ‘learn’ responsibility)

Organisational Level

ORGANIZING FOR 

RESPONSIBLE 

MANAGEMENT 

EDUCATION

(Primary focus is on Business 

Schools and institutional 

providers of RMLE.  Discusses 

issues related to developing 

RMLE as an organisational 

capacity amongst providers)

RESPONSIBLE 

ORGANIZATIONAL 

LEARNING

(Primary focus is on the 

organization or workplace as the 

learner. Explores processes of 

responsible organisational 

learning and change at an 

organisational or group, rather 

than individual, level)
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(2018) point out that there is a huge paucity of resources 

available to teachers who wish to embed forms of responsi-

ble management learning into their teaching practice. Bed-

dewela et al’s (2017) research on PRME engagement found 

that ‘misalignment between faculty skills and institutional 

bureaucracy, together with an inconsistent focus on responsi-

ble management across the curriculum raises key challenges 

for its adoption’ (p. 263). A significant TRM challenge is 

not just addressing the inconsistencies and conflicts between 

teaching social and environmental responsibility and the 

requirements of capitalism, but also institutional barriers 

that can unintentionally inhibit responsible management 

educators (Solitander et al. 2012; Beddewela et al. 2017). 

Teachers who thus attempt to ‘champion’ and practice forms 

of responsible management education (Solitander et al. 

2012) must demonstrate a high level of reflexive practice to 

address and accommodate paradoxes that exist between dif-

ferent disciplines who inform sustainable education (Annan-

Diab and Molinari 2017), and indeed the contradictions that 

remain unresolved within the field of sustainable education 

development itself (Stough et al. 2018).

The second TRM theme is concerned with engaging with 

the supposed ‘value-neutrality’ of traditional management 

education. This is not a new concern and established man-

agement education theorists such as Bennis (2005), Mintz-

berg (2004) and Ghoshal (2005) have long pointed out the 

dangers of teaching management as if it were a detached dis-

cipline based on economic and ‘scientfic’ principles rather 

than a social and organizational practice. The TRM theorists 

have re-emphasized the need to clarify the values of faculty 

members in order to clarify the nature of RMLE which is 

espoused and the approaches which are used to teach respon-

sibility. Some articles highlight the importance of moving 

management education away from a values-neutral stance 

towards a more ‘humanistic’ values-driven stance (Kelley 

and Nasher 2014; Tripathi et al. 2014). Asirvatham and 

Humphries-Kil (2017) explore the implications of adopting 

feminist perspectives by teachers and faculty interested in 

‘doing’ RMLE. As ‘received’ mainstream models of man-

agement education struggle to accommodate these responsi-

ble approaches, alternative modes are proposed in the TRM 

literature which encompass relational complexity and phro-

nesis (Cicmil and Gaggiotti 2018), pragmatic inquiry (Kel-

ley and Nahser 2014), interdisciplinary approaches (Kelley 

and Nasher 2014; Annan-Diab and Molinari 2017), active 

and experiential learning (Siqueira and Ramos 2014; Heaton 

2017).

Four of the articles identified potential areas of future 

research as more longitudinal research to assess the ongoing 

impact of RME, and PRME-based, initiatives beyond the 

classroom in the actual field of business and the working and 

personal lives of participants and students. According to the 

literature explored in the TRM category, the responsibility 

for delivering RMLE is often passed to faculty who not only 

have to engage with inherent contradictions within the field, 

but also with institutional and cultural issues which present 

faculty with barriers which make Teaching Responsible 

Management more problematic. A clear research need exists 

for exploring the experiences and strategies of RMLE-ori-

ented faculty as they engage with these issues. The findings 

of this research might be of utility beyond the management 

classroom; Laasch (2018) has demonstrated that conceptu-

alisations of responsible management practice have moved 

away from being the preserve of specialists or organizational 

functions, to being part of the everyday work of individ-

ual managers in all functions. There are many similarities 

between the manager and the teacher at ‘the coalface’ who 

attempt to integrate responsibility-based principles with 

their everyday work practices.

Organizing for Responsible Management Education 
(ORME)

The articles in this category are also concerned with RMLE, 

but mainly in terms of developing it as a capacity within 

Business Schools (Bendell 2007; Rasche and Escudero 

2009; Murphy et al. 2012; Prandini et al. 2012; Araç and 

Madran 2014; Burchell et al. 2015; Nonet et al. 2015). The 

‘Organizing for Responsible Management Education’ cat-

egory (hereafter ORME) is the largest of all four categories 

and accounts for 49, or 48% of all articles analysed. How-

ever, only 20 articles in this category reported empirical 

research findings, and the others tended to discuss ORME 

in editorials, reports, essays, interviews etc., rather than 

research it.

ORME involves overcoming cultural and/or institutional 

barriers to making Business Schools more responsible and 

sustainability-oriented. Whereas articles in the TRM cat-

egory report on responsibility-focused initiatives of indi-

vidual faculty, articles in the ORME category concentrate 

on the organizational provider, such as the Business School 

(Nonet et al. 2015; Snelson-Powell et al. 2016; Greenberg 

et al. 2017; Kolb et al. 2017) and/or the university (Décamps 

et al. 2017). Many of these articles recognize the existence 

of a dominant paradigm of profit-maximization as a key 

value within Business Schools (Rasche and Escudero 2009; 

Amann 2011; Millar and Koning 2018) that can only be 

overcome by interrogating and challenging it.

Many of the articles in this category perceive engage-

ment with PRME as being a central driver of this change, 

(for example Prandini et al. 2012; Cornuel and Hommel 

2015; Dyllick 2015; Verbos and Humphries 2015a, b; Rive 

et al. 2017; Rosenbloom et al. 2017; Goodpaster et al. 2018; 

Millar and Koning 2018). PRME is named in 35 of the 49 

articles in this category and it is the central topic of focus 

in many of them. Articles in the ORME category tend to 
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focus on the challenges faced by Business Schools in moving 

to more responsible modes of operating. Those that focus 

mainly on organizational development at the business school 

level often propose ways of helping business schools to over-

come barriers to change (Young and Nagpal 2013; Cornuel 

and Hommel 2015; Doherty et al. 2015; Nonet et al. 2015; 

Painter-Morland 2015; Greenberg et al. 2017) and to support 

internal faculty ‘champions’ for PRME education (Nonet 

et al. 2015; Greenberg et al. 2017).

About half of the articles articulated a variety of future 

research needs. These related to how, where and why PRME 

was taking place and what changes it hoped to effect within 

and beyond the Business School. More studies on the practi-

cal implementation of PRME in Business Schools, and the 

reasons for why some Business Schools resisted the initia-

tive were called for (Arruda Filho 2017). The geographical 

context in which PRME works was an important factor in 

articulating future forms of research (Alcaraz and Thiruvat-

tal 2010; Young and Nagpal 2013; Barber et al. 2014; Louw 

2015; Oranges Cezarino et al. 2016; Arruda Filho 2017; 

Beddewela et al. 2017; Décamps et al. 2017; Gentile 2017; 

Greenberg et al. 2017; Kolb et al. 2017; Singhal et al. 2017; 

Millar and Price 2018). Studies on PRME outside wealthy, 

western business school contexts were called for (Verbos and 

Humphries 2015a, b; Painter-Morland et al. 2016). Addi-

tionally, insight into the national and international factors 

that can help introduce responsibility as a core logic into 

business schools was advocated (Nhamo and Nhamo 2014; 

Verbos and Humphries 2015a, b; Sobczak and Mukhi 2016; 

Gentile 2017). Researchers such as Louw (2015) called for 

more critical forms of research which would identify and 

clarify dominant ‘economic’ Business School paradigms. 

The study of the language used in and by Business Schools 

was seen as particularly important in this regard as it was felt 

that it would lead to greater reflexivity and organizational 

self-awareness of the values and behaviours which they 

may be unintentionally encouraging (Louw 2015; Rasche 

and Gilbert 2015). Critical reflection on the relationship 

between PRME and corporate values was also highlighted 

as an area for critical investigation (Dyllick 2015; Millar 

and Price 2018).

Almost all of the ORME articles proposed that future 

research be conducted on what actually helps Business 

Schools become more responsible, particularly in relation 

to the development of faculty (Maloni et al. 2012; Burchell 

et al. 2015; Nonet et al. 2015). These articles also advocated 

more longitudinal research on the students in PRME-accred-

ited Business Schools to ascertain how more responsible 

forms of management can be encouraged in the corporate 

world.

Finally, several articles emphasized the importance 

of inter-faculty research collaboration in making Busi-

ness Schools more responsible. These papers stressed that 

research should be conducted with a view to playing a 

broader public role and by informing policy in the same 

way that humanities and social science research often does: 

‘If management research is to live up to the challenges of a 

deep transformation of economy and society, it will have to 

change itself dramatically and embrace a responsibility for 

business in society’ (Dyllick 2015, p. 24).

Responsible Individual Learning (RIL)

Rather than being concerned with initiatives designed and 

implemented by individual teachers or educational organiza-

tions, ‘Responsible Individual Learning’ (hereafter RIL) is 

concerned with the individual learner and the processes by 

which they learn or develop deeper moral understandings of 

themselves as students or managers. Educational initiatives 

are mainly discussed in articles in this category in the con-

text of how their curricula hinders or assists processes such 

as critical thinking, ethical development or the development 

of reflexive practice (Hibbert and Cunliffe 2015). The RIL 

category is concerned with how students learn responsibility 

at the individual level. It must be pointed out that the major-

ity of articles in this category are concerned with individual 

learners on traditional Business School programmes and 

only two (Wilson and Brown 2012; Gitsham and Clark 2014) 

address managers or workers in organizational contexts.

The RIL category included the second largest number of 

articles in the group (n = 27), 2 of which were conceptual 

or theoretical pieces and 7 reported the findings of empiri-

cal research on student learning. It is noteworthy that just 

under one-fifth of the RMLE literature gives attention to 

individual students; particularly as the first PRME principle 

is ‘Purpose: We will develop the capabilities of students to 

be future generators of sustainable value for business and 

society at large and to work for an inclusive and sustainable 

global economy’. Of these articles, 3 used quantitative data, 

2 used qualitative and 2 applied a mixed methodology.

There are four interlinked discernible areas of research 

concern in the category. As will be mentioned below, most 

of these focus on the responsible management learner as a 

participant in a formal educational programme or initiative, 

usually in a Business School setting. Responsible individual 

learning is rarely studied in ‘live’ organizational or work-

place contexts.

The first sub-category is concerned with exploring or 

cultivating values in RMLE. Gentile (2017) demonstrates 

that the manner in which responsible learning initiatives 

are taught can impact values-formation amongst students. 

Both CEOs (Gitsham 2011; Gitsham and Clark 2014) and 

students (Erskine and Johnson 2012) have articulated that 

understanding, awareness and appreciation for sustainability 

is important at all levels throughout business organizations.
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The second area of interest, but the one with the smallest 

number of articles in the RIL category was concerned with 

a need to develop a definition and/or clarify key concepts 

such as responsible management (Nonet et al. 2016), sustain-

ability (Kirby 2012) or responsible leadership development 

(Smit 2013) with business school students and/or executives.

The largest RIL sub-category was concerned with report-

ing on the methods used to meaningfully cultivate respon-

sible and sustainable values amongst participating learn-

ers in these programmes (Singhal et al. 2018). Although 

the development of a competency model (Prandini et al. 

2012) and the integration of an international standard with 

PRME (Moratis 2014) were advocated, the majority of the 

research highlighted that traditional pedagogical approaches 

were not be of utility in cultivation of responsible values. 

Instead, approaches which variously integrate experiential 

learning experiences for students were advocated (Lavine 

and Roussin 2012; Baden and Parkes 2013). These included 

explorations of learner experiences of: simulations (Thomp-

son and Milter 2018); life-cycle assessment project man-

agement (Sroufe 2013); international student trips (Sroufe 

et al. 2015); cross-discipline collaboration (Sroufe 2013), 

and; multi-institutional sustainability education (Dickson 

et al. 2013).

The final sub-category is concerned with what is arguably 

one of the most challenging research areas within the RMLE 

field: informal influences on RIL. Like themes found in other 

categories, articles in this category challenge the idea that 

management education is value-free, and that learners are 

passive recipients of educational ‘content’. Some research 

has studied the influence which business education has 

on student values and moral competencies (Stachowicz-

Stanusch 2011), whilst other work focuses on how being a 

business student influences one’s orientation to responsible 

management (Haski-Leventhal 2014). Haski-Leventhal et al. 

(2017) found that the personal characteristics of students, 

such as gender and age, have been found to influence value 

formation and attitudes towards CSR and RMLE.

It would be inaccurate to represent all articles in this sub-

category as being exclusively concerned with the various 

moral, personal and cultural backgrounds of learners. Oth-

ers were concerned with critically appraising the nature of 

business curricula in order to determine the hidden chal-

lenges which emerge from trying to embed RIL in a man-

agement programme. Whereas some attempt to integrate 

PRME principles when drafting student learning outcomes 

(Singhal et al. 2017), others have highlighted the ‘profit-

first’ mindset that is embedded in much entrepreneurship 

education can influence how the benefits of sustainability-

oriented programmes are perceived (Lourenco et al. 2013). 

This concern is perhaps best articulated in Blasco’s (2012) 

study of how the ‘hidden curriculum’ of management edu-

cation problematizes attempts to mainstream responsible 

management learning. Although Business Schools may for-

mally state that they wish to educate business students in 

ways which encourage responsible practice, informal, tacit, 

practices create a cultural sub-text for students that com-

municate other priorities. Studying this hidden curriculum 

‘can therefore shed light on why students seem to pick up 

the “wrong” messages about appropriate conduct despite 

being taught the “right” ones in their CSR classes…’ (p. 

366). Blasco advocates engaging students in assignments 

which help them develop a critical mindset in relation to 

their programmes. Borges et al. (2017a, b) draw attention 

to the fact that students are not an homogenous group who 

are solely defined in relation to the programme of study they 

are registered for. They are also members of communities 

of practice, which often include student organizations, who 

are powerful actors in socializing responsible, critical and 

political behaviours.

The avenues for future potential research proposed by 

such articles included calls for researching the impact of 

increased global or international awareness, critical reflec-

tion, experiential learning etc., or the individual learners’ 

moral character or propensity to engage with behaviours 

which are supportive or corporate sustainability or respon-

sibility. As mentioned above, the majority of the research in 

the category conceives of the responsible individual learn-

ing as a participant in a formal Business School programme 

and the position of the working manager as a responsible 

management learner embedded in her or his organizational 

context is discussed. In fact, the perspective of workers and 

managers (as opposed to traditional students) is only dis-

cussed in two articles (Wilson and Brown 2012; Gitsham and 

Clark 2014). This demonstrates that the position of working 

managers as responsible individual learners, embedded in 

their organizational context, is a hugely under-researched 

and under-theorized field. Research on responsible manage-

ment is increasingly concerned with ‘mainstream’ manag-

ers, as opposed to CSR or sustainability specialists (Laasch 

2018). Just as student engagement with RMLE has been 

analysed using concepts such as the hidden curriculum and 

communities of practice, there is an exciting opportunity 

to study RIL as practiced by individual managers through 

cultural and critical lenses.

Responsible Organizational Learning (ROL)

Responsible Organizational Learning (ROL) is explicitly 

concerned with processes of responsible organizational 

learning and change, rather than individual learning activi-

ties. ROL focuses on responsible learning in the context of 

the organization, and is interested in how managers col-

lectively learn responsible management in organizational 

or workplace settings, without the intervention of exter-

nal educational providers. It would be an error to suggest, 
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however, that all organizational change initiatives in this cat-

egory are solely focused on non-Business Schools. Fougére 

et al. (2014), for example, demonstrate how the adoption of 

critical approaches to PRME can disrupt dominant business 

school vocabularies in a way which can directly influence 

moral development in faculty and students as a group. Some 

articles (for example, Cicmil and Gaggiotti 2018) used their 

‘insider’ practitioner perspectives to engage with approaches 

such as responsible project management education (RPME) 

explore the complexities of embedding a responsibility ori-

entation in Business Schools. As such, they were considered 

to be appropriate candidates for inclusion in the ROL cat-

egory, but as their insights were based on personal experi-

ential reflections on delivering a PM module, rather than 

studies concerned with responsible change and learning ini-

tiatives, it was decided to include them in the TRM category.

Six articles were returned in the ROL category. Abueg 

et al. (2014) propose a socially responsible (as opposed to 

entirely profit-driven) model of a firm and present a set of 

future research objectives which involve testing and develop-

ing this model. Wersun (2017) reinforces that top manage-

ment support for any change initiative also applies to respon-

sible management education initiatives such as PRME; for 

responsible management learning to occur it needs to be 

endorsed by the organization at the most senior levels. Sam-

pere (2015) discusses how certain events in the life of an 

organization can result in transformation and discusses this 

in the context of business schools and responsible manage-

ment education. Verbos and Humphries (2015a, b) also 

focus on PRME inspired institutional-level change in the 

business schools by examining how indigenous values can 

be integrated into praxis. Doherty et al. (2015) discuss how 

external market pressures and internal resource barriers pre-

vent authentic embedding of the changes required by PRME.

Even in this category, the Business School/PRME per-

spective continues to dominate and there is a tangible need 

to explore stories and theories of responsible management 

learning and learners in the context of non-educational 

organizations and businesses. Despite the very small size of 

this category of articles a strong need exists to develop mod-

els of responsible organizational learning which can support 

responsible organizational change, particularly for organiza-

tions in times of crisis (Antonacopoulou and Sheaffer 2014). 

Research called for in one category is often highlighted as 

a research need in another. For example, Forray and Leigh 

state: ‘Since the PRME are fundamentally a platform for 

educational reform, we see the need for more connection 

to the organizational development and change literatures, 

and the need to identify the key issues and new models for 

change management within the higher education context that 

address fundamental barriers to RME adoption and imple-

mentation’ (2012, p. 307). This is clearly an area which is 

also called for in the TRM and ROL categories.

A Research Agenda for RMLE

There is no uniform RMLE literature; it can be organized 

into four general categories which have differing areas of 

focus, but share points of overlap. Research on learning 

and educating about responsible management has been 

understood in different ways in various literatures, and 

the failure to recognize the differences and commonalities 

of these distinct academic discourses may impede future 

research initiatives. In order to overcome these problems 

this paper now turns to articulating a research agenda for 

RMLE.

Due to the relative newness of PRME, both provider-

centric RMLE categories (TRM and ORME) have called 

for more longitudinal research which can determine the 

long-term impact of responsibility-oriented management 

and business education on students, faculty members, 

business schools, universities and businesses. There was 

also a recognition that PRME is very still very much an 

initiative of business schools located in the ‘Global North’ 

and future research should extend to the field of ‘global 

social responsibility’ articulated in the second PRME 

principle. Both learner-centric RMLE categories (RIL and 

ROL) focused on established individual or cultural norms 

which inform the moral ‘backgrounds’ of individuals or 

organizations. These articles explored the learning or 

change processes required to introduce responsibility as a 

value or caused changes in inherited beliefs about business 

and management. This is similar to calls for research from 

researchers in the ‘Sustainability in Management Educa-

tion’ (or SiME) movement (Arevalo and Mitchell 2017) 

and others who have recently called for more research on 

how learning and education can develop a more environ-

mentally and socially responsible ‘mindset’ (Figueiro and 

Raufflet 2015; Cullen 2017; Rimanoczy 2017) or ‘ethic’ 

(Bell et al. 2012) amongst management students.

The development of research agendas should do more 

than distill research needs presented in empirical research 

papers. A systematic literature review provides opportuni-

ties to signpost new avenues which have not been explored 

to date. As mentioned earlier in this paper, Nonet et al. 

(2016) write that their literature review on the concept 

of responsible management found no empirical research 

on the development of a definition of ‘responsible man-

agement’ and ‘reveals the absence of a structured defini-

tion’ (p. 729). ‘Responsibility’ in other words, has been 

discussed as a term which many assume shares the same 

meaning and nuances for all working in the field. How-

ever, scholars working in the fields of leadership studies, 

law, political science and philosophy have demonstrated 

that there are a variety of ways in which ‘responsibility’ 

has been conceptualized (Satkunanandan 2015; Voegtlin 
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2016; Young 2011). Research on the language used in the 

RMLE literature should seek to discover what particu-

lar forms of responsibility tend to be discussed in order 

to determine what other types are possible in relation to 

RMLE? Future research on the language of responsibility 

in the RMLE literature could investigate to what extent are 

disruptive forms of responsibility encouraged by learning 

initiatives. ‘If the goal of PRME is responsible manage-

ment education, its implementation should not be about 

creating spaces only for comfort and complacency but also 

for the discomfort of reflexivity and, ultimately, change’ 

(Solitander et al. 2012, p. 360).

A second important area where future research might 

develop is related to, but distinct, from the need articu-

lated in the literature for more longitudinal forms of RMLE 

research. Calls for longitudinal research seek to find out if 

responsible learning initiatives create new forms of learning 

‘entities or ‘selves’ at the individual level, and ‘organiza-

tions’ at the institutional level. Burgoyne (2002) review of 

learning theories identified 14 theories of learning, which in 

turn suggested a 14 associated forms of ‘self’ or ‘learning 

entity’ which are the outcomes of each form of training. Bur-

goyne reviewed the literature on various learning theories 

and distilled the key concepts, the orientation the facilitation 

of learning from educators and the type of learning which 

each learning theory seeks to attain. A similar analysis of the 

learning entities sought in the literature contained in the four 

RMLE categories would provide a useful clarification of the 

types of learners (both individuals and organizational) which 

each type of learning approach aims to produce.

Godeman et al.’s review of PRME signatory Sharing 

Information on Progress (SIP) reports

‘suggest that management education institutions ini-

tially focused on the development of new modules and 

programs which focus specifically on social responsi-

bility and sustainability or have critically reflected the 

syllabus of individual modules and programs. How-

ever, in their 2010/11 SIP reports many management 

education institutions stressed they were planning to 

reviewing teaching, with the aim of embedding social 

responsibility and sustainability to cover all under-

graduate and postgraduate programs’ (2014, p. 19).

Future research might also review these reports to ascertain 

how responsible learning and learners are conceptualized 

outside the peer-reviewed research literature.

This review has highlighted that issues which exist in 

one category of the literature, manifest in a different way 

in others. For example, the finding that gender influences 

a faculty member’s orientation to RMLE (Asirvatham and 

Humphries-Kil 2017) in the TRM category is reflected in 

the gendered nature of student openness to ethical learning 

in the RIL category (Haski-Leventhal et al. 2017). Similarly, 

the need for business schools to resolve the tension between 

capitalism and social/environmental responsibility in the 

ORME category (e.g Millar and Koning 2018) is also expe-

rienced by individual teachers and learners in both the TRM 

(Aragon-Correa et al. 2017; Neal 2017) and RIL literatures 

(Blasco 2012). The shared nature of these concerns indicates 

rich opportunities for conceptual and practical cross-fertili-

zation across the different RMLE categories. As mentioned 

above, some papers in the ORME category find the espoused 

value-neutrality of management education to be problem-

atic. Louw’s (2015) Critical Discourse Analysis, for exam-

ple, found PRME to promote an understanding of Business 

Schools as allies and servants of the capitalist private sec-

tor. This creates difficulties as PRME espouses a paradigm 

change in business and management education. Fougere 

et al. (2014) and Blasco’s (2012) work in the RIL category, 

however, asserts that identifying and critiquing these Busi-

ness School values can lead to moral development amongst 

learners. These values can, in turn, be espoused by Business 

Schools in an effort that not only can generate new values, 

but result in the development of moral learning capabilities 

for students.

Antonacopoulou (2016) has highlighted that individual 

management learning processes are interrelated with the 

organizational contexts in which they occur. This is par-

ticularly true of the ROL literature, which this Special 

Issue speaks to. Laasch (2018) writes that the development 

concept of ‘responsible management’ as a field of practice 

and study has involved shifts towards the individual ‘main-

stream’ manager and their practices and away from organi-

zational level initiatives, academic theories and specialized 

‘ethics-focused’ managerial roles. The development of the 

field of responsible management learning thus requires 

research into how ethical principles of sustainability and 

responsibility become embedded into organizational and 

managerial practice (Laasch and Moosmayer 2015b). To 

understand how managers learn responsibly more research 

is required that will addresses the individual manager in the 

context of their organizational locale, and how this learning 

is used in practice.

Discussion

Limitations

Although there has been much research conducted on 

responsible management education and learning, this is 

the first systemic literature review on the topic. As such 

there are many ways in which future research can add to 

this discussion and it is important to highlight shortfalls 

of the current project so future research can address them. 

Firstly, all of the peer-reviewed articles reviewed were 



769Varieties of Responsible Management Learning: A Review, Typology and Research Agenda  

1 3

written in English. Although English has become the lin-

gua franca of scholarship, it is important to recognize that 

significant volumes of work have been published not only 

in the RMLE fields, but on responsible management in 

general (such as the Centre for Responsible Management 

Education’s RM Literature Base). It is especially impor-

tant that this literature be reviewed and incorporated into 

future studies, particularly as much of RMLE literature has 

highlighted the absence of input from Business Schools in 

less-wealthy regions as a significant barrier to the develop-

ment of the field.

This systematic review has been undertaken on peer-

reviewed literature only. This means that work on RMLE 

published outside formal scholarly journals has not been 

taken into account in this review. Adams et al. (2016) have 

recently re-visited the rationale for excluding research-based 

‘grey literature’ in systematic reviews and suggested a new 

set of guidelines for how certain forms of output which has 

not been subject to peer-review might be included in order 

to improve impact. As the ORME literature has articulated 

a need to engage with broader audiences outside the purely 

academic, it is important that this be taken into account in 

future bibliometric studies or literature reviews of the RMLE 

field.

Finally, ‘responsibility’ has become central to ethical and 

moral education and learning in the field of business, man-

agement and organizational studies and this is no doubt due 

to the implementation of PRME. This review took respon-

sibility as its focus and related it to management education, 

learning, training, Human Resource Development, teaching, 

etc. This means that other search terms which could possibly 

have been studied in the field might have been missed as a 

result of this focus. Similar future studies might address this 

through the inclusion of search terms such as: moral, ethical; 

altruistic, sustainable, benevolent, value, etc.

Summary and Conclusion

This paper began from a concern that the field of RMLE 

was being discussed in a way that did not address it’s diver-

sity, and that this lack of awareness might impede the future 

development of the field. There is not one RMLE research 

literature. A systematic literature of the RMLE literature 

demonstrated that there is a much greater volume of pro-

vider-centric than learner-centric research literature. The 

corpus of existing research in the field be sub-divided into 

four main categories:

• Teaching Responsible Management (TRM) explores the 

teaching activities of individual teachers, often by these 

teachers themselves;

• Organizing for Responsible Management Education 

(ORME) largely discusses the implementation of PRME 

in Business Schools;

• Responsible Individual Learning (RIL) mainly researches 

how students learn about responsibility, and how this learn-

ing is influenced by ‘hidden curricula’, personal or social 

factors;

• Responsible Organizational Learning (ROL) is concerned 

with how change initiatives in organizations and groups of 

managers within organizations, may learn and change in 

socially and environmentally responsible ways. This is the 

most under-studied and untheorized category of RMLE, 

and the need for conceptual and empirical work on how 

managers learn responsibly in their own organizational 

context is a significant gap in existing knowledge.

All of these literatures emphasize that opportunities for 

research in one category could inform research in others. 

In addition, many of the papers reviewed advocated greater 

amounts of cross-disciplinary studies. A noticeable theme was 

the need for RMLE research to impact not only beyond Busi-

ness Schools, but also in less-developed economic systems, as 

well as on public policy related to global social and environ-

mental challenges.

Despite the volume of literature there is still a lack of under-

standing about various possible varieties of ‘responsibility’ in 

the management literature. It is important that this be inves-

tigated so new models of RMLE can develop. These in turn 

can help address the lack of formal understandings of what 

‘responsible management’ means in a more general sense. 

There is a distinct need to understand the types of learning 

‘entities’ (selves, organizations) RMLE seeks to produce that 

are different to the traditional management learners which 

Business Schools have sought to produce until now.

By identifying four distinct strands within the RMLE 

literature, there is an enormous potential for growing this 

nascent field of study, and for adopting the models and 

approaches utilized by other disciplines in education, the 

humanities and social sciences.
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