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Wensley's paper tackles the age old discussion regarding the mission of business schools and the research they produce.  His central thesis is that the literature on rigour versus relevance debate over management research and the future of business schools hasn't really moved on very much from the 1950s.  The same calls for relevance are being made now as those made in more than thirty to forty years ago, and that business schools will lose out if they don't make themselves more relevant to executive education.  This was a prediction made by, among others, the Economist in 1971(January 9th, p. 75), when it declared that academic values had come to predominate over relevance to management training and that if they did not seek to re-balance their mission, they could face a constant decline in the market for their products as firms turned increasingly to consultants.  This argument has recently re-surfaced in a whole raft of academic writing on the Mode 1/Mode 2 debate and the future of the business schools.  

However, as Wensley points out, business schools have not declined and have prospered over the last 30-40 years, especially in the UK and USA, with undergraduate and graduate students increasing year on year, at least for the most part.  Though the MBA may not enjoy the same position it did a number of years ago, nor is it able to command the same premium prices, business schools have become a permanent fixture in the academic landscape and one of the major institutions in economic life (perhaps for good and bad reasons).  He does acknowledge, however, that we may be witnessing, at least in the MBA market, 'where only a small elite group pf providers can claim such excess rents (from MBA courses) on the base of access to networks and personal contacts' (p. 11).

Wensley agrees that business schools have much more to contribute than executive education and MBAs; their role may be, to borrow from Starkey and Tempest's work, to sit at the interface of social science theory and business practice by playing a knowledge creation and knowledge brokering role, which is the poistion adopted by recent AIM research on the future of business schools (Ivory, et al., 2006).  However, he points out that for such developments to occur there would need to be some fundamental changes in the practice of business schools and end-users of knowledge, which might be a more complicated issue than is imagined because of the embeddedness of business schools in a complicated institutional framework.

While business schools may be in decent shape, there is still a question over management research in terms of rigour and relevance.  To take rigour first, there is the problem of who does the defining, given the claims made on management research by disciplines and by those who seek interdisciplinarity.  Disciplines are rooted in university structures while interdisciplinarity is often subject to more transient forces.  That said, Wensley suggests that management is acheiving the status (albeit contested) of a discipline with its own specific criteria for rigour and research.  On the question of relevance, there seems to be an issue over who is doing the defining - in other words relevance is in the eyes of mutiple beholders.  He cites Weick's idea that relevance is as much of product of practitioners being wedded to gurus and fads, and that what is real is often idiosyncratic and unique - real worlds rather than a real world relevance.  Thus relevance should be seen as joint academic-practitioner effort, which is one of his major conclusions.  

His paper raises a number of interesting discussions on the rigour-relevance debate, including a useful distincton between academic research and folk theory. Folk theory is a well-established alternative to academic research and guides most practitioners' agendas, including issues such as the impact of performance-related pay and talent management on organizational performance, despite the criticisms by academics of such practices based on their research.  An interesting conclusion is that academic research is 'relevant for those less critical, more technical problems, rather than for the most important problems that those coping with large, complex organizations face'.

It is just such a conclusion that provides the basis for those arguing that academics should be engaging with practitioners in executive education as a way of co-creating the 'big questions' that might help research become more relevant.  

Wensley argues for a postion 'beyond relevance', which is to recognise the role of disciplines and their standards of rigour, multiple stakeholders defining relevance in different and entirely legitimate ways, and engagement by practitioners and academics in defining and co-creating relevant questions rather than pandering to management fashions.  This has enormous implications for what is taught and what is written in textbooks, which are much more important in disemminating knowledge about management than academic journals.  In this sense, he is echoing the calls for 'enagaged research' made by people like Van de Ven and others.

To my mind, his paper is very well argued, though I am less sanguine about his claims that business schools are in good shape.  They may well be in good shape to deal with the mass undergraduate and full time masters degree market (low hanging fruit), but I'm less convinced that they have much relevance for the more demanding, part-time executive market, which is increasingly being captured by the consultancy industry (as he acknowledges) and the corporate universities.  For business schools to grow they need to become more involved in engaged research and teaching, and that requires much more than his rather weak conclusion (though it is only a working paper) that to ensure the research agenda is to some extent more clearly guided by the views of various stakeholder groups....I'm sure he is right but what does this mean in practice?

