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Introduction 

Global youth unemployment is an estimated 71 
million (13.1% of the youth population) a figure 
exacerbated by the statistic that 1/3 of young 
people aged 16-25 are under-employed in part-
time, seasonal and short-term work, resulting in 
disproportionate levels of poverty, the so-called 
working poor.  

The South West in particular has some economic 
challenges. It is one of the lowest paid regions in 
the UK (ONS, 2014); the economy is highly 
dependent on public and third sector 
organisations, small to medium sized enterprises 
(SMEs) and family businesses and the region is 
characterised by seasonal employment sectors 
(tourism and farming/agriculture).  

Plymouth is highly dependent on the public 
sector for employment opportunity particularly health, education, public administration and 
defence. Whilst the South West on the whole has one of the lowest rates of youth 
unemployment in the country (11.7%) the region’s cities have higher youth unemployment 
rates: Bristol (14.2%), Bournemouth (15.8%) and Plymouth (16.2%) Clearly there are urban 
pockets of youth unemployment which need to be addressed, especially as we move into 
uncertain times.   

Resolving the issue of youth unemployment and under-employment is a macro and micro 
multi-agency responsibility involving national and local government, employers and educators 
at all levels. As a focus, this essay explores the role of the university business curriculum in 
transformational change. It highlights the results of a project entitled Inspiring Futures which 
has delivered tangible value to businesses in the South West region by engaging 3,500 
students in community-based projects, reshaping the business curriculum, and providing the 
opportunity for students to enhance their academic, employability, personal and life skills.   
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“Immersing students 
in projects across a 
range of community 
groups extends their 
networks and life 
experience equipping 
them more fully to 
adapt to the drivers 
for change impacting 
on working lives.” 



Context of UK Higher Education Business Education 

The UK now hosts approximately 126 university business schools. In 2015–16, there were 2.28 
million students studying at UK higher education institutions. In 2014, 336,600 students were 
enrolled on business and administrative studies programmes – the largest number enrolled 
across all subject groups. 

However, the relevance of business education is often in question, the government’s support 
for Degree Apprenticeships and the increasing volume of in-house corporate programmes 
reflect a concern that students are not developing employment-ready skills at university. This 
perception is exacerbated by a teaching approach that traditionally requires the reproduction 
of accepted truths about business.  

Some examples of these truths are as follows: that the value of a business is represented in its 
balance sheet, sustainability is achieved by driving out competition through market advantage, 
the boss/worker relationship is characterised by command and control and is premised on 
worker subordination, and that exponential growth (despite the requisite depletion of the 
earth’s finite natural resources) is an imperative. The idea that bigger is better, hedonistic 
consumerism and reciprocal record levels of personal and national debt should be 
encouraged, and that the pursuit of profit maximisation and the resultant wealth differentials  
(UN, 2013) should remain unchallenged, are other such accepted truths of business. 

The Drivers for Change 

Business schools and their rational/scientific methodologies have been blamed for a number of 
high profile business failures such as Enron and WorldCom and more recently for the global 
financial crisis itself. The inability to reflect on corporate risk taking and the deregulated nature 
of private corporations are tangible representations of a damaged hegemony.  

• According to the International Labour Organisation, (2016) global unemployment is 
affecting over 71 million youth worldwide and 156 million young workers are living in 
poverty and employed in non-standard and temporary occupations. 

• In the UK, 17% of new graduates are economically inactive (O’Higgins 2017) and one 
third are employed in non-professional roles.  

• By 2030, 50% of current work activities will be technically automatable and 6/10 
occupations will have more than 30% of activities that are technically automatable. 

• According to the World Bank, the difference between the world’s richest and poorest is 
increasing. In 2017, 1.2 billion people in the world live in extreme poverty; 

• The world’s population of 7.35 billion people (forecasted to rise to 9 billion by 2050) is 
catastrophically consuming its finite resources – for example, every year tens of 
thousands of square kilometres of rain forests are deforested (a global warming factor) 
to grow crops, yet by 2050 we will need 70% more crop yield to feed the world’s 
population. 

The truths are resulting in severe labour market inequality, labour market exclusion (especially 
of youth), unsustainable wealth inequality, finite resource depletion and arguably climate 
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change. Thus, if we accept that our 
existing ways of doing business are 
at best helping a few, and at worst, 
catastrophically consuming the finite 
resources of the world, what might 
be an alternative hegemony for the 
business curriculum?  

Inspiring Futures 

This paper argues that management 
education should be underpinned 
by three basic educational 
principles: 

• Education for Sustainable Development - The development of more holistic 
ways of seeing the interdependency of the world and an appreciation that its 
resources are finite and expendable. 

• Education for Humanity - An appreciation of one’s temporal place in the world 
as part of a global community with a mindfulness and sense of responsibility for 
the lives of contemporary and future generations. 

• Education for Life - An acceptance that agility, creativity and enterprise are 
fundamental personal and professional attributes in an age of uncertainty.  

These principles will be illustrated by a project that has been delivered by the Plymouth 
Business School since 2012. The project entitled Inspiring Futures has engaged 3,500 students 
in 600 consultancy projects working with 250 businesses in the South West and delivering an 
estimated £900,000 value to the region. 

1. Education for Sustainable Development  

Education for Sustainability Development (ESD) is premised in a commitment to the 
transformative capability of education to critically engage learners in: sustainable decision-
making; capacity building; self-determination; relationship building and personal development 
(Sterling 2004). The perspective is fundamental to rethinking the ontology of management 
education and challenges closed systems thinking and positivistic short-term models. A 
fundamental component of ESD is the immersion of learners in real world experiences and the 
belief that learning occurs through life’s environments - home, community, work etc.  

Developing a curriculum and culture that is cognisant of temporal and spatial placing is a key 
facet of EFD. As an example, the Faculty of Business acknowledges its agency within Plymouth 
and the wider South West region.   

The Inspiring Futures project is designed to engage students in conversations which extend 
beyond conventional FTSE 100 multinational corporations and incorporates public/third sector, 
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“The Inspiring Futures 
project has enabled learners 
to develop holistically 
through connectedness to a 
wider community of peers 
and practitioners and by 
developing an appreciation 
of their role in the world.” 



social enterprise, SME and family business cases and models. The project engages students in a 
live consultancy exercise with regional and Plymouth City enterprises.   

By connecting rational (theory based) with emotionally driven (experiential) learning 
innovative, creative and entrepreneurial thinking is facilitated. Students work with a diverse 
range of private and public, social enterprises and charities and have developed digital 
prospectuses for local schools, identified research grants for social enterprises and developed 
promotional strategies for charities to raise awareness of the impact of their work. Immersing 
students in projects across a range of community groups extends their networks and life 
experience equipping them more fully to adapt to the drivers for change impacting on working 
lives.   

2. Education for Humanity 

The integration of values and ethics across the curriculum is imperative to the mission of 
contemporary business education. The UK Wittey Review (2013) concluded that universities 
have the ‘extraordinary potential to enhance economic growth.’ Given the bridging role that 
business schools provide across knowledge and skills transfer, and research and innovation, the 
values that underpin the curriculum are fundamental. In a digitally connected world, it is 
increasingly possible for social movements to exert pressure at every level—institutional, 
governmental and societal.   

The Occupy Together and the We Are The Ninety Nine Per cent movements, for example, have 
highlighted large scale public dissatisfaction with the inequity of global wealth distribution and 
social exclusion, and have acted as catalysts for the reform of the financial sector. Educating 
students to appreciate the external environment and centrality of values to business are core 
facets of management education. The Inspiring Futures project provides students with a sense 
of their role in the local community through their engagement in community projects such as 
identifying funding bids for regional charities engaging in branding, marketing projects for 
healthcare providers and social enterprises. 

Universities are comprised of a unique and complex network of participants and academic 
schools have the opportunity to leverage these networks to produce transformational change. 
This ecosystem becomes a virtuous circle, extending its reach and providing windows of 
opportunity for students and business partners. The principle of Education for Humanity creates 
a collaborative, sustainable ecosystem through which students receive real-world education 
which emotionally engages them in regional and national projects. Students develop empathy 
for causes and with groups of people they may not otherwise encounter in their university life. 

3. Education for Life 

In a changing, complex and technological world, managers need to be adaptable and able to 
cope with uncertainty. With this in mind, learning to learn and being committed to a lifetime of 
education should underpin the business curriculum.  The Inspiring Futures project has enabled 
learners to develop holistically, through connectedness to a wider community of peers and 
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practitioners and by developing an appreciation of their role in the world. By integrating work-
based learning into their core study, students are provided with the opportunity to develop 
their lives, through vocational skills which will enhance their confidence and career readiness.  

The definition of experiential learning extends to the construct of entrepreneurship not as a 
discrete disciplinary element, but rather as a way of thinking, behaving and being.  The 
‘entrepreneurial mind set’ is defined by the Quality Assurance Agency (2012) as an ability to 
originate ideas and make them happen. This underpins the way our curriculum was designed. 
Developing graduates with business acumen and the confidence to create new businesses and 
act as intrapreneurs within existing business is a future-oriented strategy for regional growth. 
With more developed social networks, students are able to identify and capitalise on potential 
business opportunities that may otherwise have been missed.  

Conclusions 

In conclusion, higher education institutions are engaged in a highly complex globalised set of 
relationships which are characterised by uncertainty and continual flux. This essay has 
highlighted some of the economic, environmental and societal pressures which characterise 
the world today and how universities working in collaboration with their regional stakeholders 
play a pivotal role in helping to shape the future. It has argued that techno-rational and 
scientific modes of thinking, which have dominated the hegemony and pedagogy of the 
business curriculum have become outmoded.  

What is now needed is a more humanistic frame of reference, which encourages participants to 
place themselves (temporally, geographically, socially, politically, environmentally and 
economically) and to recognise themselves as part of something other. Individualism (greed, 
hedonism, eco-centrism, self-promotion) was a facet of twentieth century management 
education with its emphasis on zero sum competitiveness (driving out the competition), 
personalised and shareholder wealth creation and hierarchical control systems.  

Instead, the first decade of the twenty-first century has been characterised by less certainty, the 
volatility and unpredictability of markets, the increasing power of social movement as a lever of 
change (local, corporate, state, international) and an acceptance of climate change as reality 
(rather than theory). These social, political, economic and environmental levers are impacting 
on universities, businesses and communities across the world and creating radical 
reconstitutions of curriculum, partnerships, mission and values. The principles of Education for 
Sustainability, Education for Humanity and Education for Life are presented as an alternative 
hegemony and a starting point for a debate. They position the business curriculum as creating 
an entrepreneurial eco-system for transformative learning.   

Dr Hilary Duckett was the Director of the Plymouth Business. She has recently led a number 
of consultancy projects. Hilary is committed to delivering value through practice and 
research informed vocational education and to widening participation and access to higher 
education.
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The Plymouth White Paper are an initiative by Luke Pollard MP. 
They are designed to provoke, inspire and challenge. The 
hope is that each set of white papers will contribute to the 
energy, direction and passion around Plymouth, our economy 
and campaigning.  

These white paper submissions have been written by people 
across Plymouth. They have been free to voice their own 
opinions and these are their own words. The white papers are 
designed to be political and challenge established thinking 
but they’re not designed to be party political.  

Want to get involved with a future white paper? Get in touch: 

Luke Pollard MP 
Labour and Co-operative Member of Parliament for Plymouth 
Sutton and Devonport 
luke.pollard.mp@parliament.uk 
01752 717255 
#LukeMP 
www.lukepollard.org 
facebook.com/LukePollard 
Twitter.com/LukePollard 

All contributors have given their work for free and no profit is 
made from this publication.  


