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Traditional models for calculating the Return on Investment (ROI) of education examine the costs and 
benefits of such interventions in financial terms. The aim of this study was to explore other important 
variables over and above those of a financial nature, which should be considered by MBA students when 
holistically evaluating the ROI of undertaking this qualification.  
 
The study was exploratory and perception based; a pilot contribution to the debate on the value of an MBA 
and a baseline for further research. In the two-phased study, 54 graduates from Wits Business School 
articulated a number of input (cost), output (benefits) and process variables that they perceived as important 
when holistically evaluating the ROI of their studies. An overwhelming majority perceived that the benefits 
of doing an MBA outweigh the costs, taking all variables into account. 
 
Although the findings cannot be generalised to a wider population, a transformation model has been 
proposed. MBA students and learning facilitators may find this useful when planning MBA programme 
participation or facilitation, so that students gain the greatest possible value from the undertaking.  
 
 
*To whom all correspondence should be addressed. 
 

 
Introduction 
 

And why do young managers leave well-paying 
jobs to spend tens of thousands of dollars on a 
business school? 

 Pine and Gilmore (1999:163) 
 

This exploratory study is a contribution to the debate on the 
perceived value of the Master in Business Administration 
(MBA) degree. Many studies have examined the financial 
costs and gains of investment into educational studies, 
including MBAs (Parry, 1996; Phillips, 1997; Cascio, 2000; 
Phillips, Stone & Phillips, 2001; Van Niekerk & Penman, 
2002; Tunca, 2003; Furlonger, 2004), often linking their 
findings to a Return on Investment (ROI) or Rate of Return 
(ROR) model (Van Niekerk & Penman, 2002; Connolly, 
2003).  Since the ROI concept deals in monetary units, both 
costs and returns are in the same format, and calculating 
ROI is a relatively simple matter of deducting the costs from 
the returns and calculating a percentage from the result 
(Phillips, 1997; Phillips et al., 2001), as follows: 
 

Programme benefits - Programme costsROI x100
Programme costs

=  

The ROR examines the percentage return from an 
investment, so is again purely financially based; such rates 
have also been investigated and published (Connolly, 2003). 
 
However, it is suggested here that a more holistic picture of 
the value of an MBA, at least to graduates, should be 
considered by exploring perceptions rather than numbers, 
and aspects other than financial, which may contribute to the 
overall value that they obtain from engaging in MBA study. 
Thus, this study is by nature a pilot investigation on which 
further research may be based. References to ‘ROI’ in this 
report have been interpreted loosely so that graduate 
perceptions, which refer to different variables in the cost and 
benefit categories, may be weighed against one another, 
rather than deducted from one another as the financial ROI 
model would require. 
 
Investigations into the value obtained from educational 
interventions have generally taken two forms; one focusing 
on the ROI of training interventions within and for the 
corporate environment (Parry, 1996; Phillips, 1997; Cascio, 
2000; Fitz-Enz, 2000), others on the direct financial returns 
(be they ROI or ROR) to students undertaking higher 
education. References to these figures for MBA degrees are 
plentiful and available from universities offering the 
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qualification; ROI calculators are provided on many 
websites (Braeger, 2002; Tunca, 2003).  
 
In order to explore whether students perceive there to be 
costs and benefits other than financial, which may influence 
their perceptions of the worth of the qualification, the study 
design allowed free input to open ended questions in a first 
phase. The results of the initial survey were then combined 
with the literature review to formulate a more 
comprehensive questionnaire, which was applied to a larger 
sample (n=54).  
 
MBA students invest a great deal of time and make personal 
sacrifices for the sake of their higher education (Braeger, 
2002). Of interest here is the articulation of the nature of the 
personal sacrifices (i.e. the costs) and the establishment of 
whether and how the overall benefits of the MBA make 
these sacrifices worthwhile (the return of a holistic array of 
benefits over the totality of financial and non-financial 
costs).  
 
Implicit in students’ perception of the value of an MBA is 
whether they learned what they needed to learn in order to 
become effective managers; published work in the area of 
competency models for managers is almost too plentiful 
(Boyatzis, Cowen & Kolb, 1995; RSA, 1995; Meyer & 
Semark, 1998). However, by focusing on the requirements 
of the skills development legislation (RSA, 1995; SAQA, 
2003), it was possible to narrow down the array of 
possibilities to the core, generic outcomes (or meta-
competencies) required in all registered qualifications; the 
critical cross-field outcomes or CCFOs. Although Mintzberg 
(2004) has launched an attack on MBAs, he does 
nonetheless list almost identical competencies as being key 
to effective management. Mintzberg’s (2004) work also 
confirms the importance of different learning methodologies 
in adding value to the MBA experience in terms of 
competence development.  
 
Literature review and propositions 
 
It is agreed by many authors (Argyris, 1991; Spencer & 
Spencer, 1993; Horwitz & Bowmaker-Falconer, 1996; 
Phillips et al., 2001; Nordstrom & Ridderstrale, 2002; Van 
der Sluis, 2002) that, in order to remain competitive, 
management knowledge and skills need to be constantly 
upgraded. The MBA was selected for this investigation 
because it is an authoritative credential worldwide in today’s 
business environment (Bezuidenhoudt, 1997; AMBA, 2003; 
Tunca, 2003).  
 
Meyer and Semark (1998) describe competence as the 
demonstration of integrated knowledge, skills, personal 
attributes and values. This definition is embedded in the 
noun ‘competency’, meaning a specific learning outcome. 
The concept has been applied in international qualifications 
frameworks (RSA, 1995; New Zealand, 2000; United 
Kingdom, 2000; United Kingdom. Department of Education 
and Employment, 2000a, 2000b; Scotland, 2003; Australia, 
2003). This is the definition applied when referring to 
competencies in this paper. Identification and inclusion of 
required management competencies into MBA delivery will 

enhance the value of the qualification for leaders and 
managers (Bezuidenhoudt, 1997, Mintzberg, 2004).  
 
Meyer (1996) identified clusters of generic competencies 
that he called meta-competencies. These fall broadly into the 
areas of communication, gathering and interpretation of data 
from a variety of sources, problem solving, systems 
thinking, ability to apply the use of technology in the 
workplace, working in groups, teams or communities, using 
mathematical concepts and managing oneself and one’s own 
learning and development. These meta-competencies are 
‘essential skills that underpin success in education, 
employment, lifelong learning and personal development’ 
(United Kingdom. Department of Education and 
Employment, 2000a:2). The CCFOs (Isaacs, 2000; RSA, 
2000; SAQA, 2003) embedded within South African 
qualifications are similar; informing both the learning 
outcomes and assessment criteria specified within 
qualifications. This study is concerned only with the first 
seven CCFOs, as being those being assessable in students 
(Isaacs, 2000).  
 
Current, financially-based ROI models (Kirkpatrick, 1979, 
1996; Parry, 1996; Rothwell, 1996; Phillips, 1997; Van 
Greunen, 1998) incorporate the concept that competence 
must be addressed before performance can be expected 
(Kirkpatrick, 1979, 1987, 1996; Mager & Pipe, 1997), 
which would then lead to business results. In South Africa, 
competence is described by the demonstration of learning 
outcomes in the following categories (RSA, 2000): 
 
Foundational competence: The knowledge and 
understanding underpinning the practical aspects of what the 
learner is doing and why they are doing it.   
 
Practical competence: The skill to perform a set of tasks in 
an authentic context. 
 
Reflexive competence: The integration of performance with 
understanding, reflecting the learner’s ability to adapt 
appropriately to changed circumstances  
 
An additional aspect of learning has been included here – 
that of ‘worldview’. It is not a term that SAQA uses, but has 
come to replace the word ‘attitude’ in the business world. It 
is intended to reflect certain wisdom about the way the 
world operates, and may include attitudes, attributes and 
values. Mink (1992), cited in Collins (1996:14) describes 
worldview as ‘a way of seeing, feeling and touching the 
world, in terms of perceiving, understanding and 
interpreting.’ 
 
The adult learning process 
 
Haggis (Haggis 2002) suggests that the adult learning 
process is not a simple one, that there is no one best way for 
all individuals in all circumstances, and that theories of adult 
learning should not be seen as ‘universal truths’ to be simply 
applied for academic success. However, there does seem to 
be general agreement that adults learn best through 
experiential learning (Kolb, Rubin & McIntyre, 1971; 
Honey & Mumford, 1992; Brock & Cameron, 1999; 
Margolis & Swan, 1999; Desai, Damewood & Jones, 2001) 
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that is both active and collaborative (Frazier and Keller 
1992). Adult learners need facilitated knowledge 
acquisition, conceptual understanding and a logical course 
structure (Westermann and others 2002), which may be 
enhanced by good relationships with staff (Rowley and 
Slack 1998); (Haggis 2002), especially when the teacher / 
learner interaction is informal (Dawson, 1994). By taking 
note of the factors that students identify as enhancing their 
learning experience, faculty would be able to apply them to 
facilitate deeper levels of understanding. This should, in 
turn, lead to more effective application of the newly 
acquired skills back in the workplace, enhancing the value 
of the course of study to graduates.  
 
Isaacs (2001) describes assessment as being integral to 
learning, rather than only to establish the grade of the 
student. In South Africa, formative assessment is an activity 
that takes place during the course of learning, while 
summative assessment takes place at the end of a course, 
and includes the content of the entire course (SAQA, 2003).  
 
Learning methodologies for MBA students 
 
Learning methodologies have been classified in terms of a 
number of different models (Linstead, 1990; Dyrud, 1997). 
In order that student perceptions regarding the effectiveness 
of different learning methodologies could be explored, only 
those methodologies that applied at the institution, and had 
supporting literature, were investigated. These were: 
lecturing (both formal and interactive), computer-based 
instruction, case studies, formative assessments, video, 
individual and syndicate assignments, panel discussions, 
networking, conducting research, field trips, international 

visits, class presentations, guest speakers, simulations, 
action learning, and peer evaluation (Rothwell, 1996; 
Hitchcock, 1996; Doody, 1997; Malone, 1997; Evans & 
Abbott, 1998; Margolis & Swan, 1999; Cadman, 2000; 
Phipps, Phipps, Kask & Higgins, 2001; Chonko, Tanner & 
Davis, 2002; SAQA, 2003). 
 
HR ROI methodologies and models 
 
When investigating educational interventions, a brief review 
of the historical development of the concepts will assist in 
understanding how they have evolved into concerns about 
the value perceived by MBA students.  
 
Measuring the return on human resource interventions has 
been notoriously difficult, and much has been written on the 
topic (Parry, 1996; Sveiby, 1989; Phillips, 1996, 1997; 
Bassi, Ludwig, McMurrer & Van Buuren, 2000; Cascio, 
2000; Fitz-Enz, 2000; Phillips et al., 2001), with several 
models for financial measurement being proposed. As 
Human Resources is being held more accountable for their 
contribution to business results (Ulrich, 1998), the idea that 
education and training should demonstrate a return on 
investment has become popular.  
 
Kirkpatrick (1996) first defined and popularised the four-
level hierarchy of evaluation that is used extensively and has 
been adapted in a number of the financial ROI models in use 
today (Kirkpatrick, 1979, 1996; Parry, 1996; Rothwell, 
1996; Phillips, 1997). The original four levels have more 
recently been expanded to include the fifth level of ROI 
measurement (Phillips, 1997). Figure 1 illustrates. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1: Donald Kirkpatrick’s evaluation hierarchy with Phillips’ fifth level inserted  
Sources: Kirkpatrick, 1979, 1996; Phillips 1996, 1997. 
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Measurement at levels one (reaction) and two (learning) can 
easily be performed, and are the responsibility of the 
educators in the process (Kirkpatrick, 1996). However, the 
more meaningful levels three (behaviour change) and four 
(business results) require evaluation back in the workplace, 
and as such are the responsibility of line management, who 
may not have the necessary skills or motivation to do so. 
Another difficulty at the two higher levels is that there are 
other factors affecting workplace performance (Parry, 1996; 
Mager & Pipe, 1997), which may have no relationship to the 
skills or competence of individuals.  

Phillips (1997) includes evaluation at all levels as input into 
his model for measuring ROI (Figure 2), isolating the effects 
of training by including a control group. Although he 
quantifies where possible, he is left with a category of 
intangible benefits that cannot be expressed in terms of the 
monetary value of their accrued benefits. The existence of 
these intangibles supports the theory proposed here, that a 
more holistic framework of the value of a course of study 
can be constructed. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Phillips’ model for the calculation of ROI for an HR intervention 
Source: Phillips, 1997. 
 
Phillips’ (1997) assumption underlying the inclusion of all 
levels in the ROI calculation is that the levels build on one 
another; learner satisfaction with the way the programme 
was run (level 1) is a precursor to learning (level 2), which 
is necessary for workplace behaviour to change (level 3) in 
order that business results may improve (level 4). He 
maintains that the ‘chain of results’ (Phillips, 1997:10) 
measured during the process adds validity to the theory that 
positive change is the result of learning and not some other 
factor. The financial ROI calculation of the intervention 
acknowledges that a cost / benefit figure or ratio is vital as a 
business measure of the intervention’s contribution to the 
corporate bottom line. The objective of this description is to 
illustrate the point that Phillips (1997) makes a direct link 
between the students’ learning experience and the corporate 
bottom line. This research extracts the variables affecting 
the students’ experience (level one evaluation) and projects 
forward theoretically to the students’ personal bottom line, 
as seen in the proposed holistic framework model in Figure 
8. 
 
Categories of costs and benefits in an MBA 
 
Cost and benefit variables relating to the currently used ROI 
models are clearly financial in nature (Phillips, 1997; 
AMBA, 2003), although some work (Malone, 1997; 

Cadman, 2000; Cascio, 2000; Phillips et al., 2001; Braeger 
2002; AMBA, 2003; MBA.com, 2003) refers to ‘other’ 
variables, for example Phillips et al.’s (2001) ‘intangibles’. 
It was clear from phase one of the study that students also 
considered variables such as time committed, personal 
relationship effects, establishment of networks and 
improved self-confidence to be valid constructs influencing 
their perceived value of the qualification. 
 
Research propositions  
 
The following propositions were formulated from gaps 
identified in the literature: 
 
Proposition 1: 
Student perceptions of the cost and benefit variables 
associated with an MBA degree go beyond those of only a 
directly financial nature.  
 
Proposition 2: 
SAQA’s CCFOs are perceived by MBA graduates to be 
relevant management competencies, and are perceived to be 
developed through an MBA programme. 
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Proposition 3: 
Different learning methodologies applied during MBA 
programmes contribute to the students’ overall experience 
and self-perceptions of competence. 
 
Research methodology 
 
The two-phased study was exploratory, qualitative and 
perception based (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Carter, 1997; 
Leedy & Ormrod, 2001; Robson, 2002); it was intended to 
contribute to the debate around the value of an MBA and 
provide a baseline for further research, rather than to attempt 
to generalise to other similar contexts. 
 
Phase one was simply to obtain input and key phrases, so 
asked simple, open-ended questions about personal 
experiences and perceptions, and respondents were free to 
answer in their own words. The variables relating to the 
study were extracted by content analysis of these interviews. 
These data, with complementary published findings, were 
included in the survey questionnaire (phase two), which was 
piloted before use. No attempt was made to gather 
quantitative financial data. 
 
The research population and sample 
 
The population was defined to include all MBA students 
who graduated between the years 1998 and 2002 from Wits 
Business School. The period was selected based on the 
findings of Van Niekerk and Penman (2002), where almost 
all graduates had recouped their financial costs after five 
years. In addition, the sample needed to be of relatively 
recent graduates so that they would be able to recall their 
experiences more fully. Racial and gender quota sampling 
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2001) was applied to the defined 
population on a convenience basis, resulting in 54 
completed responses with a demographic profile that 
matched that of the average of the six most recent MBA 
classes. This was done to add population representivity to 
the study. 
 
Limitations and delimitations of the study 
 
The sample was highly biased due to the convenience basis 
of selection and the limited defined population, so the 
findings should be interpreted cautiously. Although 
stratified random sampling (Robson, 2002) would have 
yielded more generalisable data, lack of sources with the 
required stratified demographic information about the 
population rendered this approach problematic. For this 
reason non-probability based quota sampling was used 
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2001; Robson, 2002), with the 
understanding that statistical inference and generalisation 
would not be possible. However, qualitative data can be 
transferable (Bendixen, 2002), and it is anticipated that the 
findings here will be useful to other MBA students.  
 
Research results and discussion 
 
The currently used financially based ROI models (Phillips, 
1997; Fitz-Enz, 2000; Phillips et al., 2001) do not elaborate 

on the intervention itself (learning methodologies and 
competence development) as an integral part of the 
equation. This omission of the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of the 
learning process may not be significant in the calculation of 
the actual ROI, but the disaggregated detail within the 
process provides clues to a more holistic framework to 
describe the perceived value of educational interventions to 
students.  
 
Proposition 1:  
Student perceptions of the cost and benefit variables 
associated with an MBA degree go beyond those of only a 
directly financial nature. 
 
A number of variables were identified by students as 
contributing to the value of their MBA experience. These 
are shown in Figure 3. The respondents had defined both 
costs and benefits into categories of ‘financial’ and ‘non-
financial’, although they were not requested, by design, to 
quantify any of the variables in financial terms. However, 
the range of variables identified supports acceptance of 
Proposition 1. 
 
The data obtained from the study were analysed by the 
categories identified by the respondents, viz. ‘financial 
costs’, ‘non-financial costs’, ‘financial benefits’ and ‘non-
financial benefits’. Figures 4 - 7 show the importance / 
frequency charts in which the constant-sum weighting 
(relative importance) of each variable was plotted against 
frequency of mention of the variable. The presentation of 
the findings in this way allowed an interpretation of the 
overall impact of the different variables to students. 
 
Figure 4 (‘financial cost’ variables), shows that fees 
impacted on most students (high frequency) and was a large 
influence on that category (high weight). It follows, ceteris 
paribus, that lack of available funds to pay for tuition may 
be the greatest barrier to student entry. This is supported by 
the fact that most students pay either in whole or in part, for 
their own studies (Van Niekerk & Penman, 2002). Text 
books were a cost factor for most students (high frequency), 
but had a relatively minor influence (low weight) on that 
category. All the variables identified in the four categories 
were interpreted in this manner. 
 
To a prospective MBA student, financial costs (Figure 4) are 
the most pressing and immediate, for, without the funds, the 
student will not be in a position to register with the 
institution. A compounding effect to the perceived direct 
cost was that the second highest weighted cost in this 
category was that of financial opportunity cost, affecting 
nearly 60% of respondents. Those affected by both may 
anticipate experiencing an overwhelming financial loss in 
the short-term, which may negatively affect their decision to 
enrol. Although this study aims to advise students in the first 
instance, and learning experts / faculty in the second, it is 
suggested that there may be opportunities for business 
schools to support students with study funding. This could 
be either directly, through bursaries or scholarships, or 
indirectly by persuading corporations to offer similar 
bursaries or scholarships. 
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Figure 3: Student perceptions of the cost and benefit variables associated with MBA study 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: The perceived financial costs of an MBA 
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Figure 5: The perceived non-financial costs of an MBA 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6: The perceived financial benefits of an MBA 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7: The perceived non-financial benefits of an MBA 
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In Figure 5 (‘non-financial cost’ variables), loss of balance 
with other areas of life received the highest score for both 
importance (33% of the weight allocation) and frequency, 
affecting some 90% of respondents. This was followed by 
stress, and then relationship cost, which was defined in 
terms of a deterioration of relationships with friends and 
family. 
 
It will be noted in Figure 6 (‘financial benefit’ variables) 
that some of the items are directly financial, such as an 
increased salary, whereas others were perceived to fall into 
this category because they lead to financial benefits rather 
being financial benefits themselves.  
 
Most (68%), but not all, respondents were able to command 
higher salaries after completion of their MBA degree, and 
this variable received the highest weighting in this category, 
a reflection of its perceived importance. However, the 
highest response frequency (75,9%) was with regard to the 
improved network of business contacts built up during the 
course of the study period. Just over 40% of respondents 
were promoted and a similar number were able to secure 
employment as a direct result of their studies. A third of the 
respondents (35%) were able to improve their earnings from 
alternative sources, but this did not amount to anything of 
great significance (weight of 8,4%).  
 
In a traditional ROI study, it would not be possible to 
quantify many of these variables in financial terms, although 
they are clearly important to students. This is illustrated 
strongly in Figure 7 (‘non-financial’ benefit variables), 
where the widest range of variables was identified by the 
sample as contributing positively to the perceived value of 
their MBA.  
 
The three most important (highest weighting) variables; a) 
increased confidence, b) broader worldview / insight / 
wisdom, and c) significantly greater knowledge, each scored 
greater than 90% frequency, and together, accounted for 
more than half of the total weight allocation. These ‘non-
financial’ benefits may begin to develop during the course 
of the MBA as students make progress with their studies, 
but it is likely that the full impact will only be brought to 
bear once they return to a full work commitment and are 
able to compare themselves to their peers and colleagues 
who have not undertaken an MBA degree.  
 
The lowest allocations in this category went to the 
improvement of relationships within the family (2,2%), and 
within the social circle (1,6%). MBA students should be 
particularly aware that, should their close relationship 
deteriorate because of their studies, this research suggests 
that they are unlikely to regain it after graduating. 
 
In order to determine whether, in an overall, holistic sense, 
the perceived benefits of doing an MBA outweighed the 
perceived costs, the respondents were asked to state whether 
the overall benefits were greater than, equal to or less than 
the overall costs. The results were that 98,1% stated that the 
benefits were greater than the costs. 
 
The extent and scope of the responses to the questions 
regarding a holistic view of the cost and benefit variables 

influencing students’ perceptions of the value of their MBA 
show clearly that there is more to ‘ROI’ than simply 
financial measures, and that the overall benefits of doing an 
MBA are perceived to outweigh the overall costs by 98,1% 
of the sample. 
 
Proposition 2: 
SAQA’s CCFOs are perceived by MBA graduates to be 
relevant management competencies, and are perceived to be 
developed through an MBA programme. 
 
The reviewed literature strongly suggests that SAQA’s 
critical outcomes are valid competencies for leaders and 
managers (New Zealand, 2000; United Kingdom, 2000; 
United Kingdom. Department of Education and 
Employment, 2000a; AMA, 2001; Australia, 2003), and 
have been described by leaders such as Guiliani (2002).  In 
addition, Spencer and Spencer (1993) write that technical 
competence alone is only of value in predicting performance 
in technical tasks, but is a poor predictor of general 
performance in a business environment, which requires the 
development of human characteristics. These characteristics 
encompass most of the CCFOs and align well with those of 
Mintzberg (2004). 
 
The respondents allocated a weighting factor based on a 
constant sum scale of 100 points between the generic 
management meta-competencies (SAQA’s seven assessable 
CCFOs). These relate directly to student competence, so an 
option of ‘other’ was included to allow respondents to 
allocate points there if they felt that the seven listed factors 
were not sufficiently comprehensive.  
 
The results of the weighting and perceived extent of 
improvement of these metacompetencies may be seen in 
Table 1. A mean weight of only 3,89 was allocated to 
‘other’, indicating that all seven assessable critical cross-
field outcomes were perceived to be relevant to MBA 
students. The data also show that all were improved to some 
extent during the programme; solving problems and 
critically evaluating information achieved the most 
improved scores, and use of technology the least. 
 
There is an important difference between the Spencer and 
Spencer (1993) profile and that of the CCFOs, despite their 
use of similar terminology. The Spencer and Spencer (1993) 
definitions are descriptive, and not results (outcomes) 
focused, whereas the CCFOs provide general, but clear 
definitions of what individuals should know and be able to 
do to demonstrate competence. The similarities between the 
two profiles despite the ten-year interval between them 
suggest an enduring quality about these fundamental issues, 
which have recently been reconfirmed (Mintzberg, 2004). 
 
Randall’s (1993) concerns about education in South Africa 
being insufficiently transformational would be allayed if 
these core competencies were to be deliberately developed 
in all educational endeavours. MBA students and graduates 
should take it upon themselves to interact co-operatively 
with the world and others around them, to improve their 
productivity and develop a pragmatic, problem-solving 
outlook. These endeavours can be supported by facilitators 
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of learning through teaching methodologies and curriculum 
development. 
Based on the findings described, Proposition 2 may be 
accepted. 
 
Proposition 3: 
Different learning methodologies applied during MBA 
programmes contribute to the students’ overall experience 
and self-perceptions of competence. 
 
The respondents were asked to rate the effectiveness of 
learning methodologies identified as having been applied 
during their MBA, and to state the one methodology that 
they had found to be the most effective of all. On this basis, 
the methodologies perceived to be the most effective were: 
interactive lectures and discussions in class, syndicate 
assignments, individual assignments, case studies in class, 
guest speakers, and doing own presentations to class. The 
least favoured were formal (non-interactive) lectures, videos 
shown in class, simulations and the examination process. A 
number of students did qualify their selections by stating 
that their choice was dependent on the particular lecturer. 
 
The findings from this study align with existing knowledge 
about the preferences of adult learners; in that learning 
should be experiential, collaborative and facilitated, to be 
most effective, as follows: 

a. Experiential learning activities (Kolb et al., 1971; 
Linstead, 1990; Honey & Mumford, 1992; Dawson, 
1994; Brock & Cameron, 1999; Margolis & Swan, 
1999; Desai et al., 2001) such as assignments, case 
studies, international exposure, the research process, 
simulations, field trips and presentations to class 
totalled 83% of all responses for ‘best methodology’.  

 
b. Group or collaborative learning (Frazier and Keller 

1992) is preferred by adults. Respondents in this study 
favoured the opportunities to learn from interactive 
lectures, syndicate assignments, case studies in class, 
networking with class members and simulations, which 
together accounted for 64% of the responses.  

 
c. The perceived usefulness of classroom learning in the 

form of interactive lectures and case studies found here 
combines the two main preferences of adult learning 
described above into experiential, collaborative 
learning. Adults have been found to learn better when 
knowledge acquisition and conceptual understanding is 
facilitated (Westermann and others 2002).  

 
Proposition three may also be accepted on the basis of the 
findings. 
 
 

 
Table 1: Perceived importance and extent of improvement of SAQA’s assessable critical cross-field outcomes by MBA 
graduates 
 
Generic management meta-competency (CCFO) Mean weight (Total = 100) %age improvement 

Identifying and solving problems using critical and creative thinking skills 17,81 98,1% 

Collecting, analysing, organising and critically evaluating information 16,33 98,1% 

Working effectively with others as a member of a team or group 15,91 92,6% 

Communicating effectively, verbally and in writing 13,93 90,7% 

Ability to see the world as a set of interrelated systems 13,50 85,2% 

Organizing and managing oneself responsibly and effectively 11,35 74,1% 

Using technology effectively 7,28 35,2% 

Other 3,89 0 

 
 
A holistic framework for the perceived return on 
investment in an MBA 
 
Through analysis and discussion of the findings of this 
study, it has been possible to construct a holistic framework 
of the MBA process. The transformation based model 
(Figure 8) can be applied by students in order to obtain 
maximum benefit from their MBA experience by managing 
the inputs (cost variables), taking maximum advantage of 
the elements making up learning process, and taking 
accountability for implementation of their learning back at 
the workplace, so that they perform optimally and thereby 
reap the benefits in a holistic way. Faculty and experts on 
learning may also find the model useful in seeking ways to 

positively influence students’ perceptions of the ROI they 
obtain from their studies, in a more holistic sense.  
 
In this study, students have been considered as stakeholders 
rather than customers of the institution (McNary, 1994; 
McCullough & Gremler, 1999). Institutions aim to provide 
students with an education as well as a degree certificate, so 
need to provide an experience that takes both process and 
outcome into account.  
 
The perspective is that of the student-as-stakeholder. In this 
model, students are putting themselves through a 
transformation process in order to be educated. They have 
certain cost inputs to this process, some of which may be 
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measured financially. Others that are less definable, but 
nonetheless important, include time pressure, stress, and 
relationship deterioration. Their objective in undertaking the 
course of study is linked to the benefits that they anticipate 
receiving as a result of their efforts, shown as stakeholder 
outcomes in the model.  
 
By articulating objectives for their MBA, students would be 
able to focus on the benefits to be received by undertaking 
an MBA rather than the costs, which apply mainly at the 
beginning of the course. This may motivate them to 

participate more actively in the programme and take a 
greater level of accountability for their own learning. The 
difficulty in maintaining focus is that both the financial 
(Figure 6) and non-financial benefit variables (Figure 7) are 
not only uncertain in scope and extent, but in the distant 
future. It is only the graduated MBA student who is in a 
position to objectively assess the overall worth of taking the 
course, and then only a year or more after completion (Van 
Niekerk & Penman, 2002). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 8: A holistic framework for the perceived return on investment in an MBA 
 
 
The circle represents the role and activities of faculty and 
learning facilitators in ‘processing’ the student. This 
processing activity includes the learning methodologies 
applied during the course, with the aim of developing the 
applied competence of the student through contextually 
relevant knowledge and skills acquisition (foundational and 
practical competence), underpinned by the development of a 
broader worldview, insight and wisdom. By extending 
assessment into the workplace (i.e. implementing all five of 
Phillips’ (1997) levels), the graduate can build themselves to 
a higher level of applied competence, leading to workplace 
performance and ultimately financial and non-financial 
benefits. The enhanced benefits are unlikely to materialise 
without improved performance, and it is suggested that 
MBA graduates be particularly aware that competence is not 
the same as performance, but that competence leads to 
performance. The degree certificate is not sufficient on its 
own to bring enhanced benefits; there is much work to be 
done once this has been achieved. 

Recommendations 
 
By considering students as key stakeholders rather than 
customers, learning facilitators may meet both their own 
objectives as well as those of MBA graduates. Students do 
need to take responsibility for their own learning within the 
institutional environment, and work constructively with 
faculty to maximise their ROI from a holistic perspective. 
 
Recommendations for current and prospective MBA 
students 
 
Students can apply the model (Figure 8) developed in this 
study to create a plan for their MBA study. Firstly, they 
need to commit themselves to completing their degree and 
graduating. Prospective MBA students may plan their study 
period in realistic terms by evaluating the potential or 
anticipated impact of each cost variable (Figures 4 and 5) to 
themselves, and negotiating support from business contacts, 
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friends and family, including their partner, for the duration 
of the MBA, as relationships with these groups of people 
may suffer as a result of the imbalance and stress (Figure 5) 
that accompanies MBA study.  
 
Students can maximise the holistic ROI of their MBA by 
constructively and actively participating in learning 
activities, including preparation, class discussions and 
assignments in order to enhance their learning, remembering 
that these first commitments lead to behaviour change back 
in the workplace, followed by improved business results.  
 
Students are encouraged to collaborate with their facilitators 
regarding their use of effective learning methodologies. 
They can work together with faculty so that each supports 
the other in the quest for both a rewarding and motivating 
learning experience and a higher graduation rate. In 
addition, students should encourage their class peers to share 
their expertise so that they may build their own, based on 
collaborative efforts and teamwork. 
 
Once MBA students have graduated and are back in the 
workplace, they are out of the scope of influence of the 
educational institution and its faculty. This requires that they 
take full responsibility for levels three and four evaluations 
of their learning (Kirkpatrick, 1979, 1987, 1996; Phillips, 
1996, 1997), and self-monitor to ensure implementation of 
their learning and the anticipated business results and 
personal rewards that follow. Phillips (1997) recommends 
that level one evaluation is carried out immediately post-
course, level two at the end of the programme, level three a 
few weeks after the programme and level four a few months 
after the programme.  
 
Recommendations for faculty and learning 
facilitators 
 
Learning facilitators should view students as key 
stakeholders of the business, with both obligations and 
expectations of the relationship. They should be aware of 
and empathetic to the cost and benefit variables that are 
important to students, and support them to experience the 
holistic range of benefits that they may enjoy.  
 
Faculty can enhance the effectiveness of learning 
interventions by using the methodologies that students find 
most effective and encouraging participation in learning 
activities. In addition, all learning and teaching experts need 
to recognise the importance of the critical cross-field 
outcomes in leader and manager development and take steps 
to articulate them clearly and build an appreciation of them 
into the MBA course. 
 
Conclusion  
 
This research has identified that there are a number of 
variables, not necessarily financial in nature, which 
contribute to MBA students’ holistic perception of the value 
of their qualification.  A framework based on a 
transformation model has been proposed, so that students 
and faculty may take advantage of a greater number of 
factors in order to attain a more holistic and positive 
perception of the MBA experience. 

The company’s economic offering is neither the 
materials it uses nor the physical things it makes. It 
is neither the processes it executes, nor the 
encounters it orchestrates. When a company guides 
transformations, the offering is the individual . . . 
the expectations centre on the customer 
[stakeholder] himself, on what he wants to 
become. 

(Pine & Gilmour, 1999:173) 
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