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Imagining a Different Voice: a critical and caring approach to management education

Abstract 

This paper discusses the use of the moral philosophy known as the ethics of care (Gilligan, 

1982; Held, 2006) to critically engage management students in ways that favour the 

development and enactment of a critical and responsible mentality towards business. We use 

this ethics to ground critical thinking in a moral framework in order to create a conversation in 

which new possibilities for sustainable and ethical practices might be discovered. Specifically, 

we identify four teaching practices that allow students to experience being both ‘cared for’ and 

‘one-caring’ and explore how this creates a deeper and more critical moral engagement with 

those affected by businesses. We further propose a framework for applying a care-ethical 

approach for teaching and learning. 
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Introduction 

In this paper we challenge management discourse that normalises the primacy of profit over 

goodness and examine the potential of the moral theory called the ethics of care (Gilligan, 

1982) to help students find an alternative voice. In so doing, we seek to facilitate the 

development of a caring and critical attitude towards business decisions among students, and 

contribute to a growing dialogue about transforming business education (Sinclair, 1997; 

Dehler, 2009; Vince, 2010; Śliwa, Sørensen and Cairns, 2015). 

We are in the midst of a crisis in which sustainability, defined as ‘the long-term maintenance 

of systems according to environmental, economic and social considerations’ (Crane and Matten 

2016, p. 33), is continuously threatened by corporate choices that privilege economic 

considerations and self-interest over care for communities, future generations and the natural 

environment. Managers exert considerable influence as a social group (Reynolds, 1998) and 

their training and education largely falls to business schools. Implicated in historically 

promoting a culture of excess (Ghoshal, 2005), business schools are increasingly called upon 

to develop more responsible managers (Hendry, 2006; Starkey and Tempest, 2009; Hühn, 

2014) who, guided by moral values, consider their potential impact on all stakeholders (Nonet, 

Kassel and Meijs, 2016).

In response, many business schools have added modules on ethics or corporate social 

responsibility (Cornuel and Hommel, 2012) and devised new programmes devoted to these 

topics (Nonet et al., 2016). Moreover, a growing number of schools have signed up to the 

United Nations PRME (Principles of Responsible Management Education), signalling a 

commitment to integrate ethics, responsibility and sustainability into their curricula (PRME, 
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2017). Although positive, these initiatives do not always guarantee transformation. Indeed, 

many changes to the curriculum have been ‘cosmetic’ and the ‘notion that businesses are and 

should be about profit maximization remains embedded in the language, metrics, and models 

used in management education’ (Baden and Higgs, 2015: 552). 

Without effective guidance on alternative theoretical models and educational approaches, 

mainstream pedagogic strategies continue to reinforce a narrow, short-term and self-interested 

mentality (Catterall, Maclaren and Stevens, 2002) in which shareholder value is prioritised and 

success measured in purely financial terms (see Ghoshal, 2005; Hühn, 2014; Baden and Higgs, 

2015). Consequently, people and the environment tend to be regarded primarily as inputs or 

resources to ‘sustain the economy’ (Kurucz, Colbert and Marcus, 2014, 439). Under such 

conditions, caring is often crowded out by the bottom line, as tragically illustrated by the 

disaster at the Grenfell Tower in London, which fireproof cladding (at an additional cost of £2 

per square metre) could have prevented (Davies, Connolly and Sample, 2017). Essentially, 

students continue to be socialised into ways of thinking that undermine ethics (Giacalone and 

Promislo, 2013; Hühn, 2014) and threaten sustainability, perpetuating the very conditions that 

need transforming (Kilbourne and Carlson, 2008; Kilbourne, Dorsch and Thyroff, 2018). 

Ironically, this focus on the bottom line does not serve business either, as it fails to equip future 

managers with the skills they need to address the ‘messy ambiguities’ (the ethical, social and 

moral dilemmas) they inevitably face at work (Schoemaker, 2008: 121; see also Baden and 

Higgs, 2015).

A growing body of literature has championed critical approaches to management education 

that invite teachers and students to interrogate taken-for-granted assumptions, ideologies and 

managerial discourses, and to consider the contexts and dynamics of power underlying 
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managerial thought and action (Reynolds, 1998; Gray, 2007; Cunliffe, 2009; Spicer et al., 

2009; Śliwa et al, 2015). However, whilst critical approaches to management education provide 

a useful framework to expose harmful practices and problematize the conventional premise of 

the shareholder, they can do so by adopting too oppositional a stance. This negativity can 

produce knee-jerk defensiveness from students (Spicer et al., 2009), especially when they are 

indoctrinated into a culture that glorifies materialism and power (Giacalone and Promislo, 

2013). Being expected to question their long-established beliefs and axioms can be 

disconcerting (Reynolds, 1999; Gray, 2007), particularly if students lack countervailing 

narratives. Importantly, even if students are receptive to such practices, this does not guarantee 

that they become more considerate of businesses’ impacts; ‘critical thinking does not in itself 

ensure either moral thinking or moral action’ (Noddings, 2002: 39). Thus, we argue for a 

transformative agenda in education (see also Koehn, 2005; Dehler, 2009) – one that nurtures 

students’ criticality alongside their moral imagination (Starkey and Tempest, 2009; Fougère, 

Solitander and Young, 2014), grounded in feelings of empathy, compassion, respect and care 

(Noddings, 2002; Gabriel, 2009; Spicer et al., 2009).  

To contribute to this transformative effort, we applied the lens of care ethics (Gilligan, 1982; 

Noddings, 2002) in re-imagining and delivering a postgraduate module on Marketing Theory. 

Specifically, we assessed the potential for an ethics of care, which focuses on interdependence, 

responsibility and attention to the other (Held, 2006), to help students develop reflective and 

caring attitudes towards business by promoting emotional engagement and providing a learning 

environment in which they could feel comfortable applying critical thinking. In this paper, we 

share our experience of this intervention, and our students’ response thereto.

We have organised this manuscript as follows: first we make the case that sincere care is 
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lacking within management and marketing discourse; then, we introduce care ethics and 

examine its potential as a framework for critical management education; next, we discuss the 

method we used to examine students’ experiences of our approach; we then discuss our 

findings and delineate a framework for adopting care ethics within management education, 

before drawing conclusions.

Rhetoric of Care in Marketing

Few managers can publicly question that their principal role is to create organisational wealth 

(Ghoshal, 2005). Because the ‘bottom line’ dominates decision making, defending an action 

with the ‘language of care and compassion’ (Gössling and Liedekerke, 2014: 438) is often 

challenging. This creates a ‘caring-only-if-it-leads-to-profit’ perspective (Machold, Ahmed 

and Farquhar, 2008: 671) that leads businesses to overlook environmental and social costs 

when profitable (Thompson, 1995). Indeed, many business students are already predisposed to 

privilege profit over caring when they begin their degrees, and those showing care for the 

vulnerable may be ridiculed as ‘naïve’, ‘bleeding hearts’ or ‘softie[s]’ (Giacalone and Promislo, 

2013: 89). 

Care raises specific questions for marketing. Marketing tends to be represented as a progressive 

force (see Hackley, 2003) that focuses on mutual satisfaction (Baker, 2016) and value for 

‘customers, clients, partners, and society at large’ (AMA, 2013). However, market growth 

relies upon consumerism and materialism, ideals which are often at odds with care for people 

(e.g., consumers, workers) and the environment. Thus, mainstream curricula that remain 

narrowly focused on increasing profits, tend to be ‘antagonistic to the key tenets of 

sustainability’ (Baden and Higgs, 2015: 547). 
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In contrast, our module was designed to expose the contradictions of the marketing discourse 

and support sustainability. Specifically, we challenged a view of consumers, workers and 

communities as abstract, distant groups and (re)introduce them into our discussions as ‘real 

flesh-and-blood human beings, with feelings and families, with real cares and concerns’ 

(Solomon, Zaichkowsky and Polegato, 1999: 3). This allowed us to consider new content and 

logic in which a ‘cult of people (relationships)’ replaces the ‘cult of things’ (Varey 2010: 118) 

and where fulfilment can also be found in non-material sources, including social ties and 

relationships (see Peattie and Peattie, 2009; Varey, 2013; Crane and Matten, 2016). In this 

article, we propose that care ethics can contribute to such a reorientation by offering students 

an alternative voice with which to challenge dominant assumptions and legitimate care in 

decision making. 

Care Ethics 

Care ethics is a moral theory that holds that care is ‘central for understanding the nature of 

morality’ (Timmons, 2002: 224; Gilligan, 1982; Held, 2006). This ethics reflects an approach 

to life and personal conflicts that is guided by ‘feelings of responsibility for enhancing the well-

being of others and a sensitivity to the interpersonal consequences of one’s actions and choices’ 

(Thompson, 1996: 401).  

An ethics of care starts with an emphasis on our universal dependence on others from the 

moment we are born and the concomitant primacy of relationships in our lives (Held, 2006; 

Lawrence and Maitlis, 2012). Rather than seeing the individual as rational or autonomous 

(Tronto, 1995), this ethics develops around the core understanding that self and other are 
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interdependent (Gilligan, 1982), and relational (Held, 2006; Hawk, 2011; Robinson, 2011), 

such that one’s interests are intertwined with those of the persons one cares for (Held, 2006). 

This rises from an argument that, as infants, we are each part of a relationship before we 

become individuated (Noddings, 1984) and throughout life we depend on caring relations to 

survive and flourish (Held, 2006). Thence, caring relationships (the archetypal example being 

that between mother and child) are of central importance to morality (Ruddick, 1980; Held, 

2006; Heath et al., 2016).  In short, Held (2006: 10) describes the central focus of care ethics 

as the ‘compelling moral salience of attending to and meeting the needs of particular others for 

whom we take responsibility’.

 

Caring demands attention to the context and idiosyncrasies of the cared for and of our 

relationship thereto; to care, or act as ‘one-caring’, is ‘to act with special regard for the 

particular person in a concrete situation’ (Noddings, 1984: 24). Looking at a particular other 

rather than the abstract, generalised other (Gilligan, 1982) encourages us to imagine the other’s 

frame of reference and to act in order to protect or enhance their welfare (Noddings, 1984; 

Hawks, 2011). This is what Noddings (1984) calls engrossment and others refer to as empathy 

(Gilligan, 1982). This emotional sensitivity is important in that it guides moral action (Burton 

and Dunn, 2005; Held, 2006). When we view another person as concrete rather than abstract, 

our feelings of moral responsibility towards them are aroused (Thompson, 1995) and we can 

envision new ways of acting towards them. A photograph of the three-year-old Alan Kurdi, 

lying dead on a beach, gave a name and a face to the refugee crisis that demanded compassion 

and action. Likewise, the deportation and loss of rights of people from the so-called Windrush 

generation garnered heightened public and political attention once concrete stories of these 

individuals were shared.  
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The origins of care ethics are found in the works of Gilligan (1982) and Noddings (1984), who 

see a care perspective as a legitimate and perhaps superior alternative to Utilitarianism and 

Kantianism (Sander-Staudt and Hamington, 2011). In contrast to these more prevalent ethical 

positions, an ethics of care does not focus on prescriptive rules (Koehn, 2011) or universal 

principles (Burton and Dunn, 2005) but, rather, on understanding the ‘concrete context and 

particulars’ of that situation and responding with consideration for the well-being of all 

involved in the relationship and those affected by the actions taken (Hawk, 2011: 14). As 

Gilligan (1982: 174) explains, while an ethics of justice starts from ‘the premise of equality’, 

an ethics of care ‘rests on the premise of nonviolence – that no one should be hurt’.

Thus, an ethics of care is thought to offer superior ways of addressing contemporary business 

challenges (Burton and Dunn, 2005), including sustainability (Sander-Staudt and Hamington, 

2011; Paillé et al., 2016). Its attention to context, relationships and moral sensitivity fits the 

complexity of contemporary business decisions and the environment in which managers 

operate (Burton and Dunn, 2005; see also Thompson, 1995) in ways that seem more realistic 

(Engster, 2011) than those provided by abstract principles. People entering an organizational 

setting bring their emotions and values with them (Nelson, 2011), and exist within a web of 

personal and organisational relationships (Hawk, 2011), which influence their decisions.  

In this light, an ethics of care is uniquely well placed to advance stakeholder theory (see Burton 

and Dunn, 1996; Wicks, Gilbert and Freeman, 1994) as it encourages us to replace a view of 

corporations as autonomous and competing entities with a model of corporations as networks 

of relationships between people (e.g., employees, customers, communities) who give meaning 

to and define the corporations (see Burton and Dunn, 1996; Wicks et al., 1994). While it is 

relatively easy to prioritise self-interest (profit) over an abstract group of stakeholders, 
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acknowledging them as concrete individuals heightens our sense of responsibility towards them 

(Palmer and Stoll, 2011). Thus, the empathetic approach supported by such ethics may help 

businesses to take to heart those whom they affect unintentionally (Koehn, 2011), including 

future generations (Wicks et al., 1994), disadvantaged consumers, communities and other 

species (see also Burton and Dunn, 1996). 

A care-ethical focus on the interdependence and needs of those ‘for whom we take 

responsibility’ (Held, 2006: 10) highlights our responsibilities as educators towards our 

students (Noddings, 2002) and sensitises us to the impact of our teaching on their future actions. 

Drawing on this ethics, our classroom became a space in which to nurture sensitivity towards 

the wider impact of business practices.  

A Care-Ethical Framework for Responsible Management Education

Marketing Theory was a compulsory module for students registered on a one-year Master’s in 

Marketing at a PRME-affiliated Business School within a Russell Group, UK University. The 

module was critical in orientation and taught classical and contemporary theories, concepts and 

developments in marketing, including: consumption, critical marketing, sustainability and 

macromarketing, as well as ontological and epistemological debates in the discipline. Our 

approach was informed by care ethics and the practices we used were designed to facilitate 

critical engagement and moral sensitivity. In the following we discuss the main dimensions of 

this approach.

Providing a Critical and Caring Approach to Learning 
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For critical thinking to guide responsible behaviour, it requires a foundation in moral 

sentiments. As Noddings (2002: 44) argues, we need to care ‘about the people, causes and 

problems to whom and which we apply our thinking skills’ (see also Thayer-Bacon, 2000). 

Without this, reasoning risks becoming mere sophistry, equally able to legitimise wrongdoing 

as to guide virtuous behaviour. Noddings (2002) illustrates this with reference to Harriet 

Beecher Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Within the novel, Mr Shelby is able to argue in 

favour of selling two slaves away from their families. Shelby’s wife, thinking of the issue in 

terms of particular people whom she knows, cannot accept this. As Noddings (2002) notes, the 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin story has created an emotional involvement with the lives of slaves that 

stressed the wrongness of slavery to great swathes of the American population. 

Thus, while an ethics of care favours critical awareness of the idiosyncrasies and contexts in 

which judgments are made, it also encourages us to reach towards those affected by these 

decisions, with feelings that respond to their conditions (Noddings, 2002; Held, 2006; 

Thompson, 1995). In other words, this ethics has the potential to nurture more reflective modes 

of thinking, attendant to conflicting demands (Timmons, 2002), as well as to procure critical 

thinking with the moral sentiments required to guide responsible decisions.

Inspired by this ethics and joining transformative efforts of critical management education 

(e.g., Reynolds, 1998; Gray, 2007), we employed a variety of learning activities and 

pedagogical tools, to facilitate students’ critical and emotional engagement. Thus, we exposed 

students to readings and perspectives that support (e.g. O’Shaughnessy and O’Shaughnessy, 

2002) and challenge mainstream thinking in marketing (e.g. Alvesson, 1994), and helped them 

to engage critically and reflexively with those materials (Appendix, example 1). In one session, 

we offered insights into the social construction of marketing by reviewing changing definitions 
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of the concept and considered whether the American Marketing Association’s most recent 

definition (AMA, 2013) renders it more inclusive of marketing’s effects on society, or if this 

is little more than ‘window-dressing’ (Tadajewski and Brownlie, 2008: 6). 

In our efforts to counter simplistic axioms of mainstream pedagogy, we sought to foster a more 

nuanced understanding (Dehler, Welsh and Lewis, 2001) of marketing discourses and 

practices. For example, we asked students to reflect upon whether marketing responds to 

consumers’ needs or creates them, based on their own experiences with marketing, and to 

consider how the dominant social paradigm of western societies may facilitate environmental 

decline (Kilbourne and Carlson, 2008). Informed by the emancipatory project of Critical 

Theory (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992; Alvesson, 1994; Reynolds, 1998), we sought to create 

conditions for students to re-imagine marketing (and market systems) and challenge the 

assumption that established ontologies are inevitable (Fournier and Grey, 2000; Tadajewski, 

2018).

 

Throughout the module, students were encouraged to consider and empathise with different 

stakeholders paying particular attention to vulnerable consumers. We demonstrated such 

behaviours in our teaching in an attempt to model care and to support students’ efforts to also 

become ‘one-caring’ (Noddings, 1984: 178; see also Giacalone and Promislo, 2013). Thus, for 

example, rather than dismissing the effects of marketing on consumers with caveat emptor, we 

reflected on how marketing can affect particular others (e.g., a young girl bombarded with 

images from the fashion industry) and on the inter-related nature of us and those others (the 

girl is depicted in the Dove campaign video ‘Onslaught’ as ‘your daughter’). In considering 

environmental sustainability, we drew upon readings that represent contradictory discourses 

regarding marketing’s impact (e.g., Peattie and Peattie, 2009; Varey, 2010) and asked students 
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to engage with these viewpoints in light of their own experiences. To provoke discussion, we 

considered if it was ‘self-evidently pointless – stupid even – to consume more to generate 

wealth in an attempt to fix the problems caused by consuming more!’ (Varey, 2010: 114). We 

invited students to critically reflect upon an advertisement claiming that fur was ‘eco-friendly’ 

and another from Peta.org.uk (‘Try telling him it’s just a bit of fur trim’, the image of which 

depicted a fluffy, white rabbit) to nurture emotional engagement with animal cruelty and with 

marketing’s and consumers’ responsibilities therein. Another activity required that students 

considered marketing’s benefits and effects from particular points of view (e.g., a consumer, a 

representative from a consumer advocacy group, a marketing manager), so that they could 

empathise with different stakeholders (Appendix, example 2). Collectively our efforts allowed 

students to appreciate that moral dilemmas involve judgments about different stakeholders and 

the priority to give to each (Thompson, 1995).

Following Noddings (2002), we further drew upon arts and drama to enhance students’ critical 

reflection and emotional engagement (see also Beirne and Knight, 2007). For example, 

Magritte’s painting ‘Ceci n’est pas une pipe’, provided a good starting point to involve students 

in critical thinking. Likewise, we wrote and enacted a short play to initiate debate about several 

philosophical issues pertaining to the discipline and illustrate disagreement in an open, 

humorous tone. By making ourselves vulnerable (acting rather than teaching) we disrupted the 

traditional power dynamics in the classroom.

Acknowledging the Student as a ‘Concrete Other’ 

As an approach to teaching, care ethics emphasises the relationship between the carer 

(educator) and the cared-for (student) (Noddings, 2012). Rather than treating students as 
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interchangeable and subject to general principles (as in conventional ‘ethics of justice’), we 

considered each student as special (Gabriel, 2009), and aimed to ‘preserve or promote an actual 

human relation’ (Held, 2006: 12) with each one. This required knowing their names and 

backgrounds, and making efforts to appreciate each student. 

We encouraged students to reflect upon and share their individual experiences of the topics 

discussed. In one lecture, students were asked to bring either a special possession, or a one-

week record of their purchases (and the motivations therefor), and to discuss these in light of 

the readings for that session. We used the diversity in the classroom to find examples from 

students’ cultural experiences. This was intended to enhance students’ confidence and self-

esteem, engage them emotionally and intellectually with the matters at hand, and promote an 

environment in which they expected not only to listen but to be heard. In keeping with a 

reflexivity agenda (Gray, 2007), this allowed us to remove critique from purely intellectual or 

abstract dimensions and encouraged students to question their own views and practices (see 

also Cunliffe, 2002). Outside these interactions we, teachers, shared notes and observations 

about the students, trying to understand each of them, their struggles and engagement in the 

module. 

Providing a Safe Environment to Learn

A care-ethical approach to teaching necessitates a ‘climate of care and trust’ in which critical 

thinking and moral reflection can flourish (Noddings, 2012: 777). We appreciated that 

engaging in critical thinking can be especially challenging for students unused to an 

educational, or cultural, system that privileges questioning. As in other universities that have 

successfully globalised (Starkey and Tiratsoo, 2007), many students came from knowledge-
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centred (Wallace and Wray, 2011) cultural backgrounds (e.g., China, India) where loyalty and 

tradition are honoured (Gabriel, 2009; Śliwa et al., 2015) and rote learning is privileged 

(Bradshaw and Tadajewski, 2011). As a result, students often feel anxious about (Brookfield, 

1987) or ‘intimidated by the sudden emphasis on what they think’ (Wallace and Wray, 2011: 

8). We understood that even when students embrace criticism of a system, they can feel 

disempowered, believing they lack the capacity or agency to effect change (Giroux, 1981). 

Informal conversations with students at the start of the academic year corroborated these 

impressions. 

Informed by care ethics, we set the ground rules that students should respect one another, that 

we would respect students, and that their insights were welcome. We tried to be empathetic 

towards students’ observable difficulties and to create a friendly environment in which we 

would listen to their needs (Noddings, 2012) and they could feel safe to speak their mind. 

Whilst team-teaching, we were comfortable in disagreeing with each other in a way that 

modelled constructive and engaged debate.

Valuing Emotional Engagement 

Students’ exposure to a broad understanding of businesses’ effects on others can arouse strong 

feelings. We created an environment in which showing emotions (e.g., compassion, 

excitement, anger) was valued and encouraged students to use their emotions in moral decision 

making (Thompson, 1995; Held, 2006; Giacalone and Promislo, 2013). Even anger can reflect 

moral indignation and thus contribute to an appropriate interpretation of wrong actions (Held, 

2006; Simola, 2011). Looking, for example, at specific situations where people or natural 

habitats were affected by marketing helped to arouse such sensitivity. 
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To further naturalise care and create a space for emotion in the classroom, we also expressed 

our feelings about the topics at hand (e.g., showing distress about animal testing for cosmetics). 

This contrasted with predominantly rational approaches towards business that may so often 

‘disparag[e] virtue’ (see Giacalone and Promislo, 2013: 90). Ultimately, we hoped, it opened 

up the possibility that emotion can (and should) inform business decisions. 

Cumulatively, our pedagogical approaches were designed to promote a positive atmosphere in 

the classroom, support those who were anxious about challenging authority, engage students 

emotionally and provide opportunities to think critically. 

Methodology

Having re-designed the Marketing Theory module to be both critical and caring, we reflected 

on students’ experiences on the module. Our observations in the teaching sessions suggested 

that although students started off timid or resisted participating, they gradually became more 

at ease and eager to voice their views. Students’ performed well on assessment, with a higher 

average mark than the previous three years1. 

Formal evaluations of the module and the teachers were also very positive, with some students 

specifically raising that it was caringly delivered. While these results were encouraging, we 

were interested to find out more. We decided to investigate students’ experiences of the module 

1 Students were evaluated by an individual assignment (50%) and by an exam (50%). The contents and 
requirements for both were similar to those in previous years. In both cases their performance was better than in 
previous years. The final average of their marks was 63.7 while in previous years it was 59 (2012/13), 58.6 
(2011/12) and 59.6 (2010/11), with the same team of lecturers for the all years except 2010/11, when only one of 
the authors taught this module.  
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further. 

We used a semi-structured interview guide to interview our students in depth. This ensured 

balance between consistency and focus on the one hand and flexibility on the other. Thus, we 

could give proper attention to issues that we wanted to explore while participants had space to 

discuss their views and experiences freely and raise any additional topics of relevance (Kvale, 

1996).  Data were collected several months after students completed the module and after their 

marks were given; the university’s ethics panel approved this data collection. Our questions 

were open and focused on students’ experiences of the masters as a whole (e.g., what they 

enjoyed or found challenging, memorable learning). Many participants shared their 

experiences of the Marketing Theory module spontaneously, without prompting. This indirect 

means of collecting data regarding our module avoided students feeling pressured to give undue 

weight to particular topics or agree with specific viewpoints. All students (twenty-seven) were 

invited to participate in this study; we interviewed all (thirteen) who replied to the invitation 

within the time frame for the data collection. To preserve anonymity, we use pseudonyms 

(including when students referred to their colleagues by name) and group their countries of 

origin into regions (see Table 1 in the Appendix for a list of the participants). Three years after 

graduation, we revisited those participants for whom we could find current contact details. We 

were able to contact four participates in order to obtain retrospective accounts of their 

experiences. This was to assess whether our approach had any lasting impact on these students’ 

attitudes.

Interviews were recorded, professionally transcribed and subjected to interpretative analysis 

(Kvale, 1996). We read the data carefully and repeatedly, reflecting upon the themes and 

concepts we were trying to explore and uncovered emerging patterns (Rubin and Rubin, 1995). 
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Our theoretical assumptions informed our interpretation (Taylor and Bogdan, 1998), which 

drew heavily on the care-ethics literature. We also kept records of observations from the 

classes, which helped in understanding students and maintaining a caring approach. 

Students’ Experiences of a Care-Ethical Approach to Learning

The outcome of our care-ethical approach was the creation of a supportive environment in 

which students could develop the confidence they needed to critically analyse ideas. This 

helped them both develop moral sensitivity and practice being ‘one-caring’.  Next, we present 

our findings organised around four key themes, which illuminate students’ responses to our 

approach.

Appreciate being valued (I matter)

Students’ accounts show they appreciate being recognised as unique people ‘with different 

backgrounds and different issues and different kind of ideas’ (Maleeha), not just ‘a collective 

group of a number of students’ (Maleeha), or ‘a number’ (Ajla). In particular, faculty using 

students’ names made them feel ‘really special’, as highlighted by Ajla and Petra. 

Acknowledging each student as ‘a concrete other’ (Held, 2006) encouraged the belief that ‘the 

teacher cares about you as an individual in the class’ (Catherine). This can have an important 

impact on students’ self-esteem and experiences:

‘if you feel that people care about you and they respond to your needs as fast as they 

can and make you feel, not important but well yes, let’s say important. […] You actually 

feel sort of at home here … So, I thought that is very important, yes definitely. I mean 
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that makes the experience worthwhile.’ (Moritz)

Students considered it ‘helpful’ to connect the material to their experiences. This was 

particularly valuable for international students, enabling them to better relate to the lecture 

materials and to feel ‘less lost’:

‘if they [lecturers] can use international examples, like always they’re using UK, UK 

examples, so we feel lost. It’s only a few students who can carry along with these 

examples […] we did in Marketing Theory like when we did the green marketing, so 

every student said examples from their country… So it was easy for us and helpful.’ 

(Dana)

Some students, like Wang, found the opportunity to reflect on a personal possession 

particularly helpful:

‘[I]n one class you asked us to bring our own items for this class […] we felt more 

confident, comfortable to say something maybe not very academic but very close to our 

life that can be seen from an academic perspective […] I loved this class, I learned more 

about it.’ (Wang)

Essentially, reflecting upon their own experiences helped to make ‘knowledge personal’ 

(Catterall et al., 2002: 189) and counteracted the abstract way in which marketing scholarship 

is often approached. This further served to foster emotional engagement with the material 

rather than passive acceptance. Nuwanthi said that this made her ‘feel happy and proud … 

about myself, about my culture’. 

Page 18 of 52

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review

Feeling safe to think and share (I can speak my mind)

As anticipated, this module can be particularly difficult for students whose educational or 

cultural background privileges memorisation over questioning. Students’ accounts of their 

initial experiences with the module highlight the anxieties and dynamics of power that can 

impact their learning (Brookfield, 1995): 

‘I remember the first time we were talking about critical thinking and … it was scary at 

first … Like “these are what we expect from you”, especially the first lecture, like this 

and this and this; “I am expecting the essay and you need to think critically...”’ (Amina)

‘I didn’t know that we have to like take that certain journal, you need to see the author’s 

point of view. Usually I would read, I would understand and that was it. Yeah, I would 

not try to criticise him because he is more knowledgeable than me at the end, yeah. But 

this [module] helped a lot. [...] it didn’t provide me just with the information; it gave 

me like a guide for the other modules.’ (Adi)

This problem is exacerbated when students have difficulties communicating in English, which 

may leave them fearing ‘saying the wrong thing’ (Petra), being ‘laugh[ed]’ at (Ning) or being 

seen as ‘stupid’ (Marie). As Adi expressed:

‘The language … it’s a very big barrier […] But [the lecturers] calling by name maybe, 

asking “what do you think?”, saying it doesn’t have to be right … and you were actually 

doing that … it helped’. (Adi) 
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Informed by Noddings (1984, 176), we understood that asking a question means receiving ‘not 

just the ‘response’ but the student’. Thus, how the lecturer takes in a student (and their effort 

and struggles) affects that student’s emotional responses and their disposition to participate in 

the future. Most of the students interviewed referred to this spontaneously.

‘because if you give an answer and the teacher … either looks at you blankly completely 

or just doesn’t really give a great response, then you kind of feel ‘okay, maybe I don’t 

want to answer again.’ […] But if they kind of encouraged you, I mean I feel like there’s 

ways of kind of telling someone that their answer may not be right, I think you could 

say that you know, that’s a good point or good suggestion […] the students will want 

to actually participate without having the fear that your idea’s going to be kind of put 

down.’ (Maleeha)

This and other students’ accounts illustrate the importance of attending to their emotional 

needs. Our commitment (both in and out of the classroom) seems to have been noted by some, 

as were our efforts to model the behaviour that we sought to encourage: 

‘When a teacher looks at me and says ‘You can do it’… when you told me ‘You will 

be fine’ … ‘You will do well’, like it makes me feel like it’s okay, it’s fine, it’s going 

to be okay, I feel motivated to work.’ (Priya)

Our use of humour seems to have further facilitated a friendly learning atmosphere, which 

helped students overcome their fears: 

‘…and another thing is being humorous, it’s very, very important… it relaxes us more. 

Page 20 of 52

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review

And because I feel very lucky to have been in this class... if I can say it was very 

humorous in the class [...] all very friendly. So no need to be afraid’ (Wang)

‘The play… I can’t forget that! I can’t forget that! It helped a lot. I liked that a lot; it was 

very, very interesting. I have never [had] that before in a class.’ (Adi)

For relations to be caring, the cared-for must recognise the efforts of the carer as caring 

(Noddings, 2010). It was reassuring to observe students’ engagement and welcoming 

expressions in the classroom suggesting that we were on the right track. This also seemed to 

move students beyond consideration of their own self-interest and to explore opportunities to 

‘give back’, as illustrated in Moritz’s account:

‘you want to give something back if you’re taken care of. So, you want to come prepared 

and yeah, try at least to give your best and be honest if you’re like ah, this is busy times 

and I’m not really prepared but … you know, yeah, be honest to each other and really 

try to have this respectful relationship […] you feel taken care of, people help you, I 

mean what you’re offered during the Marketing Theory […]  And then yes, sure, if you 

have the opportunity you want to give back because that’s just like the giving and 

taking, it should be a mutual thing.’ (Moritz)

Thus, it seems that modelling respect and care towards students enhanced their motivation and 

engagement and their appreciation of the interrelatedness of the faculty and students (a 

‘respectful relationship’, in Moritz’s words). This fuelled our own motivation to further invest 

in our efforts, creating a virtuous circle. 
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Enhanced emotional and moral engagement, and critical reflection: others matter 

As a result of participating in this module, students expressed emotional involvement with 

marketing and its impact on society. This, however, was not always a comforting experience 

given that career choices had already been made:

‘Sometimes I wish I didn’t learn this part because it makes me feel bad that I am 

participating like in this’. (Amina)

Other students spoke of business practices in much more emotional terms than was previously 

the case:

 

‘I realised the impact that marketers can create in the society. I felt angry and sad about 

the big corporates who practice hypocrisy. Even though they try to create a good image 

about themselves using the Dove campaign, saying ‘the beauty is within you’, on the 

other hand they put an enormous pressure towards coloured people highlighting the 

beauty standard of being white. […]  I felt it is racist. […]. They use these beauty 

standards to promote their ‘Fair and Lovely’ fairness creams in most of the brown-

dominant countries and almost all the vulnerable girls who are brown or darker in 

complexion feel insecure about the way they look.’ (Nuwanthi)

Here we see emotions featuring heavily in Nuwanthi’s response, in which she articulates how 

she experienced the ‘Fair and Lovely’ campaign as racist and damaging to dark-skinned girls. 

Nuwanthi’s anger signals the ‘ethically concerning dimensions’ of the situation (Simola, 2011: 

131). Her feelings are intertwined with a growing critical awareness of marketing’s 
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contradictory discourses and the potential impact of this campaign on herself and others. In a 

similar vein, Priya expresses a nuanced concern about marketing’s impact and her moral 

obligation to consider such impact as a future marketing professional:

‘It’s important to discuss those [affected by marketing] because we need to know the 

ethical issues around vulnerable consumers, around environmental issues … I think it’s 

important that you can’t just assume that we understand that concept you know, I think 

I’m glad that you taught it to us in a way that makes you think about the issues […] 

maybe you have a marketing idea tomorrow… I will go back and reflect on what I have 

learnt in class, simply for the fact that I would think, is it ethical? Am I doing the right 

thing? […] It’s like the elephant in the room … Like you can keep talking about the 

benefits of marketing and the profit side of marketing and how it’s influencing 

consumers… but you have to address the downside of all that. Because everyone’s 

concerned what’s going to happen with the next generation. And if we don’t think about 

it … we’re going to be professionals in this field … so if we don’t think about it who 

else is going to think about it?’ (Priya)

Priya demonstrates critical thinking grounded in a moral framework, which eschews a distant, 

‘dehumanizing’ (Stoeckl and Luedicke, 2014: 21) view of businesses’ actions, based solely on 

profitability. Her use of the expression ‘the elephant in the room’ shows that she now perceives 

the rhetoric of marketing as being dangerously blind to what should be obvious dangers. As 

students’ sensitivity towards the effects of businesses on others grows, there is strong evidence 

of empathy, ‘a feeling of moral responsibility for the plight of others’ (Thompson, 1995: 182), 

as illustrated by Catherine:
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‘[With Marketing Theory] we did get that part [profit] but in a more educated way, in 

a more humane way and…  because we didn’t see ourselves just as the provider of a 

good but sometimes, when I was doing the class, I was putting myself in the 

consumer’s point of view, or.… I was a person buying the product … would I be 

comfortable with the way it’s sold to me? That actually affects a lot...’ (Catherine)

Moritz, below, also internalised a new way of looking at marketing; this shift in perception of 

what marketing is (or can be) enabled him to imagine new, more responsible ends for marketing 

practice. Moritz’s concern with the impact of marketing and his question ‘how can we actually 

use marketing as a tool to make the world a better place and not only to generate more money?’ 

demonstrates an enhanced moral awareness that is consistent with a caring approach, and 

contrasts with his previous acritical view:

                  ‘I think that was actually the most essential thing of this course that had changed at 

least my perspective if I talked to … I think it was Emily and Petra as well… That 

the course changed our perception about marketing because when I had it at 

undergrad it was just this is the full piece, this is going to work […] But there was 

never the argument about… the impacts of marketing because it’s basically 

encouraging people to consume. What are the impacts, as you say of green 

marketing and the sustainable marketing approach; how can we actually use 

marketing as a tool to make the world a better place and not generate more money? 

So that was actually something that did change my perspective about marketing and 

also the whole business environment. […] And that was actually very, very nice 

because a couple of us realising during undergrad it was just you know, opening 
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your brain and throwing all the marketing content in there without actually 

reflecting on it.’ (Moritz)

Moritz’s narrative is also illustrative of his realization of how his own perceptions of marketing 

and business had been shaped and constrained by his learning experiences.  Similarly, other 

stories showed how students’ new perspectives offered them ‘more realistic’ understandings. 

Priya’s account, below, further stresses her enhanced moral reasoning; one that is based upon 

what one should do, rather than merely what one can do:

‘We used to come back from the class and discuss […] So things like that, like it 

makes you think about the life from a realistic perspective, you can’t just go about 

thinking… Just the profit side and making money; there has to be a point where you 

draw a line, you think about can I do this? Should I do this? ... So … it’s good to be 

exposed to that, to force you to think about it. Sometimes you might … you know 

about it but you are in denial of these issues, so to force you to think about it I think 

is definitely necessary’. (Priya)

That Priya, Moritz and others felt compelled to prolong discussions outside the classroom 

demonstrates that they were practicing their capacity for reflection, something that Harris 

(2008) regards as fundamental to the development of ethical wisdom. These students were able 

to problematize their previously uncontested understandings (Gray, 2007) and engender 

reflexive conversations or dialogues of these matters in light of their own experiences 

(Cunliffe, 2004). 

These students’ views lay in sharp contrast to the prevailing materialistic worldview, focused 
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on discourses of power, self-interest and profit (Giacalone and Promislo, 2013). This is 

especially relevant given some students’ initial reluctance to engage with material not aimed 

directly at improving their effectiveness as managers, as suggested by ironic facial expressions 

or a tendency to be dismissive (e.g., ‘But what about making money?’). They seem to have 

learnt to appreciate the effects of the discipline on others and that to care about them is not a 

question of being ‘soft’ (Giacalone and Promislo, 2013) but, rather, a requirement of morality. 

Empowerment (I can and should make a difference) 

Students’ enhanced moral awareness empowered many to believe that they could, and should, 

‘create a better world’. This notion that caring can be empowering was also found in Pratesi’s 

(2011) sociological study of caregivers and further resounds with the liberating potential of 

Critical Management Studies (Spicer et al., 2009). Thus, we can begin to appreciate how this 

approach can facilitate not only an enhanced moral awareness but also behavioural change. 

This idea of growing into a ‘better person’ who can do ‘great things’ is poignantly outlined in 

Nuwanthi’s narrative below:

‘After the module I realised the whole course was focusing on creating a better human 

being rather than a mere professional, which is the most needed thing in the contemporary 

world. These humans will be able to do greater things to create a greater world […]. I 

think the aim of education is like not to train him to go to the job market, like train him 

to earn money or something. He should do something … he or she should do something 

impactful to the society at large. So teachers should keep that in mind. It’s not just about 

the knowledge, it’s about the humanity and it’s about how you are going to … what is 

the impact that you are going to make to the world at large?’ (Nuwanthi)
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Nuwanthi’s distinction between becoming ‘a mere professional’ and ‘a better human being’ is 

interesting; significantly, her conception of ‘better’ includes moral obligation to effectively 

change things. Indeed, some students chose dissertation topics inspired by the module. For 

example, Wang decided to apply his newly acquired insight on sustainability ‘to help with the 

problems of serious environmental pollution caused by companies in [his] country’ while 

Nuwanthi pursued doctoral research in social marketing. Now in her third year she 

retrospectively explains her decision as follows: 

‘It certainly motivated me to select the topic of my PhD. I always knew that marketing 

should be looked at from a different perspective to stop the destruction that it has 

created. But I did not have a clear idea on the approach. I was never exposed to any 

subject that was not in mainstream marketing. When I started learning Marketing 

Theory it made me to think that I can be useful not just for a company but for the society 

at large.’ (Nuwanthi)

Thus, these and other students’ narratives show a desire or commitment to use their broadened 

awareness to influence the practice of marketing. From a care-ethical perspective, this sense of 

empowerment is valuable. Rather than fostering dependence (Noddings, 1984), caring is about 

nurturing the growth and future well-being of the cared-for (Gilligan, 1982; Ruddick, 1980), 

respecting their autonomy and enhancing their ability to make their own choices (Liedtka, 

1996). In a retrospective account, Catherine, who now works at an advertising company, 

outlines how this influenced her:

‘I think I might do it now in a less manipulative way since of… before I would just think: 

oh, how can I address that person so that I can benefit from buying my product, now it’s 
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more of, considering the other person as well […] the process of critical thinking actually 

helped me not just during the master’s… now I’m just applying… in everything I do… I 

mean it kind of becomes a second nature actually, don’t just do what we want because it 

will benefit us but think of the other person.’ (Catherine)

Catherine highlights that not accepting things at face value (critical thinking) and considering 

the impact of her actions on other people (caring) have become second nature to her. This does 

not always make her working life easier; indeed, her first job did not work out because it created 

moral dilemmas that she could not resolve. Even in her current position, the realities of 

organisational life mean that effecting change is not always possible. Despite this, she often 

chooses to voice her concerns, which is the only action that she can effectively engage with at 

this stage of her career: 

‘So sometimes your sales objective might go against a moral awareness. You would do 

because I’m working as a consultant, so basically I’m a middleman between the actual 

company that produces the service and the customer so, sometimes, it’s my job to go to 

the person selling the product “are you sure you want to address it like that because that 

might have some consequences?”, but ultimately you’re not the person taking the 

decision, you have to comply with what the company wants because you want to keep 

your job (laughs). But it does, it does have an influence on the way that I would feed 

back to my client on the product… on the advertisement I would produce for them.’ 

(Catherine)

Priya describes similar challenges to her professional and life choices, created by an enhanced 

critical and moral awareness, which she sees as entwined:
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‘I think when you’re able to analyse things different, critically you can see… if it’s 

ethically incorrect… it’s all inter-related… you start questioning more, you end up 

thinking that it is wrong…’ (Priya) 

Another student, Amina, says that participation in the module altered her behaviour both as a 

practitioner and as a consumer, rendering her more mindful of companies’ claims and effects. 

Thus, although it is not possible to determine if our pedagogical approach helped to develop 

our students into people ‘capable of thinking critically, reflecting critically, and engaging in 

critical action’ (Barnett, 1997: 1), our perception is that they grew sufficiently in confidence to 

engage in critical thinking and, importantly, voice their moral concerns. 

Discussion

This module was designed to encourage a critical and caring approach to learning in order to 

facilitate a more responsible mentality towards business practice. When intertwined, we believe 

that these two modes of thinking enable students to engage more deeply with the consequences 

of marketing decisions than they would normally.  As a result of our experience, we propose a 

framework for applying a care-ethical approach to teaching and learning, which is illustrated 

in Figure 1. Our approach is not meant to be a definitive list of guidelines to be followed in 

order to develop ‘caring’ students. Rather, it represents an attempt to lay the groundwork for 

informed dialogue about the place of caring in management education and the conditions 

required for it to flourish.

Insert Figure 1 A Care-Ethical Framework for Teaching and Learning Here
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The first column represents our actions towards enacting an ethics of care in the classroom, 

which included encouraging critical reflection upon how the ‘things we know’ about marketing 

knowledge and practice come to be accepted, and awareness of the inter-relatedness of those 

impacted by marketing systems. This also involved considering each student as a unique 

person, with strengths, challenges, interests, experiences and emotions, and concerning 

ourselves with their well-being. This facilitated a safe environment for students to participate 

and express views contrary to others. We consciously set out to model the behaviours we were 

encouraging (O’Malley, Fowler and Moore, 2016) – we were not just ‘talking care’, we were 

also being ‘one-caring’ (Noddings, 1984:  30), in the ways we approached others and the 

matters at hand. Thus, critical thinking was not merely a dry analysis of arguments but was 

interwoven with opportunities for empathetic engagement (Noddings, 2002) with the people, 

ecosystems and problems being considered. This was particularly important to encourage 

students to consider managers’ moral responsibility towards the particular others impacted by 

their decisions and, more generally, to cultivate care and respect for others’ rights and 

circumstances (see Held, 2006). 

These conditions helped students to develop themselves as reflexive ‘ones caring’; students 

could appreciate that they (and their opinions and experiences) mattered and that others did 

too. Growing in confidence and sensitivity empowered them to challenge assumptions and 

practices (including their own) and to effect change; students (at least some of them) felt 

compelled to ‘give back’ to society and apply their enhanced skills when making real-life 

decisions. Although not all students showed signs of similar lasting commitment, in the more 

immediate term, most students ‘gave back’ in the classroom through their engagement and 

effort. This is fundamental in an ethics of care which emphasises the importance of 
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relationships; when the cared-for (students) give back to others (e.g. environment, teachers, 

colleagues), they are themselves acting as one-caring, which has the potential to initiate 

multiple relations of caring and disseminate the caring mentality. On the contrary, and as 

Catherine told us: ‘If you don’t show people care, why would you expect them to show care 

for others?’.

Most of our students were responsive to the experience of being ‘cared for’. Their engagement 

with the module, performance and accounts of their experiences suggest that our approach 

facilitated a reflective mentality towards businesses and marketing and the effects thereof, in 

which the future adoption of responsible business practices can be solidly founded. Indeed, as 

some of these accounts indicate, this could have had a formative influence in the ways students 

behaved in their future experiences. This notwithstanding, we do not presume that our module 

has ‘magically transform[ed]’ our students into ‘critical’ (Dehler, 2009: 41) or caring 

individuals. Rather, the extent to which they engaged with the module and with the ideas 

discussed therein, was greatly informed by their previous experiences, skills and socio-cultural 

backgrounds (Śliwa et al, 2015). Perhaps by tapping into students’ individual experiences and 

encouraging their reflection, we provoked in them a deeper and longer-lasting effect than we 

would otherwise.

Appreciating our students’ journey, we were also compelled to reflect on our own experiences 

(Gray, 2007). We acknowledge that our approach was influenced by our own assumptions, 

backgrounds and research interests (see also Śliwa et al., 2015).  Although we were keen to 

avoid the kind(s) of ‘superior moralizing’ (Reynolds, 1998: 194; Alvesson and Willmott, 1992; 

Samra-Frederiks, 2003) that are sometimes associated with critical pedagogy, we may not have 

always succeeded. We also appreciate that the emancipatory thinking (Reynolds, 1998) arising 
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from making students aware of the assumptions and power relationships underlying the 

discipline is not without cost (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992) for them, either now (as 

students/consumers) or in the future (as employees and managers). Significantly, there is a 

‘price of integrity’ (Giacalone and Promislo, 2013: 95), as illustrated by Catherine’s 

termination of her previous job. In this regard, we may have underplayed care for them. 

Mindful of this, we attempted not to vilify managerial discourses or dismiss the merits of those 

in power, as well as appreciate the complex context in which they operate. In this sense, we 

hope to have demonstrated the value of managing all people (students, customers, employees, 

shareholders) in a responsible fashion. This, we expect, is the outcome of an equal commitment 

to care and criticality in our approach.

Conclusions

We are reminded, daily, of a range of humanitarian and ecological problems that urge us to 

consider the inter-relatedness of human beings and the planet. As nations around the world vote 

for tighter borders, we seem to be moving further from George Eliot’s call for ‘a more active 

admiration of those vital elements which bind men together and give a higher worthiness to 

their existence’ (Eliot, 1955: 472). Amidst intensified calls for increased engagement from 

educators and students (Bell and Bridgman, 2017) and attacks on business schools for their 

greed and short-termism (Parker, 2018), our approach invites educators to re-engage with their 

responsibilities towards students and society, and to create transformative classroom 

experiences. In this paper, we have discussed how care ethics can contribute to such an agenda, 

by helping to re-imagine management learning in ways that harness students’ moral and critical 

engagement. Intended to advance applied insights into responsible management education 

scholarship, we offer an account in praxis of what such a learning approach might involve. We 
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explored its impact on one group of students and proposed a framework to inform future work. 

In so doing, we join a growing conversation on the potential of these ethics to contribute to a 

more humane and sustainable agenda (Heath et al., 2016), especially in education (e.g., 

Noddings, 2002; Burton and Dunn, 2005).  

At the heart of our approach is a conscious effort to intertwine care with criticality, such that 

students’ capacity for critique is grounded in a compassionate and moral understanding that 

their actions impact upon others. We believe that consciously fostering a safe space for critique 

provided students with the confidence to engage with the matters arising even when some of 

them experience considerable emotional or cultural barriers to doing so. Moreover, replacing 

an abstract and distant view of ‘others’ with a more particular and empathetic understanding of 

people, animals and ecosystems, encouraged students to interrogate the assumptions and effects 

of marketing more actively and sensitively. We found that students who could engage in a 

dialectic between care and critique were able to produce thoughtful discussions of moral issues. 

Significantly, this not only allowed students to imagine new possibilities for individual and 

business practices but also compelled (at least some of) them to act accordingly.

Thus, we observed students questioning structures and discourses of domination in marketing 

practice and discussing ways in which it could be different, in line with the emancipatory 

ambitions of Critical scholarship (e.g. Fay, 1987; Alvesson and Willmott, 1996; Reynolds, 

1998; Dehler, 2009). Some students noticeably took ‘personal responsibility’ for helping to 

effect such change (Gray, 2007: 497) in their future jobs, studies, country or consumer choices 

in general. In this sense, this work further contributes to Critical Management Education 

scholarship, by offering an empirically grounded explication concerning the potential of an 

ethics of care to propel students’ reflexivity, autonomy and liberation.
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The value of this approach resided, therefore, in offering students an alternative discourse, a 

‘different voice’ (Gilligan, 1982), within which care, as much as money, is legitimate. A 

conscious emphasis on caring and interrelatedness helped to denaturalise the abstract, and self-

centred rhetoric that is often treated as neutral in the business school and to destigmatise more 

empathetic reflection on moral issues (see also Giacalone and Promislo, 2013). This, we 

believe, enabled us to lift the course above the ‘introduction to consumerism and careerism’ 

that higher education may become without care (Gabriel, 2009: 383). 

Our approach seems to have worked in a small postgraduate class but would clearly be very 

challenging with a larger group. Even in our case, this demanded a significant emotional 

investment and pedagogical engagement, which led us at times to compromise self-care, a 

fundamental prerequisite for care of others (Gilligan, 1982). Given the sharp rise in student 

numbers and the commoditisation of higher education (Parker and Jary, 1995; Bell and 

Bridgman, 2017), faculty may perceive themselves as lacking the agency and capacity to care 

for their students, and this will influence students’ own capacity and willingness to care back. 

Addressing such substantive concerns requires engagement from teachers and policy makers 

and should be informed both by critique of the current system and care for those for whom we 

are responsible. Rather than dismiss the potential of ‘softer’ voices, scholars should more 

explicitly challenge the agendas and structures that undermine our propensity to care.

The framework discussed here, developed for a module on Marketing Theory, could be applied 

or adapted by teachers of other management modules. It would be useful to explore how our 

approach (or variants thereof) could be enacted in other fields and with different, and larger 

cohorts. Equally, future studies should further enquire into the potential limitations and 

consequences of, shaping the future lives of the different groups of students that we are caring 
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for. In particular, with a significant, growing number of Chinese students coming to study in 

the UK, we should appreciate the cultural and otherwise political constrains on defiance that 

exist under authoritarian regimes and which may render transformative narratives difficult to 

grasp (see also Śliwa et al, 2015) and apply. 

While care ethics offers a useful and compelling framework, its adoption in the classroom is 

challenging and demanding, both for teachers and students; it asks us to question the status 

quo, to consider others and their perspectives, and to imagine the consequences of our actions 

and assumptions on concrete others. It exposes contradictions in assumptions, ways of viewing 

the world and our own thinking and practices. This may well cause distress, yet, it also 

encourages empathy and awareness of the inter-relatedness of humans and nature, and of our 

responsibilities towards others. Ultimately, this should inspire a renewed appreciation of the 

human condition and compel us (students and teachers) to envision new possibilities for action. 

We hope that at a point in history where caring sometimes seems out of fashion, our students 

will concern themselves, in their careers and lives, with the potential impact of their decisions 

upon a wide range of others and that they will deploy their critical skills towards moral ends. 
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Appendix

Example 1 – Learning Activity: Engaging in Critical Analysis

This activity (developed in a tutorial session) aimed to develop students’ critical skills whilst 

reading and analysing a text. We asked students to apply their skills to critically evaluate the 

O’Shaughnessy and O’Shaughnessy’s (2002) and Kotler’s (2011) papers. Students were asked 

to interrogate the texts using questions such as: 

Who is the author? 

What are the writer’s assumptions and aims/interests in this text? 

What kind of language (e.g., adjectives) is used? 

In which context was this written? How could it have influenced the author?

What evidence is used to support the claims made?

What information is missing from the text? 

We then asked students to compare these authors’ views, argument and evidence with those of 

Alvesson (1994) (a reading we had discussed during a previous lecture). We concluded by 

looking at these against the criticism of O’Shaughnessy and O’Shaughnessy work by Abela 

(2006). 

Example 2 – Learning Activity: Representing marketing

This learning activity required students to take one of four perspectives when identifying the 

benefits and problems of marketing. Students were also encouraged to advance specific 

examples that would corroborate their arguments. This exercise promoted the practical 
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employment of critical thinking and the importance of empathising with different points of 

view. It also helped students to appreciate how different groups will represent differently the 

same phenomenon.

Drawing on a critical perspective, discuss what are the main benefits and problems of 

marketing taking the perspective of: 

• consumers, 

• consumer advocacy groups,  

• marketing managers, and 

• students of an MSc in Marketing. 

You are asked to defend the position of one of these groups and construct a case for or against 

marketing. Write a summary of you arguments on the white boards to support your discussion.
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Table 1: List of Participants 

Name Gender Nationality

Catherine Female Europe

Nuwanthi Female South Asia

Adi Female MENA2

Marie Female Europe

Ajla Female Europe

Petra Female Europe

Amina Female MENA

Ning Female East Asia

Maleeha Female South Asia

Moritz Male Europe

Wang Male East Asia

Priya Female South Asia

Mike Male Europe

2 Middle East and North Africa
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                                                                         Figure 1: A care-ethical framework to teaching and learning

       

  

    

Providing a critical & caring approach to learning 

 Encouraging students to engage with different 
viewpoints and to consider the impact of management 
(and their own) decisions, on specific others; 

 Nurturing empathy; 
 Fostering and Modelling ‘caring’ behaviours towards 

others, especially those in disadvantaged positions

Acknowledging the Student as a Concrete Other

 Avoiding impersonal approaches to interaction by using
   students’ names, and trying to learn about them;
 Inviting students to bring personal artefacts, 

experiences and stories to the classroom that are 
meaningful for them and to have their voices heard.

Providing a safe environment to learn

 Acknowledging challenges to learning (e.g., limited 
exposure to critical thinking, cultural barriers) and 
emotional investment of students

 Designing supportive pedagogic practices in response

Valuing Emotional Engagement 

 Encouraging students to bring their emotions into the 
classroom and to appreciate their moral value

 Destigmatize the ‘language of care’

Student as ‘cared for’

Appreciated being valued:

I matter

Feeling safe to think and 
share:

I can speak my mind

Enhanced emotional and 
moral engagement, & critical 
reflection:

Others matter 

     Giving Back

Empowerment:

I can (and should) 
make a difference

Student as ‘one caring’
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