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Title: 
Post Experience Education as an enabler of personal transformation – lessons from women alumni.

This development paper considers the potential of post-experience programmes, such as the MBA and Senior Leader Apprenticeships, to transform the lives and careers of the professional women who study them. It builds on previous research which suggests that despite the critiques of the MBA it might be women students who are more likely to report being transformed by the programme.  In order to understand how women alumni perceive the experience to have impacted their career and broader lives, this development paper outlines plans for a pilot study. The development paper begins by considering the background to post-experience education and MBAs before considering prior literature on how such programmes might be seen as drivers of transformation. Following on from the theoretical positioning, the paper then describes the intended pilot study approach and the likely data that should be available prior to the conference. 

The post experience context and MBAs 
Following over a decade of political and economic turmoil in the UK, the idea of ‘futureproofing’ one’s own career is likely to attract more and more students into post-experience management programmes, of which the MBA is typically seen as the most prestigious.  Although traditionally seen as male dominated, more recent evidence points towards  more gender balanced MBA intakes (Hazenbush, 2022) reinforcing the importance of focusing on how the programme impacts life and career outcomes.
The MBA is typically a post-experience programme.  According to HESA post-experience implies a period of at least two years relevant work experience as a pre-requisite for entry to the programme (HESA). In the case of MBA’s this is usually extended to three years, with a stipulation often being made that this should include managerial experience too. In the UK the first example of a development programme for mid-career managers was launched in 1940s to provide non-qualification development for nominated men and women, drawn from all business and government sectors.  The ideal candidates of these early programmes were not dissimilar to the typical MBA profile today, with the ideal age range being 28-35 years old with a preference shown for individuals about to embark on their first senior executive or administrative position (Slater, 1987).  It would be a further two decades before, as a result of the Franks Report in 1963, the first business schools were established in the UK universities of London and Manchester. In 1966 London Business School and the University of Strathclyde opened the first MBA programmes in the UK, with other institutions increasingly looking to form alliances with universities.
Since then, the MBA has dominated the post-experience landscape. With its North American origins, the primary purpose of the degree was initially to train (or re-train) individuals (typically men) who were technically skilled in a particular occupational domain (notably engineering) and provide the functional knowledge and skills necessary to manage people and operations (Rubin and Dierdorff, 2013).  Despite its enduring popularity the programme has been criticized for, among other things, being too narrow and for analytically orienting future managers, rather than equipping them to lead in a complex, socially and ecologically fraught world, where simple answers just do not work (Waddock and Lozano, 2013).  
In terms of developing women, there are criticisms about the ‘masculinisation’ of the programme  curriculum, reflecting the masculine nature of management development overall (Simpson, 2006), a point borne out in a recent analysis of module content across business and management programmes which found a noticeable lack of gender related content in compulsory modules (Perriton et al., 2021). However despite these criticisms, the MBA is still seen by many as a prerequisite for senior posts (Baruch and Peiperl, 2000) and potentially a way for women to break through the ‘glass ceiling’ (Simpson et al., 2004; Wallen et al., 2017), with Simpson and Ituma (2009)  positing that it is women rather than men who are ‘transformed’ by the MBA experience. They suggest that whilst both men and women report benefit from the acquisition of a new “skill set”, men tend to place an emphasis on the credential value of the qualification in enhancing mobility and marketability, whereas women value the MBA experience in terms of changing perceptions and attitudes which result in them seeing themselves, their colleagues and their organisations differently.  This aligns with Bourdieu’s notion of habitus to convey the sense of how we position ourselves and how others position us (Elliott and Soo, 2016), with it  being suggested that an MBA may invoke a voluntary reorientation by the student in alignment with a stylised ideal MBA habitus (Vaara and Fay, 2011). 
Recent research involving the lead author has confirmed that women experience greater career capital development as a result of the programme than their male classmates (Houldsworth et al., 2023) and that they appear to have a greater propensity to experience personal transformation as a result (Houldsworth et al.) which supports the claim presented in the confirm the marketing literature for many MBAs - that these programmes really can ‘change your life’! However, the findings also revealed that  the career capital area of ‘knowing-whom’ - or social capital is a differentiating factor which is manifested in a number of different ways: as ‘bonding’ which resonates with notions of trust and social exchange (Bourdieu and Richardson, 1986; Putnam, 2000) where individuals create close ties as a result of ‘being in the same boat’; or via the ‘looking glass of self’ (Parker et al., 2009) with peer collaboration allowing for  social comparison (Heslin, 2003) as well as helping capital and mutual support  (Konrad et al., 2016; Putnam, 2000).  
Although the majority of learners from our previous study report career capital development in ways that involve others, a smaller number report experiencing this alone. This emphasises the dialectic interaction with the collective habitus of the MBA (Fuller, 2013) and echoes Parker et al.’s (2009) emphasis on the importance of connection between the individual and their social arena. Importantly personal transformation was only reported by those who described the experience as involving others.  This dependency between the career capital areas of knowing-whom and knowing-why as identity highlights the importance of social interaction as part of the learning process, which aligns with Mezirow’s transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1978; Mezirow, 1994) and the role of relational dialogue with and/or through others in learning communities. 
Given our previous study only involved five women (from a group of 29) we wanted to explore this further and therefore in this study, we explore the transformative potential of the MBA by focusing our attention on the following research questions:
· How do a sample of women alumni report the MBA to have impacted their sense of self?
· What elements of the teaching and learning environment have they found supportive, or which negatively impacted their experience?

Proposed methodology and approach
In light of the prediction that business schools should be seen as new identity workspaces,  (Petriglieri and Petriglieri, 2010) it is important for educators to understand the way such transformational learning processes evolve and what elements within the teaching and learning environment trigger  relevant mindset changes. In defining transformation  we adopt Mezirow’s cognitive/rational perspective ‘‘transformative learning is learning that transforms problematic frames of references ... to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, reflective, and emotionally open to change.’’ (Mezirow, 2003: p.58-59)
In this study we will focus on understanding the experience and enablers of transfer as reported by women members of our business school’s alumni. By the time of the BAM Conference, a pilot study will have been conducted involving interviews with a sample of female alumni, drawing on a group of 17 women, who all won first or runner up prize in a yearly MBA scholarship competition which has been running at the business school since 2013. The application process involves submission of an essay, with a shortlist of up to 10 applicants being produced each year, from which the judging panel (which includes the external sponsor) make a final decision.  We acknowledge that this sample are likely to reflect a more positive view of the business school and the benefits of the MBA as being more helpful to the manager and less instrumental than critics suggest (Hay and Hodgkinson, 2008; Ruth, 2017).
Prior to collecting data, the research approach will be approved by the University Ethics Committee and been approved. Using contact details provided by the Business School applicants, the sample of 17 women will be approached by email and invited to join an interview by Teams to discuss their experience of the MBA and how they perceive it to have impacted their career and wider development.  Additionally, it is intended to pilot a questionnaire with the respondents as a precursor to a wider study with a larger population of men and women. We have considered the Learning Activities survey (LAS) (King, 2009).  Although this instrument appears appropriate given that it originated in a formal education setting, as well as applications in other  contexts  (Stone et al., 2017),  it has been criticised as not being sufficiently validated or reliable as well as not including all relevant variables.  Instead we are exploring use of the Tranformative Learning Survey (Stuckey et al., 2013) which was developed to assess the outcomes and processes of transformative learning. Based on theoretical concepts from the literature in involves scales in 4 areas: outcomes and the following processes: cognition or rational; beyond rational or extrarational and social critique. 
The full paper will provide further information about the sample and the approach to data collection as well as preliminary findings to consider the extent to which the post-experience programme of the MBA has been perceived to have served as an enabler of transformation for women alumni.
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