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Abstract 

 

Responsible corporate leadership has historically been viewed as a shareholder primacy model. 

However, it has been acknowledged that stakeholders, beyond shareholders, including 

employees, local communities, and the natural environment, have a stake in the decisions made 

by corporate leaders. Stakeholder theory identifies the corporate leader as responsible to take 

action as a citizen in a global society, and to make decisions in a way that emphasizes a primacy 

of a triple bottom line model by creating social, environmental, and economic value at home and 

abroad. The cognitive processes involved in decision making are partly motivated by a leader’s 

personal beliefs about knowledge. In other words, a leader’s personal epistemological beliefs 

about where knowledge comes from, what constitutes knowledge, and the justification for 

knowledge claims. These beliefs lead to either openness or barriers to considering new or 

different proposed theories as valid. Examination of personal epistemological beliefs will 

illuminate the willingness on the part of a globally responsible leader to reject or accept various 

forms of knowledge needed for decision-making. 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine the Personal Epistemological (PE) beliefs of Master of 

Business Administration (MBA) students related to managerial decision making as part of 

activities being piloted in a Globally Responsible Leadership course. It is the researchers’ intent 

to test the extent to which personal epistemology awareness in MBA students leads to either 

openness or barriers to considering proposed theories, such as stakeholder theory, as a valid 

model of decision-making. Helping MBA students examine their beliefs will illuminate their 

willingness to reject or accept various forms of knowledge needed for decision-making. 

 

Introduction 

 

Economic globalization and responsible corporate leadership are prominent contemporaneous 

issues in business today. As world trade has grown, multinational corporations and some parts of 

societies have prospered as a result and, at the same time, cases of exploitation of human and 

natural resources have also proliferated (Lawrence, 2013). Currently, there are global health and 

economic crises (Ruckert and Labonte, 2014) and a parallel crisis in corporate managerial ethics 

(Fry and Slocum, 2008; Waldman and Galving 2008). Further, the natural environment around 



the world has been exploited beyond its capacity to regenerate; it is less capable of sustaining 

global economic activities at the current rate (Freeman and McVea, 2001).  

 

Responsible corporate leadership has historically been viewed as a shareholder primacy model 

(Friedman, 1970), with a narrow focus on profits and a return on investment to shareholders. 

However, it has been acknowledged that corporate stakeholders, beyond shareholders, including 

employees, local communities, and the natural environment, have an interest, or stake, in the 

choices and decisions made by corporate leaders (Freeman and McVea, 2001; Donaldson and 

Preston, 1995). Accordingly, there has been a call for renewed focus on managerial decision 

making, specifically considering the needs and expectations of diverse and multiple stakeholders, 

beyond the shareholder and including the natural environment (Freeman and McVea, 2001; 

Kish-Gephart et al., 2010). 

 

The globally responsible leader places emphasis on taking action as a citizen in a global society 

(Lawrence & Beamish, 2013; Pless, Maak, & Stahl, 2011), and making decisions in a way that 

ensures social, environmental and economic value at home and abroad (Bansal, 2002; Hart & 

Milestein, 2003). The cognitive processes involved in decision-making are partly motivated by a 

leader’s personal beliefs about knowledge (Green & Azevedo, 2007). In other words, an 

antecedent to decision making is a leader’s personal epistemological beliefs about where 

knowledge comes from, what constitutes knowledge, how one develops knowledge, and 

justification of knowledge claims (Hofer, 2006). These beliefs lead to either openness or barriers 

to considering new or different proposed theories as valid (Muis, 2007), which has implications 

for decision-making. 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine the Personal Epistemological (PE) beliefs of Master of 

Business Administration (MBA) students related to managerial decision making as part of 

activities being piloted in a Globally Responsible Leadership course. It is the researchers’ intent 

to test the extent to which PE awareness in MBA students leads to either openness or barriers to 

considering proposed theories as a valid model of decision-making. Helping MBA students 

examine their beliefs will illuminate their willingness to reject or accept various forms of 

knowledge needed for decision-making. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Literature and past research are being reviewed and integrated in order to develop the study’s 

research approach and to develop curriculum for the Globally Responsible Leadership course. 

Thus, the literature review addressed stakeholder theory, knowledge and decision-making, and 

personal epistemology. 

 

Stakeholder Theory 

Stakeholder theory is intended to explain and to guide the process of managerial decision-

making (Donaldson and Preston, 1995; Reynolds et al., 2006). It suggests that all stakeholders 

possess intrinsic value. In other words, all stakeholder groups warrant acknowledgement and 

consideration on their own merit, as opposed to solely being viewed as a resource – a means to 

an end. It does not, however, imply that all stakeholders should be equally involved in 

organizational processes or decisions (Donaldson and Preston, 1995).  



 

According to Donaldson and Preston (1995), stakeholder theory can be viewed as descriptive as 

well as normative, in that it acknowledges that diverse and multiple stakeholders have a stake in 

corporate activity, and that moral principles underlie the function of management in terms of 

decision-making (Donaldson and Preston, 1995). Stakeholder theory also identifies the corporate 

leader as responsible to take action as a citizen in a global society (Lawrence & Beamish, 2013; 

Pless et al., 2011), and to make decisions in a way that emphasizes a primacy of a triple bottom 

line (Elkington 1997) model by creating social, environmental, and economic value at home and 

abroad (Bansal, 2002; Hart and Milstein, 2003).  

 

Knowledge and Decision Making 

Global corporate leaders may frequently face values and beliefs that differ from their own. 

Persons with strong beliefs in the certainty of knowledge, extreme convictions, and disinclination 

towards cognitively challenging tasks are more likely to ignore information they read and 

develop biased conclusions towards their position (Muis, 2007). Exposing people to alternative 

evidence or information is not enough to alter their initial perspectives (Kuhn & Dean, 2004).  

 

The role of knowledge as an antecedent to decision-making has been examined in the context of 

responsible global leadership and has primarily focused on explicit knowledge that is gained 

through information gathering, rational analysis and objective reasoning (Bird and Osland 2004; 

Brake 1997; Kets de Vries and Folorent-Treacy 1999). In contrast, tacit knowledge, and its role 

in decision-making, has not received as much attention in the management literature.  

 

Tacit knowledge comprises an intuitive range of experientially-based information that is a basis 

for making sense of or helping to form a new theory about a phenomenon (Polanyi, 1966), and 

subsequently introduces judgment prior to making a decision (Cox, Hill, and Pyakuryal, 2008). 

Tacit knowledge is embedded in people’s experiences and rooted in deeply held beliefs (Senge, 

et al, 2008; Nonaka, 1994). It influences ones perceptions of what one considers appropriate 

values, attitudes, and behaviors (Senge, et al., 2008).  Further, according to Argyris (1982), our 

experiences and subsequent beliefs predispose us to pay attention to specific data and not others, 

ascribe meanings, and derive conclusions. While the managerial literature has focused attention 

on tacit knowledge, personal epistemology has not been fully explored.  

 

Personal Epistemology 

Epistemology refers to the study of knowledge and sources of knowledge (Hofer & Sinatra, 

2010; Marra & Palmer, 2008). Research has demonstrated a correlation between epistemological 

beliefs, critical thinking, and decision making (Green & Azevedo, 2007; Marra & Palmer, 2008; 

McMillan, 2008; Pintrich, 2004; Zimmerman, 2008). The cognitive processes involved in critical 

thinking and decision making are motivated by an individual’s personal beliefs about knowledge, 

where knowledge comes from, what constitutes knowledge, and how one develops knowledge 

(Hofer, 2006). 

 

 



Research Design 

 

A qualitative emergent design will be used to examine PE beliefs of MBA students. Qualitative 

research is a legitimate form of inquiry if the process consists of specific methods for enhancing 

credibility and change processes (Creswell, 2009). This study is a mixed methods approach that 

also utilizes a quantitative instrument to measure PE. Currently there is a gap in the literature and 

a call for more qualitative research in PE (Hofer, 2001; Zimmerman, 2008). Cooperative inquiry 

will be used in the course to build students’ critical thinking and awareness of how they view 

knowledge.  Cooperative inquiry approaches are common in scholarship of teaching and learning 

projects. The classroom environment lends itself to the cooperative inquiry that can take place 

surrounding the research questions.  

 
Sample 

Participants in this research study will include students enrolled in Viterbo University’s MBA 

program and registered for the 8-week course, Globally Responsible Leadership, in the summer 

of 2016. Registration maximum is 28. Students are typically working adults employed in 

professional settings. The course is a face-to-face format where students meet one night a week 

for four hours. The face-to-face four hour time frame allows for exercises and reflection. The 

exercises and reflections will be part of the process in data collection.  

 

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning Classroom Methods and Exercises 

The researchers will begin the course by administering the Beliefs about Knowledge in 

Leadership Decision Making.  The instrument was modified from the Beliefs about Knowledge 

in Social Work  (Anderson-Meger, 2014). The instrument was designed to measure PE.  The 

instrument was originally developed from Schomer’s (1990) Epistemological Belief’s Inventory 

and Gambrill and Gibb’s (2009) questionnaire regarding beliefs in social work.  The beliefs 

questionnaire responses will be analyzed at the beginning and end of the class but also serves as 

a mechanism to generate discussion during the class around PE and its relationship to 

Stakeholder theory. Next, students will participate in a class exercise to test the degree of 

openness to stakeholder theory in decision making. This exercise is in development. The 

measure of degree of openness will be a qualitative exploration of students’ attitudes towards 

theory in general and Stakeholder theory in particular. Researchers will use observation and 

make field notes on activities of participants as they engage in the exercises. A final class 

exercise will be conducted, and observed, with the purpose of exploring students’ beliefs about 

decision making in the context of globally responsible leadership. At the end of the class students 

will take the Beliefs about Knowledge in Leadership Decision Making again. Findings from the 

initial questionnaire and final questionnaire can then be analyzed with a t-test to determine any 

significant change. Due to the nature of the emergent research design the researchers are not 

predetermining any hypotheses for testing. However, findings from this pilot study could be used 

to generate hypotheses for future testing.  

 

Data Analysis 

Responses from epistemological beliefs questionnaire will be analyzed using descriptive 

statistics. Validity and reliability of the instrument will be tested using Principle Component 

Analysis and Cronbach’s Alpha. Responses to classroom exercises will be analyzed with 

qualitative analysis approaches. Data analysis will involve back and forth process often referred 



to as constant comparison. Coding and categorizing will be used to elicit common themes in the 

narrative data provided by the students on the exercises. Open coding will be used to identify 

meaning units in the narrative. Each researcher will code and then compare coding to enhance 

validity in the coding schemes. Categorizing will follow open coding. Similar open codes will be 

grouped together into categories.  Finally, themes emerge from the categories that help explain 

students’ views about knowledge in regards to Stakeholder theory and decision making in a 

global context. Based on analysis, the researchers will make propositions about the personal 

beliefs about knowledge that students hold.  

 

Reflection on Researcher Role 

 As instructors for the course, researchers will be playing the role of participant observer. 

Observations will be open-ended in that researchers will ask general questions of participants 

allowing participants to express their perspectives. Researchers will then analyze new data and 

make further propositions regarding themes. The positionality of the researcher as a teacher 

working with students creates a unique position when undertaking research on teaching and 

learning (Herr & Anderson, 2005). Teachers are in a prime position to promote change at the 

student and classroom level. Using the self in an educational capacity, as well as a motivator, 

coach, and professional helper can influence change in others through the educational process 

(Herr & Anderson, 2005).  The teacher as researcher could pose an interesting dilemma when it 

comes to the insider status the teacher holds with the classroom.  However, the teacher may also 

take on an outsider role too because students may view the position of the teacher very 

differently than the teacher views his/her position.  The positionality depends on the context and 

audience (Herr & Anderson, 2005).  For the purpose of this research the researchers will actively 

reflect on how their presence and role in the course may or may not have had an influence on the 

results. The exercises will contain questions that allow students to reflect on the impressions 

gained from the faculty members in the course. It is impossible to tease out the complex 

variables involved in learning in a clear manner but it is the researchers’ hope to shed some light 

on this factor which is always operating in a classroom.   

 

Another factor involved in classroom based research is the evaluation context. Students are used 

to working with faculty in an evaluative context (Ambrose, et al., 2010).  This work allows the 

faculty members to engage in a more egalitarian way with students and have students hold the 

power in the process (Herr & Anderson, 2005).  The transformation of power relationships can 

create a more democratic research context (Greenwood & Levin, 2007).  For this project to be 

successful, all parties needed to be invested in outcomes and dedicated to the collaborative 

inquiry process (Greenwood & Levin, 2007). 

 

Conclusion 

 

The purpose of this emergent mixed methods study is to examine the PE beliefs of MBA 

students related to managerial decision making as part of activities being piloted in an 8-week 

course on the topic of Globally Responsible Leadership during summer 2016. It is the 

researchers’ intent to test the extent to which PE awareness in MBA students leads to either 

openness or barriers to considering proposed theories as a valid model of decision-making. 

Helping MBA students examine their beliefs will illuminate their willingness to reject or accept 



various forms of knowledge needed for decision-making on the part of globally responsible 

leaders. 

International and Managerial Implications 

 

Global corporate business leaders are faced with a host of emerging social, political, cultural and 

ecological issues while immersed in a complex global business environment consisting of 

developed and emerging economies. With particular regard to doing business in emerging 

economies, there are challenges such as pervasive poverty and inequality, corruption, and human 

and labor rights violations. Further, there is increasing awareness of business activity impacts 

and implications for natural resource scarcity, climate change, as well as biodiversity and species 

loss.  

 

Given these challenges, globally responsible leaders require knowledge of the myriad 

interdependencies and global implications that local level decisions have, and to understand the 

ethical basis on which business decisions are made. In order to make more effective decisions, 

leaders must improve their understanding of the company’s stakeholders by making use of 

knowledge, both explicit and tacit. In order to leverage tacit knowledge, leaders must gain deeper 

awareness of their own personal epistemological beliefs. This, in effect, increases the utility of 

the tacit knowledge a leader possesses. Evidence for the utility of tacit knowledge has been 

limited; therefore, this study will add to ones understanding of the role of personal epistemology 

in managerial decision-making. 
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