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Alternative Credentials In Graduate Business School

Introduction & Methodology

Introduction
The MBA Roundtable conducted an online survey of business school 
professionals to aid in the answering of the following questions:

*What, if any, alternative credentials are graduate business schools 
offering?

*How are graduate business schools utilizing alternative credentials in 
their curriculum?

Methodology
In March 2021, email invitations were sent to contacts in the MBA 
Roundtable distribution list. Two subsequent requests were made to 
participate in the research. When data collection concluded on March 29, 
112 individuals representing 85 universities responded to the survey—a 
6.6 percent and 20.7 percent response rate, respectively.

This Report
Analysis for this report is based on individual respondents unless 
otherwise noted.

Survey Overview

Group Sample Size Responses Response Rate

Respondents 1,693 112 6.6%

Universities 410 85 20.7%

Note
The results of this survey do not necessarily reflect a statistically 
representative sample of business schools nor professionals worldwide. 
Because of this limitation, the results should not be used to generalize 
about the global business school population, but they can be used as a 
reflection of the sample frame under consideration. Several clear trends 
emerge from the data, nevertheless.

2



Alternative Credentials In Graduate Business School

Key Findings

Alternative credentials are a required strategy to stay competitive 
in the graduate management education industry according to 
most respondents.

*Seven in ten (70%) agree or strongly agree that alternative credentials are 
a required strategy for business schools.

*Program directors (40%) are more likely than deans (21%) to strongly 
agree with this sentiment.

A majority (64%) of  business schools currently offer alternative 
credentials and 28 percent plan to offer them in the next two 
years.

*Public institutions (70%) are more likely than private, non-profit 
institutions (48%) to currently offer alternative credentials.

*Certificates are offered by 91 percent of business schools offering 
alternative credentials. Few offer badges (15%) or microcredentials (13%).

*Private, non-profit institutions are more than twice as likely than public 
institutions to offer badges or microcredentials; albeit a small percentage 
of private institutions offer badges (17%) or microcredentials (17%).

Data analytics is the most common area of  study for alternative 
credentials at business schools today and in the future.

*Sixty-three percent report that the business school currently offers data 
analytics as an area of study and 67 percent of business schools planning 
to offer alternative credentials expect to offer data analytics.

*Fewer than half of the business schools offer alternative credentials in 
leadership (46%) or entrepreneurship (38%).

*Public institutions are more likely than private institutions to offer 
entrepreneurship (55% v. 7%) and leadership (55% v. 40%) as areas of 
study. 

*Private institutions are more likely to offer marketing (40% v. 26%) and 
human resources (27% v. 17%) as areas of study.
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Alternative Credentials In Graduate Business School

Key Findings (Continued)

Most alternative credentials at graduate business schools are 
credit-bearing and have a formal admissions process.

*A majority (64%) report that all alternative credentials offered at the 
business school are credit-bearing and 59 percent report a formal 
admissions process for all alternative credentials offered.

*A third (33%) report that all alternative credentials are stackable to an 
MBA degree and 29 percent report that some are stackable to an MBA.

*Nearly a quarter (24%) report that all alternative credentials are 
stackable to a Master's degree and 36 percent say some are stackable to a 
Master’s degree. 

Few graduate business schools have partnerships to develop and 
deliver the alternative credentials.

*The most common partnership is with the central university with only 23 
percent reporting this partnership arrangement.

*Public institutions (33%) are more likely than private, non-profit 
institutions (7%) to report a partnership with the central university.

*Private, non-profit institutions (20%) are more likely than public 
institutions (7%) to report a partnership with another university.

Administrators and faculty are the key players in the design of  
alternative credentials at graduate business schools.

*Two-thirds (67%) report that the business school administration is a key 
player in the design of alternative credentials and 53 percent report that 
faculty is a key player.

*Generally, employers, alumni and students play some role in the design 
of alternative credentials and tend to have a greater role than the central 
university.

Graduate business schools created alternative credentials to meet 
market demand and provide lifelong learning opportunities.

*Nearly three-quarters (74%) say the alternative credentials are used to 
meet market demand and 71 percent say they are used to offer lifelong 
learning opportunities.

*More than half say that alternative credentials are used by the business 
school to remain competitive (68%), as a marketing/recruiting tool (68%), 
and for revenue generation (58%).
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Alternative Credentials In Graduate Business School

Respondent Characteristics

Ninety percent of the respondents are from universities in the United 
States. A majority (68%) are at public institutions. A third (34%) of the 
respondents are assistant/associate deans of the business school, 45 
percent are directors, including academic (24%) and non-academic (21%), 
and 8 percent are deans. There are 17 respondents (15%) who are faculty 
members.

This report will include analysis by role of the respondent, which will be 
limited to two categories. First, deans and assistant/associate deans will be 
combined and second, program directors will be combined. Analysis by 
institution type will be limited to public and private, nonprofit categories. 
Analysis by location will not be included due to the limited number of 
respondents from outside the United States.
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Opinion

Alternative Credentials Are A Required Strategy To
Stay Competitive In Graduate Management Education

Most say alternative credentials required to stay competitive.

Overall, 71 percent agree or strongly agree alternative credentials are a 
required strategy to remain competitive in graduate management 
education.

While directors (40%) are more likely than deans (21%) to strongly agree 
with the sentiment, they are equally likely to agree or strongly agree.

Respondents at both private and public institutions are of similar opinion.
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Offer of  Alternative Credentials

Does The Graduate Business School Offer Alternative Credentials,
Such As Badges, Microcredentials, And Certificates?

Most graduate business schools offer alternative credentials.

Overall, 64 percent currently offer alternative credentials and 91 percent 
of these business schools offer certificates. Few offer badges (15%) or 
microcredentials (13%).

An additional 28 percent of graduate business schools plan to offer 
alternative credentials in the next two years.

Public institutions (70%) are significantly more likely than private, non-
profit institutions (48%) to offer alternative credentials, as shown on the 
next page. Within the next two years, nine out of ten private institutions 
will offer alternative credentials—48 percent offer them today and 42 
percent will offer them in the next two years. 

While the vast majority of both institution types offer certificates, public 
institutions are more than twice as likely to offer badges and 
microcredentials; albeit a small percentage of private institutions offer 
badges (17%) or microcredentials (17%).

*Note: Unit of analysis is the business school. 7



Offer of  Alternative Credentials, By Institution Type

Does The Graduate Business School Offer Alternative Credentials,
Such As Badges, Microcredentials, And Certificates?

*Note: Unit of analysis is the business school. 8



Offer of  Alternative Credentials, Central University

Does The Central University Offer Alternative Credentials?

Most universities offer alternative credentials.

Overall, among business schools that do not offer alternative credentials, 
60 percent of the central universities offer alternative credentials. An 
additional 34 percent of universities plan to offer alternative credentials in 
the next two years.

Public institutions are more likely than private, non-profit institutions to 
offer alternative credentials within the central university.

In fact, all the public institution's central university offer (69%) or plan to 
offer (31%) alternative credentials in the next two years compared with 86 
percent of private institutions.

*Note: Unit of analysis is the business school; Excludes don't know response.
Among business schools not offering alternative credentials today. 9



Areas of  Study

Current Areas Of  Study Offered As Alternative Credentials
At Graduate Business Schools

Data analytics is the most common alternative credential at 
graduate business schools today.

Overall, a majority (63%) report that the business school offers data 
analytics as an area of study for an alternative credential.

Nearly half (46%) offer an alternative credential in leadership. 

About a quarter or more of the business schools offer alternative 
credentials in entrepreneurship (38%), finance (29%), supply chain 
(29%), and marketing (26%).

Public institution are more likely compared with private institutions to 
offer alternative credentials in the following areas of study, including 
leadership and entrepreneurship. 

Private, non-profit institutions are slightly more likely than public 
institutions to offer marketing and human resources as alternative 
credentials.

Correlation Analysis
A moderate correlation is reported between the following areas of study. 
Business schools tend to have the following bundles of areas of study, 
including management and accounting (r = .46), information technology 
and entrepreneurship (r = .42), finance and data analysis (r = .42), and 
data analysis and entrepreneurship (r = .41).
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Areas of  Study, By Institution Type

Current Areas Of  Study Offered As Alternative Credentials
At Graduate Business Schools
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Areas of  Study

Future Areas Of  Study At Graduate Business Schools Planning
To Offer Alternative Credentials

Data analytics is shown to have a prominent future at graduate 
business schools planning to offer alternative credentials in the 
next two years.

Two-thirds (67%) report data analytics as an expected offering among the 
28 percent of respondents who report that their graduate business school 
plans to offer alternative credentials in the next two years.

About a third report that the graduate business school plans to offer 
alternative credentials in the following areas of study, including leadership 
(36%), marketing (33%), and entrepreneurship (31%).
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Alternative Credentials

Credit Bearing Status Of  Alternative Credentials

Most alternative credentials are credit-bearing.

Nearly two-thirds (64%) report all alternative credentials are credit-
bearing and half (50%) report all appear on the student's transcript. 

A third (33%) report that all alternative credentials are stackable to an 
MBA and 24 percent are stackable to a business master’s degree.

There are differences in credit-bearing status of alternative credentials by 
institution type (Chart below. Data Table on page 28).

13*Scale: All = All of the alternate credentials; Some = Some of the alternate credentials; 
None = None of the credentials; Don’t know



Alternative Credentials

Admissions To Alternative Credentials

Most alternative credentials are open to admitted students and 
most have a formal admissions process.

Three in five (59%) respondents report that there is a formal admission 
process for all the alternative credentials while few (28%) report all 
alternative credentials are open to the public.

More than half (55%) report all alternative credentials are open to alumni.

There are differences in admissions status of alternative credentials by 
institution type. (Chart below. Data Table on page 28).

14*Scale: All = All of the alternate credentials; Some = Some of the alternate credentials; 
None = None of the credentials; Don’t know



Alternative Credentials

Are Alternative Credentials Fully Online?

Alternative credentials that are fully online are available at many 
graduate business schools.

A quarter (25%) report all the alternative credentials offered at their 
business school are fully online.

About half (47%) report some of the alternative credentials are offered 
fully online.

Nearly a quarter (22%) report that all the alternative credentials offered at 
the business school require some in-person component.

There is little difference in online offerings by institution type.

15*Scale: All = All of the alternate credentials; Some = Some of the alternate credentials; 
None = None of the credentials; Don’t know



Business School Partnerships

Partnerships To Develop And Deliver Alternative Credentials

Development and delivery partnerships are not common among 
graduate business schools.

Only 23 percent report their business school partners with their central 
university to develop and deliver alternative credentials. Fewer report 
partnerships with professional associations (18%), external organizations 
(15%), or other universities (9%).

Business schools planning to offer alternative credentials in the 
next two years are more likely than those current offering
alternative credentials to partner with the central university.

Two in five (42%) respondents say their school plans to offer alternative 
credentials in partnership with the central university. Few expect to 
partner with other organizations.

By Institution Type

Public institutions (33%) are more likely than private, non-profit 
institutions (7%) to currently partner with the central university. Private, 
non-profit institutions (20%) are more likely than public institutions (7%) 
to partner with other universities.
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Business School Partnerships, By Institution Type

Partnerships To Develop And Deliver Alternative Credentials
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Design of  Alternative Credentials

Groups Involved In The Design Of  Alternative Credentials

Administration and faculty are key players in the design of  
alternative credentials at graduate business schools.

Two-thirds (67%) report that the business school administration is a key 
player in the design of alternative credentials and 53 percent report that 
faculty is a key player.

Generally, employers, alumni and students play some role in the design of 
alternative credentials and tend to have a greater role than the central 
university.

Administrators and faculty play more of a role at private, non-profit 
institutions compared with public institutions. In addition, employers play 
a slightly greater role at private, nonprofit institutions compared with 
public institutions.

18



Design of  Alternative Credentials, By Institution Type

Groups Involved In The Design Of  Alternative Credentials

Response Group Key player A lot Some A little None Don't know

Alumni
Private-nonprofit 7% 13% 33% 27% 20% 0%

Public 2% 10% 33% 36% 14% 5%

B-School Administration
Private-nonprofit 80% 13% 7% 0% 0% 0%

Public 62% 19% 12% 5% 0% 2%

B-School Faculty
Private-nonprofit 73% 20% 0% 7% 0% 0%

Public 45% 24% 24% 0% 5% 2%

Central University
Private-nonprofit 7% 0% 33% 13% 47% 0%

Public 2% 10% 19% 40% 17% 12%

Employers
Private-nonprofit 13% 27% 33% 13% 13% 0%

Public 5% 12% 45% 24% 10% 5%

Students
Private-nonprofit 7% 0% 33% 47% 13% 0%

Public 2% 7% 31% 38% 19% 2%

*Row percent; Among schools offering alternative credentials
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Use of  Alternative Credentials

How Do Business School's Utilize Alternative Credentials

Meeting market demand and offering lifelong learning 
opportunities are the most common reasons for business schools 
to offer alternative credentials.

Nearly three-quarters of respondents' report that alternative credentials 
are offered to meet market demand (74%) and to offer lifelong learning 
opportunities (71%). In addition, a majority of respondents report that 
alternative credentials are used to remain competitive (68%), for 
marketing and recruiting purposes (68%), and revenue generation (58%). 

Nearly half (49%) use alternative credentials for curriculum development.

Private, non-profit institutions are more likely than public institutions to 
report the use alternative credentials for revenue generation (87% v. 60%), 
revenue diversification (73% v. 40%), and to fill empty seats in degree 
program courses (40% v. 19%).

Correlation Analysis
A moderate correlation is shown between the following responses to 
business school utilization of alternative credentials. To remain 
competitive is correlated with meeting market demand (r = .63) and  
marketing/recruiting tool (r=.50). Meeting market demand is correlated 
with corporate development (r=.47). In addition, lifelong learning 
opportunities and marketing and recruiting tool are correlated (r=.46).
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Use of  Alternative Credentials, By Institution Type and Correlation Analysis

How Do Business School's Utilize Alternative Credentials

How Are Alternative Credentials Used, By Institution Type

Response Private-
nonprofit Public

Meet Market Demand 87% 83%

To Remain Competitive 87% 74%

Revenue Generation 87% 60%

Marketing/Recruiting 80% 76%

Lifelong Learning Opportunity 73% 83%

Revenue Diversification 73% 40%

Curriculum Development 67% 52%

Admissions Tool 53% 45%

Corporate Development 53% 45%

Show Progress Toward Degree 47% 31%

Fill Seats 40% 19%

Faculty Utilization 27% 29%

*Multiple selections allowed; Column percent; Among schools offering alternative credentials
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Use of  Alternative Credentials

How Do Business School's Plan To Utilize Alternative Credentials

Business schools planning to offer alternative credentials will do 
so to meet market demand and as a marketing and recruiting 
tool.

Nearly three in four respondents say the business school plans to offer 
alternative credentials to meet market demand (72%) and as a marketing 
recruiting tool (72%). In addition, 69 percent report lifelong learning 
opportunities and 67 percent say to remain competitive. 

More than half of respondents also say that alternative credentials will be 
used for curriculum development (56%) and as a way for student to show 
progress toward earning a degree (53%)

Private, non-profit institutions are more likely than public institutions to 
say revenue diversification (64% v. 37%).

Public institutions are more likely than private non-profit institutions to 
say lifelong learning opportunities (84% v. 64%) and to remain 
competitive (79% v. 57%).
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Comments

What Are The Challenges You Face In Designing, Developing, And 
Delivering Alternative Credentials?
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“Competition in the market; both credentialed & private.”
“Agility is the biggest challenge.”
“Aligning faculty interests with employer and industry demands.”
“Matching demand and supply.”
“Communication.”
“Agreement among decision makers.”
“Limited faculty resources and structural barriers to compensating faculty.”
“A lot of  administrative time and support required.”
“Lack of  direction from state department of  education on how badges are regulated.”
“AACSB constraints that should hopefully get easier.”

Comments

What Are The Challenges You Face In Designing, Developing, And 
Delivering Alternative Credentials?



Comments

What Are The Benefits To Offering Alternative Credentials At Your 
Graduate Business School?
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“ A pipeline into our degree programs. A credential for our students to prove specialization.”
“Attract a broader base of  prospective students, lower price point makes these appealing in the market, 
allows students to demonstrate academic capability, increases prestige of  institution”
“Benefits include providing the right type of  learning options to the marketplace, increase enrollments 
and revenue and meeting students learning goals where and when they want to learn.”
“Employers appreciate the fact their students are receiving deeper knowledge within a subject area.”
“Illustrate an understanding of  innovative thinking and responsiveness to the demands for continuous 
learning and skill development beyond a traditional credential”
“Meet the needs of  students who would not normally consider a graduate degree. More of  a refresher 
type topic. To address the continuing learning needs of  MBA and grad business degree graduates. To 
bring forward our mission in degree courses.”
“Students who completed their MBA before we had the emphasis, are able to come back for the 
certificate.  Students who do not have the GPA to enter the MBA program can start in an emphasis and if  
they are successful, can enter the program after two semesters.”

Comments

What Are The Benefits To Offering Alternative Credentials At Your 
Graduate Business School?
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Data Table

Which Of  The Following Apply To The Alternative Credentials At Your 
Graduate Business School?

Credit Bearing Status Of Alternative Credentials, By Institution Type

Response Group All Some None Don't 
know

Academic Credit-
bearing

Private-
nonprofit 80% 13% 7% 0%

Public 57% 29% 12% 2%

Continuing Education 
Credits

Private-
nonprofit 0% 13% 47% 40%

Public 2% 19% 55% 24%

On Transcript

Private-
nonprofit 60% 27% 0% 13%

Public 45% 33% 12% 10%

Stackable to Master's

Private-
nonprofit 33% 47% 13% 7%

Public 21% 33% 36% 10%

Stackable to MBA

Private-
nonprofit 47% 27% 27% 0%

Public 26% 31% 38% 5%

*Row percent.

Admissions To Alternative Credentials, By Institution Type

Response Group All Some None Don't 
know

Admitted 
Student

Private-
nonprofit 60% 33% 7% 0%

Public 64% 21% 7% 7%

Alumni

Private-
nonprofit 67% 13% 13% 7%

Public 50% 26% 14% 10%

Formal 
Admission 
Process

Private-
nonprofit 73% 20% 7% 0%

Public 52% 29% 14% 5%

Open to Public

Private-
nonprofit 33% 20% 40% 7%

Public 26% 26% 38% 10%

*Row percent.



Universities Represented Among The Respondents
Arizona State University Indiana Wesleyan University Temple University University of Minnesota

Asia School of Business INSEAD Texas A&M University University of New Hampshire

Ball State University Johns Hopkins University Texas Christian University University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill

Bard College Kutztown University of Pennsylvania Texas Tech University University of Northern British Columbia

Baylor University Lehigh University Troy University University of Oregon

Berry College Loyola Marymount University University at Buffalo University of Ottawa

Boston College Loyola University -New Orleans University of Alabama University of San Diego

Brenau University Marquette University University of Alabama in Huntsville University of St. Thomas

California State University, Long Beach Michigan State University University of Alberta University of Tennessee, Knoxville

China Europe International Business School North Carolina State University University of Arizona University of Texas at Austin

Clemson University Ohio University University of Arkansas University of Texas - Dallas

Colorado State University Penn State University of Calgary University of Wisconsin - Eau Claire

Elon University Penn State-Great Valley University of California - Berkeley University of Wisconsin - Madison

ESMT Berlin Purdue University University of California - Davis Utah State University

Florida Gulf Coast University Quinnipiac University University of California - Irvine Vanderbilt University

Florida International University Robert Morris University University of Chicago Booth School of Business Virginia Commonwealth University

Fordham University Rutgers - The State University of New Jersey University of Delaware Wake Forest University

George Mason University Saint Leo University University of Georgia Western Kentucky University

Georgetown University Saint Louis University University of Houston Wilkes University

Grand Valley State University Saint Mary's University of Minnesota University of Iowa

Hamline University Seton Hill University University of Kentucky

HEC Montreal Southern Arkansas University University of Maryland Global Campus

Participating Universities

The Respondents Represent The 85 Universities Below
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