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According to Tugendhat, moral learning is achieved through the acceptance of 
new perspectives that extend ours and show that the former hid our own inter-
ests.  In this line, and given that dialogue is a vehicle to approach new perspec1 -
tives, we can say that the practice of dialogue is a form of moral learning for 
managers and organizations. That is, dedicating time to dialoguing and reflect-
ing together with stakeholders companies can become more just. 

However, we know that companies today are far from practicing dialogue with 
their stakeholders in a deep and recurrent manner. And that should not be a 
surprise if we think about the education that most managers received: in tradi-
tional education, dialogue has only been present between teachers and stu-
dents –and one could argue that it is not proper dialogue since it is situated in a 
relationship of inequality in which the teacher is expected to enlighten or illus-
trate the student. 

In order to reach a state where companies have "a perspective of dialogue that 
goes beyond the mere debate and that becomes a powerful form of mutual un-
derstanding and creative action",  we will have to first of all teach future man2 -
agers how to dialogue –a skill that they have not yet learned.  

The type of communication that is promoted in the competitive environment of a 
business school is the debate. A struggle between arguments with the objective 
of persuading and winning. True dialogue instead "is carried out not as an at-
tempt to influence others or to coerce them, but through attentive listening with 
empathy, the expression of hidden assumptions, focusing on common interests 
and the search for conceptual progress."  Only by learning this type of commu3 -
nication will managers “be able to build relationships with stakeholders in a col-
laborative way –which is the necessary condition of an ethical company– and 
jointly design creative strategies that will benefit all stakeholders."  4

This article aims at describing, analyzing and reflecting on a course that wants 
to break the classical paradigm of management education and turn the class-
room into a space for dialogue between peers. "Socratic dialogue: Philosophy 
and narratives that improve our management skills" is a course offered at the 
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ESADE business school, within the CEMS in International Management  Mas5 -
ter's Degree and based on the Socratic method, where the teacher acts as facil-
itator of a dialogical approach to some of the fundamental questions of human 
life, such as happiness, fear, justice or responsibility. 

The objective of the article is threefold: 

- Offer a first-hand account of an original pedagogical experience, its founda-
tions and its objectives. 

- Offer clues and advice for those who want to embark on a similar venture and 
make the lessons learned in the experience explicit. 

- Reflect on the impact that the experience had on the participants. 

Research methodology 

The article will present the results of the course through a qualitative phenome-
nological  research. To carry out the research, reflective journals  and final es6 7 -
says that participants wrote during their participation in the course were ana-
lyzed. This type of exercise "requires that students reflect on what an experi-
ence or event means to them",  that they write it down and that they make a 8

narration of their experience that will be to a certain extent 'public' –given that 
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the teacher will read it. In that sense, it is an instrument especially useful for the 
purpose of this research: understanding the meaning and impact of the experi-
ence on its participants. 

The sample analyzed is composed of reflective journals and final essays of 100 
students who have participated in 5 courses of 20 students carried out during 
two academic years: 14/15 and 15/16 . The diaries and final essays were sent 9

by email and, subsequently, they were subject to descriptive analysis by means 
of coding. The content of the journals was grouped by themes or codes accord-
ing to their similarities.  10

Conceptual framework 

The course seeks to train future managers who can contribute to promoting a 
decent and responsible society: one that respects people and recognizes their 
rights but also their differences and uniqueness. To achieve this, we argue that 
it is necessary to establish open and participatory dialogue mechanisms that 
offer everyone the opportunity to speak and participate on equal terms. There-
fore, a responsible business in a decent society  will be one that establishes 11

this type of relationship with its stakeholders. 

The course assumes that, in order for this ideal of a decent society to become a 
reality, there is an active role that business schools should play: train people on 
how to engage in dialogue –which is a necessary condition of an ethical and 
decent society. 

Socratic dialogue is the method that is used throughout the course in order to 
learn and practice the art of dialogue, deepen the relationship with others, im-
prove empathy and trust, as well as increase self-awareness and reflective ca-
pacity. The course takes advantage of the multicultural origin of the participants 
to work in a context similar to that which students will encounter in their profes-
sional future –which is also adequate to force the limits and the capacity for tol-
erance, questioning prejudices and improving the understanding of others. 

The conceptual framework behind the course is that of the Arendtian question, 
also of a Socratic nature, about the possibility that, through the exercise of 
thought, we are able to distinguish the just from the unjust, the good from the 
evil. We ask ourselves: can the activity of thinking, the habit of examining what 
happens or attracts attention, beyond the specific results and contents, improve 
our capacity for judgment and, in this way, make us refrain from doing wrong or 
condition us against doing it? 

 In order to use them as an object of study for the present work, a written consent was re9 -
quested from each of the students.
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Our mission will be to strengthen the capacity for moral judgment of future 
managers in such a way that they can better withstand the onslaught of the 
context in which they will work. Students themselves complain about this: "in 
most courses we learn to blindly reproduce schemata about strategy or opera-
tions, an activity that almost never implies reflecting but simply learning some-
thing from memory and executing it".   12

The contrast that the course of Socratic dialogue provokes is obvious: "this 
course reveals to us how, deepening in basic questions, we can develop a bet-
ter understanding of ourselves and society. This is unheard of for many busi-
ness students, who have been taught to think in a one-dimensional way." And 
this contrast opens up new dimensions to students: "I have now understood the 
power of dialogue and the willingness we all have to share things; how desper-
ate we are to express ourselves and to be understood. Because, especially in 
Business Schools, we live by schemes and standards that promote efficiency 
and we are always accelerated. Now I have realized how many things we take 
for granted, how many things in life we do not ask ourselves and about which 
we have never reflected ". 

This article will analyze the perceptions of students about the course in order to 
reflect on the impact that it had both in their personal and professional lives.  

 We will reproduce literal quotations from the journals and final essays of the students anony12 -
mously. 



Annex

 
Table 1. Codes and themes

Codes Themes

Management studies

• Comments on the education received at Business 
Schools.

• Comments on the mindset transmitted to 
management students.

The method

• Characteristics
• Strengths
• Differences from other courses
• Expectations

Speak and listen
• Impact of the course on the communication skills
• Impact of the course on the listening skills

Prejudices
• Awareness of one’s prejudices
• Disappearance of prejudices

Tolerance and openness
• Openness to others
• Tolerance towards differences

Trust

• Impact on trust
• Self-trust
• Trust on others

Relationships with others
• Impact on relationships with others
• Relationships outside class

Self-awareness and 
reflection

• Depth of reflection
• Awareness of the self
• Awareness of one’s own values
• Awareness on hopes and desires
• Awareness on external conditioning

Justice and empathy
• Development of empathy
• Link between empathy and justice

Management skills

• Link between the method and management skills
• Decision making
• Team work
• Responsibility



General comments
• Comments on the course at a personal level
• Comments on the course at a professional level


