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Critical thinking

• What is critical thinking in a business context? 

• Do businesses want their employees to be critical thinkers all of 

the time? Some of the time? Only when specifically asked for? 

• Is critical thinking something that can be turned off and on?

• Is critical thinking always negative, or can it be positive?

• Can employers trust their employees to think critically?

• What are the barriers that prevent employees from thinking 

critically?



Critical thinking

An MBA graduate should be able to…

“...think critically... [demonstrate] the capability to identify assumptions, 

evaluate statements in terms of evidence, detect false logic or reasoning, 

identify implicit values, define terms adequately and generalise 

appropriately.” (QAA, 2015, p. 11)

“… [show] a critical awareness of current issues in business and 

management…” (QAA, 2015, p. 13)

“…be adaptable, and show originality, insight, and critical and reflective 

abilities which can all be brought to bear upon problem situations…”
(QAA, 2015, p. 13)



Critical thinking

“…many students are only minimally improving their skills in critical 

thinking, complex reasoning, and writing during their journeys through 

higher education.”

(Arum & Roksa, 2011, p. 35)

“…faculty members across subjects overwhelmingly agree that critical 

thinking [is a key skill] to be taught in higher education. One could hardly 

argue that we would not want teachers who are educating our children, or 

business majors who might be responsible for approving home mortgage 

loans, to develop the capacity to think critically…”

(Arum & Roksa, 2011, p. 108)



Critical thinking

“More than 90 percent of employers rate written communication, 

critical thinking, and problem solving as “very important” for the job 

success of new labor market entrants…”
(Arum & Roksa, 2011, p. 143)



Critical thinking

• Business schools "have a particular role to play in society, namely to 

promote critical thinking” (Mintzberg, 2004: 76). 

• We should be offering practitioners this to help them improve their 

critical thinking so that they can better distinguish between good and bad 

data (Bartunek & Rynes, 2014).

• Benjamin and O’Reilly (2011: 469), state that simply “assuming that 

students can demonstrate critical qualities in their learning is both 

unrealistic and unfair”.

• Educators find the task of cultivating criticality “harder than expected” 

(Berggren and Söderlund, 2011: 390).    



Critical thinking

“When you have completed your MBA you will be able to:

…think critically and creatively: manage creative processes in yourself and 

others; organise thought, analysis, synthesis and critical appraisal; 

including to identify assumptions, evaluate statements in terms of evidence, 

detect false logic or reasoning, identify implicit values, define terms 

adequately and generalise appropriately”

(The OUBS MBA Learning Outcomes)



Critical thinking

• Societal level

• Decision level

• Interaction level



‘Fake News’



Should we continue to 

put our faith in experts?



Critical thinking

Two things wrong with the term:

the word ‘critical,’ and the word ‘thinking’ 



Critical thinking

• ‘Critical’ – has become (overwhelmingly) associated with 

negativism.

• ‘Thinking’ – privileges the cognitive over the embodied and 

the material. 



Origin of the word

• ‘Critic,’ from the Greek krḯnein meaning ‘to decide’. 

• The Greek derived noun kritḗs ‘judge’ in turn produced kritikós 

‘able to make judgements’; this came to be used as a noun, 

‘one who makes judgements,’ which passed via the Latin 

criticus into English.

• The Greek kritḗrion a ‘standard for making a judgement,’ was 

borrowed directly into English in the 17th century as criterion.



Term US-based Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary UK Shorter Oxford English Dictionary

Critic One who expresses a reasoned opinion on any matter 

especially involving a judgment of its value, truth, 

righteousness, beauty, or technique

A person who pronounces judgment

Critical Expressing criticism or disapproval. Using or involving 

careful judgment about the good and bad parts of 

something

Given to judging

Criticism The act of expressing disapproval and of noting the 

problems or faults of a person or thing: the act of 

criticising someone or something. The activity of making 

careful judgments about the good and bad qualities of 

books, movies, etc.

The action of passing judgment. The 

investigation of the text, character, 

composition, and origin of literary 

documents

Critique A careful judgment in which you give your opinion about 

the good and bad parts of something (such as a piece of 

writing or a work of art)

A criticism. Discuss critically; write a 

critique of; make a critical assessment of



Critical thinking

Judgement – also has negative connotations “mustn’t judge” 



“[a] critique does not consist in saying that 

things aren’t good the way they are. It 

consists in seeing on just what type of 

assumptions, of familiar notions, of 

established and unexamined ways of thinking 

the accepted practices are based… To do 

criticism is to make harder those acts which 

are now too easy”.

(Foucault, 1981: 456)  



Critical thinking

• In philosophy, skepticism (Pyrrho of Elis, 365–275 BC) 

refers to a position that refrains from making truth claims.

• A philosophical skeptic does not claim that truth is 

impossible (which itself would be a truth claim), instead it 

recommends the “suspension of belief”.

• Academic skepticism (a variant of Platonism) claimed 

knowledge of truth was impossible.



Troublesome words – that make claims to truth 

• Algorithm

• Opinion polls and surveys (“…they’re quite scientific...”)

• Scientific

• Professional

• Fact

• Rational

• Robust and rigorous

• Evidence-based

• Bias



A very troublesome word

Objective



The responsibility of the critic

Reflexivity

• Recognise all that we do is influenced by who we are.

• Acknowledge that we have preferences, experiences and ways 

of thinking that shape what we do.

• Understanding that our assumptions about work mediate how 

we frame problems.

• How we communicate is revealing of how we think.



The responsibility of the critic

Reflexivity

• Persuade

• Convince

• Rhetoric



What would an organisation with a more critically 

engaged workforce look like?

• Better at framing problems

• Better at solving problems

• Better at handling data

• Better at understanding evidence

• Better at reflecting in/on action

• Better at communicating

• Better at decision making

• Better at becoming more self-aware

• Better at enabling staff to experience greater job satisfaction

• More rewarding



What would an organisation with a more critically 

engaged workforce look like?

• Less of a narcicistic managerial style

• Less likely to accept decisions unquestioningly

• Less prone to adopting management fads and fashions

• Less sure

• Less taken in by the “triumph of emptiness” (Alvesson, 2013)

• Less easily persuaded

• Less authoritarian

• Less likely to feel offended  

• Less able to get away with dodgy ideas

• Fewer places to hide



All I need to do now is some research

into the issue…
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Q&A

Facilitator: Professor Mark Fenton-O’Creevy
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Closing Comments

Professor Mark Fenton-O’Creevy
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Thank you

Please stay for networking and refreshments

Next Breakfast Briefing: Tuesday 23 May –

‘The Ethics of Neoliberalism:

The Business of Making Capitalism Moral’ 

with Dr Peter Bloom


