SABSA Dean & Director Profile

A global
perspective
on a local
advantage
University of
Stellenbosch Business
School director-elect
Mark Smith wants to
see Stellenbosch and
SA take its position at
the forefront of global
business education.

Mark Smith is the director-elect of University
of Stellenbosch Business School (USB), having
secured the position in 2020. Due to Covid-19
and delays on his work visa, however, he’s
stuck some 12 000kms away in France – a
frustrating situation for an academic who is
dead keen to hit the ground running in
Stellenbosch as soon as possible. In the
interim, he’s not letting the physical divide get
him down, as he takes advantage of the
school’s technological prowess to work with
his new colleagues and plan for the future.
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Navigating space and time
He’s not the only local dean
stranded by Covid-19.
Catherine Duggan, the new
director of the UCT Graduate
School of Business finds
herself in the US, in much the
same position – and they’ve
been able to connect and
commiserate but also learn
from their shared
experiences.
Smith’s an Englishman – born
in Oxford, and educated in
Manchester – who says he fell
into an academic career “by
accident”. Nonetheless, with a
first-class degree under his
belt, he was recruited into
research by a professor of
labour economics. This then
evolved into a PhD at the

University of Manchester
Institute of Science and
Technology (UMIST) and then
lecturing there and at
Manchester Business School.
“In about 2005, my then-wife
was headhunted for a job in
France and I was a ‘house
husband’ for nearly two
years,” he explains. “We
decided to stay, so I looked
for a job in France.” This led
him, in 2007, to Grenoble
Ecole de Management – a
graduate business school in
the city of Grenoble where
he’s been since, working his
way up to dean of the faculty
and a full professor.
“Now my kids are 18 and 20,
both studying in Lyon, and I

was ready for a new
challenge” – which is what
brought him to Stellenbosch,
interviewing on site just
before the lockdown orders
took hold all around the
world.

The power of blended learning
It is certainly not an ideal
situation, but Stellenbosch’s
early embrace of online and
blended learning tools mean
that Smith can stay in touch –
and, he says, “it’s not too bad
since everyone is having to
work remotely right now”.
Despite this, he says, “I've
developed a good working
relationship with my
colleagues so far. I am very
much looking forward to
being physically in the same
place, and interacting with
them more in a more relaxed
way [than video conferencing
allows], but we've done pretty
well, and I feel like we're on
the move really.”
Smith – a keen runner and
mountain climber – is also
looking forward to enjoying
the outdoorsy lifestyle in
South Africa, and has even
started learning to cook

bobotie and other local dishes.
He has a book project in the
works, and says he imagines
further developing his
leadership and collaboration
skills during his time here.
His vision for the school under
his term is to maintain and
reinforce Stellenbosch’s
position as a leader in
business education, locally
and on the continent. They
are, he says, way ahead of
some international peers on
things like blended learning
technologies. “I would say the
technology that exists in
Stellenbosch now is better
than what exists here in
France, or is at least
comparable. The difference is
that Stellenbosch had it in
place two years ago, whereas
France and other places had
to adapt quickly when the
pandemic hit.”

He says the school “was
already leading the way in
that regard, and in terms of
new forms of pedagogy and
exploring new forms of
credentialisation that reflect
the needs of learners to build
their education profile out of
building blocks, rather than
buying the whole elephant.
This is a necessary response
to what’s being provided by
the likes of Coursera and
other groups” including
modular courses and offering
micro credentials.
Blended, however, offers
more than a modular model.
“Courses that are purely
online don’t offer the
possibility of coming to the
school, a sense of school
culture, meeting people and
exchanging ideas,” he
explains.
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Global positioning
“I also see us flying the flag
for South African education
internationally. I know that
might sound a bit strange to
say as someone who is not
South African, but I think
South African business
schools have a great
reputation. They can stand
among other global schools.
I want to see that community
of business schools band
together so the standard
rises up for everyone, and
the country is seen as a
place to come for education,
as a place leading education
on the continent.” [Ed’s note:
a vision that we as SABSA
share!]
Smith sees a competitive
advantage in that we can

offer meaningful exposure to
the global shared challenges
right here on our doorstep.
For example, the world is
grappling with diversity in
workplaces – a profound
challenge in a post-colonial
world and one which South
Africa is, sadly, well versed
in. “You have the challenges,
tensions, and also the
triumphs of diversity [change
management] right in your
face here,” he says. “And
the same would apply to
matters like climate change,
conflict, a whole range of
other topics.”
This is why he sees business
education, as well as higher
education in general, as
something we should be

pushing as a “key export of
South Africa, as well as a key
source of pride”. For that to
happen though, he cautions,
we do need to set things in
place, to strengthen
processes and functions – in
both business and the public
services. And not ‘just to
sort my own visa out’, he
jokes, “but so that
international students and
academics can come in
easily, share their
knowledge, learn and bring
investment. It's a soft power
or economic diplomacy
weakness to not take the
chance to be seen as a place
for educational
advancement. That would be
as huge opportunity for the
continent.”
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Exchange of ideas
It is critical however, he emphasises, that whatever changes and evolutions take place are
locally developed and driven. “I'm conscious of being a foreigner,” he says, “and cautious that
I don't bring solutions from the northern hemisphere or impose ideas that I may come with.
The solutions we use here must make sense for South Africa.”
“It is a challenge to come to a new country, but I think it’s also a great honour. It is a challenge
that I shouldn't and don't underestimate - learning a new culture and the particular challenges
that we will face as a South African business school.”
He has, he says, already had an element of the “single culture-ness” rounded off through living
and working in France, and believes that being a bit of an outsider to a culture allows one to
bring a different view, to question things. “I may bring in a different take on research or faculty
management, for example, and I will be learning from my colleagues too. It's an exchange of
ideas.”

Sustainable and connected
He envisions a similar exchange being key to the relationship between business schools and
society at large. “This includes but goes beyond the specifics of, say, connecting with small
business owners in the townships or large corporates”.
“I think business school should be contributing to the whole range of sustainable development
goals through the work they do” which would include tackling inequalities, enabling
entrepreneurship, developing grassroots businesses, access to funding for startups – the
kinds of things that the Stellenbosch’s Small Business Academy tackles.
“We don't necessarily have to do all things as a single actor, but we can position ourselves to
address elements of the sustainable development goals, and in that way help move society
forward.”
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Quick-fire questions
Q. What are you reading right now?
On my bedside now is Atomic Habits by James Clear, and Trevor Noah’s biography.
Q. What book (fiction, non-fiction, business) had the greatest impact on you?
Midnight’s Children by Salman Rushdie.
Q. Who is your personal hero?
Bob Dylan.
Q. Where will I find you on a typical Saturday morning?
Running.
Q. And what is your top bucket list destination?
I’d say South Africa. I’ve spent just a few nights and days there so far, and I’m desperate to explore
the country.

