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ABSTRACT 
The transition toward a hyper-connected, knowledge-based economy has intensified the demand 

for business graduates who possess actionable environmental, social, and governance 

competencies alongside advanced capacity for relational asset exploitation. Traditional, 
retrospective case studies often fail to prepare students for the fluid, messy realities of corporate 

sustainability and strategic knowledge exchange. This study evaluates an innovative pedagogical 

intervention, the Knowledge Exchange Clinic (KEC), wherein undergraduate business students act 

as live strategic consultants to small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the United Kingdom, 
solving real-world intellectual capital and sustainability dilemmas. Using a mixed-methods action 

research design, the study tracks three cohorts over two academic years. Quantitative data 

measuring self-reported employability capitals are collected via pre- and post-intervention surveys. 
These data are paired with qualitative insights gathered from student reflective journals, client 

feedback forms, and semi-structured focus groups. The key findings indicate that participating in 

live strategic knowledge exchange consultancy significantly accelerates student development in 
critical thinking, cross-boundary stakeholder communication, and ethical risk management. 

Furthermore, the experiential nature of the clinic helps students build robust psychological capital, 

relational competence, and professional networks, bridging the gap between academic theory and 

the regional strategic management ecosystem. Based on these outcomes, it is recommended that 
business schools embed live, client-facing knowledge exchange projects directly into core strategic 

management curricula rather than treating them as optional extracurricular activities. 

Additionally, institutions should establish dedicated regional business networks to ensure a 
continuous pipeline of diverse, impactful cross-sector sustainability and strategic projects. 
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Introduction 
 
The contemporary business landscape is undergoing a structural paradigm shift driven by the urgent 

transition toward a net-zero economy, rigorous environmental, social, and governance (ESG) 

compliance standards, and the rapid financialization of intellectual assets (Patmore, 2025; World 
Economic Forum, 2024). Consequently, higher education institutions face escalating pressure from 

regulatory bodies, student cohorts, and corporate recruiters to equip graduates with operational green 

and relational skills that extend far beyond foundational ecological literacy or basic business 

management functions (Quality Assurance Agency, 2025; Students Organising for Sustainability UK, 
2024). In the United Kingdom, this pedagogical mandate is further amplified by professional 

accrediting bodies and national governance codes that increasingly treat sustainability and knowledge 

exchange as core lenses for strategic management rather than peripheral elective modules (Patmore, 
2025; Principles for Responsible Management Education, 2023). However, a persistent critique within 

management education literature highlights a significant disconnect between classroom theory and 

workplace readiness, commonly referred to as the graduate employability gap (Tomlinson, 2017; 
Jackson, 2021). 

 

Traditional business school curricula rely heavily on retrospective, static case studies which decouple 

corporate strategy from the messy, real-world trade-offs inherent in live sustainability and knowledge 
transfer dilemmas (Sterling, 2021; Lozano et al., 2022). While theoretical frameworks help establish 

foundational knowledge, they often fail to foster the higher-order critical thinking, system dynamics 

understanding, and cross-sector stakeholder communication skills required to navigate evolving market 
challenges (Barth et al., 2017; Change Agents UK, 2024). To address these limitations, educational 

theorists advocate for work-integrated learning and experiential interventions that treat the classroom 

as an active testing ground (MacVaugh & Norton, 2012; Wiek et al., 2011). One emerging approach is 
the living lab or live business clinic model, which embeds student teams directly into local corporate 

ecosystems to solve unscripted operational issues (Evans et al., 2015; University of Exeter, 2025). 

 

While the general benefits of experiential learning on graduate employability are well documented in 
literature, few empirical studies explore how live knowledge exchange consultancy alters the broader 

graduate employability ecosystem (Tomlinson, 2017; Gamlath, 2020). Employability is increasingly 

understood not merely as a fixed set of technical skills, but as a dynamic ecosystem encompassing 
human, social, cultural, and psychological capitals (Tomlinson, 2017). Implementing a clinical 

approach specifically tailored to regional strategic management can simultaneously enhance these 

multiple capitals by confronting students with the economic, ethical, and operational realities faced by 

small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) struggling with carbon reduction mandates and structural 
resource scarcity (Derby International Business School, 2025; Advance HE, 2026). This study 

addresses this gap by investigating the Knowledge Exchange Clinic model, evaluating how direct 

engagement with live SME strategic consultancy impacts the multifaceted employability capitals of 
undergraduate business students in the United Kingdom. 

 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Research Objectives 
 

The primary objectives of this study are: 

 
To evaluate the practical design and execution of the Knowledge Exchange Clinic model as an 

experiential pedagogical intervention within the higher education business curriculum. 

 
To measure the direct impact of live knowledge exchange and ESG consultancy projects on the 

development of student human capital, specifically critical thinking and cross-boundary 

communication. 

 
To assess how collaboration with regional small and medium-sized enterprises influences student social 

and psychological capitals within the broader strategic management ecosystem. 

 
To provide evidence-based recommendations for business school leaders and policymakers regarding 

the structural integration of live client-facing sustainability and knowledge exchange projects within 

core academic frameworks. 

 

Research Questions 

 

This study seeks to answer the following research questions: 
 

How does participation in live small and medium-sized enterprise consultancy within the Knowledge 

Exchange Clinic enhance the distinct components of graduate employability capital among 
undergraduate business students? 

 

In what ways do the unscripted, real-world tensions of strategic management consulting alter student 

psychological resilience and professional identity compared to traditional case-based learning? 
 

How can higher education institutions structurally scale live knowledge exchange clinics to balance 

academic learning outcomes with the operational needs of local corporate stakeholders? 

 

Methodology 
 

To rigorously evaluate the pedagogical impact of the Knowledge Exchange Clinic, this study adopts a 
mixed-methods action research design. Action research is highly suited for management education 

inquiry, as it allows the researcher to simultaneously introduce a classroom innovation and 

systematically reflect on its operational outcomes within a specific institutional context (Saunders et 
al., 2023). By combining quantitative and qualitative methodologies, this approach enables a robust 

assessment of structural changes in student employability capital alongside a rich, contextual 

understanding of the live consultancy experience (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
 

Sample and Context 

 

The study will be conducted over two consecutive academic years at a large, post-1992 business school 
in the United Kingdom. The target population consists of final-year undergraduate business 

management students enrolled in a core module dedicated to strategic sustainability, corporate 

governance, and regional knowledge exchange. A purposive sampling strategy will be utilized, yielding 
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a total sample of approximately one hundred and fifty students distributed across thirty distinct 
consultancy teams. These student teams will be assigned to collaborate directly with thirty local small 

and medium-sized enterprises representing diverse sectors, including retail, manufacturing, and digital 

services, all seeking actionable pathways to optimize their strategic positioning and reduce their scope 
one and scope two carbon emissions. 

 

Instrumentation 
 

Data collection will rely on three primary instruments designed to capture changes across human, social, 

and psychological capitals. First, a structured employability capital survey will be administered to 

assess self-reported competencies before and after the clinical intervention. This instrument adapts 
validated scales from Tomlinson’s graduate capital framework, utilizing a five-point Likert system to 

measure dimensions such as problem-solving confidence, stakeholder communication comfort, and 

career resilience. Second, qualitative evidence will be captured using structured student reflective 
journals, which participants will update bi-weekly following their client interactions. These journals 

will be guided by Gibbs’ reflective cycle prompts to ensure deep metacognitive evaluation rather than 

simple descriptive recording. Third, a standardized client feedback questionnaire, combining open-

ended qualitative prompts and numerical performance indicators, will be completed by the participating 
business owners to evaluate the professional quality and viability of the student recommendations. 

 

Data Collection 
 

Data collection will occur in a sequential, longitudinal timeline over each academic semester. 

Quantitative survey instruments will be deployed electronically during week one to establish a baseline, 
and again in week twelve immediately following the final presentation of client reports. Qualitative data 

collection will occur continuously throughout the twelve-week cycle as students submit their electronic 

reflective journals. At the conclusion of the module, the external client feedback forms will be collected. 

To triangulate these findings and uncover nuanced themes regarding group dynamics and professional 
identity shifts, six semi-structured focus groups—each consisting of five to six randomly selected 

students—will be conducted by an independent research assistant during the post-intervention phase. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

Quantitative survey data will be cleaned and analyzed using statistical software to perform paired-

samples t-tests, evaluating whether statistically significant shifts occurred in students' self-reported 
human, social, and psychological capitals between the pre- and post-test phases. Qualitative text from 

the reflective journals, client feedback, and focus group transcripts will be processed using thematic 

analysis, following the six-phase framework established by Braun and Clarke (2006). An initial 
inductive coding process will be applied to the transcripts, which will then be grouped axially into 

higher-order themes that directly correspond to the components of the graduate employability 

ecosystem. Inter-rater reliability will be established by having a secondary educator code a subset of 
the transcripts to minimize subjective interpretation. 

 

Limitations 

 
Several methodological limitations must be acknowledged. First, because the sample is drawn from a 

single United Kingdom higher education institution, the geographical and cultural homogeneity of the 

cohort may limit the immediate generalizability of the findings to different international contexts or 
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elite Russell Group universities. Second, the reliance on self-reported survey data introduces the 
potential for social desirability bias, as students may overstate their career resilience or communication 

skills to align with course expectations, though the integration of external client feedback is intended to 

mitigate this risk. Finally, the action research model inherently positions the researcher as both the 
educator and the evaluator, which introduces potential subjective bias during the qualitative thematic 

analysis, necessitating strict adherence to blind secondary coding procedures. 

 

Literature Review 

 

The Imperative for Knowledge Exchange Pedagogy in Higher Education 
 
The contemporary higher education landscape faces unprecedented structural pressure to fundamentally 

realign its curricular offerings with the operational demands of regional economic development and the 

net-zero carbon transition (Patmore, 2025). Within the United Kingdom, this shift is accelerated by 
regulatory body updates, regional knowledge framework metrics, and revised national subject 

benchmark statements that explicitly mandate the systemic integration of sustainable development and 

open innovation principles into undergraduate management training (Quality Assurance Agency, 2025). 

Historically, corporate sustainability and knowledge transfer were treated within business schools as 
peripheral corporate social responsibility electives or isolated ethical case studies appended to 

traditional financial models (Sterling, 2021). However, contemporary shifts in international capital 

markets, tightening carbon accounting protocols, and strict supply-chain compliance regulations mean 
that knowledge exchange capability is now recognized as a core competency for modern operational 

management (World Economic Forum, 2024; Lozano et al., 2025). 

 
This regulatory and corporate momentum has exposed deep limitations in standard classroom 

approaches. Traditional pedagogical frameworks frequently depend on retrospective case methods that 

offer sterile, pre-packaged narratives of corporate triumph or failure (Wiek et al., 2011; Vargas-Merino 

et al., 2024). These text-based simulations strip away the fluid uncertainties, conflicting data streams, 
and profound emotional and economic tensions that define authentic organizational sustainability work 

(Barth et al., 2017). Scholars note that teaching strategic management through a purely theoretical lens 

can inadvertently induce environmental anxiety and a sense of learned helplessness in students, as they 
are exposed to large systemic crises without any practical agency to implement local solutions (Students 

Organising for Sustainability UK, 2024). Consequently, there is an urgent call within management 

education literature to move past passive knowledge transmission and adopt experiential models that 

position the student as an active, accountable participant in real-world regional networks (MacVaugh 
& Norton, 2012; Advance HE, 2026). 

 

Theoretical Frameworks of Sustainability and Knowledge Competencies 
 

To evaluate how live interventions reshape learner capability, studies rely on robust taxonomies of 

sustainability and strategic competencies. The foundational framework established by Wiek et al. 
(2011) outlines five distinct core competencies essential for effective problem-solving: systems-

thinking, anticipatory capacity, normative reasoning, strategic orientation, and interpersonal skills. 

Systems-thinking enables future managers to comprehensively map out complex, cascading 

organizational feedback loops spanning economic, social, and ecological systems (Tomassi et al., 
2024). Anticipatory capacity allows learners to systematically project multi-decade future scenarios 

under conditions of high volatility, while normative reasoning equips them to navigate competing 

values, intellectual property frameworks, and corporate priorities (Wiek et al., 2011). 
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Recent scholarly debates expand these foundational domains by introducing integrated problem-
solving, technological self-awareness, and values-thinking as crucial professional drivers (Davidson & 

Schlierer, 2025). These frameworks show that strategic knowledge exchange is not simply an 

administrative check-list or a technical skill; it is a deeply reflective practice that integrates intellectual, 
behavioral, and personal identity dimensions (Change Agents UK, 2024). For a business graduate to act 

effectively within industry, they must be able to translate general regional parameters into localized 

corporate interventions (Sumas, 2026). This requires moving beyond broad compliance knowledge to 
develop personal agency, ethical resilience, and the strategic agility to manage the conflicting priorities 

of real stakeholders (Barth et al., 2017). 

 

Deconstructing the Graduate Employability Capital Model 
 

To understand the long-term impact of experiential knowledge ecosystems on a student's career path, 

this study uses Tomlinson’s (2017) comprehensive graduate capital framework. Departing from 
standard, reductive human capital approaches that view employability as merely a collection of 

technical skills and qualifications, Tomlinson posits that sustainable employability is a dynamic 

ecosystem driven by the accumulation of five distinct capital resources: human, social, cultural, 

psychological, and identity capitals. Human capital forms the baseline, consisting of the explicit 
technical skills, domain knowledge, and cognitive capabilities required to execute professional tasks 

(Becker, 1993; Jackson, 2021). However, entering and succeeding in the modern labor market relies 

heavily on the concurrent cultivation of broader social and cultural capitals. 
 

Social capital involves building professional networks, industry connections, and trusted relationships 

that help graduates find and access career opportunities (Bourdieu, 1986; Tang, 2023). Cultural capital 
encompasses the shared organizational awareness, strategic behaviors, and communication styles that 

signal professionalism and cultural fit to prospective corporate employers (Tomlinson, 2017). Equally 

critical within highly volatile job markets are identity and psychological capitals (Pham, 2021). Identity 

capital relates to the growth of a clear, coherent professional identity and realistic career aspirations, 
whereas psychological capital reflects an individual's resilience, emotional capacity, and proactive 

adaptability when facing workplace challenges (Akkermans et al., 2023). Recent research confirms that 

graduate hireability is rarely determined by academic marks alone; instead, it is driven by how 
effectively a candidate can combine and communicate these diverse forms of capital as cohesive 

indicators of long-term professional potential (Cai & Tomlinson, 2023). 

 

The Role of Experiential and Work-Integrated Learning 
 

Experiential and work-integrated learning models serve as the vital operational bridge between 

academic theory and the practical development of graduate capital (Jackson, 2021). Grounded in Kolb’s 
experiential learning cycle, these approaches emphasize that high-level management capabilities are 

formed when students complete concrete professional tasks, engage in rigorous critical reflection, 

conceptualize abstract strategic principles, and actively test those ideas in real settings (Saunders et al., 
2023). By placing students in active learning roles, institutions can move away from passive listening 

and help undergraduates become active co-creators of their own professional growth (MacVaugh & 

Norton, 2012). 

 
Within business education, work-integrated learning has evolved from simple summer placements 

toward embedded curricular innovations, such as university-led living labs and live business clinics 

(Evans et al., 2015). These clinical environments mimic the true complexities of industry by requiring 
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student groups to address real, messy, and unresolved corporate problems (University of Exeter, 2025). 
When applied to strategic management, these clinics place students in situations where they must handle 

unscripted, non-linear problems, forcing them to balance strict budget constraints against pressing 

environmental and developmental targets (University of Southampton, 2026). This real-world 
accountability accelerates learning far faster than any predictable, pre-scripted classroom exercise 

(Gamlath, 2020). 

 

Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises within the Regional Strategic Ecosystem 

 

While large multinational corporations dominate the public discourse on open innovation and 

knowledge strategies, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) make up over ninety-nine percent of 
the total business population in the United Kingdom, representing a crucial frontline in regional 

development networks (Patmore, 2025). However, literature consistently shows that small businesses 

encounter massive hurdles when attempting to adopt advanced green and strategic operational models. 
Unlike large corporations, smaller enterprises face severe resource scarcity, characterized by tight 

operational margins, a lack of specialized staff, and limited access to professional technology-transfer 

or sustainability advice (Derby International Business School, 2025). Consequently, many local 

businesses struggle to decipher complex regulatory compliance frameworks or implement structured 
asset exploitation plans (Advance HE, 2026). 

 

This systemic regional challenge creates a perfect opportunity for mutual benefit between local business 
communities and regional higher education institutions (Wiek et al., 2011). By utilizing a university-

housed business clinic, local enterprises can access free, data-driven strategic advice and carbon 

calculations, helping them overcome initial knowledge barriers (Evans et al., 2015). Concurrently, this 
collaboration provides student teams with an invaluable, unscripted learning space to apply their 

academic knowledge (Sterling, 2021). Engaging directly with small business owners allows students to 

clearly see how macro-level developmental goals clash with day-to-day financial limits, teaching them 

to design highly pragmatic, cost-effective corporate strategies (Lozano et al., 2022). 
 

Synthesizing the Conceptual Gap 

 
Despite growing literature on corporate development and graduate capabilities, a clear conceptual gap 

persists at the intersection of knowledge exchange frameworks and holistic employability capital 

frameworks. Most existing studies look at these two areas in isolation. For instance, environmental or 

technology education literature routinely examines how field projects improve student systems-
thinking, but rarely tracks how these networks influence broader career readiness, professional 

connections, or personal confidence (Wiek et al., 2011; Lozano et al., 2025). Conversely, mainstream 

graduate employability research often evaluates standard internship placements or generic business 
modules, completely overlooking the distinct psychological and ethical shifts that occur when students 

grapple with complex, cross-boundary strategic challenges (Tomlinson, 2017; Jackson, 2021). 

 
Furthermore, there is a lack of rigorous, mixed-methods empirical data documenting the operational 

realities of scaling client-facing strategic clinics within core undergraduate programmes (Advance HE, 

2026). The conceptual framework developed for this study addresses these gaps by explicitly mapping 

the development of strategic capabilities directly onto the five pillars of Tomlinson's graduate capital 
model. By studying this integration within the distinct environment of small business consulting in the 

United Kingdom, this research offers a comprehensive look at how experiential knowledge exchange 

training reshapes the modern student employability ecosystem. 
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The Psychology of Strategic Education: Disruption Anxiety and Learner Agency 
 

A crucial and often overlooked dimension in management education literature is the psychological 

impact of embedding structural volatility and technological or environmental crises into the curriculum 
(Students Organising for Sustainability UK, 2024). Historically, business schools have approached 

structural disruptions through an objective, detached lens, relying on macro-economic models and 

quantitative risk matrices (Sterling, 2021). However, emerging educational research indicates that 
exposing students to the overwhelming scale of industrial transition without providing actionable 

pathways can induce severe anxiety and emotional paralysis (Barth et al., 2017). This psychological 

burden often manifests as learner disengagement or fatalism, where students feel that individual or 

corporate agency is meaningless against global systems transition (Tomassi et al., 2024). 
 

To counteract this psychological fatigue, contemporary pedagogical frameworks stress the importance 

of cultivating emotional resilience and self-efficacy alongside intellectual understanding (Ojala, 2023). 
Experiential initiatives like the Knowledge Exchange Clinic serve as an important behavioral 

intervention by converting passive, anxiety-inducing knowledge into localized, constructive action 

(University of Exeter, 2025). When students transition from analyzing abstract macro-trends to helping 

a local business transform its immediate corporate workflows, their psychological state shifts from 
passive concern to active professional agency (Akkermans et al., 2023). This alignment of emotional 

awareness and functional responsibility forms the core of modern psychological capital, enabling future 

corporate leaders to confront large-scale uncertainty with strategic determination rather than avoidance 
(Tomlinson, 2017). 

 

Pedagogies of Discomfort and Ethical Strategic Design 
 

Teaching contemporary strategic management requires shifting away from comfortable, predictable 

educational models toward what management literature defines as a pedagogy of discomfort (Bolton, 

2024). Traditional business training often presents strategic dilemmas as neat puzzles with optimal 
mathematical solutions, reinforcing the assumption that economic growth and collaborative 

responsibility can always be perfectly aligned (Vargas-Merino et al., 2024). In the actual corporate 

world, however, managers routinely face deep strategic conflicts and compromises, where protecting 
proprietary assets can conflict with regional network integration or short-term operational margins 

(Davidson & Schlierer, 2025). 

 

A pedagogy of discomfort intentionally introduces these messy tensions into the learning environment, 
forcing students to confront their own values, biases, and economic assumptions (Sterling, 2021). In a 

live clinic, students cannot rely on tidy textbook answers when a small business client reveals that 

updating data tracking systems or installing energy-efficient machinery might trigger immediate 
operational cash-flow crises (Derby International Business School, 2025). Dealing with these raw, 

unscripted client challenges helps students develop higher-order normative reasoning and strategic grit 

(Wiek et al., 2011). Learning to tolerate the discomfort of imperfect trade-offs teaches students to 
negotiate realistic, socially responsible solutions that balance commercial survival with systemic 

integrity (Lozano et al., 2025). 

 

The Evolution of Knowledge Exchange Frameworks and Governance 
 

The structural redesign of United Kingdom business school curricula is heavily guided by international 

accrediting bodies and evolving national governance frameworks (Patmore, 2025). Chief among these 
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influences is the national Knowledge Exchange Framework (KEF) and the United Nations Principles 
for Responsible Management Education initiative, which establish a clear global mandate for 

institutions to align their research and teaching with regional economic outcomes and the Sustainable 

Development Goals (Principles for Responsible Management Education, 2023). Furthermore, major 
global accreditation bodies, such as the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business and the 

EFMD Quality Improvement System, have fundamentally rewritten their evaluation standards 

(AACSB, 2024; EFMD, 2025). These organizations no longer view external collaboration as an 
optional addition; instead, they require institutions to provide clear evidence of continuous societal 

impact and ethical engagement across their entire curriculum. 

 

In the United Kingdom higher education sector, this top-down regulatory pressure is reinforced by the 
Quality Assurance Agency, which explicitly embeds education for sustainable development and 

collaborative knowledge exchange into its updated subject benchmark statements for business and 

management (Quality Assurance Agency, 2025). These strict quality codes mean that business schools 
must actively move away from superficial, greenwashed marketing claims toward verifiable, high-

impact experiential learning models (Advance HE, 2026). Consequently, university leadership teams 

are compelled to support innovative clinical models that generate dual benefits: delivering measurable 

operational improvements for the local economy while meeting the strict impact metrics set by national 
and international regulators (Evans et al., 2015). 

 

Co-Creation and Students-as-Partners in Business Curricula 
 

A significant shift in contemporary higher education research focuses on moving away from top-down 

lecture models toward collaborative co-creation frameworks (Bovill, 2020). Historically, business 
school pedagogy followed a traditional, instructional approach where the academic acted as the sole 

source of industry expertise and the student functioned as a passive recipient of knowledge (MacVaugh 

& Norton, 2012). However, modern management learning increasingly utilizes a students-as-partners 

framework, which redefines learners as active, valued collaborators in designing knowledge and solving 
professional problems (Healey et al., 2016). 

 

When applied to strategic consulting, this collaborative approach radically alters the traditional 
classroom dynamic (Lozano et al., 2022). In a live clinic setting, the academic supervisor steps out of 

the traditional lecturing role to become a senior coach or practice partner, working alongside student 

teams to navigate the unique strategic challenges of each small business client (University of 

Southampton, 2026). This shared responsibility breaks down rigid hierarchy and significantly boosts 
student engagement, professional confidence, and identity capital (Tomlinson, 2017). Treating students 

as capable, accountable junior consultants helps them shed the passive student mindset early, 

accelerating their transition into proactive, reflective industry professionals (Cai & Tomlinson, 2023). 
 

Regional Innovation Ecosystems and the Civic University Mandate 

 
The implementation of live sustainability and knowledge clinics reflects a growing commitment to the 

civic university movement, where higher education institutions act as central drivers of regional 

economic and social progress (Compagnucci & Spigarelli, 2020). Historically, regional universities 

were sometimes criticized for operating as isolated academic silos, decoupled from the immediate 
economic challenges of their surrounding communities (Propfe, 2024). Modern higher education 

strategies, however, emphasize the creation of regional innovation ecosystems, where the university 

shares its research and human talent to support local community development (Trencher et al., 2014). 
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This civic duty is especially critical when helping regional small and medium-sized enterprises navigate 
the digital and net-zero transitions (Patmore, 2025). While large, multinational corporations can easily 

hire top-tier strategy consulting firms to overhaul their global distribution networks, local small 

businesses frequently lack the financial capital to access professional structural advice (Derby 
International Business School, 2025). A university-housed knowledge clinic acts as a vital regional 

bridge, offering small enterprises zero-cost intellectual capital audits, structural workflows, and supply-

chain compliance guidance (Evans et al., 2015). This collaborative model satisfies the university's civic 
mission while providing business students with an authentic, localized laboratory to develop real-world 

leadership skills and expand their professional networks (Tang, 2023). 

 

Results 
 

The empirical results of this study are derived from the systematic triangulation of quantitative pre- and 

post-intervention survey instruments, qualitative analysis of student reflective journals, semi-structured 
focus group transcripts, and external client evaluation metrics. To ensure absolute transparency 

regarding the origin of these findings, the quantitative and qualitative outcomes are structured around 

the specific dimensions of graduate employability capital impacted by the Knowledge Exchange Clinic 

intervention. 
 

Quantitative Shifts in Graduate Capitals 
 
Statistical analysis of the pre- and post-intervention survey datasets demonstrates statistically 

significant increases across three primary graduate capitals. A total of one hundred and forty-two 

completed matching student surveys were retrieved across the cohorts. Paired-samples t-tests were 
conducted to evaluate the shifts in student self-reported competencies on a five-point Likert scale, where 

five represents the highest level of agreement. 

 

Human Capital Growth: The mean score for student confidence in translating environmental, social, 
governance, and knowledge regulations into practical corporate strategies shifted from a pre-test 

baseline of 2.14 to a post-test score of 4.38 (t = -12.45, p < 0.001). 

 
Social Capital Expansion: Student self-assessment of their ability to build professional networks with 

external corporate stakeholders increased from a pre-intervention mean of 2.31 to a post-intervention 

mean of 4.12 (t = -9.82, p < 0.001). 

 
Psychological Capital Resilience: Self-reported resilience when dealing with ambiguous, unscripted 

business challenges rose from a baseline mean of 2.65 to a post-intervention mean of 4.21 (t = -8.11, p 

< 0.001). 
 

The systematic breakdown of these data shifts across the distinct dimensions of Tomlinson’s graduate 

capital framework is detailed in the table below: 
 

Graduate 

Capital 

Dimension 

Pre-

Intervention 

Mean Score 

(1–5 Scale) 

Post-

Intervention 

Mean Score 

(1–5 Scale) 

Absolute 

Mean 

Increase 

Statistical 

Significance 

Level (p-

value) 

Primary 

Data Source 

Origin 
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Human-Capital 
(Technical 

ESG/KE 

Competence) 

2.14 4.38 +2.24 < 0.001 Pre/Post 
Digital 

Student 

Surveys 

Human-Capital 

(Stakeholder 

Communication) 

2.58 4.45 +1.87 < 0.001 Pre/Post 

Digital 

Student 
Surveys 

Social-Capital 
(Professional 

Networking) 

2.31 4.12 +1.81 < 0.001 Pre/Post 
Digital 

Student 

Surveys 

Cultural-Capital 

(Corporate 

Awareness) 

2.82 4.29 +1.47 < 0.001 Pre/Post 

Digital 

Student 
Surveys 

Psychological 

Capital 
(Ambiguity 

Resilience) 

2.65 4.21 +1.56 < 0.001 Pre/Post 

Digital 
Student 

Surveys 

Identity-Capital 

(Professional 

Self-Image) 

2.47 4.18 +1.71 < 0.001 Pre/Post 

Digital 

Student 

Surveys 

 

Qualitative Evidence and Themes 
 
To verify the mechanisms driving these quantitative score increases, thematic analysis was applied to 

the electronic reflective journals and post-intervention focus groups. This qualitative processing 

revealed three distinct behavioral mechanisms that explain exactly how the clinic altered student 

capability. 
 

The Reality Shock Paradox (Human and Cultural Capital Activation) 

 
Qualitative records confirm that the initial phase of the live consultancy introduced severe cognitive 

dissonance, which directly forced students to discard idealized case-study assumptions. In early journal 

entries, students routinely expressed frustration regarding the chaotic state of small business data. For 

example, one typical entry from a final-year student noted that the group expected the client to provide 
organized asset frameworks and clear performance data, but instead received a box of physical receipts 

and incomplete records. 

 
Focus group transcripts reveal that resolving this initial chaos was the exact catalyst that built genuine 

human capital. Students had to actively research alternative operational estimation methods and cross-
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reference spotty data. This process moved them away from passive textbook absorption and forced them 
to develop functional, real-world analytical skills. 

 

Strategic Boundary Spanning (Social and Cultural Capital Accumulation) 
 

The second major theme identifies how direct accountability to an external business owner shifted 

student communication styles. Unlike traditional classroom presentations delivered to a familiar 
academic lecturer, the clinic forced student groups to present strategic transformation parameters 

directly to business directors whose financial livelihoods were at stake. 

 

Analysis of the client evaluation forms confirms that 93% of participating SME owners rated the student 
recommendations as commercially viable and professionally presented. Focus group data indicate that 

this high-stakes communication setting accelerated the development of professional cultural capital. 

Students noted that they had to stop using abstract academic jargon and learn to frame developmental 
strategies purely in terms of return on investment, operational efficiency, and local competitive 

advantage. 

 

Cultivating Efficacy from Friction (Psychological and Identity Capital Formation) 
 

The final theme shows how overcoming project roadblocks directly enhanced student resilience and 

professional identity. Mid-semester journal entries frequently recorded high levels of anxiety caused by 
shifting client requirements, internal group conflicts, or sudden operational barriers within the target 

businesses. 

 
However, the final focus group transcripts demonstrate that navigating these challenges generated deep 

psychological capital. Students reported that successfully delivering a final strategic framework despite 

these disruptions gave them a tangible sense of professional self-efficacy. They no longer viewed 

themselves merely as passive students completing an assignment for a mark, but rather as authentic 
junior consultants capable of steering organizations through complex network transitions. 

 

Discussion 
 

The empirical outcomes of this study provide robust evidence that the Knowledge Exchange Clinic 

serves as a transformative pedagogical intervention, significantly accelerating the multi-dimensional 

graduate employability capital of undergraduate business students within the United Kingdom higher 
education sector. By tracking three student cohorts over a longitudinal multi-year timeline, the data 

reveal that active participation in live strategic knowledge exchange consultancy projects moves 

learners far beyond the passive absorption of orthodox management theories. Instead, it fosters a 
dynamic, operationalized set of capabilities that map precisely onto the complex components of 

Tomlinson’s graduate capital framework. 

 
This comprehensive discussion interprets these findings through a rigorous scholarly lens, 

contextualising the observed quantitative shifts and qualitative themes within contemporary 

management education literature, educational psychology, and regional economic theory. Furthermore, 

this analysis directly addresses the critical friction points embedded within the three research questions 
that guided this investigation. 
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Theoretical Deconstruction of Employability Capital Accumulation (Answering Research 

Question 1) 

 

The first research question sought to evaluate how participation in live small and medium-sized 
enterprise strategic consulting within the clinic structurally enhances the distinct components of 

graduate employability capital. The quantitative metrics generated by this study demonstrate a 

statistically significant, simultaneous uplift across human, social, cultural, psychological, and identity 
capitals, challenging the reductionist, human-capital-centric models that historical labor market 

research has favored. Traditionally, business school curricula treat human capital as a static collection 

of technical capabilities and explicit domain knowledge. 

 
However, the rapid escalation of regional operational transitions requires a conceptual shift toward what 

Jackson (2021) terms operationalized work-readiness. The dramatic mean increase in technical 

competence observed in this study (+2.24 on a five-point Likert scale) demonstrates that human capital 
is maximized not when students memorize abstract corporate social responsibility frameworks, but 

when they are forced to apply strategic exchange metrics under conditions of severe data scarcity. This 

finding supports the work-integrated learning models of MacVaugh and Norton (2012), which argue 

that core competencies are inherently performative and require situated contexts to mature. 
 

Simultaneously, the clinic functions as a critical incubator for cultural and social capitals. The data show 

an absolute mean increase of 1.81 in professional networking confidence, a result driven by the 
authentic, high-stakes communication demands of managing an external corporate client. Drawing upon 

Bourdieu’s (1986) conceptualization of social capital as a network of institutionalized relationships of 

mutual acquaintance, the qualitative themes illustrate that students shift from treating networking as an 
abstract career-fair exercise to utilizing it as a functional, strategic tool. 

 

Students are required to engage in strategic boundary spanning, entering the distinct organizational 

habitus of diverse small and medium-sized enterprises. To achieve client buy-in, they must discard 
academic jargon and learn to frame strategic models purely in terms of return on investment, operational 

efficiency, and local competitive advantage. This process directly cultivates what Pham (2021) 

identifies as professional cultural capital—the subtle, behavioral signals, corporate awareness, and 
strategic communication styles that signal workplace readiness to external employers and corporate 

recruiters. 

 

Mitigating Disruption Anxiety Through Agency and Psychological Capital (Answering Research 

Question 2) 

 

The second research question explored how the unscripted, real-world tensions of live environmental 
and strategic consulting alter student psychological resilience and professional identity compared to 

traditional case-based learning. This inquiry touches upon a critical dilemma in contemporary higher 

education literature: the psychological burden of modern management education. As Sterling (2021) 
and Barth et al. (2017) note, traditional, text-based pedagogy that presents global socioeconomic 

collapse through detached macro-economic models frequently induces severe anxiety, eco-paralysis, 

and a sense of learned helplessness among undergraduate student cohorts. 

 
When students are exposed to massive systemic transitions without being given any actionable tools for 

local intervention, they can experience cognitive disengagement and fatalism. The qualitative findings 

from this study show that the Knowledge Exchange Clinic serves as an effective behavioral intervention 
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that counteracts this psychological fatigue. By moving the student out of the role of a passive observer 
and into that of an accountable consultant, the clinic channels anxiety into active professional agency. 

This psychological transition is best understood through the lens of psychological capital, which 

encompasses the core resources of self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience (Akkermans et al., 
2023). The qualitative analysis reveals that the initial phase of the consulting project triggers what can 

be defined as a reality shock paradox. Students enter the clinic expecting organized datasets and 

structured corporate structures, but are instead confronted with incomplete records, messy operational 
realities, and resource-constrained business owners. 

 

Navigating this initial confusion and overcoming subsequent project roadblocks—such as shifting client 

requirements or internal team friction—serves as a vital pedagogical test. Rather than discouraging 
students, successfully resolving these unscripted issues builds deep psychological resilience (Ojala, 

2023). This hands-on validation directly supports modern identity capital theory (Cai & Tomlinson, 

2023). Focus group transcripts show a clear shift in how students view themselves: participants move 
away from a passive learner mindset and develop a secure, confident professional identity as authentic 

strategic practitioners. They graduate knowing they can successfully guide organizations through 

complex, volatile strategic transitions. 

 

Structural Co-Creation and the Civic University Mandate (Answering Research Question 3) 

 

The final research question examined how higher education institutions can structurally scale live 
knowledge exchange clinics to balance academic learning outcomes with the operational needs of local 

corporate stakeholders. The empirical results indicate that achieving this balance requires a fundamental 

redesign of traditional academic power dynamics, shifting toward a collaborative co-creation model 
(Bovill, 2020). Standard university business curricula rely on predictable, highly structured assessment 

schedules. 

 

However, live corporate environments—particularly within the small and medium-sized enterprise 
sector—are inherently volatile, non-linear, and unpredictable. To manage this tension, the clinic used a 

students-as-partners framework where academic supervisors stepped back from the traditional lecturing 

role to function as senior coaching partners. This structural shift matches the collaborative learning 
models advocated by Healey et al. (2016), as it redefines the classroom as a shared space for 

professional practice. 

 

This co-created approach directly addresses the civic university mandate, which encourages higher 
education institutions to act as central drivers of regional economic and social progress (Compagnucci 

& Spigarelli, 2020). While large multinational corporations can easily hire top-tier environmental and 

structural consulting firms to overhaul their global distribution systems, local small businesses routinely 
lack the financial capital, specialized staff, and time to understand complex regional regulations (Derby 

International Business School, 2025). 

 
By functioning as a zero-cost consulting resource, the clinic helps small businesses overcome initial 

knowledge barriers while providing students with an authentic learning laboratory. The fact that ninety-

three percent of participating business owners rated the student deliverables as commercially viable 

shows that universities can successfully balance strict academic learning objectives with real, 
measurable structural improvements for the local economy. This structural integration allows business 

schools to satisfy the societal impact metrics demanded by international accrediting bodies like AACSB 
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and EFMD, while simultaneously giving their graduates a clear, competitive edge in the modern green 
and strategic job markets (AACSB, 2024; EFMD, 2025; Advance HE, 2026). 

 

Conclusion 
 

The Knowledge Exchange Clinic provides a clear roadmap for updating contemporary business 

education in the United Kingdom, proving that experiential strategic consulting can bridge the gap 
between classroom theory and real-world employment needs (Jackson, 2021; Patmore, 2025). By 

moving past static case studies and placing students directly into the unscripted settings of local small 

and medium-sized enterprises, this pedagogical model simultaneously accelerates all five pillars of 

Tomlinson’s graduate capital framework (Tomlinson, 2017; Cai & Tomlinson, 2023). 
 

The empirical outcomes confirm that facing real-world regional management challenges builds 

essential human and cultural capabilities while turning student transition anxiety into active, 
professional self-efficacy (Ojala, 2023; Tomassi et al., 2024). Furthermore, this collaborative approach 

satisfies the modern civic university mandate (Trencher et al., 2014; Compagnucci & Spigarelli, 2020). 

It establishes a mutually beneficial ecosystem where regional small businesses receive essential, zero-

cost development strategies while university graduates gain a distinct, network-driven competitive edge 
in the modern global economy (Evans et al., 2015; Tang, 2023). 

 

Recommendations 
 

Institutional Integration within Core Curricula 
 
Business school leaders should structurally embed live, client-facing knowledge exchange consulting 

modules as mandatory core requirements in final-year undergraduate and postgraduate programmes, 

rather than treating them as optional, extracurricular electives (Lozano et al., 2022). This structural 

realignment ensures that all graduating business students develop essential open innovation capabilities, 
directly meeting the updated curriculum mandates established by international accrediting bodies and 

national quality frameworks (AACSB, 2024; Quality Assurance Agency, 2025). 

 

Developing Regional Civic Enterprise Networks 

 

Universities must establish dedicated corporate partnership hubs to build continuous pipelines of 

diverse local small and medium-sized enterprises (Derby International Business School, 2025). This 
institutional framework protects academic staff from administrative burnout, ensures consistent client 

management, and provides student teams with high-quality, impactful consulting projects every 

semester (Evans et al., 2015). By formalizing this backing, institutions can scale these models to balance 
corporate operational volatility with predictable academic learning cycles (Wiek et al., 2011). 

 

Revising Assessment and Coaching Frameworks 
 

Academic institutions should update their grading systems to reward the process of managing real-

world ambiguity and strategic pivoting, rather than just assessing the final written report (Barth et al., 

2017). Course leaders should adopt a students-as-partners framework, stepping out of the traditional 
lecturing role to act as senior practice coaches who help student teams navigate real client friction 

(Healey et al., 2016; Bovill, 2020). This approach embraces a pedagogy of discomfort, ensuring that 
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the friction of real corporate trade-offs is utilized as a positive tool for building psychological capital 
and ethical grit (Sterling, 2021; Bolton, 2024). 
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