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Article

Introduction

“The Master of Business Administration (MBA) has often 
been heralded as a ticket to the executive suite” (Kelan & 
Jones, 2010, p. 26). The MBA degree has become internation-
ally recognized as an indicator of individual competitive 
advantage in management due to the distinctive abilities stu-
dents develop during their education. Moreover, it has become 
one of the most popular and important professional degrees 
worldwide (Baruch & Leeming, 2001). Many authors have 
reported that MBA education has a positive impact on gradu-
ates’ future employment, income, and promotion prospects in 
both short and long term (Christensen, Nance, & White, 2012; 
Truell, Zhao, Alexander, & Hill, 2006).

By pursuing graduate studies, returning adults are often 
looking for an improvement in the job market positions, includ-
ing both job-hunting and job-performing. Nowadays, employ-
ers look for “knowledge workers” who can perform complex, 
value-adding tasks, and continuously improve and acquire 
skills (Cao & Sakchutchawan, 2011). For business schools, the 
challenge is to ensure selecting the appropriate applicants, cer-
tify the quality of their education, and fulfill the promise of 
developing the required skills of their MBA students.

Only in United States in 2008, where MBA programs 
have the longest and most distinguished record, more than 
250,000 students enrolled in MBA programs and more than 
100,000 MBA degrees are awarded annually (Murray, 2011). 

In emerging markets, such as those of China and Latin 
American countries, there is a remarkable growth not only of 
MBA programs and the number of students eager to enter 
them but also of initiatives that ensure such programs will 
fulfill the educational requirements for qualified managers to 
face the challenges of globalization.

A common interest and a growing concern of business 
schools and accreditation agencies (whose role has acquired 
increasing relevance) is to develop admission processes strong 
enough to avoid two kinds of errors: (a) admitting candidates 
without the required profile to complete the MBA program 
and (b) excluding those who are able to do it successfully both 
in time and performance (Bieker, 1996). To accomplish this, 
admission systems must perform two main tasks: (a) choosing 
the best variables to predict academic performance (AP) of 
applicants and (b) finding the best combination of those pre-
dictors for making admission decisions (Kuncel, Credé, & 
Thomas, 2007). Traditionally, admission systems of educa-
tional organizations have privileged previous academic 
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performance (PAP) and results in ability and knowledge tests, 
as predictors, and a combination of both for determining the 
entry profile of MBA students.

The goal of MBA program admission processes is to iden-
tify the necessary conditions in an applicant for successfully 
completing the program, and to predict whether a particular 
applicant possess them, subject to specific requirements of 
each institution (Kuncel et al., 2007). It should be added that 
both programs and students are subject to changes occurring 
in the global context, the labor market, and teaching strate-
gies (Cao & Sakchutchawan, 2011; Carver & King, 1994), 
which continuously make the identification of those vari-
ables and their combinations that best predict the perfor-
mance of MBA candidates a key issue for business schools, 
accreditation agencies, and scholars interested in education 
development.

The present study’s purpose is to provide a systematic 
review of research on predictors of MBA students’ AP, from 
1990 to 2013, in order to identify the most frequently used 
variables, and their effectiveness; the study will contribute 
not only to scholarly discussion and research on this issue 
but also to the necessary continuous improvement of the 
work done by business schools in this delicate area.

Predictors of AP: Theory and Research

AP has been the object of intensive and extensive study, 
given the pressing needs of educational institutions, their 
administrators and faculty members, for evaluating their 
operations and procedures, improving the quality of educa-
tion, enriching the graduate profile, and, in general, increas-
ing the effectiveness and efficiency of educational systems 
(Musayon, 2001).

There is a wide range of AP definitions. According to De 
La Orden, Máfokozí, and González (2001), AP should be 
viewed as the result of educational activity in terms of achieve-
ments of both the educational system and the individuals. For 
the latter, AP represents the return of the efforts devoted to 
improving their personal competency. Other scholars refer to 
AP as a feature of educational systems in quantitative terms. 
For example, Artunduaga (2008) defined it as an indicator of 
educational effectiveness and quality, and Pérez, Cupani, and 
Ayllón (2005) consider it as a quantitative appraisal of the 
learning process within a specific educational system.

Another approach to AP was proposed by Torres and 
Rodríguez (2006), who defined it as the level of knowledge 
demonstrated by a student in one area, compared with the 
average of his or her peers, as a way of weighing the knowl-
edge acquired in this area. This definition is similar to the 
one used by Girón and González (2005), who define AP as 
the level of learning reached by a student: a synthetic product 
of a series of factors impinging on, and from, the learning 
person. In sum, AP can be viewed both as a result of the 
learning process and as an indicator of achievement along 
this process.

AP has been expressed in different terms, such as capabil-
ity, output, achievement, and efficiency. However, for Edel 
(2003), such differences are semantic in nature, and those 
different terms can be used as interchangeable synonyms 
describing the learning process and its results. According to 
Garbanzo (2007), what is important is to consider the multi-
plicity of factors and space-time settings intervening in the 
learning process.

Artunduaga (2008) grouped the factors most used to pre-
dict AP in two categories: individual and situational. 
Individual factors include demographic variables (such as 
age, gender, marital status, work experience, among others), 
cognitive variables (intelligence and aptitude, PAP, abilities 
and basic skills, learning and cognitive styles, and motiva-
tion), and attitudinal variables (learning responsibility, self-
regulation, satisfaction and interest in studies, initiative 
toward studies, goals, self-concept, social skills). Situational 
factors include sociocultural variables (sociocultural origin, 
family educational level, social environment, and the like), 
instructional variables (related to the teacher and the class-
room environment), and institutional variables (related to the 
educational institution characteristics and policies). 
Similarly, Garbanzo (2007) classified AP determinants in 
three categories—individual, social, and institutional—with 
subcategories or indicators.

Referring specifically to MBA programs, and drawing 
from different sources, Koys (2010) stated that admission 
processes should be designed according to the combination 
of abilities required for the successful completion of an 
MBA, such as cognitive abilities, quantitative skills, previ-
ous academic success, labor success or performance, and 
personality traits. These variables are also the most widely 
used in the literature, as AP predictors in MBA courses, and 
will be described in detail below.

Cognitive Ability

It has been demonstrated, in both graduate and undergradu-
ate studies in different fields, that cognitive abilities are valid 
predictors of AP in a wide range of educational systems 
(Koys, 2010). There are different ways of conceiving cogni-
tive ability. More recent notions share the idea that it results 
from a combination of the knowledge acquired by students 
and their ability for successfully using it, in adapting to their 
environments (Koys, 2010). Generally, cognitive ability has 
been defined as a multidimensional construct, integrated by 
different abilities such as numerical, verbal, abstract, 
mechanical, logical, and eye–hand coordination, among oth-
ers. The consideration of such abilities may vary according 
to the program, the test, and even the institutional policies of 
the particular educational system (Koys, 2010).

There is certain consensus in the research literature, in 
spite of the variety of conceptual and operational definitions, 
in that the best way of measuring cognitive ability is through 
standardized tests, which allow knowing an individual’s 
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performance by comparison with the test itself in different 
moments and to a reference group, as well as comparing dif-
ferent populations. Recent studies on admission processes to 
MBA programs use, mainly, standardized tests for measuring 
cognitive abilities, among them the Graduate Management 
Admission Test (GMAT), the most widely used by universi-
ties and business schools around the world as admission 
requirement for their programs (Gropper, 2007; Koys, 2010; 
Kuncel et al., 2007).

More than 6,000 programs offered by more than 2,100 
institutions in 114 countries use the GMAT as a selection 
criterion for their programs, according to the Graduate 
Management Admission Council (GMAC; Talento-Miller & 
Rudner, 2005), and many schools in non-English-speaking 
countries use a validated version in their own language.

The GMAT measures essential skills in business and man-
agement, such as analytical writing and problem-solving 
abilities, and addresses data sufficiency, logic and critical 
reasoning. The test consists of three sections: quantitative, 
verbal, and analytical writing (Kass, Grandzol, & Bommer, 
2012); however, most studies examine only the verbal and 
quantitative sections as evidenced in other meta-analyses 
(Kuncel et al., 2007; Oh, Schmidt, Shaffer, & Le, 2008).

Although no specific procedure for admission is formally 
required, accreditation agencies coincide in recommending 
the use of standardized tests for student selection, which has 
contributed to the increasing use of the GMAT as an entry 
evaluation tool (Gropper, 2007). As stated by the GMAC, in 
its validity survey (GMAC, n.d.), the GMAT is a highly reli-
able predictor of student performance (r = .92) as well as a 
powerful tool available to graduate management admissions 
professionals for measuring the skills students need to suc-
ceed. Its predictive validity, considering mid-program gradu-
ate management school grades, is also high (r = .46; 
Talento-Miller & Rudner, 2005).

Kuncel et al. (2007) found, in a recent meta-analysis, a 
GMAT predictive validity for the graduate grade point aver-
age (GGPA) higher than that reported by GMAC (r = .47). 
However, according to Bisschoff (2012), “the major contro-
versy seems to be not the validity of GMAT, but rather the 
significance of the positive correlation between performance 
in the test and business success” (p. 192).

PAP

In several past studies, previous performance predicts future 
performance (García, Alvarado, & Jiménez, 2000; Goberna, 
López, & Pastor, 1987; House, Hurst, & Keely, 1996; Koys, 
2010). However, Garbanzo (2007) makes clear that the pre-
dictive power of PAP depends on the educational quality of 
the institution of origin and, consequently, its inclusion in 
admission procedures must be viewed cautiously.

There are different ways of measuring PAP. The most 
commonly used is the average of grades a student obtains in 
the last academic achievement (in the MBA case, 

undergraduate courses best known as Undergraduate Grade 
Point Average [UGPA]). Some institutions express these 
averages in terms of standardized scales (usually a 0-4 scale) 
to make them comparable. Other ways of measuring PAP are 
class ranks and efficiency indexes, related to the time used 
for approving required credits. According to Garbanzo 
(2007), AP can also be measured in terms of quantitative 
grades, passed and failed courses, dropout rates, or degree of 
academic success.

The ideal situation would be the use of standardized tests 
that allow valid comparisons among subject matters for the 
same student, various students on the same subject matter, 
and various students on different subject matters. However, 
given the difficulty of standardizing all evaluations, what is 
commonly used is an average of the students’ grades as a 
global measure of AP (Musayon, 2001), which certifies their 
achievements and provides a precise and accessible indicator 
(Garbanzo, 2007).

According to Ahmadi, Raiszadeh, and Helms (1997), in 
the specific case of MBA students, UGPA is a powerful pre-
dictor of AP. This is why it has become the most common 
way of operationally defining this variable in business and 
management programs. The GMAC (n.d.) survey shows a 
UGPA predictive validity lesser than that of GMAT, though 
still acceptable (r = .28). In their meta-analysis, Kuncel et al. 
(2007) found a higher predictive validity of UGPA (r = .35), 
and Christensen et al. (2012) reported an even higher figure 
(r = .47).

Work Experience

For many institutions, work experience is an important pre-
requisite for admission to MBA programs, although some 
schools require it only for Executive or Global MBA pro-
grams. Some accreditation agencies, such as the Association 
of MBAs (AMBAS; 2013), establish a minimum 3 years of 
relevant managerial experience for admission to MBA pro-
grams. However, there is no empirical evidence that such a 
variable predicts AP in these programs, and some in 
Executive MBAs (Koys, 2010).

Some of the inconsistencies of this variable predictive 
ability might be analogous to those of PAP (due to the diverse 
educational qualities of institutions), in the sense that not all 
work experiences are equal, or socialize individuals in the 
same way. For this reason, some authors adopt a cautious 
approach toward its inclusion and measurement, and recom-
mend accompanying considerations, such as position 
achieved, number of subordinates, letters of recommenda-
tion from bosses and coworkers, main achievements, and job 
functions related to the program.

Gropper (2007) questioned the use of work experience as 
an admission criterion for MBA programs, but not for 
Executive MBAs: “A survey in 2005 from the EMBA 
Council showed that most schools required a minimum of 
from 5–8 years of full-time professional work experience, 
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with at least 4 years in a supervisory or managerial role” (p. 
208). DeRue (2009) questioned the way of measuring labor 
experience, from the perspective of MBA recruiting, limited 
to the number of years, and proposed to distinguish two 
dimensions: quantity and quality. Quantity refers to the total 
number of years of work experience or time within a particu-
lar job or organization. Quality refers to the different types of 
experiences one person can live during this time. However, 
no relation was found between AP and quantitative (r = .07) 
or qualitative (r = .08) work experience.

Psychological Variables

A variety of psychological variables has been used to account 
for AP, such as personality, motivation, learning strategies, self-
efficacy beliefs, achievement expectations, among others 
(Pérez et al., 2005). According to Chamorro-Premuzic and 
Furnham (2003), intelligence refers to individual capabilities, 
whereas personality refers to what the individual will really do 
with such capabilities; thus, personality traits should also be 
predictors of AP. However, for Pérez et al. (2005), there is no 
direct relation between AP and personality; rather, personality 
traits are related to other variables with strong influence on aca-
demic success, such as motivation, intelligence, and self-effi-
cacy. Personality would not be directly related to AP, but to a 
successful adaptation to the educational environment.

The five personality factors (Big Five) have played an 
important role in studies of academic success in MBA pro-
grams. It is considered the test of widest scope and best psycho-
metric performance for predicting personality traits, outside the 
clinical realm, including educational contexts (M’Hamed, 
Chen, & Yao, 2011). These factors—conscientiousness, open-
ness to experience, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroti-
cism—are basic tendencies that constitute endogenous 
psychological foundations of “characteristic adaptations,” like 
self-concept, personal striving, habits, or attitudes. Koys (2010) 
reported that conscientiousness and openness to experience 
predict high performance in MBA programs, whereas 
M’Hamed et al. (2011) found relations between the same fac-
tors and the creative performance of MBA students.

Some researchers stress the need of using qualitative mea-
sures of such variables as personality in admission processes, 
for obtaining a more comprehensive appraisal of candidates 
and enriching the analysis of the process (Ahmadi et al., 
1997; Braunstein, 2006). However, the evidence is not con-
clusive as to their effect and form of inclusion.

Method

The present work consists in a systematic review of the litera-
ture on admission criteria in MBA programs to provide as com-
plete a list, as possible, of all the published studies relating the 
study of academic assessment in this type of program. Research 
review is a special case of literature review, which tries to 
encompass research on a given subject and draw inferences 

from a series of studies guided by similar hypotheses (Sánchez 
& Ato, 1989; Sánchez-Meca, 2003). In contrast, with tradi-
tional reviews that attempt to summarize results of a number of 
studies, based on explicit and rigorous criteria to evaluate and 
synthesize all the literature on a particular topic (Cronin, Ryan, 
& Coughlan, 2008; Ramdhani, Rahmdhani, & Amin, 2014), 
the primary purpose of this review is to provide a comprehen-
sive background to understand current knowledge and call 
attention to the significance of new research in the admission 
process and the AP in the MBA program.

The present study followed the general procedure recom-
mended by Parahoo (2006) in developing a systematic litera-
ture review to guarantee the reliability and validity. The 
processes are summarized as follows:

1. Define inclusion or exclusion criteria: The literature 
review covers the period 1990-2013; since the 1990s, 
technology development and its impact on global 
industry led to a revaluation of the relevance of MBA 
programs. The following terms, in both English and 
Spanish, were used as keywords: academic perfor-
mance, efficiency, achievement, success, in combina-
tion with MBA, predictor, GMAT, UGPA, and work 
experience. In every detected article, a full-text 
review of bibliographic references allowed for the 
inclusion of all relevant studies.

2. Access and select the literature: The search included the 
following databases: Emerald, ABI/INFORM Global, 
ProQuest Education Journals, ProQuest European 
Business, ProQuest Science Journal, ProQuest Research 
Library (XML; ProQuest), ProQuest Psychology 
Journals (CSA; ProQuest XML), ProQuest Social 
Science Journals (ProQuest XML), and Business 
Source Complete (EBSCO). Based on this search, 179 
articles fulfill the criteria.

3. Assess the quality of the literature included in the 
review: The following criteria were established to 
define the work to be included in the review and were 
as follows: (a) study type: empirical; (b) sample: stu-
dents or graduates of MBA programs (any type); and 
(c) dependent variable: academic performance or 
equivalent. After applying these criteria, the sample 
decreased to 49 articles that satisfied the conditions.

4. Analyze, synthesize, and disseminate the findings: A 
matrix was created to organize the selected articles, 
based on the most important characteristics of the key 
studies to provide an analytic framework. According 
to Sally (2013), the matrices were created in the first 
column along the vertical axis of the table, and listed 
the author for each study selected. The columns pres-
ent these works chronologically, specifying author, 
date of publication, journal, MBA program type, coun-
try, sample size (N), subject profile, independent vari-
ables, and effect sizes for the variables in the studies 
considered. Table 1 summarizes this matrix.
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Table 1. Sample Description.

Code 
article Authors Date Journal Country N Profile Independent variables Effect size

 1 Stolzenberg and Relles 1991 Social Science 
Research

USA 1,924 Graduates GMAT, country origin, English 
proficiency

GMATQ0.7895
GMATV0.8489

 2 Wooten and 
McCullough

1991 Business Forum 116 Deans GMAT, UGPA, work 
experience

 

 3 Zwick 1993 Journal of 
Educational 
Statistics

USA, 
Canada

3,392 Graduates GMAT, UGPA GMAT 0.020
UGPA 0.003

 4 Rothstein, Paunonen, 
Rush, and King

1994 Journal of 
Educational 
Psychology

Canada 450 Students GMAT, personality GMAT 0.310

 5 Wright and Palmer 1994 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

USA 86 Graduates GMAT, UGPA GMAT 0.2391
UGPA 0.2725

 6 Carver and King 1994 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

467 Students GMAT, UGPA, age, work 
experience

GMAT 0.566
UGPA 0.757

 7 Arnold, Chakravarty, 
and Balakrishnan

1996 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

USA 109 Graduates GMAT, UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics, 
recommendation letters, 
work experience, current job

GMAT 0.342
UGPA 0.158

 8 Bieker 1996 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

USA 71 Graduates GMAT, UGPA, gender, age, 
ethnicity

GMAT 0.004
UGPA 0.083

 9 Ahmadi, Raiszadeh, and 
Helms

1997 Education USA 279 Graduates GMAT, UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics, gender, age, 
ethnicity

GMAT 0.433
UGPA 0.521

10 Peiperl and Trevelyan 1997 The Journal of 
Management 
Development

UK 362 Graduates GMAT, gender, age, marital 
status, English proficiency, 
work experience

GMAT 0.0351

11 Wright and Palmer 1997 College Student 
Journal

USA 201 Students GMAT  

12 Wright and Palmer 1999 Educational 
Research 
Quarterly

USA 198 Students GMAT, UGPA, age, gender GMAT 0.020
UGPA 0.186

13 Dobson, Krapljan-Barr, 
and Vielba

1999 International 
Journal of 
Selection and 
Assessment

UK 834 Students GMAT, age, gender, work, 
experience, native language

 

14 Hancock 1999 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

USA 269 Graduates Gender  

15 Adams and Hancock 2000 College Student 
Journal

USA 269 Graduates Gender, work experience  

16 Arbaugh 2000 Management 
Learning

USA 27 Students Gender  

17 Dreher and Ryan 2000 Research 
in Higher 
Education

USA 230 Students GMAT, UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics, gender, 
ethnicity, work experience

GMAT 0.260
UGPA 0.260

18 Ekpenyong 2000 Journal of 
Financial 
Management 
& Analysis

Nigeria 382 Graduates UGPA, gender, age, work 
experience, current job

 

19 Hoefer and Gould 2000 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

USA 700 Graduates GMAT, UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics, program 
type, gender, age, English 
proficiency, work experience

GMAT 0.354
UGPA 0.250

(continued)
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Code 
article Authors Date Journal Country N Profile Independent variables Effect size

20 Yang and Lu 2001 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

USA 395 Graduates GMAT, UGPA, gender, age GMAT 0.011
UGPA 0.267

21 Braunstein 2002 College Student 
Journal

USA 280 Graduates GMAT, UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics, gender, 
work experience, English 
proficiency

GMAT 0.336
UGPA 0.311

22 Wright and Bachrach 2003 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

USA 334 Students GMAT, gender GMAT 0.822

23 Clayton and Cate 2004 International 
Advances in 
Economic 
Research

USA 189 Students GMAT, undergraduate 
characteristics, 
undergraduate type, 
gender, age, ethnicity, work 
experience

 

24 Bisschoff 2005 Journal of 
Economic and 
Management 
Sciences

South Africa 729 Students UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics, work 
experience

 

25 Koys 2005 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

Bahrain, 
Czech 
Republic, 
China

75 Graduates GMAT, UGPA GMAT 0.609
UGPA 0.113

26 Mangum, Baugher, 
Winch, and Varanelli

2005 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

USA 403 Students UGPA, satisfaction and 
achievement perception

 

27 Braunstein 2006 College Student 
Journal

USA 292 Graduates GMAT, UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics, gender, work 
experience

 

28 Hedlund, Wilt, 
Nebel, Ashford, and 
Sternberg

2006 Learning and 
Individual 
Differences

USA 792 Graduates GMAT, UGPA, skills, work 
experience

GMAT 0.400
UGPA 0.320

29 Latham and Brown 2006 Applied 
Psychology: an 
international 
review

Canada 125 Students Self-efficacy, satisfaction  

30 Sireci and Talento-
Miller

2006 Educational and 
Psychological 
Measurement

USA 5,076 Students GMAT, UGPA, gender, 
ethnicity

GMAT 0.285
UGPA 0.234

31 Sulaiman and Mohezar 2006 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

Malaysia 489 Students UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics, gender, age, 
ethnicity, work experience

UGPA 0.180

32 Truell, Zhao, 
Alexander, and Hill

2006 The Delta Pi 
Epsilon Journal

USA 179 Graduates GMAT, UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics, program type, 
gender, age, work experience

GMAT 0.036
UGPA 0.309

33 Whittingham 2006 Decision 
Sciences 
Journal of 
Innovative 
Education

USA 112 Students GMAT, UGPA, gender, 
personality

 

34 Fish and Wilson 2007 College Student 
Journal

USA 143 Graduates GMAT, UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics, ethnicity, 
work experience

GMAT 0.004
UGPA 0.271

35 Gropper 2007 Academy of 
Management 
Learning & 
Education

USA 180 Students GMAT, UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics, work 
experience, current job

GMAT 0.085
UGPA 0.047

Table 1. (continued)

(continued)
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Code 
article Authors Date Journal Country N Profile Independent variables Effect size

36 Kuncel, Credé, and 
Thomas

2007 Academy of 
Management 
Learning & 
Education

Meta-
analysis

GMAT, UGPA  

37 Loucopoulos, 
Gutierrez, and Hofler

2007 Academy of 
Information 
and 
Management 
Sciences 
Journal

USA 85 Students GMAT, UGPA  

38 Oh, Schmidt, Shaffer, 
and Le

2008 Academy of 
Management 
Learning & 
Education

Meta-
analysis

GMAT  

39 DeRue 2009 GMAC Research 
Reports

USA 280 Graduates GMAT, gender, nationality, 
undergraduate 
characteristics, personality 
Big Five, work experience

GMAT 0.500

40 Fish and Wilson 2009 College Student 
Journal

USA 364 Graduates GMAT, UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics, program type, 
age, ethnicity

GMAT 0.007
UGPA 0.254

41 Deis and Kheirandish 2010 Academy of 
Educational 
Leadership 
Journal

USA 61 Students GMAT, UGPA, gender, age, 
ethnicity, work experience

GMAT 0.008
UGPA 0.228

42 Fairfield-Sonn, Kolluri, 
Singamsetti, and 
Wahab

2010 American 
Journal of 
Business 
Education

USA 833 Graduates GMAT, UGPA, exempted 
credits, gender, work 
experience

UGPA 0.169

43 Koys 2010 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

Central 
Europe 
and Middle 
East

67 Graduates GMAT, UGPA, skills, English 
proficiency, work experience

GMAT 0.450
UGPA 0.260

44 Cao and 
Sakchutchawan

2011 The Journal 
of Human 
Resource and 
Adult Learning

USA 2,533 Students Program type, undergraduate 
characteristics, gender, 
marital status

 

45 Kumar 2011 The IUP 
Journal of 
Management 
Research

India 105 Graduates Skills  

46 M’Hamed, Chen, and 
Yao

2011 Journal of 
Technology 
Management 
in China

China 208 Students Personality, learning strategies  

47 Bisschoff 2012 Managing 
Global 
Transitions

USA 360 Graduates UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics, work 
experience, gender, age, 
ethnicity.

 

48 Christensen, Nance, 
and White

2012 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

USA 491 Graduates UGPA, undergraduate 
characteristics

UGPA 0.466

49 Kass, Grandzol, and 
Bommer

2012 Journal of 
Education for 
Business

USA 72 Graduates GMAT, UGPA GMAT 0.114

Note. GMAT = Graduate Management Admission Test; GMATQ = Graduate Management Admission Test Quantitative; GMATV = Graduate Management 
Admission Test Verbal; UGPA = Undergraduate Grade Point Average; GMAC = Graduate Management Admission Council.

Table 1. (continued)
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Considering the Artunduaga (2008) and Garbanzo (2007) 
categories, AP predictors used in these studies can be grouped 
in four categories: academic, psychological, work-related, and 
demographic variables. The most frequently used academic 
variable was the GMAT, mostly combined with other variables, 
mainly UGPA. Other academic variables used were character-
istics and type of undergraduate studies, number of exempted 
credits, and mathematical, cognitive, and verbal skills. Only six 
studies did not use academic variables. Psychological variables 
were the least used: Only four studies used personality traits, 
one used learning strategies combined with personality, one 
used motivation, one used aptitudes, and one used satisfaction 
combined with achievement perception.

Work experience previous to the MBA program was used 
in 21 studies; in two cases, combined with current job, and in 
one case with recommendation letters. The most frequently 
used demographic variables were gender and age, followed 
by ethnicity, English proficiency, and marital status. Twenty 
studies did not use demographic variables.

Dependent variable—performance in the MBA pro-
gram—was measured in different ways. The most commonly 
used was GGPA (33 studies). Other ways of measuring per-
formance or achievement were completing (or not) the pro-
gram and obtaining a high or low average; in this study, it is 
called academic success (AS). One study used the result of a 
final exam. Several studies used more than one performance 
indicators: Five used GGPA combined with AS; one used 
GGPA and class participation; one used GGPA, satisfaction 
with the program, and self-efficacy perception; one used 
class participation and perceived program difficulty; and one 
used AS and satisfaction with the program.

Results

The systematic literature review showed that the most stud-
ied relations were those of GMAT and UGPA as predictors of 
GGPA: 28 out of 32 studies found significant relations with 
GMAT and 23 out of 29 found significant relations with 
UGPA. Both higher GMAT scores and higher UGPA mea-
sures were associated with higher GGPA measures. GGPA 
was positively related to skills (mathematical, cognitive, and 
verbal) in three studies. Other studies searched for relations 
between GGPA and such variables as the number of exempted 
credits, academic index, and type of MBA program, but none 
of these relations were found to be significant.

AS was found related to GMAT in five out of six studies, 
where higher GMAT scores were associated to success. 
Similarly, six studies found significant positive relations 
between AS and UGPA. Only two studies searched for rela-
tions between AS and type of MBA program: One of them 
did not find a significant relation, and the other found an 
association between studying a part-time MBA and academic 
success.

The least studied relations were class participation and 
GMAT, results of a final exam and GMAT, and satisfaction 

with the program and program type. One study found asso-
ciations between higher GMAT scores and class participa-
tion and higher grades in a final exam, as well as more 
satisfaction with a traditional MBA than with an online MBA 
(Table 2).

Some studies searched for relations between characteris-
tics of undergraduate studies and AP, but there was no con-
sensus regarding the influence: Five in 11 studies found that 
an undergraduate degree in business or engineering was posi-
tively related to GGPA, whereas one study found that a busi-
ness major was negatively related to GGPA. Two studies 
relating undergraduate degree to AS found that students who 
had business degrees usually pursued graduated studies, but 
lasted 1 year more than expected. Three studies out of seven 
found significant relations between GGPA and studying in 
top universities; however, only one found a significant rela-
tion between studying in a top university an AS. Two out of 
three studies found that entering the MBA with a master 
degree was associated with dropping out of the MBA, and 
one study did not find a relation between the achieved title 
and GGPA. One study did not find and association between 
having a part-time or full-time undergraduate degree and AS. 
Finally, the only research comparing the performance of stu-
dents whose undergraduate schools were Association to 
Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB)-accredited 
or not did not find significant differences (Table 3).

Regarding relations between AP and demographic vari-
ables, the most studied relation was that of GGPA and gen-
der. Only two out of 20 studies found significant relations: 
One found that women showed better performance than men; 
this was the case only when they had an undergraduate 
degree in business, but if the students had a nonbusiness 
undergraduate degree, there was no difference in perfor-
mance between men and women; finally, one study found 
that men showed better performance than women.

The second most studied relation was that of GGPA and 
age. Only four out of 11 studies found significant relations, 
though with contrary directions: Three found that older stu-
dents performed better and two that younger students per-
formed better. English proficiency was found significantly 
related to GGPA in four of the five studies on this relation: 
People with higher TOEFL levels or native English speakers 
were found to have a higher AP. Only one study related 
GGPA to marital status, and found that married students had 
better grades than their unmarried counterparts.

Ten studies searched for relations between GGPA and eth-
nicity or nationality. Only four found significant relations: 
Two found that being Canadian in Canada was related to 
high performance, one that coming from a country with 
overall low performance at the TOEFL was associated with 
low AP, and one study did not find differences between 
domestic and foreign students. Only one study found that 
being Caucasian was associated with high performance, con-
trary to other four studies that did not find a relationship 
between race and performance.
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Regarding other ways of measuring AP, one out of three 
studies found that being a woman was associated to AS in an 
MBA program. Only one study searched for relations 
between success and marital status, finding that married stu-
dents have higher AS. One study found significant relations 
between ethnicity and AS: Caucasian and Hispanic students 
were more likely to graduate than Asian students in a U.S. 

college. One study did not find association between the grade 
in a final exam and gender, but it did find associations with 
class participation and perceived difficulty of the program: 
Women participated more in class, and men perceived the 
program tougher in an online MBA. Another study found 
that higher English proficiency related to grades in a final 
exam (Table 4).

Table 3. Undergraduate Studies Characteristics: Numbers of Studied Relations and Accepted/Rejected Hypotheses.

Studied relations
Frequency of studied 

relations Code articles
Frequency of accepted 

hypotheses Code articles

GGPA—Undergraduate degree 11 9, 17, 21, 27, 5 17, 31, 35, 39, 48
 31, 32, 34, 35,

39, 40, 48
 

GGPA—Undergraduate institution 6 17, 19, 21,
27, 34, 40

2 17, 19

Academic success—Highest degree 3 6, 24, 47 0 —
Academic success—Undergraduate institution 2 23, 24 1 24
Academic success—Undergraduate degree 2 24, 47 2 24, 47
GGPA—Highest degree 1 6 0 —
Academic success—Previous study type 1 44 1 —
GGPA—AACSB accredited institution 1 48 0 —
Total 27 11  

Note. GGPA = graduate grade point average; AACSB = Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business.

Table 2. Academic Variables: Numbers of Studied and Significant Relations.

Studied relations
Frequency of 

studied relations Code articles
Frequency of 

significant relations Code articles

GGPA—GMAT 32 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9,10, 
12, 17, 19

20, 21, 22, 25, 27 28, 30, 
32, 33, 34

35, 36, 38, 39, 40
41, 42, 43, 49

28 1, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10,
12, 17, 19, 20, 21, 22, 25,
27, 28, 30, 32, 33, 34, 36,

38, 39, 40, 42, 43, 49

GGPA—UGPA 29 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 12, 17, 
18, 19, 20,

21, 25, 27, 28, 30, 31, 32, 
33, 34, 35, 36, 40, 41, 

42, 43,
48, 49

23 3, 5, 6, 7, 9, 12,
17, 19, 20, 21, 27,

28, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34,
36, 40, 42, 43, 48, 49

Academic success—GMAT 6 7, 11, 12,
23, 36, 38

5 7, 11, 12,
36, 38

Academic success—UGPA 6 6, 12, 24,
26, 42, 47

6 6, 12, 24,
26, 42,47

GGPA—abilities 3 28, 43, 45 3 28, 43, 45
Academic success—Program type 2 23, 44 1 23
Class participation—GMAT 1 4 1 4
Satisfaction—Program type 1 44 1 44
Final exam—GMAT 1 13 1 13
GGPA—Exempted credits 1 42 0 —
GGPA—Academic index 1 19 0 —
GGPA—Program type 1 32 0 —
Total 84 69  

Note. GGPA = graduate grade point average; GMAT = Graduate Management Admission Test; UGPA = Undergraduate Grade Point Average.
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The effect of work-related variables on AP was less than 
conclusive. The most studied relation was that of GGPA and 
work experience: Only eight in 17 studies found significant 
differences, three studies found that more years of experi-
ence were associated with higher GGPA, two found that 
starting the MBA with less than 2 years of work experience 
were negatively related to AP, one that having five or more 
years of work experience was associated with higher GGPA, 
one that the total years of work experience was not signifi-
cant but that reaching a level from Division Manager through 
Vice President was positively correlated with GGPA (whereas 
being a President/CEO was negatively correlated), and the 
last one found that having work experience was positively 
related to AP only if the student did not have an undergradu-
ate business degree. In addition, a survey among several 
deans of MBA institutions found that work experience was 
given a medium degree of importance, following UGPA and 
GMAT.

No significant relations were found between GGPA and 
recommendation letters and characteristics of the student’s 
current job. Relations were found between years of work 
experience and academic success: Two out of five studies 
found that work experience discriminated whether the stu-
dent would complete the MBA in 1 year more than expected 
or drop out of the program. Similar to GGPA, no relations 
were found between success and recommendation letters and 
characteristics of the student’s current job (Table 5).

Psychological variables were the least studied; however, 
some significant relations were found between them and AP. 
GGPA was found related to personality in three out of five 

studies. One study measured personality with the Form E of 
Jackson’s (1984) Personality Research Form (PRF) that 
measures 20 personality traits, and found that high orienta-
tion to achievement, high dominance, high exhibition, and 
low abasement were related to high GGPA. This study also 
measured personality traits using the Big Five test and found 
that low agreeableness and high openness to experience was 
related to high GGPA. Another study, which measured per-
sonality with the RightPath6 (six scales), found that for qual-
itative courses, detachment predicted high GGPA, so did 
introversion and reflection for men and unstructured for 
women; for quantitative courses, detachment predicted high 
GGPA for men and unstructured and reactiveness for women. 
Another study, using the Big Five, found that conscientious-
ness and openness to experience were associated with high 
AP, and neuroticism and agreeableness were associated with 
low AP. In addition, two studies did not find significant rela-
tions using the Big Five.

Two studies found an association between high motiva-
tion and high GGPA. One measured motivation through 
interviews as a subjective evaluation of students at the begin-
ning of the MBA. The other study found that motivation to 
learning and both proximal and distal goals were more 
related to high AP than motivation to just distal goals. One 
research related GGPA to learning strategies and found sig-
nificant relations: A deep strategy approach was related to 
high GGPA.

Motivation and satisfaction with the program were not 
found related to AS, in the only study testing such a hypoth-
esis. However, another study found a significant positive 

Table 4. Demographic Variables: Numbers of Studied and Significant Relations.

Studied relations
Frequency of studied 

relations Code articles
Frequency of significant 

relations Code articles

GGPA—Gender 20 8, 9, 10, 12, 14,
15, 16, 17, 18, 19,
20, 21, 22, 27, 31,
32, 33, 39, 41, 42

2 12, 42

GGPA—Age 11 8, 9, 10, 12, 18, 19,
20, 31, 32, 40, 41

4 9, 10, 18, 19

GGPA—Ethnicity/nationality 10 1, 8, 9, 17, 20, 31, 34, 39, 
40, 41

4 1, 34, 40, 41

GGPA—English proficiency 5 1, 10, 19, 20, 43 4 1, 10, 20, 43
Academic success—Gender 3 23, 42, 44 1 42
Academic success—Age 3 12, 23, 44 1 12
Academic success—Marital status 1 44 1 44
GGPA—Marital status 1 10 1 10
Academic success—Ethnicity/nationality 1 23 1 23
Final exam—English proficiency 1 13 1 13
Course difficulty—Gender 1 16 1 16
Class participation—Gender 1 16 1 16
Final exam—Gender 1 16 0 —
Total 59 22  

Note. GGPA = graduate grade point average.
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relation between motivation to learning and satisfaction with 
the program. One study found an association between 
achievement perception and academic success: Perception of 
financial difficulties was related to MBA dropout, but 
achievement perception in long or short term was related to 
success. The only study relating perceived self-efficacy and 
motivation did not yield significant results. Finally, a relation 
was found between personality and class participation: High 
extraversion, high openness to experience, and low agree-
ableness were related to high participation (Table 6).

Discussion

Literature review results show that, in spite of the wide range 
of variables that can be used for student selection, academic 
variables are the most widely used in studies predicting AP. 
Particularly, GMAT scores and UGPA measures were the 
most studied, with GGPA as dependent variable, in the last 
23 years of research in this field.

This finding reveals the pervasive trend of using a restricted 
range of quantitative and standardized measures of AP, not-
withstanding the frequent recommendations to use other vari-
ables (such as psychological attributes, labor indicators, or 

demographic factors) that might enrich analysis and predic-
tions. This could be explained in terms of the strength of the 
GMAT and UGPA, which offer comparative measures of per-
formance (of students and their reference groups) according 
to common criteria.

One distinctive feature of MBA programs is the profile 
heterogeneity of their participants, given the variety of com-
petences required for succeeding in management, instead of 
the characteristic specialization of other traditional fields. An 
MBA course congregates graduates from different areas, 
such as engineers, physicians, lawyers, social scientists, and 
any other professionals looking for developing managerial 
competences, not only business graduates. Thus, the need for 
simplifying and ensuring comparability of measures used in 
the selection processes of universities and independent busi-
ness schools.

A methodological reason for the pervasive use of GMAT 
and UGPA is the availability of valid, reliable, and widely 
shared operational definitions that facilitate their inclusion in 
the student evaluation and selection processes of educational 
institutions. In fact, their very common use by universities 
and business schools makes them more accessible than other 
measures. Moreover, although no single rule specifies how 

Table 6. Psychological Variables: Numbers of Studied and Significant Relations.

Studied relations
Frequency of studied 

relations Code articles
Frequency of 

significant relations Code articles

GGPA—Personality 5 4, 33, 39,
43, 46

3 4, 33, 46

GGPA—Motivation 2 7, 29 2 7, 29
GGPA—Learning strategy 1 46 1 46
Class participation—Personality 1 4 1 4
Academic success—Achievement perception 1 26 1 26
Satisfaction—Motivation 1 29 1 29
Academic success—Motivation 1 26 0 —
Self-efficacy—Motivation 1 29 0 —
Total 13 9  

Note. GGPA = graduate grade point average.

Table 5. Work-Related Variables: Numbers of Studied and Significant Relations.

Studied relations
Frequency of studied 

relations Code articles
Frequency of 

significant relations Code articles

GGPA—Work experience 17 6, 7, 10, 15, 17, 18, 21, 27, 
28, 31, 32, 34, 35, 39,

41, 42, 43

8 6, 7, 17, 21, 27, 
32, 35, 41

Academic success—Work experience 5 7, 23, 24, 42, 47 2 24, 47
GGPA—Current job 2 7, 18 0 —
Academic success—Current job 1 7 0 —
Academic success—Recommendation letters 1 7 0 —
GGPA—Recommendation letters 1 7 0 —
Total 27 10  

Note. GGPA = graduate grade point average.
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students should be selected for MBA programs, common 
educational regulations and international accreditation agen-
cies strongly recommend the use of objective and standard-
ized measures for candidate evaluation and selection.

UGPA was found the second most-used independent vari-
able for predicting AP. However, this variable is intrinsically 
related to the functioning of American educational systems 
and those based on them, which excludes foreign from 
researches students and systems, thus reducing the scope of 
any literature review on this subject.

Our findings are consistent with those of meta-analysis 
reported by Kuncel et al. (2007) and Oh et al. (2008). Both 
studies found a positive and significant relation between 
GGPA and GMAT and UGPA as predictors. The relation 
reported in the present study is lower than theirs. Similarly, 
the GMAC surveys reported a positive and significant rela-
tion between these variables, which is higher than the rela-
tion found in the present research. A possible explanation for 
these differences might be found in the different research 
purposes and sample sizes. Kuncel et al.’s and Oh et al.’s 
studies comprise wider time periods, and the GMAC used a 
big sample from those institutions using GMAT, with the 
purpose of updating and standardizing the test norms.

Available data confirm the role of GMAT and UGPA as 
predictors of AP and success in MBA programs and the use 
of these measures as reliable and valid admission criteria in 
universities and business schools. These results are consis-
tent with those of similar studies using measures related to 
GMAT as independent variables, such as cognitive, verbal, 
and mathematical abilities, which contributes to the conver-
gent validity of the cognitive ability construct as an effective 
predictor of student performance as the present study 
assumes that GMAT represents a standardized measure of 
cognitive ability.

Regarding other academic variables, such as undergradu-
ate studies, the literature suggests that individuals educated 
in business-related areas perform better in MBA programs. 
However, although some reviewed studies confirmed this 
relation (Bisschoff, 2005, 2012; Braunstein, 2006; 
Christensen et al., 2012; DeRue, 2009; Gropper, 2007; 
Sulaiman & Mohezar, 2006), a larger number of studies did 
not find relations between these variables (Ahmadi et al., 
1997; Dreher & Ryan, 2000; Fish & Wilson, 2007, 2009; 
Truell et al., 2006), and even one of them rejected such a 
hypothesis (Braunstein, 2002), which leads to question the 
use of the variable undergraduate studies as predictor of aca-
demic success in MBA programs. Perhaps the variable pre-
dictive inconsistency derives from the heterogeneity of 
criteria used for including it in different studies, as well as 
the intrinsic differences among programs implemented by 
each educational institution. Thus, it seems more reasonable 
to use specific competencies as predictors, instead of pro-
grams pursued by students.

Similar results were found in analyzing the effect of 
undergraduate educational institutions. Although some 

studies reported a positive and significant relation between 
studying in a top university and AP in the MBA (Bisschoff, 
2005, 2012; Dreher & Ryan, 2000; Hoefer & Gould, 2000), 
a bigger number of studies did not find relations between 
these variables (Braunstein, 2002, 2006; Clayton & Cate, 
2004; Fish & Wilson, 2007, 2009). One research did not find 
a significant relation between GGPA and having studied in 
an AACSB-accredited institution. This leads to question the 
use of the educational institution as a selection criterion 
because results lack enough consistency for assuming that 
the previous university warrants future performance.

Previous graduate studies received little attention as an 
independent variable. However, available information indi-
cates a relation between having a graduate degree and lesser 
performance in MBA programs, and even dropping out 
(Bisschoff, 2005). It should be noted that such a relation might 
be influenced by a series of moderating variables, such as age 
of entry at the MBA and life cycle moment of the already grad-
uate student, which determines a living condition in which 
other responsibilities compete with studying an MBA, at least 
with the same dedication of students starting their careers.

An argument against the use of labor variables in MBA 
selection processes is the lack of generalized measurement 
criteria. This poses two challenges: (a) comparing the results 
of different studies and (b) explaining why these variables 
effects are not always significant. This is a major reason for 
not including this category of variables in the present review. 
Although it is included in a considerable number of studies, 
the variety of conceptual and operational definitions impeded 
to construct an equivalent data set. Even though the number 
of years of work experience is a commonly used variable, its 
definition differs in many studies: Some studies refer to the 
entire working career, whereas others consider only jobs 
“relevant” for MBA programs, in rather arbitrary terms or 
according to diverse quantitative or qualitative criteria.

These review results also shows that work experience (in 
terms of whether number of years accumulated or kind of 
experience) is not a consistent predictor of AP. However, 
notwithstanding the absence of standardized measures, there 
seems to be a certain consensus regarding the relation 
between work experience and AP (Arnold, Chakravarty, & 
Balakrishnan, 1996; Braunstein, 2002; Carver & King, 1994; 
Deis & Kheirandish, 2010). Some authors state that having 
no experience relates to lesser performance (Dreher & Ryan, 
2000; Truell et al., 2006); whereas for others, experience is 
only needed when undergraduate studies are different from 
business (Adams & Hancock, 2000; Braunstein, 2006). 
However, most empirical evidence demonstrates that AP, no 
matter the way it is defined, is not related to work experience 
(Adams & Hancock, 2000; Clayton & Cate, 2004; DeRue, 
2009; Ekpenyong, 2000; Fairfield-Sonn, Kolluri, 
Singamsetti, & Wahab, 2010; Fish & Wilson, 2007; Hedlund, 
Wilt, Nebel, Ashford, & Sternberg, 2006; Hoefer & Gould, 
2000; Koys, 2010; Peiperl & Trevelyan, 1997; Sulaiman & 
Mohezar, 2006).
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For some authors, the relevance of work experience, present 
or past, depends on the scope of such an experience. For exam-
ple, DeRue (2009) proposed to differentiate work experience in 
quantitative (time) and qualitative (lived work experience) 
terms, considering the last one a more reasonable criteria for 
evaluating previous work experience as a predictor of aca-
demic success. Current job features, such as organizational 
position and managerial responsibilities, are not significantly 
related to AP (Gropper, 2007). Interestingly, in spite of being 
frequently mentioned in the literature, this variable has been 
studied in only one study. Similarly, recommendation letters 
were considered only in one investigation (Arnold et al., 1996), 
with no significant results. This result is noteworthy given the 
common practice of requiring labor and academic references 
for admission in accredited universities and business schools.

Demographic measures face similar difficulties to those 
of work experience, since such a category includes a set of 
variables that differs from one study to the other. Although 
gender is the most studied variable, only a small number of 
studies reported significant relations between it and AP, even 
with some inconsistencies (Braunstein, 2006; Fairfield-Sonn 
et al., 2010; Hoefer & Gould, 2000; Wright & Palmer, 1999). 
Although some differences have been found between women 
and men in their AP, it should be noted that gender itself is 
insufficient to explain the differences as other variables (such 
as culture, nationality, age, marital status, and work experi-
ence) are needed to improve its predictive power. It has been 
suggested that, although there are no differences in final AP 
between genders, there is indeed a difference at the begin-
ning of the MBA as women tend to obtain lower scores in the 
GMAT (Hancock, 1999).

Age also yields contradictory results. In the scarce studies 
that found significant relations (Ahmadi et al., 1997; Bieker, 
1996; Ekpenyong, 2000; Hoefer & Gould, 2000; Peiperl & 
Trevelyan, 1997), there seems to be no clear pattern of rela-
tions between age and AP, which suggests that such relations 
cannot be generalized, but depends on the specific context of 
each program. Regarding ethnicity and nationality, results 
were also unclear; however, there seems to be a pattern in the 
sense that studying in the country of origin (Americans in the 
USA, Canadians in Canada, Malaysians in Malaysia) relates 
to better AP, although no evidence shows that studying in a 
different country relates to lower performance (Fish & Wilson, 
2007, 2009). The only demographic variable that seems to 
have a clear effect is English proficiency: Native English 
speakers or persons with high scores in TOEFL have better 
AP. This can be generalized only to English-speaking coun-
tries or MBA programs in English. An interesting question 
would be whether, for example, Spanish proficiency predicts 
performance in MBA programs in Spanish to conclude that 
language is a valid predictor of AP. In any case, this variable 
has not been widely studied. Besides, international students 
are not included in some studies, usually because all the infor-
mation about them is not available or because it is not possible 
to compare it, and this reduces the sample scope and size of the 

samples. Finally, one of the least studied variables is marital 
status, which shows significant relation to AP: Married stu-
dents obtain better performance (Cao & Sakchutchawan, 
2011; Peiperl & Trevelyan, 1997).

Psychological variables were included as predictors in a 
small number of studies, with important differences in defi-
nition and measurement. Personality was the most used, 
though studies differed widely in conceptual and method-
ological approaches, and only three in five studies found sig-
nificant relations (M’Hamed et al., 2011; Rothstein, 
Paunonen, Rush, & King, 1994; Whittingham, 2006). The 
results of these three studies do not lead to solid conclusions; 
their standardized measures differ and reach to different pro-
files. Two of these studies reported only two personality 
traits related to high AP (openness to experience and detach-
ment), which is insufficient to delineate a profile associated 
with performance.

A possible reason for the scant use of personality vari-
ables is the difficulty of incorporating them in current selec-
tion and admission processes. Using psychological criteria 
for selecting students might be considered restrictive, preju-
diced, or even illegal. However, apart from ethical or pruden-
tial considerations, it is at least theoretically recognized the 
potential impact of personality factors on student motivation 
and, consequently, performance; for this reason, a deeper 
understanding of such factors would contribute to the student 
orientation.

Other psychological variables, such as motivation, 
achievement perception, satisfaction, and learning strategies, 
with the exception of self-efficacy, have shown significant 
relations to GGPA (Arnold et al., 1996; Latham & Brown, 
2006; Mangum, Baugher, Winch, & Varanelli, 2005; 
M’Hamed et al., 2011). This suggests these variables capa-
bility for predicting AP and calls for their inclusion in further 
studies to accumulate evidence about their effects.

The present review enables to conclude that, according to 
available research findings, the best predictors of AP in MBA 
programs are GMAT, UGPA, and English proficiency, which 
confirms their use in admission processes. Other commonly 
used variables, such as work experience, undergraduate stud-
ies, and undergraduate institution, lack of enough empirical 
evidence that justify their generalized use in such processes. 
Psychological and demographic variables, whose effects on 
AP are not consistent enough, might be considered as rele-
vant information about students and as potential candidates 
for research hypotheses leading to a deeper understanding of 
factors related to AP.

Limitations and Directions for Future 
Research

A crucial feature of this kind of literature review has to do with 
the study sample. The fact that most of the research has taken 
place in the United States imposes a restriction on the avail-
able data, given the global relevance and market of MBA 
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programs. It is urgently needed to encourage and develop sim-
ilar research efforts in other countries and regions with estab-
lished MBA programs to look for valid generalizations.

Two main limitations of the present work deserve high-
lighting. First, the databases were intentionally chosen. It is 
advisable to look for other nonincluded information sources 
that would help to enhance the study sample. Second, the 
present study sampling criteria—empirical and quantitative 
works referred to graduate students—could be revised to 
increase the number of studies to be included in the review.

The fact that GMAT and UGPA are the most widely used 
research variables should not hinder the search for, or the 
development of, other standardized indicators that enable 
understanding and evaluating academic abilities, and pre-
dicting student performance, always ensuring comparability. 
Work experience, a strongly recommended admission crite-
rion by accreditation agencies worldwide, requires further 
theoretical development for devising operational criteria that 
enable the construction of a standardized, valid, reliable, and 
generalized measure for predicting academic success in 
MBA programs. Similarly, although not recommended for 
admission processes, psychological variables require further 
investigation and the development of comparable measure-
ments for advancing in the understanding of their nature and 
potential predictive contribution.
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