The Association of MBAs second decade those troublesome
teenage vears from Business Graduates to the MBA

After the years of creation as a powerful lobby for the MBA and a rallying point for the
small community of MBAs in the UK, the second decade was a time of transformation
when the Association s future direction was shaped. Starting with a small and dedicated
part time staff, an enthusiastic committee and a precarious bank balance, by 1987 and the
end of our teens there had been two profound changes the rise of accreditation and a
new name and identity.

The late 70s and 80s were times of dramatic change for Britain too. At the outset Margaret
Thatcher was two years from power and the country and its economy were in decline.
Double-digit inflation, the cold war and crippling strikes were just part of our lives. By
1987, the country had changed forever after a turbulent decade that provided fertile
ground for the rise of the MBA.

Funding and Finance

Committee minutes of the time show a preoccup ation with finance, or rather the lack of it.
With a few hundred members and a subscription of £6 a year (and the Annual Dinner a
fiver, including wine!), the Association depended on generous financial support from
corporate members, the Charles E Merrill Trust and the Clement Wilson foundation. By
1981, founder member James Wilson s family trust had made a dozen regular donations
worth almost a quarter of a million pounds in today s money, though with increasing hints
that a professional management association should be able to stand on its own feet! We re
delighted that James Wilson remains a member to this day.

Accreditation and the new MBA Community

The BGA had long offered a low cost loan scheme from the major banks, offering MBA
students from approved business schools 3% loans at a time when interest rates were
anywhere between 8% and 15%. How much of that ended up invested (or lost) in the
markets isn t known, but BGA loans were crucial to so many MBA careers and a valuable
source of introduction fees for the Association. Around 1983 we began to see requests for
accreditation from the new polytechnic business schools so that their students could access
BGA loans too. At the time, the UK MBA scene was very much Lon/Man/Cran and the US
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in flavour and | can recall the misgivings of many Committee members about the idea of
widening the club.

Simple evaluation criteria were agreed and by mid 1986 the European School of
Management Studies, Oxford, Middlesex and Leicester Polytechnics had been reviewed an d
approved the two polytechnics by the then DG Tony Kennerley and myself. We were
impressed by the calibre of student, if not all the staff and began to make
recommendations about the need for a more concerted and strategic approach to MBA
quality. | for one saw the polytechnics, now universities, as a natural evolution in widening
MBA course provision. By early 1987 the MBA qualification was fast gaining currency with
individuals and businesses and a further ten schools were seeking accreditation. Yet
anyone could offer an MBA and we identified the need to establish the MBA as a quality
brand, with the Association as its keeper and champion. Those first steps into
accreditation led to a welcome growth loan scheme income and, significantly for our
future, the emergence of a welcome new pool of members and the seeds of a new
community of MBAs and business schools that are the foundations of todays modern
Association. And as the market for cheap loans ran its course, Accreditation became
important in its own right for attracting the best students to schools. By the close of our
decade, we d adopted Accreditation as a strategic direction and Roger McCormick was on
board to drive the programme further a story for our third decade.

BGA Aims

In reviewing its approach to course appraisal BGA should set four basic
aims:

1. To defend and promote the real MBA 'brand'.
2. To encourage improved standards in MBA programmes.

3. To draw a clear dividing line between approved and non approved
courses,

4. To enhance the BGA standing as the industry association.

Above: The original accreditation objectives document

The birth of a brand

The Association s early publicity materials had a home-spun simplicity that looks quite
archaic now, yet by the early 80 s we d taken some first steps with a bold new advocacy
brochure for would be MBAs, 10 Good Reasons (why you should think about going to
business school) . After some painful learning in the emerging art of corporate identity we
appointed Wolff Olins to help with an exercise to go further, to create a new logo and
letterhead, or so we thought. Olins advice, backed by research, was to focus on the
emergence of the MBA as a crest of the wave movement, the it qualification for rising
business stars. This chimed well with the earlier thoughts on brand and led to a far bigger

revolution out with the BGA and in with the Association of MBAs. On 6™ October 1987
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