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Background

Emerald can fairly claim to be the leading English language publisher of management and library and information science journals and databases.

Its origins lie in a company titled Management Consultants Bradford which was formed in 1967 by a group of academics from The University of Bradford Management Centre (MCB).  Although originally founded as a base for consultancy operations it quickly became the service provider for publishing activities as scholarly journals in management were both acquired and launched by the owners.

Towards the end of the 1970’s a number of independent journal companies were amalgamated with MCB to become Management Publications Limited.

In 1982 those individuals who continued to have an equity stake in MCB left the traditional business school world to found the International Management Centres (IMC) and at the same time committed to full-time employment in the new business school and in MCB Publications Limited, re-named MCB University Press Limited.

Over the next two decades both IMC and MCB University Press achieved significant growth, with the next major event being the re-branding in 2002 of MCB as Emerald Group Publishing Limited.  “Emerald” is, in fact, an acronym based on “Electronic Management Research Library Database”.  The latter being seen as the major product and service offering over the coming years.

How Emerald Became A Learning Organisation

Reference was made to the formation of IMC in 1982.  This organisation drew exclusively upon the methodology of action learning which had been developed over the previous decades primarily by Reg Revans, the first Professor of Management in the UK.  This approach was deemed to be very relevant to the needs of the developing MCB University Press and as early as 1983 action based programmes were organised for senior staff.

Working in association with IMC, both non-qualification and qualification programmes were offered.  The duration of the programmes ranged from six months to two years, with those longer in nature leading to the award of MBAs.  It was Company policy that, as far as possible, Heads of Departments and Directors should have completed action learning MBAs.

In 2005 the decision was taken to launch the Emerald Academy, again drawing upon action learning methodology.

The significant emphasis on the action learning approach and the number of staff who successfully completed their programmes and the highly successful outcome of projects underpins the claim that Emerald can be described as a learning organisation.

Benefits to the Company - Employer Perspective

These may be identified as follows:

· It is the belief of the writers that there is no better way of taking advantage of the skills and ideas held by staff than to expose them to the power of action learning.  The latter draws heavily upon projects the completion of which contribute to individual development and company performance.

· By participating in action learning programmes staff, often selecting their own projects, are able to contribute to company activity up to strategic levels.  Participants are encouraged to select their own projects and it is only rarely that approval for these is not given.

· Of considerable advantage to the company has been the opportunity afforded to staff to implement conclusions and recommendations reached at the end of projects.  Generally a review of implementation and change is undertaken six months after the completion of the programme.

· An important benefit to the company is achieved by arranging for staff from different departments to work together thus reducing the “silo” mentally which can undermine so much of company performance.

· To the mutual benefit of the company and programme participants is career enhancement which very often follows the completion of projects of significance.  It is of interest to note that five of the current six Directors of Emerald have reached their position through internal promotion as have fourteen of the fifteen Heads of Departments.

Benefits to the Company - Employee Perspective

These may be identified as follows:

· Taking time out of a busy working day for training purposes is sometimes unavoidable, but it is the belief of the writers that the most valuable kind of learning experience both for performance improvement and career progression is that which is work-based.  

· Project work which is of direct relevance to an individual’s job and perceived as being of strategic importance to the organisation – real money, real people, ultimately impacting on a real bottom line - is a much more powerful and focused learning experience than a fictional case discussed in a classroom environment. 

· Staff who are actively encouraged to share their ideas and suggestions, often on how their own role could be undertaken in a more productive or cost effective way, encourages a culture of entrepreneurialism and participation across the organisation which becomes self perpetuating, creating a more positive and exciting working environment. 

· Receiving the active support and encouragement of, and benefiting from the experience of senior managers or directors, in the role of ‘Client’ for the project, not only increases the employee’s confidence but ensures that they gain a much better understanding of the business implications of their own projects.

· In addition, sharing the learning experience with staff from other areas of the business significantly enhances an employee’s understanding of both their own role and those of others in the organisation, leading to  generally improved working relationships. 

· Participation in action learning projects enables ambitious staff, regardless of their current position, to gain recognition for their work and commitment to the organisation and thus enhances their promotional prospects and career development.

A Personal Example

One of the writers joined Emerald nearly 11 years ago in an Administrative role. She had achieved a first and higher degree as a mature student at the University of Bradford, after raising a family, but lacked the work experience to enable her to achieve the senior position to which she aspired. She was offered the opportunity to become involved in an Action Learning MBA, being run in conjunction with International Management Centres, along with several senior members of the organisation.  The experience offered the best of both worlds – the opportunity to continue to earn a living and at the same time achieve real business experience, alongside senior staff working on a diverse range of projects. Although all of these affected different areas of the business, they all had the common thread of being guided by the organisation’s key strategic priorities. 

Each of the participants benefited from the experience of working together as -   ‘Comrades in Adversity’ – sharing ideas and problems and after two years of extremely hard work – gained not only good friends, but also a valuable, formal qualification, funded and supported by Emerald. 

The experience also enabled the writer to implement her own project which continues to have an impact on the organisation. It also enabled her to demonstrate her abilities and her commitment to the organisation and subsequently contributed to a range of promotions through Administrator, Editorial Assistant, Managing Editor, Business Manager and now Head of Business Development and Rights Management.

Emerald’s Return on its Investment

Of the MBA set described above two members have now left the company to pursue other careers, but in addition to the writer, another still holds a senior role in the Production Department and one has recently been promoted to the Board. A range of previous sets at both MBA and at non-qualification levels have proved the owners’ belief that the expense of involving staff in these programmes provides an excellent return on investment in staff development and retention and through the implementation of a range of action learning projects.   Two examples are given:

Copyright - The writer’s major project focused on the copyright implications for Emerald, as a small to medium sized publishing company, which ten years ago was at an early stage of transition from a print only environment to one in which all its intellectual property would be accessible in an electronic environment. Consideration had to be given to the legal implications and of balancing both the rights of users to access published research, with the responsibilities of protecting its intellectual property for both owner and creator.  The project resulted in the publication of an Authors’ Charter and Company Copyright Policy which today is widely admired throughout the industry for its liberality. Because of Emerald’s willingness to continue to work closely with all sectors of the scholarly community, exploring issues of concern in depth and  being prepared to act speedily to address these, Emerald is now perceived as one of the main innovators in scholarly friendly publishing.

Author Relations – As key suppliers of the intellectual property published in Emerald journals, our Editor and author community has always been of the utmost importance. A project undertaken in 1992 by one of our Managing Editors and a Production Manager looked at how we could manage and grow this relationship more efficiently and effectively.  The result was the Literati Club, effectively a relationship marketing database of contact and publication details, which now includes over 50,000 members with whom we are in regular contact.  A wide and growing range of free support resources, Outstanding Paper Awards and research grants, funded through our policy of sharing copyright revenues with our authors, are provided, all available through a dedicated web site.  Fourteen years on and now know as the Literati Network, this initiative is unquire in scholarly publishing and has continued to grow and provides many benefits for our journal Editors, published authors and those who aspire to publish

The Emerald Academy

As previously noted, the Emerald Academy was formally launched in October 2005. This has enabled the company to build on its long experience as a learning organisation and benefit the many new talented staff which have joined the company in recent years.  Once again the Academy is closely linked with the organisations’ strategic priorities and is fully supported by the Board of Directors.  The program is carefully planned and organised in association with an Academic Board of staff who have previously participated in the MBA programmes and is led by a Dean and Registrar. 

Three external set advisors, experienced in action learning have been appointed to facilitate the 36 staff who are participating in the first six-month program, each of whom are working on projects in groups of 4 (9 quartets). These range in subject area from staff motivation and benefits packages to improving access to published materials for the sight impaired. All have direct relevance to the future success of the organisations.

The first set of 36 participants will conclude their course in July this year, with a formal presentation to the Directors and Academic Board followed by an Awards Ceremony. It is interesting to note that this programme has not only provided a learning experience for the participants, but also for the Academic board.  We have identified a number of problem areas and changes which need to be made in subsequent planning and project management, and in true action learning style, these will be implemented in time for the second programme which is due to commence in September.

The Future

As Emerald prepares to celebrate its 40th anniversary next year, the company which launched in 1967 has grown and changed beyond recognition. Much of this is due to its ethos as a learning organisation, and practicing what we preach in the wide range of management development journals which we publish. Emerald remains totally committed to a future in which in-house, action learning programmes play a major role. We have already held discussions with a UK university to consider formal accreditation of these programmes – potentially developing into graduate level, MBA, and possibly even Doctoral programmes in the future -  in partnership with a traditional university.

The ECUANET Project

Emerald’s commitment to action learning has been further cemented in our role as Lead Partner in a two year EU funded project (ECUANET). The objective of the project is to build a trans-national network of corporate universities and undertake research into current and future Best Practices.  The growing relationship with the Core Partners: Intellectual Partnerships Co Ltd and Innovation Associates in the UK, ECLO, headquartered in Belgium, NOCA in Denmark, KPC Group in The Netherlands and Global Change from Portugal is proving of great importance to Emerald – our new ‘Comrades in Adversity’. 

Currently 8 months into the project, in addition to the role of lead partner, Emerald is also about to participate as an ECUANET Corporate Partner, involving the Emerald Academy in its own right as a Case Study. This involvement will not only enable us to share our own experiences, but also to learn from the successes of other corporate academies involved in the project and thus further improve the Emerald Academy performance and experience in the future.  Finally, all of these activities provide yet another learning experience for the Partners involved and we aim to continue to build the working relationships between the Partners with the aim of creating a network and resource of lasting value for the future.

