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Let’s get down to business studies

In a cut-throat job market where every qualification
counts, both young and senior professionals are
embarking on MBAs to further their careers.

We take alook at Belgium’s management schools

BY SABINE CLAPPAERT

urope is a paradise for those wanting to

further their studies well into their career:

it counts no less than 27 executive manage-

ment schools that are among the world’s
top-ranked facilities”. With many leading business
schoolsin cities such as London, Barcelona, Lausanne
and Paris, why do students choose to pursue execu-
tive education in Belgium and which schools do they
favour? We asked four recent graduates.

In 2010, four Belgian business schools were ranked
among the top 75 in Europe™. Vlerick Leuven Gent
Management School (13), Solvay Business School (35),
IAG-LouvainSchool of Management(45)and University
of Antwerp School of Management (54).

Nancy Murphy, 48, completed a master’s degree in
Leadership at Boston University in Brussels this past
April. She has since moved to Dubai, where Standard
Chartered Bank employs her husband. Prior to their
move, the family lived in Belgium for 12 years. While
Nancy was employed here as a project management
officerat the financial messaging network SWIFT, she
undertook anin-house MBA course. “My undergradu-
atedegreeisin computerscience and finance, which had
been augmented by several in-house courses offered
by SWIFT. When Idecided to take my education a step
further to get an external perspective and to find out
what the trends were in leadership and communica-
tion, I enrolled in the Master of Science of Leadership
programmeat Boston University. Ichose this university
for several reasons: in my opinion, the courses are more
interesting than those at other institutions; it was one
of only a few institutions that offer courses in English
in Belgium, and it was conveniently located.”

To Nancy theadvantages of studyingin Brussels are
clear: “The classes at Boston University offer a broad
mix of people of all ages and nationalities. Aside from

Belgians and Americans, there were students from
Turkey, Romania, Norway, Italy, Congo, Greece - the
list goes on. The students are mostly aged between their
mid-twenties and late forties. Such adiversity of views
made the learning experience richer and more appli-
cable in today’s international business environment.”
Nancy goes a step further: “I wish I'd done it much
earlier. Studying in Brussels offers a multi-cultural
perspective and leads to a good understanding of the
EU.HadIstarted earlier, I would have done many more
courses.”

Nancy is convinced that completing the Master’s in
Leadership has enhanced her career options. “Lead-
ership is a buzz word in the current economy. Being
able to say that apart from my degree and extensive
experience thatIalsohavethelatestinleadership train-
ing offers significant added value. I am confident that
I now have the knowledge to succeed in very senior
management roles.”

enjamin Vandorpe, 40, chose Vlerick Man-
agement School in Ghent for his executive
MBA. “During the screening process I
looked at a few other institutions but chose
Vlerick quite quickly,” he says. “I immediately liked
theirapproach: it was an executive MBA that required
participants to have at least five years’ work experi-
ence and the lecturers were all professionals with
extensive experience in their fields. Soit wasn’t justa
theoretical course.Ialsoliked the fact that the students
came from all over the world. This brings interesting
international perspectives on discussions.

“I definitely believe an MBA still helps to advance
one’s career prospects,” adds Benjamin. “It gave my
career a boost - both financially and in terms of the
responsibilities I was accorded. I was offered a senior
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“An MBA helps to be selected on paper,
but I still believe that the real test is
before the interview panel”

management role at a company called Dynamo. It also
opens one’s eyes to all facets of business. I've now been
running my own business for five years and what I
learnt from doing my executive MBA definitely helped.”

Victoria Tregub, 24, an American with Russian-
Ukrainian roots, has lived in Belgium since she was
four. She completed a BA in Communication at Vesalius
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College and after several months spent working in the
US, returned to Belgium to enrol in a master’s pro-
gramme in business administration at the Antwerp
International Business School (AIBS). Today, she works
at Nato’s Public Diplomacy Division, press and media
section.

“Eventhough I could have studied inthe US,Ichose
to do both my undergraduate degree and my master’s
in Belgium. I immediately chose AIBS because of its
flexibility. I never even considered otherschools. AIBS
allows students to step in to their chosen programme
at any time. Additionally, it offers courses in English,
hasvery small classes and focuses heavily on the use of
technology. Students allhave touse alaptopin class. We
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were constantly making PowerPoint presentations or
going online toresearch topics. Ialsoliked the fact that
many case studies we discussed were real-life projects
or Harvard case-studies.”

MBASs are notoriously intense courses that place
significant ‘real-life’ demands on students. “A lot of em-
phasisisplaced on project management,” says Victoria.
“For one of the projects I worked on we were given the
option either to create a complete business plan for the
development of schoolsin Turkey orto createawomen’s
television network in a country of choice. Working in
teams is crucial. You also need to be able to conduct
research and present the end product in front of an
audience. The challenge of a full-time MBA definitively
lies in being able to combine writing your thesis and
still focusing on your day-to-day coursework.”

nd finally, after months (or years) of hard

labour: graduation day. “Since AIBS has

campusesin various countriesaround the

world, our graduation ceremony was held
in Barcelona, with graduate students fromall the cam-
puses gathered together. That is when you really get
the feeling that you have studied in an international
environment that has prepared you for the real world,”
she says with a smile.

Victoria believes an MBA alone is not enough to
makeadifference, though. “The competition to getajob
at Nato is very stiff. Everyone has stellar CVs, went to
renowned universities and speaks several languages.
While I think an MBA helps to be selected on paper,
I still believe that the real test is before the interview
panel. Nodegree or MBA can compensate for ‘thatlittle
extra’ that they look for in people.”

riven by an exponential increase in tech-

nologies that help to share information,

the face of executive education is rapidly

changing. Increasingly, business schools
are combining face-to-face classes with e-learning tu-
torials to provide ‘blended learning’ - amore cost- and
time-efficient way of training that limits the travel and
accommodation costs of off-site courses. Since the onset
of the financial crisis, ‘blended learning’ programmes
are provingincreasingly popular. Furthermore, social
media such as Twitter, Facebook and Flickr are ever
more used to collect and share information efficiently
between locations around the world.

Short courses are also gaining increasing popular-
ity over the traditional full-time MBA. As Rotterdam
School of Management’s Executive Director of Executive
Education and Organisational Development Josette de
Goedesaidinarecentinterview with expatica.com: “We
are getting a lot of programme participants who justa
few years ago would have chosen a two-year executive
MBA format. Those programmes are great, don’t get
me wrong, but not every manager has the time, the
money, and the sympathies of their boss when it comes
to engaging in a full-blown MBA.”
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“More peogle are pakirﬁ% shorter
part-time

Karen Lindquist, of Management Centre Europe
(MCE), which specialises in shorter courses, agrees:
“I think more people are taking shorter courses and
part-time MBAs than before, especially mid-career
managers. They can’t take a full year or two off from
their jobs. I see some people now having difficulty get-
ting ajob even after having graduated from a full-time
MBA programme. On the other hand, young people
who are having difficulty finding work after doing their
undergraduate degree often just go straight on to do a
master’s degree, hoping that the job situation will have
improved by the time they get out.”

CE specialises in short courses, with

programmes like the ‘5-day Mini MBA’.

Lindquist adds: “While our 5-Day Mini

MBA doesn’t replace a full-time or
long-term part-time MBA, people attend it because
it’sa quick way to getan MBA overview and provides
functional tools you can put into practice right away.
Some people take the Mini MBA to decide whether
they want to go for a full MBA later.

“Anothertrend weareseeingis managersrequesting
customised industry-specific mini MBAs so they can
focus more on the managementissues and tools specific
totheir ownindustries, for example, pharmaceuticals,
medical devices and chemicals. Right now we are also
developing one for the banking industry.”

The conclusion is clear: while taking time off to do
a full-time MBA is a luxury that most professionals
cannot yet afford, mixing and matching shorter, flex-
ible courses that broaden their knowledge-base, teach
new skills or help build on strengths, ensure that they
continue to develop. And that, ultimately, is how one
stays ahead of the game in today’s fast-paced business
world. H

*http://rankings.ft.com/businessschoolrankings/global-
mba-rankings-2011

*= http://rankings.ft.com/businessschoolrankings/europe-
an-business-school-rankings-2010

BAs than
before, because they can’t take a full
year or two off from their jobs”




