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The EMBA Di

By Elizabeth M. Economou
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To say earning an Executive Masters in Business Administration (EMBA) was a

“game changer” for Justine Smith is an understatement. The founder and CEO

of Kids Go Company, the Bainbridge Island—based maker of Zoomkit, a portable

activity table for kids, credits the online MBA program from Washington State

University's Carson College of Business for helping her succeed.

“I was repeatedly hitting my own glass
ceiling,” Smith says. “I felt blocked by my
lack of training and tools, and I didn’t have
the capacity to create a scalable business
model or knowledge of financial networks.”

An aspiring entrepreneur when she
started the program, Smith had reserva-
tions about WSU’s exclusively online pro-
gram, due to what she imagined would be
limited interaction with peers and profes-
sors. However, those concerns turned out
to be unfounded.

“I looked at a lot of programs, but
WSU’s EMBA had a great carousel format
that allowed me to jump right into the
program on a midyear cycle,” she says.

She soon realized that the online aspect
of WSU’s program afforded her great flex-
ibility. In fact, the courses can be taken

from anywhere students have an Internet
connection, says Cheryl Oliver, assistant
dean for online and graduate programs.

“We have students from all over the
world,” Oliver says. She notes that EMBA
students are involved in a wide variety of
industries and fields, including alternative
energy, aerospace, banking, the military,
medicine and more.

Such a flexible approach—along with
evening classes designed for working pro-
fessionals—gave Smith, a small-business
owner at the time, the security of knowing
that the program could adapt to her busy
work schedule.

Smith also was drawn to WSU's offer-
ings for their focus on entrepreneurship.
“It seemed like the missing puzzle piece,”
she says.

Despite a strong background in market-
ing and branding, Smith realized she
lacked insight into corporate financing,
forecasting, statistics and ROI (return on
investment) analysis—knowledge she felt
she needed to grow her international com-
pany, Kids Go Company.

Since graduating from the program in
2013, Smith has been making the most of
her EMBA. She launched her main prod-
uct, Zoomkit, which is now available in
more than 140 stores across the nation and
on Amazon.com. The business plan Smith
developed during her EMBA course work
served as the template for founding her
company.

“Our mission is designing innovative
products to create moments of calm and
structure for today’s on-the-go families,”
she says. Smith’s innovation sprang from
her own experiences as a time-strapped
working mother of three young children.

Smith is one of about 20,000 profes-
sionals nationwide who have taken time in
their busy lives to enter EMBA programs
each year, according to the national Execu-
tive MBA Council (EMBAC).

EMBAs are education programs
designed to help managers and corporate
executives learn innovative management
techniques and best practices they can use
to start companies and help them grow,
develop and run more efficiently. The
programs are designed to enable working
professionals to take the courses without
interrupting their careers.

Besides learning important business-
leadership techniques, developing a trea-
sure trove of new skills and joining a
network of like-minded peers, EMBA
graduates also gain newfound confidence.

Randell Hernandez, associate director
of the Executive MBA program at the Uni-
versity of Washington’s Foster School of
Business in Seattle, says many factors drive
working professionals to pursue EMBAs,
including learning skills that will help
graduates add value to their companies.

“The ability to make better strategic
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decisions and develop high-performing
teams adds value to any organization,”

Hernandez says.

Finding the right program

The EMBA movement, which has been
around for decades, continues to grow
and evolve. In the 1960s, there were an
estimated 11 programs nationwide.
Today, experts say, there are more than
300 Executive MBA programs found
around the world.

The increase in the number of pro-
grams “serves as a testament to their
value in meeting the organizational thirst
for leadership development,” says
Michael Desiderio, the executive director
of the EMBAC, which advances the cause
of EMBAs and shares information and
best practices about programs.

According to the council, the average
total program cost for an EMBA (based
on 2015 survey results) runs about
$75,000, including deposit, tuition and
additional fees.

Many EMBASs also include an interna-
tional trip, which may be part of the cost
of the program. The trips can be any-
where in the world. Smith, for example,
traveled to China.

“This was a very important aspect of
the program,” she says. “I regularly use
many of the skills from that journey and
the intensive workshops while working
with our factories, supply chains and
import-export logistics.”

Each EMBA program is different, and
officials say it is important that interested
students find the right program that fits
their needs.

The University of Washington’s Fos-
ter School of Business EMBA program,
for instance, emphasizes that it is located
in Seattle, a strong entrepreneurial center
that is home to such innovative compa-
nies as Amazon.com, Costco, Microsoft
and Nordstrom.

Being set in the midst of this technol-
ogy-friendly business environment allows
for unique knowledge-sharing and net-



working opportunities. Hernandez says
the UW’s strong brand recognition—
locally, nationally and globally—also
helps the program distinguish itself.

San Diego State University is known
for its small class sizes, ideal for collabo-
ration, and also offering many tools to
help students succeed. EMBA Program
Director Patricia van Damme likens the
SDSU classroom to a “laboratory and
think tank” where busy professionals
learn and grow with their peers who have
similar goals. Program amenities include
incubators for startups, a financial mar-
kets lab with Bloomberg Terminals and
career services.

Tim Ney, a 2014 graduate of SDSU,
was employed in the role of chief opera-
tions officer for a hunger relief organiza-
tion when he embarked on his EMBA.

“The Executive MBA program has
made a tremendous impact on my per-
sonal and professional life,” Ney says.
“I've been able to create new friendships
that I can depend on throughout my
career; to understand how to research
problems to find solutions, and make a
positive impact for my organization and
our staff”

After vetting several programs, Ney
settled on the one offered by SDSU.
Meeting alumni as well as Director of
Graduate Programs Nikhil Varaiya is
what sealed the deal for him. “He walked
us through a model company from
startup to IPO [initial public offering]. I
found this interesting and practical,
which is why I chose to attend San Diego
State University.”

Ney credits his EMBA for helping
him to land a new role as the executive
director of the San Diego Armed Services
YMCA.

“I have reduced expenses, increased
net revenue and improved the organiza-
tion’s culture dramatically,” Ney says.

Van Damme is not the least bit sur-
prised with Ney’s success following his
EMBA degree. “The alumni network is
one of our greatest assets,” she says. “It’s
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rare to find a major company in San
Diego that does not employ one or more
SDSU EMBA graduates.”

Since completing his EMBA in 2014,
Ney has been offered a few high-level
positions and has been recruited to serve
on the nonprofit advisory boards for the
San Diego Food Bank and the Continu-
ous Improvement board for the Univer-
sity of California San Diego Extension, he
says. Ney believes his EMBA degree has
helped him develop the confidence to
succeed.

Continually evolving

A reflection of how EMBA programs are
adapting to changing times can be seen
at Oregon State University, where stu-
dents who are enrolled in the Executive
Leadership MBA program are involved in
hybrid learning.

According to Mitzi Montoya, the dean
of the College of Business, students
complete 8o percent of their work online
whenever it’s convenient for them, and
meet in person with faculty and class-
mates for six hours per course term.

“Most EMBAS use a cohort model [in
which group members meet, usually in a
classroom], which we consider to be
outdated in meeting the needs of rising
professionals who want to connect with a
wide range of peers to build a broad and
deep network,” she says.

Other ways EMBA programs are
evolving, according to the EMBAC’s
Desiderio, include an increase in elective
courses, the development of industry-
focused programs, and the emergence of
a global Executive MBA. As the work-
force continues to globalize and evolve
with emerging technologies, profession-
als equipped with EMBAs will be better
positioned to fill gaps in skills and leader-
ship, says Desiderio.

“Graduates can immediately imple-
ment the practices learned during their
program and apply them to real-world
situations,” he adds. “The important
thing is to immediately apply lessons



learned—in order to reap the rewards.”

However, graduates acknowledge that
not all professionals may be cut out for
the rigors of an EMBA program. Ideal
candidates must have the drive and
discipline to put their social lives on hold
for about 22 months, knowing that the
payoff could be huge, says van Damme.

“You must have support and stam-
ina,” adds Smith.

For Ney, it comes down to this: “An
EMBA will change the way you think,” he
says. “I now have the ability to view
problems and opportunities from a much
wider lens, all the while helping to create
a positive culture that leads to sustainable
growth.” And most would agree that’s
priceless. Ak

Elizabeth M. Economou writes on health

care, education, real estate and finance.
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