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Library suppliers are increasingly
asked if they have BS 5750/IS0
9002 certification. Blackwell's
invested 28 months in securing
certifhtion for its library
bookselling and journal agency
activity. The management of the
process is described. The benefits
are identified as better working
practices, better understanding of
roles and functions, and the
extention of a culture of Quality.
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Eighteen months ago Blackwell's set off on a course that, had we
fully known what it involved, we might have thought more than
once before starting. We decided that, as an organisation, we
needed BS 5750/ISO 9002 certification for both our Library
Bookselling and Periodicals Divisions. The reasons for this
decision were twofold. Firstly, we thought that we could derive
real benefit from the process and, from what we understood at that
time, BS 5750 fitted in well with the other Quality Management
practices and procedures that were being extended throughout the
company. The second reason was simple: customers were
increasingly asking us if we had certification. It was clearly
commercially important for us to be able to reply in the
affirmative.
I am writing this brief article as Marketing Director of
Blackwell's. Given my position and aims, I probably reversed the
priority of these two objectives. What interested and absorbed me
during the process that took place was the way in which my own
views changed. I had read a great deal of criticism of the way in
which BS 5750 had been utilised and, it seemed, abused in other
companies. Every other week The Obsenter appeared to carry an
article suggesting that it formalised practice rather than
contributed to any genuine improvement in quality. The articles
seemed to imply that the most noticeable effect of achieving the
standard was institutionalising what took place now and
increasing paperwork while the assessment was camed out by
organisations that would not themselves survive even the most
cursory appraisal. So, there was a degree of concern in my
approach in the early days that maybe we were simply allowing a
marketing imperative to dictate bad business practice.
So, were those early fears justified? Were The Obsenter articles
warranted? I cannot comment on anything other than the process
that we went though but it seems absolutely clear to me now that
the agony - and at times that was the only description that could be
applied to it - was absolutely justified and that the benefits have
been enormous. I sat outside most of what took place and so could
observe with a degree of objectivity and, I think, this view is fair.
Firstly the process. We took a decision at Board level that we
wanted BS 5750 certification. That was an easy decision to take but
not one taken in ignorance. We asked a number of people to come
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in and talk to us about their experience of the
certification process. We benefitted particularly
from the fact that one of our sister companies,
JMLS Ltd in Nottingham, had already been
through it for their library supply operations.
JMLS's business, however, did not include the
supply of journals! So the Board took what they
felt to be an informed decision and that became
very important to the momentum of the
subsequent activity.
As in all the best run organisations we formed
a Steering Group: it had the directors of the two
Divisions involved on it and that was critical. It
gave drive and authority to the process which
would otherwise not have been possible. Support
and commitment to the principle at the top of the
organisation was, we found, the key to quick
problem resolution and camed a clear message to
everyone else involved that this was not simply a
form of words to which the company had
committed itself but something which would
become embodied in the fabric of the way in
which everyday actions were carried out.
A fulltime manager of the BS 5750 Project was
appointed. The brief: achieve certification within
18 months. We asked a member of staff, with
several years' experience of Blackwell's and a
background in O&M, to take on the task. We set
up a working party with representatives from
each Division; again, a crucial decision for us was
to insist that the Operations Managers of those
Divisions sat on the Working Party. Ownership
was extended from the Board to the Management.
There was a Quality Manual to be written.
Very important but fairly easy this - a policy
statement of good practice. Staff to be briefed, a
handbook to be produced. Also straightforward:
intent not practice.
Then the hard slog. Department by
department, the team went through defining and
documenting every business operation we
undertook. Key principle: get the staff to write the
Procedures: they know what actually happens.
The quality staff assisted in the process,
constantly checking for compliance with the
Quality Manual and that best practice was being
applied. It took a long time and we ended up
with over 400 Procedures. The equivalent of 2.5.
staff were committed full time to handle the set
up and recording of these.
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At last the process was complete. The working
party carried out detailed inspections in each
department to ensure that the standards were
being applied and that the minor detail was
correct. Then the asessment: three assessors from
the British Standards Institute (one of the toughest
assessment bodies in the business, we had been
assured) spent two days with us checking our
compliance. This was no cursory inspection; it
was detailed and intensive. Orders were tracked
throughout their history. Fiies examined.
Transactions checked. Where was the activity
recorded? Could we confirm this? Could we
validate that? We were the first journals agent to
the assessor's knowledge - to go through this
process so they had no experience of the journal
agency business. "How do we prove delivery?"
they asked very early on. A long explanation of
the business followed. Once again, it proved that
serials are unique.
Finally, eighteen months after it all began:
certification after that first inspection and Sir John
Harvey Jones, author of the recently published All
Together Now, to present the certificate to two staff
who had been deeply involved in the process and
to say "If you are not on this quality standard you
are not going to be able to do business in the long
term. I am very impressed with Blackwell's
because they demonstrate almost all the things I
have written about in the book. They
demonstrate commitment to people, the same
belief that I have, that people are essentially the
only source of major competitive advantage and
again you get what you put in. If you invest in
people then you get it back." Euphoria.
There were then some interesting reactions.
Those who felt the objective had been achieved
and moved on to the next project and those who
realised - and interestingly this was often the staff
- that it took as much effort to maintain BS 5750 as
it did to win it. The maintenance is a critical part
of the continuing effort to improve quality
standards throughout the company but is also
essential to keep not just the letter but the spirit of
standards and of quality alive.
So what did we really get out of it other than a
warm glow of satisfaction and a certificate we
were immensely proud of? I think there were
three main benefits which were real and tangible
and I see them around me every day in the way in
which we work:
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we found numerous working practices that
were inefficientor irrelevant or personal to
the individual concerned and which had
never been challenged. Without imposing
rigid frameworks that restricted creativity, we
streamlined many processes - some of which
had been in place for years without being
questioned - with a measurable effect on
efficiency and productivity and, we think, on
service to our customers. Another Observer
cavil knocked on the head; BS 5750 need not
simply institutionalise what is currently in
place.
the whole process forced us to think about
and define roles, responsibilities and
accountabilities and to ensure that everyone
understood what was expected and how it
should be carried out. There were no major
changes as a result of this but a surprising
number of minor problems and issues
surfaced and were resolved.
the culture of Quality became more than a
catchphrase and started to become embedded
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deeply into the organisation and the way it
thought and reacted. Of course there is more
to be done and BS 5750 is only one part of the
framework for introducing and managing
further improvements, but it is a fundamental
part.

I still remain a committed reader of The
Obseruer every Sunday, but on BS 5750, in my
experience, they were wrong. But then I found my
priorities had been wrong also when we started. It
was not and never should have been about
securing certification because our customers
required us to tick the box asking whether we had
it. It was actually about understanding the
meaning of quality within an organisation that
depends upon service for its continuance and the
way in which the application of standards in the
working environment can help you turn your
words into reality. We learned a lot about
ourselves; we know the value of certificate FS
28939 and we understand the potential for further
improvement in the future.

