STRATEGIC ALLIANCES:

POSSIBILITES, PITFALLS AND PERFORMANCE

(This paper was presented by Doug Kent as a case study to the ACROD CEO Conference held in Canberra between 22 and 23 May 2002.)

I’m going to talk about strategic alliances. How they may grow, wither on the vine, but eventually bloom.

Over the years there have been many failed attempts to establish strategic alliances in the blindness industry.

Australia is after all one of the only countries in the world without a national blindness organisation.

Let me refer back to one attempt made in 1992.

A consultant was engaged by the CEO’s of the Royal Blind Society, Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind and Royal Guide Dogs Associations of Australia.

The purpose was to undertake a project to identify areas of common interest by reviewing the financial structures and services of specific organizations that provide services to people who are blind or vision impaired.

The consultant commented in his report and I quote


“The sheer size and fragmentation of the industry – assets of $201 million, annual revenue of $111 million, and about 2000 staff in the 8 largest bodies, and the duplication of services illustrates the scope for rationalization”.

The consultant went on to say ”not only is there a great opportunity for improving services to clients but there is also significant potential for savings through more effective management of resources.”

The economic climate was right, as was the level of Co-operation amongst the three CEO’s.

So why isn’t there a National Blindness Agency some ten years down the track.

Everyone was brought to the table.  A meeting was convened at Melbourne University and the Presidents, Treasurers, and CEO’s from all blindness agencies were invited to attend, including representatives from the consumer organisation, NFBCA.

The outcome was to form a Committee, chaired by an external prominent person with a paid secretariat.

The committee became known as The Confederation of Blindness Agencies or CABA for short.  However, after all the commitments, promises of co-operation and backslapping only four of the major organizations and the consumer group joined the confederation.

Confederation for not very long however.  After the first meeting the Guide Dog Associations resigned stating there was nothing in it for them.  In reality, senior management changes at several organizations unbalanced the previously mentioned level of co-operation.

CABA survived until around 1996, never really achieved anything but prepared a lot of reports about nothing.

Personalities changed and new CEO’s on the block challenged the purpose of the committee.  Removed the external prominent person, dispensed with the paid secretariat and turned the group into a CEO’s Advisory Panel.  A forum to share ideas.

Low and behold things started to happen.

Instead of focusing on establishing a National Blindness Agency the group decided to identify services that not only could be nationalized but also should be nationalized.

Enter the Talking Book Library.

There were three major talking book libraries in Australia, one in NSW and two in Victoria with a smaller one in WA and another at Christian Blind Mission in Victoria. All providing varying levels of service, in many cases to the same clients at a significant cost to parent organisations.

With this in mind, the CEO’s group established a working party to investigate the formation of a National Talking Book Library. At this stage including the Association for the Blind, now Vision Australia, in the process, also expanded the group.

Reports were written, numerous meetings were held and the only result, although significant at the time, was the creation of an Australian Braille Library Services effectively unifying the Braille Collection throughout Australia.

The Governor General launched this initiative with great pomp and ceremony on 14 June 1996 but what did it really mean?

Superficially a significant step. Agencies openly co-operating together to achieve a common goal. In reality it didn’t mean anything. The Australian Braille Library Service existed in name only. Clients realised only minimal benefit, as the agencies involved did not embrace the new sense of co-operation.

The dream of a National Talking Book Library was becoming more elusive with every CEO’s meeting.

Why? Some of the CEO’s around the table were not as committed as others. Hidden agendas were stalling the process.

Another change.  A new CEO enters the fray and along with another frustrated CEO – frustrated only by the lack of progress, I add – decide to go it alone.

After a meeting of the two CEO’s and their executive staff held in Albury to explore areas of co-operation, the Royal Blind Society and Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind agree to establish a working party to prepare a proposal document and implementation plan to merge their library services and form the National Information and Library Service.

The key to success at this stage were some very sound and defensible strategic reasons:


Firstly enhanced services for clients by providing

· access to more titles;

· faster and more equitable access to new audio materials;

· improved links with other libraries and global information service providers;

· a more sustainable national reach to the client community.

There would also be reduced operating costs through process rationalization and improved economies of scale.

Improved national policy development and marketing capabilities.

Increased focus on emerging technology based change opportunities.

Replacement of current analogue tape technology

The real drivers behind the process were:

Firstly, the current level of service provided by both libraries was way below that of public libraries i.e.: public libraries hold an average of 5 titles per Australian reader whereas both specialist libraries individually held less then 1 title per person who was blind, vision impaired or print disabled.

Secondly, the technological age was upon us and digitization was replacing archaic analogue systems.

The cost to either agency of these two key drivers was so prohibitive, that merging became the only alternative.

It must be pointed out that throughout this process, invitations were constantly presented to the other talking book libraries to participate, but all to no avail.

Why did the NILS venture proceed?

Firstly there was no denying the importance of the key drivers and the impact they would have on clients and the parent organisations if nothing were done.

The benefit to the client was at the forefront of all decisions made throughout the process.

The new entity was a true partnership. Equal shareholdings and voting rights.

The Boards and staff were involved in planning and implementation.

Client views were sought and they were regularly updated on progress.

But most importantly, the CEO’s were committed.

How is it going?

NILS is still a relatively young organisation and is still going through the change process.

The fundamentals are all in place, but refinements to processes and systems are still being worked through, improvements to the range and scope of the collection are planned, access to on-line and telephone based catalogues are almost ready for implementation.  The available collection has increased, set-up budgets were achieved and substantial savings have been realized.

So what’s next?

Enter another player.

The apparent success of NILS, the open communication process between agencies and the impact of the same key drivers that influenced the initiation of NILS – Vision Australia have now agreed to merge their talking book library with NILS. In reality, the arrival of a new CEO facilitated a significant shift in the strategic direction of that organisation.

I must also mention and remiss of me not to have mentioned it earlier, Christian Blind Mission is also in discussion with NILS in regard to a service arrangement covering their library services.

What does all this mean for NILS?

Well the challenges are likely to be similar to those faced whilst forming NILS.  Different organizations having very different philosophies of service and long-term strategic directions but as long as the focus is always on the client, and the CEO’s remain committed these difficulties will be resolved.

However it doesn’t end there!

For those amongst you that haven’t been privy to press releases over the last day or two, or your rumor mill has failed, I would now like to turn the clock back ten years.

If you will recall my opening remarks regarding a failed attempt to establish a National Blindness Agency, well at a workshop held in Sydney on Thursday 16 May, the President’s, CEO’s and a number of Board members from royal Blind Society, Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind and Vision Australia Foundation participated in a wide-ranging discussion to identify a possible basis for creating a National Blindness Agency.

The following joint statement was released on Monday of this week.

“Communiqué from the leaders of Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind, Royal Blind Society and Vision Australia Foundation following a workshop held in Sydney on 16 May 2002.

We have met together and formed a strong common view that the quality of life for Australians who are blind or vision impaired will be enhanced more effectively by one organisation rather than by individual agencies acting independently.  Consequently, we will use our combined resources to deliver improved services at a local level.

We have agreed to form a steering committee comprising the CEO’s and two board members from each agency to develop an integration plan.  The Steering committee will be assisted by an appropriately resourced working party.  In parallel with this activity, we will continue to work on collaborative initiatives which yield immediate benefits.”

The strategic alliance that was formed under the guise of NILS has been the catalyst for at least three agencies to enter a new era of unprecedented co-operation in the blindness field.

To use the words of the Consultant ten years ago.

“The current economic climate as well as the level of co-operation amongst the three bodies, provides an ideal opportunity to take the issue further”.

The agencies are different to those that commenced the journey some ten years ago, the personalities are definitely different, but the issue remains the same

“How do we best satisfy the needs of our clients”?

Wish us luck.

Thank you
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