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Ken Woolley, QCLI  

Business 2 Business  – CASE STUDY

Ken Woolley, Managing Director, QCL International

Reinoud Blok, Procurement team leader, Shell UK Ltd (Shell Expro)

1. Aim

This report documents the experience and learnings of the Shell Expro – QCLI mentor relationship, which is part of the B2B mentoring initiative. It demonstrates that the relationship was very beneficial for both parties in terms of business impact and positively contributed to Reinoud's personal development.

2. Framework

QCLI are an engineering consultancy who specialise in providing innovative solutions to asset integrity management. QCLI have effectively developed integrity management schemes on structures, pipelines and process & mechanical plant, to optimise inspection and maintenance. QCLI have offices in Aberdeen and Perth, Australia. Ken Woolley is the company founder and Managing Director. The motivation for QCLI to participate in the B2B initiative was to gain a better understanding of how the large oil and gas companies think and to see business improvement where possible.

Shell Expro is the exploration and production subsidiary of Shell UK. Expro recognizes that its success is dependent on achieving close working relationships with its contractors. The Company is involved in many industry initiatives to increase the competitiveness of the Supply Chain by working more closely with suppliers. Reinoud Blok works in the Procurement department in Expro and has been involved in various industry initiatives. The B2B mentoring scheme is a particularly interesting initiative as it has, besides the business improvement element, a personal development element as well. 

From the outset there has been a clear understanding within the initiative that mentors would be giving both their professional and personal input into the relationship and that parent companies would not be held liable for any issues resulting from the relationship.  Ken and Reinoud initially met every week for ca. 2 hours in order to get familiar with each other’s businesses and to develop a personal relationship. After the first months this schedule was relaxed to a fortnightly schedule and was managed in a more flexible way to accommodate Ken’s frequent overseas business trips.
3. Objectives

Objectives were agreed during the first few months of the initiative. However, it was clearly recognised that the strength of the B2B initiative was that the agenda was flexible and left to the participants to agree in line with their perceived issues and requirements. Objectives and targets were therefore worked with sufficient flexibility to accommodate a changing business environment, whilst still giving overall structure and direction:

SME Objectives

1. Enhance staff retention (reduce turnover from 30% to 10%)

2. Business improvement 

3. Benchmarking

4. Improved Supply Chain Integration

5. Business Diversification

Expro/Personal objectives of Reinoud Blok

1. Understand the key value drivers and business challenges for SME’s and options for Shell to assist the SME’s with this.

2. Improved communication and more effective engagement of Shell Expro with the SME community

3. More effective stimulation of innovation through SME’s, e.g. by adapting contracting philosophies

4. Lessons Learned/Achievements

The following lessons were learned and objectives achieved by QCLI: 

Enhance staff retention (reduce turnover from 30% to 10%)
Reinoud conducted confidential interviews with all Aberdeen based QCLI staff. This independently confirmed the understanding of Ken of the root causes for the high turnover rate of staff. Based on this and other factors, the conclusion was reached that limited influence could be exercised over the turnover rate. The external business climate impacted on staff retention, which was largely outside the QCLI sphere of influence. Recruitment processes were adjusted to cope with higher intake numbers, which has proved to be a satisfactory solution. Turnover rate has dropped since to 15% over 2001, but with no one leaving over the last 9 months.  Furthermore, QCLI was awarded the Succeeding Through People Award 2001 (part of the Scottish Offshore Achievement Awards).   The QCLI staff was extremely proud of this award and this undoubtedly increased company loyalty.

Business improvement
General measurement for this objective was business growth, although it was realised that contribution from the B2B scheme would be difficult to measure. Qualitatively, Ken feels that the contact with Expro has made a substantial contribution to QCLI business, both in terms of growth and strategic direction. The interaction with Shell OU’s in Southeast Asia has improved, leading to better understanding of local business drivers and requirements. The B2B discussions have also contributed, though better understanding of contracting strategies, to a strategic refocus of business development efforts to smaller operators.

In QCLI's financial year ending 28 February 2001, the company achieved a record 32% annual growth.

Benchmarking
The intent was to use the DTI developed benchmarking tool to benchmark the B2B SME’s against each other and other companies at the beginning and end of the scheme to identify improvements as a result of the scheme. However, we did not manage to get the DTI to organise this initiative.

Improved Supply Chain Integration
It is a well-known fact that it is difficult for companies to identify the right contacts in another company to approach for discussions on their product offerings. Through the B2B scheme, QCLI has been able to much better understand the Shell organisational structure and its business processes. Furthermore, a Lunch & Learn seminar was organised for QCLI in the Expro offices to allow QCLI to market their products and for Expro staff to understand the latest developments and offerings in this particular market. The session was well received but attendance was limited, causing QCLI to rethink how best to engage with larger groups in operating companies..

The B2B discussion on contacts also helped to build momentum within Expro to be more transparent to the outside world in terms of making contact details publicly available. A number of initiatives have been started since (Windows on the World, Share Fair) and Ken has clearly seen a change in the openness of Shell Expro towards the supply market.

Business Diversification

A key strategic theme for QCLI has been business growth through diversification. Although no major leaps forward have been taken that can be attributed to the B2B scheme, in some areas the mentor advice and support has helped progress. A discussion around e-Business opportunities was stimulated by organising a company e-Business workshop. This lead to a better insight into the business value of various e-Business opportunities and helped steer development efforts. Another example is extension of QCLI’s inspection and maintenance expertise to downhole applications. Reinoud’s and Expro’s views have helped to steer this development and make sure the product is targeted at niches for which clients currently don’t have the expertise or resources.

The following lessons were learned and objectives achieved by Reinoud / Shell Expro: 

Understand the key value drivers and business challenges for SME’s and options for Shell to assist the SME’s with meeting these.

The B2B scheme has provided a unique insight into the business issues that face small enterprises. These insights have helped Shell Expro to reassess their approach to the SME community. Openness has increased, witnessed by the increasing number of SME community engagements Expro organises or participates in. From a personal point of view, Reinoud has gained a tremendous amount of knowledge of what it means to run a small business. The absolute focus on delivery of value, bottom line and customer satisfaction is something that has already influenced his behaviours in Expro. 

Improved communication and more effective engagement of Shell Expro with SME community

The above objective has been met to a large extent, as witnessed by the positive words that Ken expressed about a more open and more accessible Shell Expro. Also from other informal contacts it is clear that the B2B initiative has played a role in making the oil & gas Supply Chain more transparent with improved communication in both directions. 

More effective stimulation of innovation through SME’s, e.g. by adapting contracting philosophies

The objective of adapting Shell Expro contracting philosophies to stimulate innovation from SME’s has proved to be a complex task. However, the B2B scheme has given the discussion around SME’s and technology innovation new impetus in Expro. Funding of innovative ideas is better co-ordinated, e.g. through Reinoud’s position in the board of Nova, close contact with the Expro Technology Manager and ITF, and involvement in new funding schemes for local entrepreneurs. Through the Windows on the World initiative (Expro inviting SME to provide solutions for well-defined technology challenges) a number of contracts were awarded to innovative SME’s in the UK.

5. Overall Conclusions

The B2B initiative has been a very effective, enjoyable and mutually beneficial experience for QCLI and Shell Expro. Ken and Reinoud both feel that the initiative has added value to their businesses and it has contributed to Reinoud's personal development. Although business benefits have not always been directly quantifiable, intangible benefits are just as important.  The format of the scheme is simple, flexible and not time-consuming. These have been key factors contributing to the success of the mentoring relationship. Evidence of the success is the commitment from both individuals to continue the relationship beyond the end of the scheme, albeit on a less frequent basis.
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