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Head of the

Family

2009 marked 10 years of service for ASA
Australia general manager Siobhan Tagell.
Stationery News sat down with her this
month to find out how she has helped the
group grow over the past decade.
marketing assistant role and
after that to W.C. Penfold’s
head office in Haymarket and
was put into a buyers role. So I
went from marketing assistant
to marketing co-ordinator to
category manager for the entire
catagory range, I was there for
seven years and then after that
I came to ASA.

Stationery News: How did
you get started in the office
products industry?
Siobhan Tagell: I was at uni in
Brisbane studying International
Business Relations when I went
for a part time job at W.C.
Penfold. I statred working
on a Saturday at the 255
Adelaide St store, which was
the flagship store, and that
was 17 and a half years ago.
From working one day a week,
I went to working Friday and
Saturday I think and one other
afternoon that I had off from
uni. Eventually I felt that I was
more rewarded by my work
than my study at the time and
a full time position became
available and I basically stepped
into an assistant managers role
and I began doing uni part
time. Eventually I stopped
going to uni and was made a
store manager and then after
that role I took an unofficial
regional manager type role and
moved from the Adelaide St
store to the Eagle St store. We
undertook three refurbishments
on that store in the space of
a couple of years which we
built from scratch and also
during that time I organised
all the training and my stores
were doing extremely well. I
asked for a move to Sydney to
a flagship store which I did do
and was at the Elizabeth St
store for a year or so when I
got down here. It was the high
performing store and then I
moved into head office into a
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SN: How did you get the role
at ASA?
ST: I was approached by an
industry personality, who
wasn’t working at the time and
he was appointed by ASA to
find someone to do the job. He
approached me and we had a
meeting a couple of meetings
and then I had an interview
with a board of ASA members,
it was a panel of five members
of the group and it was pretty
heavy, it was also a very long
interview and I started two
weeks later and that was in
September 1999.

take on different responsibilities
and the group is definitely more
formal than it was back then.
We have fewer meetings because
our head office does more for
the group than what they used
to do so we don’t need to get
together as many times but we
do really enjoy those meetings
when we get together.

SN: How has the group changed
under your stewardship?
ST: I think the group has
become more sophisticated
in the last 10 years. We’ve refromed our deeds on a couple of
occasions, were currently doing
a second round of changes to
that deed now, and I suppose
there is more structure now
than there was before. When
I came on board there was no
executive committee, there was
just a chairman. Now we have
some layers of management that

SN: How does ASA differ to the
other buying groups in Australia?
ST: I think you could call
our members friends. They
are certainly more than
acquaintances or business
associates, there friends. ASA
has got a simple philosophy.
That is we are an exclusive club
of the biggest and the best
office products dealers in the
industry. We pride ourselves
on being the independent
group run by and for the
group. Each member gets to
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have a real say in the future of
their business and we reward
the members by giving back
value which they then choose
to use within their business
to suit there own goals. They
might want to spend it on
web development, it might
go towards a new warehouse,
that is what’s different about
our group compared to others.
We do not try to dictate to the
members how the funds will be
used. Our members are a small
tight knit family that works
really well. We have just had a
general meeting in Perth last
week and our newest member
said to me that there was no
factioning, no splinter groups
and no one saying can you say
this for me, everyone gets the
opportunity to speak. I actually
make it a part of my mantra
throughout those meetings
to say I’m going to go around

29

Stationery News

June 2010

FAR LEFT:
ASA-Australia
general manager
Siobhan Tagell.
LEFT: The ASA
wall of fame and
catalogues from
the past few years.
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the table now and please give
me your own input because
there are quiet members who
will step back and wont say
anything if you allow that. I
don’t allow that because I want
to know what they think.
SN: Have you ever thought
about changing the policy on
how many members can fit in
the ASA group?
ST: We don’t want to become
a large group and to be honest
it really doesn’t even get
discussed. We reject more
members than we accept and
that has always been the case
for ASA. There is a set of criteria
for accepting members and
we can change that whenever
we feel like it because it is our
group and it doesn’t take much
to go to the membership and
ask them what they want to do.
At the moment we have got a

rough rule that we don’t want
more than 15 members, that
may change, we have rules in
relation to turnover in capital
cities and outside of capital
cities, the regional areas and
so on but once again it is as
flexible as we want to make it.
We have a chairman and an
executive committee and they
make the decisions. They are
empowered by the members to
make decisions which they do
but anything we feel that needs
to go back to a full vote we do.
And because we are a small
group numbers wise, majority
rules in most cases.
SN: How many membership
applications do you get per
quarter?
ST: Roughly two per quarter, so
that is about eight per year and
we might accept one member
per year.

SN: What’s the most important
thing that you have contributed
to the group during your time as
general manager.
ST: Well, maybe my ability to
be autonomous and subjective.
I think I do that well. I don’t
think I favour one member
over another which means the
members all feel valued to the
same degree and that is why we
don’t have factioning, we don’t
have bitching and I think that
congenial relationship that we
share has been the backbone
for our group, mutual respect.
We introduced the catalogue
launch, which has become
an important event on our
calendar, for our members
but also for the industry. We
have introduced awards which
hadn’t happened in the past but
we haven’t over complicated the
group. That’s the fear. I think
if we just stick to our knitting

and do what we do best,
which is supply catalogues,
negotiate with suppliers, do
ad hoc marketing and a small
range of brochures, we will
help the members achieve their
targets. That the way we like
to operate. If we are feeding
them the right information we
don’t need to tell them what
to do. They have management
layers in their own businesses
because we’re not talking about
a group that has the owner
who does the purchasing, the
ordering and also packs the
shelves and deliveries. There
are a few of those in our group,
but in most of our members
they have a sales manager, an
IT department, a marketing
manager, they have new
business staff so why would we
give them a sales conference for
example or a training school
for their sales people when
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Girlpower: The ASA headoffice,
small but very effective.

they have their own structures
in place. There are levels of
sophistication there that we
don’t want to duplicate in our
head office.
SN: How important do you
think the trade meet is for
your members?
ST: Well some members
would have said that it is not
necessary until it happened.
We did extensive surveying of
suppliers and members, and
not just member principles but
of each and every person that
attended the event, and the
feedback was that they really
learnt a lot product wise and
they felt closer to suppliers to
talk to them. It was definitely
a good team building exercise
for the members within the
event as they stuck together
a bit and if I could criticise
it myself the only thing that
I would say is that I didn’t
encourage was member to
member interaction and that
will be something we will
be doing in the future event
in 2011. Trade meet next
year is going to be in Sydney
again we just need to pick a
location. We are reviewing
three different central Sydney
locations at the moment and
still considering the State
Sports Centre but it would be
nice to take it somewhere else
and it will be good to see some

familiar faces again. So I think
it was important, we didn’t
feel that its was lacking until
we had it. In saying that it
was very successful in its first
year and we are going to be
running them every two years.
SN: How do you rate the team
in your head office compared to
other teams you have worked
with in the past?
ST: There is a lot of girl power
in the office. I would have to
say that I have always enjoyed
positive relationships with most
of the staff that have worked
for me in the past, mind you
Tagell believes that
her role is to look
after her members
before she looks
after herself.

I have only ever had two jobs.
What makes our team work
well is that everyone has specific
responsibilities and they don’t
really over lap. Everyone has
got their own specific job and
they are all very mature young
women. All of them mature,
powerful, independent young
women. There’s no bullying or
carrying away from anything
because they all know how to
represent themselves well. We
do all get along very well so
that is quite lucky considering
the size of our office and the
members respect my staff,
because when they say they are
going to do something they do
it. To sum them up I would say
that they are unbelievable.
SN: Can you envisage your life
outside of the office products
industry now?
ST: I could have a life outside of
office products but I really value
my job and the relationships
and respect that I have for my
employers. Of course I can see
a future outside of the industry
but I just don’t know when it is
going to happen.
SN: If your were approached by
another group would you ever
consider working for them?
ST: No, never I am a one
group woman.
SN: Where can we see ASA in
the next 5 years?
ST: I cant see any changes
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at the moment because the
members haven’t asked me to
change anything, so unless
they want to change there will
not be any changes. We will
just continue to be as efficient
as possible bringing them
value and providing them
with the minimal services
that they want from their
head office. Which is the
catalogue and better buying,
which is our main focus this
year. We want to improve
our supplier relationships and
hone those even more so and
continue to add value to the
members businesses, but I can
tell you if there is anything
on the drawing board that
is substantial in relation to
change at all.
SN: Finally, where do you want
to be in five years?
ST: If I am to stay in the
industry I would not want to
be anywhere else but with ASA
Australia, no question. I have
no desire to go to a competitor
or to a supplier. No way! ASA
wont be changing unless the
members make serious decisions
to do that. One project I will
be working on is reviewing the
relevance of printed catalogues
in the future and I am sure
that we are not the only people
doing that. So that’s something
I’m looking at as a side project
apart from my normal duties
but at the moment I am happy
where I am. ✉

