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In The Office
EXECUTIVE INTERVIEW

A s a not-for-profit that 
deals with the issues 
of a manufacturing 
company, like testing, 
processing, and 

distribution, the Australian Red 
Cross Blood Service (Blood 
Service) has a truly unique 
challenge before it. Jennifer 
Williams, CEO of the Blood 
Service, spoke to The CEO 
Magazine about how the business 
has evolved in recent years to 
become more efficient and 
cutting-edge. 

The CEO Magazine : You came to 
the position in 2009 after 
running several hospital 
networks and working in the 
private sector. What attracted 
you to the Blood Service and the 
not-for-profit sector?

Jennifer: My background had 
been in health, with seven years as 

“It’s really  
an incredibly 
interesting 
sector. The 
blood sector  
in Australia  
is quite 
specialised, and 
it sits across 
both the 
community 
sector, in terms 
of the blood 
donors, and  
the complex 
manufacturing 
sector.” 
- Jennifer Williams

CEO of Austin Health and then 
five years as CEO of Alfred Health. 
Of course, I knew about the Blood 
Service, but I had not had direct 
dealings with it. Obviously, they 
were products that the hospitals 
that I worked in consumed but I 
didn’t have any direct relationship 
with them, so it was an 
organisation that I really had little 
knowledge of. I didn’t understand 
the full range of complex functions 
required to get a transfusible 
product from a donor into a 
hospital fridge. 

As I went through the process of 
talking to the headhunters, the 
organisation really came to life. I 
never really think about jobs in 
terms of ‘this is public’, ‘this is 
private sector’; it’s really about the 
actual job, where the organisation 
is, what I can contribute to the 
organisation, and what I can get 
out of it. 

It’s really an incredibly interesting 
sector. The blood sector in 
Australia is quite specialised, and it 
sits across both the community 
sector, in terms of the blood 
donors, and the complex 
manufacturing sector, in the 
testing, production, and 
distribution of the product. In 
many respects, we’re like a 
pharmaceutical company. In the 
product we provide, the difference 
is that we start with a donated 
product from a human being. That 
puts us in a unique position.

The complexity of the business  
and its national coverage was really 
something that interested me. It 
had transitioned from a state-based 
organisation to a national 
organisation in the period prior to 
my joining, and it was a fully 
national organisation by the time I 
joined. The Blood Service itself is 
funded 63 per cent by the federal 

The Australian Red Cross Blood Service is improving its business 
efficiency and investing in leading-edge research to ensure it continues 
to live and work by its vital mission.
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government, and the balance is 
made up by each of the states and 
territories. We are a microcosm of 
the whole health sector. 

What was your initial brief when 
coming into the role?

The brief from the board was 
that they thought it was a highly 
functioning organisation that was 
doing well and they wanted to 
continue that development. I was 
not brought in to turn around a 
troubled organisation; they 
wanted me to continue to 
develop the organisation and  
add value. 

When I started in the job, I spoke 
to the federal and state 
governments and our major 
customers, and the biggest thing 
that came across was that we were 
a very highly regarded 
organisation but we needed to 
improve by reducing expenditure, 
driving efficiencies, and delivering 
reduced costs to government  
and hospitals. 

Having come from the public 
hospital sector, I was well practised 
in running hospitals with less 
money than you really needed and 
always driving cost reduction. The 
Blood Service was an organisation 
that was financially sound, but we 
hadn’t really been seen by our 
funders to be efficient in how we 
were running things. 

What I’ve been doing is putting a 
more business-oriented culture 
within the organisation where we 
look a lot more carefully at how we 
spend our money and routinely 
carry out cost–benefit analyses of 
our investment decisions. I think 
we’re still on that journey of 
shifting our culture with some of 
our staff; however, most of our 
staff have accepted the new focus 
and culture. 

One of the things that can attract 
staff to the Blood Service is our 
not-for-profit status and the high 
regard that the Red Cross has, 
which I term ‘the halo effect’. 
Some potential staff are interested 

in working for us because they 
think we’re a soft organisation and 
not after the hard outcomes. 
That’s something that we’ve 
definitely had to change. We want 
the very best people in all of our 
roles, and we want people who are 
motivated by our mission, which 
is to save lives. 

Our mission is something that 
resonates with many people, and 
that can be really motivating. 
However, we also need people 
who are at the top of their game 
in whatever field they’re in, 
whether it’s scientific, medical, 
cold-chain management, quality 
systems, or finance. 

We’re repositioning the 
organisation’s image and have a new 
employee value proposition that is 
aimed at exciting people about 
working with the Blood Service. It 
also helps to demystify the Blood 
Service so that they understand the 
complexity of what we do and that 
we strive to be leading-edge in 
everything that we do. 

We’re different from the typical 
not-for-profit because we’re fully 
funded by government. We don’t 
ask people for money; we ask them 
to donate blood to help a patient. 
Only 3 per cent of Australians 
donate blood; however, one in 
three people will need blood in 
their lifetime, and only one in 30 
donates. We have around 700,000 
people who are donating blood, 
many of whom donate multiple 
times in a year. 

We’re always recruiting new 
donors and trying to increase the 
number of people that donate. It’s 
a perishable resource and we need 
it 365 days a year. Red cells have  
a life of 42 days, but platelets  
have a life of only five days. 

How do you encourage 
innovation and advancement in 
the Blood Service?

I think that’s the great thing 
about the Blood Service: staff 
want to be the best. As we’re a 
monopoly provider, we compare 

our performance to blood 
services overseas. We’re a 
member of a number of 
collaboratives that include the 
English, Canadian, European, US, 
and Asian blood services. We 
have quite sophisticated 
benchmarking to ensure accurate 
comparisons with them to drive 
performance improvement.

I want to position the Blood 
Service as one of the leading  
blood services in the world. Our 
new strategic plan has set a goal  
to be in the top 25 percentile of 
blood services in a number of 
specified areas, which include 
processing, testing, and collections. 
While it’s going to take some time 
before we can say that we’re right 
up there with the best, we can 
continue to see that there are 
significant improvements and 
savings that we can make. 

We also have an important research 
and development program. The 
Australian Defence Force 
approached us over two years ago 
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SOLUTIONS TO SUPPORT 
SAFE AND COMPATIBLE TRANSFUSIONS
Grifols is a global healthcare company with a 70-year history of improving 
the health and well-being of people around the world. Our transfusion 
medicine portfolio – which incudes a range of blood testing, blood typing, 
and blood collection solutions – is designed to support safety from  
donation through transfusion.

COMMITTED TO YOUR SUCCESS
Grifols is committed to ongoing delivery of innovative transfusion medicine 
solutions that help you work efficiently to deliver blood that is safe and 
compatible for patients. Contact us today to learn more.

Grifols (formerly Novartis Diagnostics) is proud to be the leading provider of NAT blood 
screening solutions in Australia since 2000.

www.grifols.com

www.macopharma.com

Macopharma is a leading company in blood transfusion.

Thanks to its extensive experience, Macopharma offers products 
and services to collect, process and distribute blood components 
that meet high safety and quality standards for patient transfusion.

Investments in research and development as well as partnerships 
with blood centres, universities and biotechnology companies 
enable Macopharma to design the best solutions to help its 
customers to meet their goals in blood supply.

Macopharma has been present in Australia since 2000. We are very proud of our association with 
the Australian Red Cross Blood Service and we look forward to continuing this relationship well into 
the future.

Macopharma Australia PTY - Level 9, Tower B - 799 Pacific Highway - Chastwood - AUSTRALIA



“Working with the Blood Service is a strategic journey where Datacom,  
as a partner underpinning their ability to deliver a critical service, truly 
understands their business objectives. We enable them to focus on their core 
business while helping with their technology.” - Alexandra Coates, Director, 
Datacom Victoria

when the Dutch left Afghanistan. 
They asked us to research frozen 
blood and platelets so that we 
could provide these products to 
Australian forces, as the Dutch had 
been doing. 

We’ve nearly completed the 
research and development on 
frozen red cells, and we’ve got an 
application with the Therapeutic 
Goods Administration; and 
approval will also be required 
from the National Blood 
Authority. Our research on frozen 
platelets continues and is very 
promising. This work will be 
groundbreaking and the first of its 
kind around the world. As 
platelets have a shelf life of only 
five days, a frozen platelet will 
make an enormous difference and 
reduce wastage. 

As the blood service continues to 
develop, how are you ensuring 
that it continues to advance, 
particularly in relation to its 
deferral policies in regard to the 
LGBTI community? 

We have a number of short- and 
longer-term deferral policies, or 
reasons that people can’t give 
blood, and these include a donor 
being unwell or travelling to a 
malaria country, and for some 
sexual activities. These deferrals 
ensure that the product is as safe 
as possible when it’s transfused, 

with no infectious or bacterial 
contamination which could be 
passed to the patient. Our 
laboratory testing is among the 
best in the world, but very early 
infections can’t be detected. 

One of the deferral reasons is that 
men who have sex with men cannot 
donate for 12 months after they’ve 
had sex. This is a controversial 
guideline for blood services around 
the world, and often people in the 
LGBTI community see the blood 
service as discriminatory. Our 
deferral policies are based on 
population-wide data that show that 
the incidence of HIV in the 
men-who-have-sex-with-men 
population is higher than in the 
heterosexual population. It’s not 
about sexual preference; it’s about 
behaviour. According to the Kirby 
Institute, men who have sex with 
men have a 50-times greater risk of 

HIV than a heterosexual person 
with a new partner. This deferral 
policy is similar to deferring donors 
temporarily who have had a tattoo 
recently or acupuncture, to avoid a 
possible hepatitis C infection.

In the US, if you’re a man and 
you’ve ever had sex with a man, 
then you can’t give blood. In 
Australia, our policies are more 
liberal because here the deferral is 
for 12 months. We did an extensive 
review of this recently and 
concluded that the deferral could 
be reduced to six months with no 
increased safety risk. We put this to 
the Therapeutic Goods 
Administration and unfortunately 
they didn’t accept it.

We also introduced a program to 
make us a better employer in terms 
of diversity in the workplace. We’re 
now the twentieth top employer in 
the country for LGBTI inclusiveness 
and number one in the not-for-
profit sector. I’m really proud of 
that achievement because I think it 
was an issue in my workplace.  

“Our research 
on frozen 
platelets 
continues and 
is very 
promising. This 
work will be 
groundbreaking 
and the first of 
its kind around 
the world.” 
- Jennifer Williams
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Funding

$1,095.9
 MILLION 
GOVT FUNDING 
FOR PRODUCT 

SUPPLY

$10.2M
OPERATIONAL 

FUNDING

$138M
SAVING

TO
GOVERNMENTS 

IN 2013/14

Managing

493,000
BLOOD SERVICE 

DONORS

144,645
UNIQUE VISITORS 
TO NBA WEBSITE 

(46 PER CENT 
 INCREASE ON  

PREVIOUS YEAR)

1,301,823
BLOOD DONATIONS 
COLLECTED BY THE 

BLOOD SERVICE

37,337
DISCARDS OF RED 

BLOOD CELLS

Issuing

703,307
UNITS  

OF RED 
CELLS ISSUED

130,598
UNITS  

OF PLATELETS 
ISSUED

2,724,782
GRAMS  

DOMESTIC 
IVIG* ISSUED

1,297,079
GRAMS 

IMPORTED
IVIG* ISSUED

Supporting

$560.4 
MILLON

FUNDING PROVIDED 
TO THE AUSTRALIAN 

RED CROSS  
BLOOD SERVICE  

(BLOOD SERVICE)

$583.1 
MILLION

FRESH BLOOD
COMPONENTS

$488.13 
MILLION
PLASMA DERIVED

AND RECOMBINANT
PRODUCTS

$4.3 
MILLION

DIAGNOSTIC
REAGENTS

8.3 DAYS
AVERAGE AGE OF  
RED BLOOD CELLS

AT ISSUE

$ $ $
Saving and improving 

Australian lives 
through a world-class  

blood supply

The National Blood Authority 
(NBA) is the government agency 
responsible for delivering a blood 
supply system that is responsive 

to patient needs and built on 
evidence-based clinical practice.  

The NBA ensures Australia’s 
blood supply is adequate, safe, 

secure and affordable now  
and in the future. 

Figures based on 2013-14 
* IVIG = intravenous immunoglobulin, an antibody protein

For more information visit 
www.blood.gov.au
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CONTACT
For more information contact: 
Datacom Systems Victoria  
Ph 61 3 9626 9600

www.datacom.com.au

From infrastructure and 
service management to 
strategic software and 
integration initiatives, 
we’re proud to deliver 
solutions that help keep 
the Australian Red Cross 
Blood Service pumping.

Datacom. Proud  
to work alongside  
the Australian Red 
Cross Blood Service.
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