
Competing in the Global
Marketplace

he area is hot-as only South-
east Asia can be hot-and
overgrown with palm andba

nana trees. Open sewers flank the
dusty road ; the adjacent dwellings are
huts made of cardboard or tin.

Instead of cars, a few old bicycles
are parked nearby . The food vendor
dispenses lunch to workmen from a
board suspended between two saw
horses and a kettle boiling over an
open wood fire . Only visitors wear
Western clothes. The dress of every-
one else is that of Thailand peasants .
Avehicle pulls offthe unpaved road-

way. Its destination is a site identifi-
able only because a crude sign pro-
claims, "Industrial Park."

For the man who has come here
today, the scene is in sharp contrast to
his air-conditioned, carpeted office in
corporate headquarters in Old Green-
wich, Connecticut. It also is thousands
ofmiles andmany years removed from
Durant, wherehegrew up, or the wind-
swept skyline of his last Oklahoma
hometown, Tulsa, or the hedge-lined
sidewalks of the University of Okla-
homa .

Theman is William J. Alley. A1951
OU business graduate, he now is chair-
man of the board and chief executive
officer of American Brands Inc. He is
visiting the Thai site of a plant for
Acushnet, an American Brands com-
pany that manufactures windshield
wiper blades and other molded rubber
products .

Bill Alley is as much at home in the

20 SOONER MAGAZINE

by Mary Lyle Weeks

emerging Thai industrial park as he is
in the board rooms of NewYork City,
as accustomed to the chaos of Tokyo
traffic as he is to the quiet Connecticut
town . The American Brands compa-
nies are far-flung, part oftoday's world-
wide economy and international trade.
And Bill Alley is an expert at articulat-
ing the reality of' and necessity for

OU alumnus
Bill Alley

travels the world
fueling

the consumer
consumption
revolution.

competing in the global marketplace.
"Today, like it or not, we live in a

global society and a global economy-
whether we live in the heartland or on
one of the coasts, whether we're one
state removed from Mexico or at the
edge of Niagara Falls, looking into
Canada . If you and I-Americans,
Sooners-are goingtosurvive and pros-
per, we must compete effectively, both

domestically and internationally."
He describes it as a war of econom-

ics, being waged in "legislative cham-
bers, corporate board rooms, class-
rooms and trading rooms in virtually
everytime zone around this great globe
of ours ." He insists that Americans,
with formidable resources and an en-
viable record of achievement, must
have "the will to work together to
achieve a common goal . . . to assure
that our nation continues to grow and
prosper."

Alley is delivering an address as
keynote speaker at the first Oklahoma
Business Conference, sponsored by
OU's College ofBusiness Administra-
tion . Lights in the Great Hall of Okla-
homa City's Myriad Convention Cen-
ter are subdued, glistening faintly on
crystal beads hanging from the fix-
tures. In the darkened room, more
than 800 conference participants lis-
ten intently to his words, words of
optimism and challenge .

"Oklahoma and business go to-
gether. The state has a well-earned
reputation for fiscal soundness and for
its superb work force. This past year,
U.S . News and World Report ranked
Oklahoma No . 1 in the nation for eco-
nomic turnaround . Oklahoma has been
achieving a great deal . . . but we
cannot spend much time savoring our
achievements because we confront a
world that is at once more challenging
but also more exciting in its possibili-
ties than ever before in history."

Alleybelieves the global economy is



fueled by a "consumer consumption
revolution," the increasing worldwide
desire for consumer goods . Because of
that revolution, he is optimistic about
the future of international trade .

The revolutionhas occurred, he says,
because of"communication-in its en-
tirety . Advances in science-satellite
communication which allows instant
communication all over the world."
With television sets in communal vil-
lages in China, the outback ofAustra-
lia, Brazilian rainforests, and through-
out rural America, "There are millions
of television viewers whose parents
never knew life beyond the village, and
they want to buy what the industrial
might ofthe developed nations is pro-
ducing ."

Alley has an air of informality and
smiles easily . But his face is serious as
he speaks adamantly against tariffs
and opposition to trade agreements
such as the North AmericanFree Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) .

"The tide is against protectionism
in any form," he says emphatically,
"and there should not be impediments
to the free flow of goods and services
among the nations of the world." He
acknowledges that the subject is com-
plex but argues that with trade barri-
ers removed, the global economy will
function to the advantage of all na-
tions .

"The incentive concept will come
into play," he contends . "Human be-
ings have a fundamental desire to ex-
cel, to achieve . In America, we have
had that opportunity because we have
had a mobile society, mobile within the
social and economic structure-an
individual's ability to move upward
within society and economic groups ."
Alley cites a famous example . "Incen-
tive-and an ability to move upward-
allows an individual like Colin Powell
to come from the inner city of New
York and rise to be chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff of the United
States . This kind of achievement is
possible in America-it's the Ameri-
can dream."

While Alley acknowledges the com-
petition in site selection for new busi-
nesses, he believes Americans need
not fear for the future when more U.S .
businesses set up shop in foreign coun-
tries . Even in that situation, he says,
there is a benefit for America .

"The plant in Thailand produces

windshield wipers which we attempt
to sell to car manufacturers in Japan,
Korea, etc .," he explains . "We couldn't
be competitive if we made them here
and shipped to the Far East . It also
manufactures rubber O-rings for the
plumbing industry, which are very in-
expensive but must be produced in
volume with great quality . We can
produce them in Thailand, ship them

Shown hcreatAmerican Brands' 1.993 annual meeting, BillAlley believesthatpeople
whosucceed in business are those who help others succeed-Oklahoma style.

back here and putthem intothe plumb-
ing industry cheaper thanwe can make
them here in the states .

"But this operation also helped us
expand our rubber-molding plant in
the United States . The profits from
the plant in Thailand allowed us to be
even stronger here . It all works to-
gether ."

American Brands golfproducts are
a prime example ofthe globaleconomy .
Titleist golf balls are manufactured
solely in the United States andshipped
all over theworld . Golfclubs are manu-
factured mostly in the United States
and, for the European market, assem-
bled in the United Kingdom . Golfcarts
are manufactured in the United King-
dom . For Titleist and Foot-Joy leather
golf'gloves, the product begins as goat
leather in Ethiopia and other Eastern
European countries . Tanned by a spe-
cial process at a facility near London,
theleather then is shipped to Thailand

where, Alley says, "thewomen do beau-
tiful sewing work-they are so skilled,
so dexterous ." The gloves then are
shipped worldwide .

Alley was not thinking of interna-
tional horizons when he lived in Tulsa .
In fact, to begin his college experience,
he chose to stay close to home by at-
tendingjunior college at Northeastern
OklahomaA&M in Miami . From there,

he might have followed other family
members who "historically had gone to
Oklahoma A&M." But he "broke away
from the pack ." While at NEO, he
became friends with a fellow student,
the late David A. Burr, later editor of
Sooner Magazine and a long-time OU
vice president .

"David encouraged me to come to
Oklahoma . He definitely was an influ-
ence ." Upon Alley's arrival, Burr fea-
tured Bill and his brother, Tom, in a
1949 magazine article about two broth-
ers goingthrough fraternity rush . Tom
pledged Beta Theta Pi, and Bill joined
Phi Kappa Sigma . "We both had great
experiences," Alley remembers .
"Through a sorority-fraternity blind
date, Imet the lady I married (Marilyn
Walter, '51 B.A .), who, duringher life-
time, gave me four daughters and now
five grandchildren . A number ofyears
ago, I remarried, and Deborah and I
have a son ." One of the Alley daugh-
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ters, Susan, earned a B.A . at OU in
1977 .

After receiving his B .B .A ., Alley
entered law school and earned anoth-
er degree . "I wanted law for back-
ground for the type of business I
planned to enter. My father was in
the insurance business,
and my objective in life,
from the time I was very
small, was to be president
of a major life insurance
company." Alleywas presi-
dent, chairman and chief
executive officer of The
Franklin Life Insurance
Company when it was ac-
quired by American
Brands in 1979 . His elec-
tion to the American
Brands board of directors
began his career with the
corporation .

Alley believes the "Okla-
homa experience" has con-
tributed to his success and
that ofotherOU graduates
whohave risen to positions
of prominence in business
and industry, such as W. R.
Howell, chairman of the
board and chief' executive
officer of JCPenney, and
Lawrence Rawl, recently
retired as chairman and
C.E.O . of Exxon.

"Life has never been 100
percent easyin Oklahoma,"
Alleysays . "TheDustBowl,
the Depression, the tough
waryears. Never all of the
things that lead to people
having an abundance. It
seems to me that many ar-
eas of the country have an
abundancecompared to what you have
growing up here in Oklahoma .

"That background gives you an in-
centive and a mental toughness .
Coupled with a strong work ethic and
the values you see in an Oklahoma
way of life, it ultimately results in a
desire to be competitive, a desire to
achieve."

Alley also credits Oklahoma with
instilling the people-based qualities
for whichhe is noted in the operation of
American Brands, a corporation with
revenues of $14.6 billion in 1992 and
net income of $884 million.

"Oklahoma has a uniqueness," he
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explains .

	

"It has a lot of people-ori-
ented people . It has a feeling of open
ness, of helping your neighbor .

	

The
longer I'm around business, the more
I'm convinced that success is based
upon the relationship that people have
with people within the business . Most

At the OklahomaBusiness Conference,Alley wasnamedone ofthe
firstArthur BartoAdarnsAlurnniFellows, with Fred E. Brown of
J. & W. Seligman & Co., John W. Nichols ofDeoonEnergy Corp .
and Robin Siegfi-ied ofLORI, largest NORDAMgroup affiliate.

people who succeed in business are
helpers . They help others succeed.
Youget that in Oklahoma-it's part of
our spirit, our way of life ."

Alley has returned some of what
Oklahoma has given him in his sup-
port of'his alma mater. OU College of
Business Administration Dean Rich-
ard Cosier points out that Alley and
American Brands have extended to
OU faculty and students the opportu-
nity to increase their knowledge of
global trade.

"Mr. Alley and American Brands
have directly assisted the college in
meetingthe need for international busi-

ness expertise. Through the American
Brands International Business Schol-
ars Program, OU business faculty are
afforded the opportunity tolecture and
study in other countries. This has
greatly helped our faculty develop and
provide global business perspectives

in their teaching and re-
search."

The business college
recognized Alley for the
American Brands gift and
for his other contributions
to the college and the Uni-
versity of Oklahoma by
naming him one of the
first Arthur Barto Adams
Alumni Fellows at the Oc-
tober Oklahoma Business
Conference . He also
serves as a director of a
number of business, civic
and cultural organiza-
tions, and is a member of
the prestigious Business
Roundtable and The Eco-
nomic Club of New York .

Five years after that
first visit to Thailand, Al-
ley returned . The rubber
molding operation was
successfully meeting its
goals, and the occasion
was the grand opening of
the new air-conditioned
facility to manufacture
Titleist and Foot-Joy golf
gloves .
Now the dusty road is

pavedandopen sewers are
replaced by amodern sys-
tem . Instead of saw hors-
es and the boiling kettle,
there is an attractive Thai
restaurant . Bicycles have

given way to new motorcycles and a
few cars . Gone are the shacks, re-
placed by modern apartment com-
plexes . And the workers in the flour-
ishing economy no longer dress as Thai
peasants ; their clothes are stylish and
modern .

"The consumer consumption revolu-
tion hadmade its mark,"Alley says . He
believes that in any underdeveloped
nation, the potential existsfor thissame
phenomenon . Of the war ofeconomics,
he believes "thisis a warin which every-
one can be a winner, andAmerica must
enter the foray with courage and with
conviction ."
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