
Attracting,  
retaining and 
developing talent
How can manufacturing and engineering  
businesses recruit and keep the best people?  

Manufacturing 
Champions and leaders 
offer their insights into 
how businesses can 
plan, develop and  
recruit the best talent  
for their business. 



Introduction 
According to the Institution of Engineering and 
Technology (IET), 60 per cent of engineering firms  
rank finding workers with the right skills as their 
biggest barrier to success over the next three years.1  

When Andy Burnham, Mayor for Greater Manchester released  
the Local Industrial Strategy in 2019, it reinforced this challenge, 
whilst highlighting strategic priorities which would boost the 
productivity of the region. We have already seen the launch 
of Made Smarter in the North West, which in its first 12 months 
supported 300 businesses to introduce digital tools and 
technologies to help boost productivity. Two additional priorities 
were to increase uptake of technical qualifications including 
apprenticeships and to increase employer investment in  
workforce development. 

Here at the GC Business Growth Hub we’re advocates for  
this approach. Our services help businesses to grow, whilst  
developing their people and their own expertise in order  
to future-proof their business for whatever challenges come  
their way.  

At a recent Manufacturing Champions event we delved into  
this issue and brought together representatives from some  
of the most successful factories in Greater Manchester to share  
their experiences of building and retaining a productive workforce. 
This paper includes some of those insights for you to implement  
in your business.  

We’ve also reached out to our manufacturing and engineering 
client base to understand their challenges. The insights are 
interesting. Just 42% of businesses surveyed have a HR 
contingency plan ready for all areas of the business, 90%  
of the businesses we surveyed are planning to recruit in 2020,  
and 87% of those businesses cite their reason as growth or  
future-proofing. This demonstrates real optimism in the sector,  
but as we often see with small and medium firms, managing  
the day-to-day prevents leaders from taking the time needed  
to plan for the future. I urge any business facing this challenge  
to reach out to the Hub today and utilise the specialist support  
that we can provide. 

The release of this paper is timely, and I hope that the insights  
will help you to plan for the future and make smart decisions  
when attracting and developing your people.  

Janine Smith,  
Head of Specialist Services

1 Institute of Engineering and Technology’s 13th IET Skills and Demand in Industry 2019 survey 
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https://www.madesmarter.uk/
https://www.businessgrowthhub.com/manufacturing/networking/manufacturing-champions


Meet the experts

Dr Paul Hunt
R&D Director, Victrex plc

James Pickles
VP Operations – Technology & Engineering, TP Group plc

Geoff Crossley
Senior Business Advisor, GC Business Growth Hub

Pamela Dodd
Group HR Manager, Hyde Aero Products

Dr Paul Hunt is the Research and Development Director for Victrex plc,  
where he manages a team of research, development and technical marketing 
specialists developing super engineering polymer solutions for applications  
such as aerospace and automotive parts as well as developing products that 
act as a medical device. Paul has 26 years’ experience within the Chemical/ 
Materials Industry and was previously a Director at Sun Chemical, where he  
led a team of 90 Technologists across labs in five countries.

Pamela Dodd is the Group HR Manager for the Hyde Group. She is responsible  
for HR, Recruitment, Talent Management Strategy and the company’s 
Apprenticeship and Training Programmes. She has worked at the Hyde Group  
for over three years and has played a key role in developing how the business 
recruits, develops and retains talent.

Geoff is a highly skilled manufacturing specialist, practiced in supporting 
manufacturing businesses to implement lean tools and techniques which  
will increase efficiency. Geoff is passionate about helping manufacturers  
work smarter and to do more with less. With a background in engineering  
design and experience running a successful business, Geoff is skilled  
at strategic planning, developing sales and marketing strategies to generate  
new customers and delivering sustained profitability.

James has over 14 years’ experience in Business Transformation, Operations  
and Supply Chain through various disciplines such as, New Product Introduction, 
Six Sigma (Certified Black Belt), Operations Leadership and currently as a  
strategic Head of Business with full P&L accountability. He is experienced in 
business strategy development to drive profitability through engaging medium  
to large teams focussing on Safety, Quality, Delivery and Cost KPI’s, specialising  
in continuous improvement through Kaizen principles and DMAIC methodologies.
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Paul Kingston
General Manager UK, Cargill Manchester
Paul is the General Manager for Cargill’s starches and sweeteners business  
in the UK, based in Manchester and is responsible for food ingredients 
production and sales in the UK and to Ireland. Cargill’s plant in Manchester  
is part of Cargill’s European network of starches and sweeteners operations 
which serve the food, animal feed and industrial sectors.



Winning over the next generation
As life expectancies continue to rise businesses are managing an increasingly ageing 
workforce, but the importance of youth to the manufacturing sector cannot be underestimated. 
As Paul Kingston said: “Having a mix of people with 40 years’ experience and people with  
4 weeks’ experience really energises the workplace.” So how can SME manufacturers attract 
the best young talent? 

Gen Z and Millennials
There are distinct cultural differences between what 
motivates Millennials and Generation Z compared to 
previous generations. According to James Pickles, 
manufacturers need to be “relatable” to young people. 
He said: 

“ Millennials and Zs are self-aware, tech-savvy, driven, 
street smart, independent and impatient – they have 
been taught to expect more. They value purpose and 
opportunities for enrichment.”

At Cargill, Paul Kingston has found that young people: 

“ want varied experiences and projects. After two to  
three years they look to move on to a new job within 
the organisation”. 

Beyond the day-to-day, Cargill offers staff a chance 
to support social impact projects through its Cargill 
Cares programme, which includes volunteering and 
teambuilding at the nearby Trafford Ecology Park. 

At Victrex plc, young people benefit from being given 
responsibility at an early stage. Paul Hunt said: “We have 
19 year-olds managing company-changing projects”.

Develop a talent pipeline
One way to build an interest in your business at  
an early stage is to reach out to local educational 
institutions, through initiatives such as Bridge GM. 
Supporting schools and colleges with career planning 
and mock interviews, attending careers events and 
offering work experience opportunities can help to 
generate a pipeline of engaged, future employees. 

For example, Hyde Aero Products has committed to 
take on six work experience students per year, giving 
students an opportunity to experience all areas of its 
business. Since 2016, four students have gone on  
to secure an apprenticeship, and all of its intake from  
last year have submitted their CVs for consideration. 
As the students’ biggest influence, parents are also 
encouraged to come along to visits as well.
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Millennials and Zs  
are self-aware, tech 
savvy, driven, street 
smart, independent  

and impatient

James Pickles,
TP Group plc

https://bridgegm.co.uk/


Making the most  
of apprenticeships
With the ability to earn while learning and 
develop skills in a real-world environment, 
apprenticeships are an attractive proposition 
to many young people.

A pipeline of fresh talent 
At Cargill Manchester, 30 apprentices have been 
taken on over the last six years through a dedicated 
apprenticeship scheme, from process operators  
to commercial and finance roles. A number of these 
apprentices have gone on to do degrees before 
returning for Cargill’s in-house leadership development 
programme to train for management positions.

Hyde Aero Products has also overseen a boom in 
apprenticeships – going from five in 2015 to 25 in just 
four years. Victrex plc has overseen similar growth.  
Paul Hunt said: “I don’t think I’ve ever seen such great 
talent in apprentices”.

Retention
Sometimes the challenge is not necessarily finding  
good apprentices but retaining them once their  
training is complete. Investing time and resources  
into skilling up new workers only for them to leave  
post-apprenticeship can be frustrating. So how do  
the best companies hold onto their young talent? 

Cargill parts ways with very few apprentices, thanks  
in part to a well-developed career development  
scheme that emphasises a “recognition culture”  
through activities like an end-of-year awards programme. 
The company also sets expectations early and keeps  
in close contact with its apprentices through regular 
career development meetings. Their progress is linked 
to clear salary bandings, so the apprentices know what 
they are working towards.

Hyde Aero Products also holds regular breakfast 
meetings just for its apprentices to share successes. 
James suggests putting a “nurturing” environment  
in place from the start through mentoring, buddying  
or recognition schemes is crucial. 

Geoff Crossley advises: “If you bring on an apprentice, 
spread their role across the business so they benefit 
from a full learning experience and won’t leave you  
in a fix if they leave.”

of businesses already 
have at least one 
apprentice within their 
organisation.

of businesses said the 
primary benefit of an 
apprentice was having 
people trained to your 
specification.

of businesses are 
planning to recruit  
an apprentice in 2020.

52%

40%
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Survey  
Results

I don’t think  
I’ve ever seen  

such great talent  
in apprentices

Paul Hunt, Victrex plc

93%



Innovate and boost 
productivity with apprenticeships

Our research shows that 90% of 
manufacturing and engineering 
businesses are looking to recruit 
in 2020 – but only 40% are 
planning to hire an apprentice. 

We can provide bespoke support 
to help you futureproof your 
business and bridge skills gaps 
through apprenticeships. 

According to the Skills 
Commission, nearly 200,000 
engineers will be needed 
annually in the UK over the next 
four years to meet demand – so 
there’s never been a better time 
to take on a young person, or 
upskill your existing workforce.

Case study – 
Spectrum Plastics
Hannah Winterbottom did a 
manufacturing apprenticeship at 
Spectrum Plastics in Stockport. 
She said: “I chose to do this 
apprenticeship because I wanted 
to take on new challenges and 
show that females can succeed 
in the industry.”

Like most organisations within 
the sector, Spectrum Plastics has 
an ageing workforce; something 
which MD, Kath Doran, needed 
to plan for. “Hannah brings 
vibrancy and fresh ideas to the 
organisation”, Kath said.

“Most young people are naturally 
IT savvy, which in itself brings 

new knowledge and skills to 
our workforce. Having only 
introduced computers onto the 
shop floor in the last couple of 
years, our younger generation 
are able to train staff who aren’t 
so clued up. Meanwhile, the 
seasoned staff can pass on their 
machine operation skills. It’s a 
win-win situation.”

Nurturing talent
When you recruit an apprentice 

with the Growth Company, you’re 
in good company. Join the likes 
of BAE Systems, Royal Mail 
Group and Baumuller UK, and 
see how apprenticeships can 
help you boost productivity and 
innovation.

There are many ways in which 
the Growth Company can help 
manufacturing and engineering 
businesses. Interested in finding 
out more? Speak to one of our 
dedicated advisors today.

0161 233 2656 

recruitment@
gceducationandskills.ac.uk 

gceducationandskills.ac.uk/
yourpeople

“I chose to do this 
apprenticeship because 
I wanted to take on 
new challenges and 
show that females can 
succeed in the industry.”
Hannah Winterbottom
Spectrum Plastics
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Ensuring resilience
Business resilience is an ever-moving goalpost. No matter what strategies you put in place  
you cannot retain all of your staff, some will naturally move on. Resilience planning helps  
to mitigate that risk, by allowing leaders to consider what the future might look like if...

Skills gap matrix 
Geoff Crossley encourages every business to  
develop an employee resilience strategy:

“ Skilled staff will come and go. The best way to be 
prepared is to first conduct a thorough skills audit.  
List all the roles and skills you need in your business  
with the roles and skills you have, and you will end  
up with a skills gap matrix. Aim to have three people 
trained up for each skill. You may only need one  
forklift truck driver, but make sure two others can  
take over if needed. This creates a diversity of  
skills across your workforce, ensuring resilience  
if someone leaves.

A digital future
Of course the challenge of Industry 4.0 is a key factor  
in future planning. Made Smarter, which is currently 
running in the North West, supports manufacturing 
businesses in the adoption of digital tools and 
technologies, and also provides a subsidised Leadership 
Development Programme in partnership with Lancaster 
University Management School. Alan Ryan, Managing 
Director of Technoprint participated in the first 
Leadership cohort and said: 

“ Seeing what you can achieve through digitalisation  
is mind-blowing and exactly what we want to aim 
towards. I’ve been really impressed with the emphasis 
on the role of people in this journey, which is important. 
The most significant attribute that I am finding is how 
powerful it is to have a group of other manufacturers  
all at the start of their journeys, working together.  
It has been very inspiring.”

of businesses believe their 
existing workforce have the skills 
to implement new technologies.

of manufacturing businesses  
are planning to take on new  
staff in 2020. 

of businesses have a HR 
contingency plan in place to 
ensure their business can run  
at full efficiency in all areas.

of businesses said they felt 
confident about the future.

69% 90% 42% 58%

Survey  
Results
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Aim to have three 
people trained up  

for each skill

Geoff Crossley,
GC Business Growth Hub



Develop your workforce and 
unleash your potential

As a manufacturing or 
engineering business, are you 
confident about the future? 
According to our research, only 
55% of organisations in the 
industry are.

Here at the Growth Company, we 
can offer tailored support to help 
you develop your workforce and 
your business – so you can stay 
productive and competitive for 
years to come. 

Realising excellence
It’s no secret that manufacturing 
and engineering are high-
growth sectors. Adopting leaner 
processes is essential for any 
manufacturing or engineering 
business when it comes to 
boosting your bottom line.

Our programmes are designed 
to help you achieve sustainable, 
impactful results that will help 
you to innovate and achieve a 
standard of excellence. We can 
offer: 

•  Accelerated Route to Lean 
Manufacturing 

• Six Sigma Green Belt 

• Six Sigma Black Belt

Supporting your 
workforce 
The healthier and happier your 
staff are, the more they’ll be 
committed to delivering the best 

results. Prioritising workforce 
wellbeing will also bring a whole 
host of other benefits, such 
as reduced absenteeism and 
enhanced reputation. 

From mental health first aid 
to our dedicated Leading Well 
programme, we offer a range 
of services to help you create 
a happy, healthy and productive 
working environment.

Developing strong 
leaders 
A strong leadership team is 
essential for any manufacturing 
or engineering organisation to 
succeed. We can help you to 
develop your leaders so they can 
bring out the best in their teams. 

Our experts will work with you to 
understand what you are already 

doing well, and where there are 
areas for improvement. 

You’re in safe hands with the 
Growth Company. We have 30 
years’ training expertise, and 
we’ve delivered our services 
to 30,000 businesses across 
Greater Manchester and beyond. 

Want to find out more about 
how we can help your 
organisation? Speak to one of 
our expert advisors today.

0161 233 2656 

recruitment@
gceducationandskills.ac.uk 

gceducationandskills.ac.uk/
yourpeople
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GC apprenticeships
What do employees want?
A successful resilience strategy also means planning 
“years in advance”, according to Pamela. This can be 
achieved through co-developing ‘career road maps’  
with each of your staff and documenting them into  
formal succession plans.

What about pay? As Paul Hunt points out, “underpaying 
is asking for trouble”, but salary isn’t the be-all-and- 
end-all, especially for younger workers. Wellbeing,  
job security, work-life balance and other considerations 
are just as important. “You don’t usually leave a job 
because of pay, you leave it because you don’t enjoy  
it”, Geoff adds.

Benefits packages also need to reflect what your 
employees really value, which may not always be what 
you think. Research shows there is a noticeable ‘value 
gap’ between SMEs and their employees, with non-
financial benefits like flexibility, work-life balance  
and wellbeing often far more popular than employers 
realise. Paul Hunt recommends that businesses “ask 
your employees what they want”. 

The primary reason for taking on 
new staff: 

How do you feel about the future  
of your business?

Case 
Study

Rowlinson Knitwear
Rowlinson Knitwear are a textile 
manufacturing firm based in Stockport.  
The business worked with the Hub  
to review their people strategy. 

“ The support we’ve received from the Growth Hub 
has meant that we can not only start delivering 
our business strategy – leading to business and 
profit growth and needing more people – but also 
a better understanding of what resources might 
be required. For example, we’ve increased our 
customer care team and our production team; 
ensuring we can remain at the cutting edge and 
deliver great service to customers.”

“ The Hub has provided a full suite of help to explore 
the best working patterns at Rowlinson - for the 
good of the business, but also for colleague 
wellbeing. As a result, we’ve got rid of night shifts 

altogether and those colleagues have moved 
seamlessly onto early or late shifts instead.  
Making the change has been fantastic; people  
now have more normal sleeping patterns and  
a better work/life balance. You can really see  
the difference in colleagues – they look so  
much happier and healthier.”
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Survey  
Results

  55% confident
  45% cautious

  65% business growth  
  23% future proofing
    3% recruitment into  
existing roles



Engaging your workforce
An engaged workforce is a motivated one. By understanding and buying into the business’s 
vision, employees are more likely to contribute to achieving these goals – whether that’s 
helping to fulfil an important, last-minute order, or striving for operational excellence through 
continuous improvement.

Investing in your people
James suggested that engaged employees are  
four times as productive. He recommends modern 
methods of engagement such as Human Resource 
Information Systems (HRIS) as one way to keep staff 
connected, for example through ‘pulse surveys’ and 
virtual notice boards.

Engagement also comes from good leadership and 
understanding each person’s individual wellbeing  
needs. As James pointed out, workplace ‘burnout’  
will become a globally recognised medical condition 
from 2020: “The businesses of today need mental  
first aiders as well as a physical first aiders.”

At Hyde Aero Products, workforce engagement plays  
a central role in a Continuous Improvement Programme 
established in 2015 to deliver 20 per cent year-on-
year growth. “You can’t do this without engaging your 
people”, Pamela explained: 

“ We have invested in our workforce, ensuring that  
gaps in skill and knowledge are addressed and we 
build for the future. We need our people to be multi-
skilled, trained to a high standard, engaged, and 
wanting to stay with the company – whether they  
intend to progress in their position or not.”

Case 
Study
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Good leadership is key
Cardea-Solutions designs and manufactures 
safety and security products in Trafford.  
The business participated in the Hub’s 
Executive Development Programme (EDP) 
to enhance leadership skills to support the 
demands of a growing business. 

Claire Lepine, Commercial Director said:  

“ Since the EDP workshops and coaching sessions  
I have deepened my skills as a business leader,  
and the impact of this can be seen first-hand.  

“ Operationally we have defined the roles and 
responsibilities of the senior management team, 
introduced new processes and procedures and 
reviewed our approach to people management. 
This has led to greater autonomy for our business 
leaders, and increased focus and motivation 
amongst our workforce.

“ The EDP programme also helped us to review  
our strategic planning process. This was pivotal  
in us developing our growth plan and assessing  
our business development opportunities.”

Read their story

Keep staff connected, 
for example through 
‘pulse surveys’ and 

virtual notice boards

James Pickles,
TP Group plc

https://www.businessgrowthhub.com/manufacturing/resources/case-studies/cardea-solutions
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Passionate about manufacturing
We support businesses at all stages of their growth journey by offering  
a suite of expert-led support services, most of which are fully-funded,  
that are designed to boost productivity, performance and sustainability.

The Hub provides support and access to funding for manufacturing firms of all sizes  
to help them strive for operational excellence and secure and retain the best people.

We can help you to:

• Operate more efficiently and sustainably

• Develop your markets and improve your supply chains

• Improve your recruitment and retention strategies

• Build on leadership skills

• Access mentors from the UK’s leading manufacturing firms

• Embrace digital tools and technologies

The survey was the result of a survey conducted amongst North West based manufacturing and engineering  
businesses. It was completed by 31 businesses between 18 December 2019 and 29 January 2020.Survey

Visit the GC Business Growth Hub’s website to explore our  
services or get in touch to speak to a business growth expert.

www.businessgrowthhub.com

T 0161 359 3050  
E bgh@growthco.uk

Our support has helped businesses like yours

Increase sales by £76.9m

Save 1.6m tonnes of CO2

Secure £220.3m in finance

Create and safeguard 22,750 jobs

http://www.businessgrowthhub.com



