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Welcome to the twelfth edition of Imagine, Nigel 
Wright’s annual in-house magazine for the North 
East market. 

I’m delighted to begin this editorial with a wholly 
positive comment about the UK economy. The 
market has turned dramatically during the last 12 
months and the outlook for growth across the UK, 
is very good. Unemployment has dropped to its 
lowest level in six years, with further falls predicted 
by the end of the year. Both the OECD and WEF 
have ‘upgraded’ the UK based on competitiveness 
and economic performance and we are now 
recognised as a ‘regional rising export star’ for low 
cost manufacturing in Europe. 

Significantly, the North East is very much at the 
centre of this turnaround story. Earlier in the year, 
the North East was heralded as the fastest growing 
region the UK, with manufacturing output and 
orders amongst the best in the country. At the 
end of Q2, the region had the second highest 
business start-up rate in the UK, with survival rates 
in line with the national average. Both Tyne and 
Teesside have been recognised as national growth 
‘hotspots.’ Significantly, job creation has been fairly 
equally distributed across all sectors.

The health of the recruitment industry is always 
a good indicator for market momentum, and 
it’s true that recruiters are currently enjoying a 
sharp boost in profits as the UK enjoys a broad 
recovery in most disciplines. This is especially 
the case in the permanent job segment where 
momentum has essentially been created by new 
‘empowered’ candidates. After years of prioritising 
job security over career development, candidates 
are increasingly discovering that an abundance 
of opportunities is available and are subsequently 
moving jobs at a higher rate. 

The market today, therefore, is very much 
candidate driven. Consequently, we are currently 
focused on growing our presence in the candidate 
space through investing in advertising, to raise 
the profile of our brand in the market. We’re also 
investing in people. We’ve hired over 30 additional 
consultants this year already, across our divisions, 
so that we have greater capability to deal with the 
velocity of change.

As confidence levels improve, however, candidate 
shortages become more widespread. The skill 
shortage issue is particularly prominent in the 
region; competition for the best people has been 
heightened and companies are willing to pay for 
the best people. General wage inflation hasn’t 
happened yet, but in certain sectors and for 
certain specialist roles, wages are beginning to rise 
rapidly and we expect this to continue. The last 
few months have seen us working more with our 
customers to develop innovative solutions to attract 
and retain talent; emphasising employment brand, 
and non-monetary benefits and incentives, to help 
solve the skills shortage problem. 

In this issue you can read about all of these 
developments as well as in-depth analyses of some 
of the region’s most important sectors. There are 
contributions from, and interviews with, a number 
of influential local business leaders as well as from 
our team of expert consultants. Thank you for your 
continued support and as ever, we welcome any 
feedback on any of the content.

Mark SiMpSon
GROUP ExECUTIvE DIRECTOR

CONTACT US

Nigel Wright Recruitment
Lloyds Court
78 Grey Street 
Newcastle upon Tyne
NE1 6AF
United Kingdom

t: 0191 222 0770
f: 0191 222 1786
info@nigelwright.com
www.nigelwright.com

FEEDBACK

We would be delighted to hear 
your comments on this edition   
of imagine.

Alternatively if you would like to 
contribute to the next edition, 
please contact us on 
0191 222 0770.

Welcome

www.nigelwright.com

Nigel Wright are hiring.
www.nigelwright.com/workforus



Paul Wilson joins as CEO

Having worked in the recruitment industry for almost 30 years, Nigel 
Wright was already a name I was familiar with and its strong brand and 
potential to become a globally recognised specialist recruiter made 
joining the business an easy decision. 

I was equally excited, however, about the prospect of living and 
working in a region well known for its incredibly talented and  
diverse workforce. 

The employment landscape of the North East has changed 
dramatically during the last 25 years and the evolution of the region’s 
core industries has seen a significant increase in the demand for new 
skills and knowledge. By diversifying its economy, the North East has 
remained competitive, excelling in a number of key industry areas 
and enjoying an abundance of national success stories. Companies 
working across the oil and gas supply chains, business services, the 
leisure sector as well as the manufacturing and service sectors have 
performed particularly well. 

Despite the company’s recent expansion overseas, the North East has 
and will always be the foundation of the Nigel Wright business. By 
integrating with the region’s evolving landscape, building long lasting 

and trusted relationships with customers from across the business 
spectrum, Nigel Wright has shared in the region’s success. Although 
the last few years have been tough in the region, we are already 
beginning to see signs of a tangible recovery in the jobs market. 
vacancies have increased significantly and businesses are once again 
showing a willingness to invest in their long-term future. The North 
East therefore remains a rich area of opportunity for a recruitment 
business, with a broad range of organisations continuing to recruit key 
staff across all disciplines.

As a business that specialises in talent, we are certain the companies 
that will continue to succeed within this renewed environment of 
growth will be those that focus on developing their people. It is the 
rich bed of talent in the region which continues to facilitate Nigel 
Wright’s international expansion and this pool wouldn’t exist if it 
wasn’t for the outstanding work that is done by companies based in 
the North East in developing their staff and helping them to move 
forward in their careers. 

Under my leadership, I look forward to the business further 
strengthening its position as a respected specialist provider of 
recruitment services in the North East.
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In January, I moved from Surrey to the North East to become Chief Executive at 
Nigel Wright.

Cancer Research 
chosen as UK 
charity of choice

We are proud to announce that Cancer Research  
is our UK charity of choice for 2014/2015.   
Our fundraising target for this year is £15,000. 

Throughout the year, we will also be organising 
a number of fundraising events such as 
sporting challenges, wine tastings, networking 
presentations, and cake/bake sales. 

Regular updates on our progress will be posted to 
our Twitter page, twitter.com/NWRecruitment

Cancer Research is the world’s leading charity 
dedicated to beating cancer through research. 
They have saved millions of lives by discovering 
new ways to prevent, diagnose and treat cancer, 
and survival has doubled over the past 40 years. 
Every day in the UK there are more than 400 
people diagnosed with cancer will survive the 
disease for more than 10 years thanks to research.

Nigel Wright takes 
on Three Peaks 
Challenge for 
Cancer Research UK

Sixteen members of staff from the 
Newcastle office and one colleague 
from Norway set off from the North East 
on Friday 11th July, and climbed the 
highest mountains in England, Scotland 
and Wales in under 24 hours, between 
Saturday 12th and Sunday 13th July. 
Following a number of demanding 
training sessions earlier this year, the 
group proved that motivation and a great 
team spirit can conquer even the toughest 
weather conditions.

CEO Paul Wilson, who took part in the 
challenge, said:

“We are delighted to have completed 
this extremely challenging event in 
support of such a worthy cause. We all 
know someone who has been affected 
by cancer in one way or another, so it is 

so important to keep supporting the life-
saving research that Cancer Research UK 
are doing.”

He continued:

“We are extremely proud to have raised 
this exceptional amount of money for 
Cancer Research, which marks the 
beginning of a great collaboration with 
the charity. We are extremely grateful 
and would like to thank everyone who 
donated and supported us throughout  
the event.”

Our JustGiving page is still open 
for donations, so if you would like 
to show your support, please visit  
www.justgiving.com/Nigel-Wright-
Consultancy/

A team of 17 Nigel Wright staff successfully 
completed the Three Peaks Challenge in July 
and raised an outstanding £12,500 for Cancer 
Research UK.
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Job satisfaction is up 
according to Nigel 
Wright annual survey

Our large data-set allows us to understand 
the average salary and benefits packages 
people receive within the North East. 
Other factors covered include the benefits 
regarded as important in a remuneration 
package, the reasons why people move 
jobs internally or externally, as well as the 
methods utilised to search for a new job. 
Some of the highlights of the survey are 
detailed below. 

Job satisfaction 

The results show a fairly satisfied 
workforce in the region. Although there 
are variations between the strength of 
respondents’ satisfaction, over 74% at 
each organisational level rated themselves 
as being between satisfied and very 
satisfied. This is marginally higher than  
in 2013. 

Changing jobs

Respondents were asked to select the top 
three factors that would motivate them 
to change jobs, both within their current 
company (internally) and to another 
organisation (externally). It is perhaps 
no surprise that the three most popular 
influencing factors are quite closely linked 
– one leading to the other in most cases. 
These were increased remuneration, new 
challenges and promotion. 

Job search methods 

Respondents were asked to select all 
methods they would utilise when looking 
for a new role. Approaching recruiters, 

making direct approaches to employers 
and job boards were the most popular 
methods. Social networking is an 
increasingly important method for job 
seekers. Using social networking sites to 
identify job opportunities now surpasses 
the use of traditional media such as 
newspapers and magazines. 

Salary increase 

As part of their last salary review 
respondents received, on average, a 
2.5% increase. Overall, respondents 
were expecting slightly more in their next 
salary review, with the average increase 
expected at 3%. The majority (61%) of 
respondents received between 1% and 
5% in their last review and 69% expect to 
receive between 1% and 5% in their  
next review.

In February we published our annual North East 

salary survey. The report was compiled from 

over 1,000 respondents, across different industry 

sectors, who completed our online survey between 

the beginning of December 2013 and the end of 

January 2014. The survey is timely, as the start of 

the year is when pay reviews are announced.

view the full report at

www.nigelwright.com/ukdownloads

38 and 
counting...

Like many businesses enjoying more favourable 
economic conditions during the last 12 months, 
Nigel Wright’s priority this year has been finding 
the best talent to help fuel its domestic and 
international growth. 

As part of its strategy to consolidate a leading 
position in established markets and move forward 
with new growth opportunities, Nigel Wright has  
so far made no less than 38 new hires across its  
four divisions between September 2013 and 
September 2014. 

In the UK alone, the business has introduced 
22 new consultants, specialising in a range of 
industries and discipline areas. 

Group Talent Partner Nadine Hollingsworth 
commented, 

“Despite the high number of people joining us, 
maintaining quality is always crucial to our talent 
acquisition strategy and therefore we have a 
rigorous process in place for identifying and 
selecting the best people.” 

As well as hiring experienced consultants, Nigel 
Wright firmly believes in growing its own talent 
and will be re-launching its competitive graduate 
scheme in October, after successfully hiring three 
graduates over the summer. 

Nadine added, 

‘To grow our business and strengthen our position 
as a world leading specialist recruiter, we need to 
hire more talented consultants who are intelligent 
and hungry for success.’ 

To find out more about career 
opportunities at Nigel Wright   
please visit www.nigelwright.com   
or alternatively, email    
nadine.hollingsworth@nigelwright.com  
to arrange an informal confidential chat.

Nigel Wright launches     
new Group website

The website now encompasses the four divisional areas of the Nigel 
Wright Group: Consumer, Energy, Recruitment and Executive Search, 
each with its own unique website and brand identity.

If before customers were directed to a website targeting the consumer 
sector exclusively, the new homepage now features a general 
Group landing page, where you can access the particular division 
most relevant to you. Once one of the four options is selected, you 
are directed to a full website entirely dedicated to the services and 
expertise offered by that division:

Consumer: This site is dedicated to our UK and International 
Consumer practice. 

Energy: This is a new site which includes information specifically 
about the services and expertise offered by our Energy industry team. 

Executive Search: A new site which covers information about 
the services and expertise offered by the Executive Search teams/
consultants operating across our business. 

Recruitment: A new site structured specifically around the services 
and expertise offered by our generalist recruitment practice in the UK. 

We hope that the new structure will make us more accessible to you, 
and will help you source the information you need from us in a quick 
and straightforward way. 

Do you have any comments on how we can improve   
your navigation experience? Please contact us at 
creative@nigelwright.com with your feedback   
and suggestions.

To support our international growth, we have been working on developing our 
brand identity to more accurately reflect our expanding business. As part of this 
process, in May, we launched our new Group website.



10 11

News & Events News & Events

imagineimagine

Research function 
giving Nigel 
Wright the edge  
in the market 

In May, Nigel Wright further bolstered its research 
capacity by appointing Kerry Jonas as UK  
Research Manager. 

Kerry has enjoyed a 30 year career in strategic 
research, with experience across the media, 
business services, recruitment and public sectors. 
She began working as a researcher in the pre-
internet days for a London advertising agency 
before joining Border Television in 1983, where she 
led its research team for six years. She moved to 
the North East in 1996 and has continued working 
in research focused roles, including an eight year 
stint in the public sector, as Principal Policy Officer 
for Tees valley Unlimited. 

In joining Nigel Wright, Kerry commented, “I’m 
excited to be working for Nigel Wright, which 
I consider to be one the region’s true business 
success stories over the last two decades. The 
research component of the recruitment process 
is so vital, because companies usually lack the 
internal research resources to properly recruit 
for themselves. Clients recognise that the Nigel 
Wright solution is different because of the greater 
dimension we have, through our internal research 
teams, to offer a broad and varied exploration for 
the best talent.” 

As part of its broader expansion plans, 
Nigel Wright is seeking to hire additional 
researchers, and anyone interested  
should contact Kerry directly:   
kerry.jonas@nigelwright.com 

Nigel Wright on the 
hunt for graduates   
to fuel growth 

Nigel Wright was spurred to reinvigorate 
its graduate scheme following the results 
of a national study which showed the 
North East as the region most likely to 
retain graduates when they complete 
their studies.

Research from universities think-tank, 
Million+, indicates that 79% North East 
graduates in employment stayed in the 
region in 2013 - more than in the South 
East (47%) and London (48.4%).

The North East also has the highest 
proportion of graduates employed in  
the region who were originally from  
the region.

Paul Wilson, CEO of Nigel Wright, said: 
“As a business that has been built on 
local talent and has been sourcing the 
best candidates in the region for the past 
26 years, we know better than anyone 
that working with North East graduates 
can bring immense benefits to local 
companies, and implicitly to the economy 
of the region.

“Our universities aren’t just great places 
to socialise, but produce high calibre 
graduates, equipped with the necessary 
skills and experience to succeed in a wide 
range of industries.

“We are looking for enthusiastic 
individuals with excellent  
communication and interpersonal skills, 
who are seeking to build a successful 
career in business.“

Since launching its graduate recruitment 
campaign in June, Nigel Wright has 
already hired three graduates, following 
an in-depth recruitment process.

One of the successful candidates, Holly 
Johnson, commented, 

“I’m thrilled to have joined Nigel Wright. 
To get the opportunity to work for a local 
business with a significant international 
footprint is very exciting. I’m already 
learning a huge amount of skills that will 
help me progress in my career.”

Nigel Wright is looking for graduates to join the 

business in order to meet the demands of new 

domestic and international growth.

Nigel Wright has always 

considered market research 

as being an integral  

aspect of the search and   

selection process.

A few years ago, Nigel Wright was invited to pitch for the opportunity to find a 
new CEO for a high profile charity based in Newcastle upon Tyne.

The Not for Profit, Social Enterprise and Third 
Sector have proved to be hugely rewarding for 
Nigel Wright Recruitment 

We gave the organisation a problem. The charity certainly felt we were 
well placed to execute the assignment effectively. There was recognition 
of the business and cultural affinities between our two organisations 
and the charity acknowledged the strength of our brand, as well as our 
reputation for market-leading customer service. 

Ultimately, however, following the pitch, we were informed that another 
recruiter had been selected for the role, due to its better track record of 
completed recruitment assignments within the third sector. Following 
this disappointment, we set about addressing this set-back. 

We immersed ourselves in the third sector. We taught ourselves 
how the sector is organised, about the funding infrastructure and the 
hugely competitive nature of fundraising. We learnt about policy and 
governance issues, skill shortages and the business administration and 
commercial skills critical for emerging social enterprises seeking to 
flourish. We found out who the key representatives were and the role 
of professional advisors as well as many other features of this incredibly 
diverse and fascinating sector. 

Today, Nigel Wright is a dedicated and recognised partner to many 
organisations across the third sector in the region. It continually works 
with management teams and boards of Trustees to find great people 
for a full range of functional and leadership roles. For many of us at 

Nigel Wright, an unexpected but welcome outcome of this process was 
discovering the great deal of professional development opportunities to 
be gained from being part of the third sector, as well as the enormous 
amount of personal satisfaction that could be achieved through 
contributing time and expertise as either Trustees for, or volunteer 
supporters of, a wide range of organisations. 

Significantly, partnering with the sector has resulted in a huge return 
on our investment, in terms of corporate social responsibility (“giving 
something back”), employee engagement (“the fun our team has 
working with and for our clients”), candidate relationships (“being able 
to introduce our candidates to a more interesting variety of personal and 
career development opportunities”), and client satisfaction (“seeing the 
tangible difference we make”).

We are very passionate about the work we do in the third sector and 
believe that we now have a service offering that is uniquely different in 
the region. If you have a talent issue in your business today, we would be 
privileged to work with you and help you to find the best solution.

For further information please contact Sarah Glendinning, 
Senior Consultant on 0191 222 0770 or at   
sarah.glendinning@nigelwright.com

North East division demonstrating 
impressive customer service results 

At the end the first quarter of the financial year, 
Nigel Wright’s North East division was in second 
position across the group, with an impressive NPS 
58%, following submissions from over 150 clients 
and candidates served by the North East division 
during the previous three months.

The table shows the NetPromoter scores for Nigel 
Wright’s main markets, as well as the overall score 
for the Group. Nigel Wright’s Andrew Openshaw 
commented: 

“Collecting valuable customer data gives us a 
strategic advantage in the marketplace by allowing 
us to identify any issues and then make immediate 
improvements across all areas of our business. 
NetPromoter gives us a really clear and more in-
depth idea of how our customers value our service. 

“Research suggests that NPS is actually correlated 
with overall revenue growth and the high score 
achieved by the North East division this quarter is 
certainly in line with the heightened demand for 
Nigel Wright’s services in the region.”

Nigel Wright measures its customer service performance using 
the NetPromoter Score (NPS), a global management tool that can 
be used to gauge the loyalty of a firm’s customer relationships.

DIvISION Q1 (%)

Sweden (Consumer) 60%

North East (Recruitment) 58%

Norway (Consumer) 54%

Energy 50%

Germany (Consumer) 46%

UK (Consumer, Executive) 43%

Denmark (Consumer) 43%

France (Consumer) 39%

Spain (Consumer) 31%

Overall 50%
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our reach
Extending

In the last 24 months it has won retained work in all six 
continents, across 29 international territories. Many of 
Nigel Wright’s international clients have planned for 
the future by seeking to achieve long term growth in 
emerging markets. As a result Nigel Wright has been 
instrumental in assisting clients build new business units 
in key strategic markets such as Asia, the Americas, 
Africa and the Middle East. Nigel Wright now has 
dedicated teams responsible for the EMEA, Asia-Pacific, 
US and Latin American regions.

Nigel Wright regularly fulfils 

recruitment assignments for 

clients around the world.

Number of retained 
recruitment 

assignments per 
country 2012-14

#
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We caught up with event founder Herb Kim to talk 
about how the conference has evolved with the 
times. He also explains what the future holds for 
Thinking Digital now that it’s a private enterprise, as 
well as giving his insights into the region’s evolving 
technology industries. 

This is the second year since the Thinking Digital 
Conference became a private company. Has 
the decision to keep the conference going, post 
Codeworks, been a good one? 

I feel like it’s been a great decision. All of the good 
work that Codeworks did, in terms of promoting 
the digital and creative sectors here in the North 
East, hasn’t gone to waste. The different bodies 
that made up Codeworks, such as Thinking Digital 
as well as Game Horizon and Codeworks Connect, 
essentially all still exist here in the region, but they 
exist in a far more sustainable way. Codeworks 
Connect was successfully absorbed by Digital 
Union, Game Horizon is now being effectively 
promoted by GamesIndustry International and, 
obviously, Thinking Digital has just had its second 
post-Codeworks event, to great acclaim. It was the 
biggest Thinking Digital we’ve ever had, with 826 
participants in total. Given how stressful that  
whole process was, it couldn’t have worked out 
much better.

Could you describe what the Thinking Digital 
business looks like today? 

Essentially, we’re an events production company. 
As well as the Thinking Digital Conference (TDC), 
we produce four TEDEx events in Manchester, 
Liverpool, Sheffield and Newcastle, and another 
conference, as a joint venture with Newcastle 
University, called Return on Innovation. In many 
ways, all of these events are inter-related. Now that 
we’re in our second year, we’ve stopped focusing 
on maintaining our survival and have begun to think 
about where we’re going next. Part of that process 
is finding ways to make the business more efficient 
and scalable.

Does that mean potentially moving the location of 
Thinking Digital outside of the North East? 

I sold my house to finance the purchase of Thinking 
Digital and set up the working capital for the 

company. So, naturally, I have considered areas 
outside of the North East, such as London, as 
being more profitable and sustainable locations for 
the conference, moving forward. But, I have a lot 
of emotional investment in Thinking Digital and 
really believe in what it stands for here in the North 
East. So, the intention is to stay here for now and 
continue working hard to establish the reputation 
of Thinking Digital, within the context of the North 
East digital and creative landscape. 

What do you feel were the highlights from this 
year’s TDC? 

Because the event is an all-keynote conference, 
it’s difficult to choose one standout speaker. Last 
year, designer Aral Balkan delivered the most 
downloaded Thinking Digital talk of all time, and 
he returned again this year with another scorching 
presentation on the state of privacy on the internet. 
The Thinking Digital Startup Competition, now 
in its third year, was excellent as usual. The fact 
that the two finalists came from Newcastle’s Ignite 
accelerator programme, really shows the quality 
of digital businesses we are growing here in the 
North East. Perhaps this year’s most fascinating 
presentations were delivered by Google’s Blaise 
Aguera y Arcas. In his is first presentation, he made 
a highly convincing argument for why we are very 
close to developing real artificial intelligence. In his 
follow-up presentation, he then discussed what 
the implications to everyday life would be, if this 
incredible technology became available. He argued 
that technology will continue to destroy service 
jobs at an ever-increasing rate and white collar jobs 
such as those fulfilled by doctors, solicitors and 
accountants, etc. would begin experiencing real 
competition from computers. He also highlighted 
how that technology was increasingly tilting the 
playing field towards women and that we are 
already seeing undeniable evidence that women 
will increasingly lead and manage our future 
companies and organisations. The next Thinking 
Digital takes place between the 19th and 21st May 
2015 and we’re looking forward to making it better 
than ever.

Last year you collaborated with Newcastle 
University Business School to launch the Return 
on Innovation Conference, which I understand is 
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“The next 
Thinking Digital 
takes place 
between the 19th 
and 21st May 
2015 and we’re 
looking forward 
to making it 
better than ever.”

Thinking Digital, the now globally famous annual conference 

that takes place on the banks of the Tyne, recently celebrated 

its seventh successful event. When the conference first began, 

the Apple iPhone was just hitting our shelves, now mobile 

communications are ubiquitous and have transformed the way 

people and businesses interact.

  Featured interview:

Herb Kim
    Founder & CEO of Thinking Digital Limited



returning again this year. What was the motivation 
behind this event? 

We wanted to create a conference that would 
appeal to a broad range of sectors and businesses. 
Return on innovation is clearly a topic that fits the 
bill. We also felt by partnering with Newcastle 
University Business School, we could access a 
broader range of people. Although TDC’s content 
is intended to appeal to a wide audience, those 
who attend the conference generally come from 
the digital sector. This is frustrating but we accept 
it. Return on Innovation, on the other hand, had 
attendees from Banking, Oil and Gas, Farming, 
Bio-Sciences as well as the Public Sector, to name a 
few industries. 

Would you agree that the North East is now a 
‘major player’ in the global tech industry? 

I believe that we are the only UK region outside 
of London that can call itself a ‘major player.’ 
Given the relatively small size of the industry 
here, this achievement is all the more remarkable. 
So, start-up businesses like Palringo and mid-tier 
companies such as Scott Logic, Th_nk and Nomad 
Digital are now national and international success 
stories. Hewlett Packard employs 1500 people 
here, Accenture is expanding to 400, HMRC is 
setting up a new digital services facility and a lot 
of virgin Money’s innovation and development 
team are now based in the North East. Although 
it’s difficult to really measure how impactful our 
industry actually is, the demonstrable success of 
the region’s home grown companies, together with 
the global firms and organisations that have chosen 
to establish offices here, gives an indication of  
its strength.

Is finding talent a problem for companies operating 
within the region’s tech industry? 

It’s certainly the most commonly quoted issue. 
Technical web or software developers are always in 
short supply. IT, digital and technology strategists 
are also in demand; people who genuinely 
understand the sector and have credibility and 
influence at the most senior levels of business. This 
dearth in talent has led companies like Accenture 
and Hewlett Packard to launch apprentice 
programmes, where they are actively seeking 
younger and less experienced talent, to develop 
into the type of candidates they need.

Outside of London the North East has more tech 
start-ups than anywhere else in the UK. Is an 
abundance of tech start-ups actually a good thing 
though? Are we not in danger of there being a 
start-up ‘bust’ in the near future?

I personally don’t feel like there is a start-up 
bubble. You have to remember that the whole 

based businesses in the North East have always 
been collectively grouped under the digital 
sector banner. Yet, because of the abundance 
of those types of companies and services now, 
separate verticals have been established to 
distinguish between different areas. So, whereas 
entrepreneurs, start-ups and creative agencies are 
still associated with the digital sector and attend 
events like Thinking Digital, Game Horizon, Digital 
Union and Super Mondays, Dynamo is very much 
a celebration of the North East IT community. It 
represents businesses such as Hewlett Packard and 
Accenture, as well as, for example, IT Managers 
within local councils. Ten years ago, no-one would 
have anticipated all these separate communities 
existing in the region, which again shows 
the remarkable evolution of the North East  
technology industries. 

What technologies do you anticipate being the 
most ‘disruptive’ to current business practices over 

the next few years?

I’m not sure about businesses practices per se, 

but I’m particularly excited about Spritz, which is 

a digital product with the potential to significantly 

change the way people read. Spritz is the brainchild 

of German entrepreneur Maik Maurer. He has 

perfected a method of effectively taking digital 

content and converting it into a ‘word-per-minute’ 

feed that enables you to read content faster. So, 

instead of reading lines of text, you’re actually 

reading one word at time, in quick succession. For 

a lot of people, there’s no inherent joy in spending 

hours reading news stories on your phone. This will 

make the whole process much easier, by literally 

halving the time it takes.

market and infrastructure for businesses operating 
within the broad online industry is vastly different 
now compared to what it was when the dotcom 
bubble collapsed in 2001. Before 2007, in fact, the 
internet was very much desktop based, but since 
the launch of the first iPhone, mobile devices have 
become ubiquitous. As a result, virtually everyone 
is now using the internet, not just the geeks. 
This, of course, was the original vision behind the 
internet. Consequently, the environment to support 
businesses operating within this global sector very 
much exists now. 

Dynamo recently had its inaugural  
conference. How does it fit into the regional 
technology clusters?

Traditionally, people making computers, writing 
software, building websites and running web-

“We wanted to 
create a conference 
that would appeal 
to a broad range 
of sectors and 
businesses.”

“Although 
TDC’s content 
is intended to 
appeal to a wide 
audience, those 
who attend 
the conference 
generally come 
from the digital 
sector.”
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Could you start by giving a brief overview of your current role at PwC? 
How has the role of the Risk Assurances team changed during your 13 
years with PwC?

As a Director with the firm, my role is to lead the risk assurance 
practice in the North East. My team offers a broad range of services 
such as IT and project assurance, commercial assurance, performance 
assurance, internal audit, business resilience and data assurance. I 
personally specialise in technology and I generally assist clients with IT 
strategy, cyber security, ERP systems, IT project assurance, IT disaster 
recovery as well as helping clients choose new IT systems. Since 
starting at PwC, the service we provide has changed massively. A lot of 
the services that we offer now didn’t exist when I joined and I think as 
a firm we have been good at evolving to meet our clients’ needs. We 
used to focus a lot on IT controls but today the big focus is on cyber 
security and data. Generally, clients have more complicated IT issues 
today and there is also a much greater reliance on technology which 
means there has been an increase in demand for our skills. 

How important is cyber security for businesses today? Is everyone at 
risk, or are some businesses more attractive targets than others? 

Because the majority of organisations are online and far more 
dependent on technology, cyber security is one of the biggest threats 
they will encounter today. Many businesses, for example, haven’t fully 
considered the risks associated with IT systems and often leave data 
insecure and easy to compromise. Quite often, clients ask us to test 
the security of their systems and using ‘ethical hacking’ techniques, 
we have often been able to gain access to sensitive data within a few 
hours. There’s still a prevailing attitude of ‘it’ll never happen to us’, 
but the reality is that everyone is a potential target. Each year we are 
commissioned by the department for Business, Innovation and Skills 

(BIS) to conduct an Information security breaches survey and in 2013 
we found 65% of companies in North East & Yorkshire suffered attacks 
by an unauthorised user. It’s not just financial data that people target 
either. Some organisations hold data on people’s medical records or 
even details of vulnerable children, for example. The problem is much 
broader than simply ‘protecting your card data’. 

Typically, who are the culprits? How does PwC keep up to date with 
new ‘vulnerabilities’? 

Often, it is just opportunists doing it for fun but if you go further 
up the food chain you will find cases of organised crime and even 
state-backed hacking. A lot of smaller organisations are guilty of 
thinking ‘what have we got that’s interesting?’ but they’re often 
victims of hacking from people doing it for fun. Hackers often look for 
organisations with known vulnerabilities in their security and target 
them because it’s easy. We’ve got a huge pool of expert resources that 
we can draw upon but, keeping up to date with all of the vulnerabilities 
requires a significant investment that all organisations are not able to 
make. Smaller organisations can find it hard keeping up to date with  
it all. It is a constant battle; as soon as a new patch is released,   
a new vulnerability suddenly emerges and I don’t think it will ever  
end. As such, it’s vitally important to invest in security because the 
more complex you make your IT systems, the more you will depend  
on them.

Has this led to a clamp-down on employee freedom in the workplace?

Yes, organisations have certainly made it more difficult for employees 
to take data ‘off-site’ but I think there is still an awful lot more to do 
actually and many organisations still aren’t where they need to be. 

Asam Malik
Director – Risk Assurance, PwC

PwC Director Asam Malik tells us why all companies need to do more to protect 
their data as they become increasingly dependent on complex IT systems and 
threatened by ever more sophisticated cyber attacks. 

Awareness levels have been raised due to high 
profile leaks and breaches which is a good thing, 
but organisations need to do more to identify 
where their sensitive data is, who has got access to 
it and also do everything they can to protect that 
data. Quite often you have one person who has got 
access to sensitive data, such as employee details, 
in a secure system then what happens is they 
download it and put it on a spreadsheet and then 
suddenly it’s on a local machine, or it’s on a USB 
stick or it’s printed out. Most organisations will have 
some safeguards against this happening, but need 
to invest much more to tackle this. 

What technologies have been the most ‘disruptive’ 
to current business practices in recent years? 

The emergence of smart phones and tablets 
has had a massive impact on organisations. The 
biggest change is that employees are no longer 
bound to the office and can work remotely, at any 
time of the day. A knock-on effect of this is that 
customers and clients now have an expectation 
to be able to interact with organisations 24/7, via 
a multitude of digital platforms. So, while in the 
past, organisations simply had an IT strategy that 
was very internally focused, today, more outward 
focused digital strategies are required to determine 
how an organisation will interact with its customers 
from a web perspective, mobile perspective, a 
social media perspective, or a CRM perspective. 
Crucially, managing digital security also needs to 
be considered and for most businesses, there’s 
still a lot to be done in developing that area. So, it’s 
not just about securing your traditional hardware 
and software within an application anymore, but 
having the capability to authenticate who is trying 
to access your systems via remote devices. 

What technologies do you anticipate being the 
most ‘disruptive’ to current business practices over 
the next few years?

One area that is growing at a rapid rate is cloud 
computing. It’s made a huge difference to the 
speed at which organisations can outsource IT 
systems because you don’t need to have a big 
in-house IT department. We’re really beginning to 
see some impressive developments in that space. 
BYOD (Bring Your Own Device) is another growing 
trend. Employees are increasingly expecting to be 
able to access to their work emails, documents and 
tools on their own devices. While this saves money 
for the company as they don’t have to supply 
separate work devices for staff, the issue of data 
security needs to be carefully considered. 

You joined PwC as a graduate. What are the current 
graduate career opportunities for IT professionals 
at PwC in the North East? Why should other people 
consider joining the business in the region? 

PwC has been voted number one in the Times Top 
100 Graduate Employers for the last ten years. 
So, in terms of our graduate programme, it’s very 
well established. In the North East, we offer a 
range of different opportunities such as graduate 
vacancies, summer internships, placement years 
and experience days. Having leading universities 
on our doorstep, and offering a leading graduate 
scheme, enables us to keep a strong pool of talent 
here in the region. Last year our Newcastle office 
took on 20 new graduates and three school leavers, 
including four in my team. In terms of working 
in the North East, for me personally, I found that 
you get the opportunity to work on a broad range 
of areas. For my personal development, that was 
fantastic. We also give our staff the opportunity to 
work overseas in other offices and bring back the 
knowledge and skills they have gained, which is 
vitally important, certainly during the early stages of 
your career. 

You’re a relatively young leader who has 
ascended fairly quickly into a senior role at a major 
consultancy; what aspects of your career to date 
have helped you to climb the ladder? What advice 
would you pass on to other young aspiring leaders? 

Doing a quality job is essential, not only to help 
and support our clients, but to also be recognised 
internally. If you want to progress, you must make 
time to develop your team because, at the end of 
the day, you are only as good as the team behind 
you. The other thing I would say is that you need 
to evolve your skills and your experience and go 
outside your comfort zone, try something new and 
push yourself to work on more complex 
or different engagements.

“Because the 
majority of 
organisations 
are online 
and far more 
dependent on 
technology, cyber 
security is one 
of the biggest 
threats they will 
encounter today.”

Asam MalikInterview
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A strong employer brand can be a powerful business tool that can 
connect an organisation’s values, people strategy and HR policies 
to the corporate brand. If in previous years, employer brand 
development was synonymous with recruitment advertising, today 
over 59% of employers say that employer branding represents one of 
the key components of the organisation’s overall HR strategy. 

There are many definitions for employer branding but they all 
essentially seek to explain a company’s ability to differentiate itself 
from competitors through a unique Employee value Proposition 
(EvP). A strong EvP will communicate the company values in a way 
that highlights what makes that workplace unique and attractive to 
individuals sharing the same values. As employer brands are based 
on intangible factors such as image, identity, and perception , being 
able to discover what it is about a brand that creates an emotional 
inclination and a sense of identification with the company can prove 
invaluable to employers. 

The best place to start exploring what motivates people to join a 
particular organisation, why they stay and why they leave is internal 
feedback. Existing data from employee feedback, employee 
engagement and culture surveys, focus groups, employee forums, 
new hire surveys or exit interviews can often paint a good picture of 
the prospective and existing employees’ experiences.

According to one industry report, the number of companies 
measuring, analysing and developing strategies based on ‘brand 
attractiveness’ is on the rise; as many as 39% of businesses are 
expected to increase investment in employment branding strategy  
this year. 

In 2008, Nigel Wright teamed up with researchers from Durham 
Business School to find out what attracted talented managerial and 
professional employees to particular organisations, and what elements 
of an employer brand are important to them. To read the full report, 
please visit www.nigelwright.com/ukdownloads

CuRRENT TRENDS AND bEST PRACTiCE

Candidate equals customer

In order to attract the right people, employers today need to create 
a positive ‘customer’ experience for candidates throughout the 
recruitment process. If candidates are treated in a way that makes 
them feel valued, the employer will benefit in a number of ways. For 
instance, candidates often spread the word about their experience to 
their peer group, and the quality of their experience and the opinion 
they form of an employer will determine whether or not they will 
recommend a company further. 

building a talent community

Often, candidates who apply for certain roles and are unsuccessful 
might prove suitable for future positions, which is why it is crucial 
for employers to build and maintain a talent community. By creating 
a good impression and maintaining relationships following the 
recruitment process, businesses can keep a talent bench active, which 
can only constitute an advantage.

Social and visual revolution

Social media has had a profound effect on employer branding, 
revolutionising the way we search and apply for jobs, assess our 
prospective employers, and communicate in the workplace. 

If in the past, companies’ claims would rarely get publicly contested, 
social media now offers a platform for current and prospective 
employees to voice their own views and paint a more realistic picture 
of the workplace. Channels such as Facebook, Glassdoor, and Payscale 
in particular are now useful tools for candidates to research and assess 
an employer’s offering, and organisations must therefore ensure that 
recruitment messages align with employee perceptions.

For employers, social media has made it possible to build and maintain 
a large talent pool faster than ever before. LinkedIn remains recruiters’ 
preferred social channel for finding, contacting and keeping track of 

In an increasingly competitive global marketplace, attracting and retaining the right 

kind of talent is central to a company’s ability to grow. 

Employer branding: 
More important today 
than ever before

candidates (94%), while Facebook (65%) and Twitter (55%) are used by 
businesses to showcase the employer brand. However, platforms such 
as YouTube, Pinterest and Instagram are gaining increased popularity 
with employers, who now use them to share easily consumable video 
and infographics and create engagement with candidates. From global 
giants such as Apple, Google and Intel, to smaller companies such as 
Innocent and Hubspot, companies are using videos as increasingly 
powerful tools for communicating their organisational culture and the 
main things they look for in prospective employees. 

Furthermore, although social media also has the potential to facilitate 
internal brand communication, the emphasis on this aspect (building 
employee engagement, searching for brand ambassadors on social 
media) is still fairly limited amongst employers.

According to PiB and CRFi, almost a third of employers are now 
planning to work less with recruitment companies and focus more on 
social media recruitment. However, although it is important to build 
a strong digital presence, it is impossible to build an entire employer 
brand online as, undoubtedly, the quality of individual relationships 
and the value of specialist industry knowledge are still key factors 
in attracting the best talent. To read our report on social media 
recruitment, please visit www.nigelwright.com/ukdownloads

Planning for change

Having an adaptable employer branding strategy is becoming 
increasingly important in today’s competitive landscape. Changing 
employment trends mean that companies need to stay agile and more 
aware of the social environment than ever before. As the number of 
temporary workers has increased dramatically over the past decade, 
HR teams face the challenge of building a common culture across 
companies, creating a sense of belonging for all employees.

Furthermore, rapidly evolving technology is constantly reinventing 
the world of recruitment. With 20% of all recruitment searches now 
made using a mobile device, investment in responsive design and 
mobile marketing has increased considerably.

HoW WE CAN HElP

When an assignment merits a creative search solution, our in-house 
marketing and design team will manage the whole process for you. 
This includes developing campaigns and designing content, through 
to media planning and mailing out or placing advertisements. We also 
regularly create candidate packs and client micro-sites for our clients. 
These are intended to highlight career opportunities and provide 
greater insight into what it’s like working for our clients.

Advertising

To ensure that the candidate attraction process is effectively executed 
it’s really important that information concerning financial packages, job 
specifications, pension arrangements and relocation requirements are 
communicated clearly. Our in-house team can ensure that this side of 
your recruitment project is taken care of through producing first-rate 
clear and concise messages, tailored to your needs. 

Candidate packs

Typically these contain detailed information about the company, its 
place in the market, its culture, the role, location, package and much 
more. These packs are a tangible item that creates a point of difference 
in the marketplace and have proved to be highly effective for large, 
high value recruitment assignments.

Client microsites

In addition to or to complement a candidate pack we also offer our 
clients a detailed micro site, hosted on our own website. This follows 
a proven template to ensure that potential candidates are able to get a 
full picture of the role and the company.

For more information about our marketing 
services  contact the Nigel Wright marketing team at 
marketingdept@nigelwright.com
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Scientific feature

For many businesses, the digital communication 
strategy often simply means ‘the website’ which 
is used to advertise products and services. For 
others, however, it increasingly indicates a far 
more sophisticated set of tools. Traditionally, the 
pharmaceutical industry has been slow to adopt 
digital marketing techniques, especially beyond the 
website. Yet today, more pharma businesses are 
starting to use digital marketing tools, such as social 
media sites or ecommerce sites, to engage with 
customers and allow them to buy products online. 

Although some companies are still trying to 
understand the true value of digital, others have 
already begun to integrate it into the wider 
marketing strategy. Johnson and Johnson, for 
example, were one of the first regulated healthcare 
companies to launch a YouTube channel and Pfizer 
are ‘proud to be active and responsive on all major 
social networking platforms’ - utilising YouTube, 
Facebook and Twitter to interact with customers. 
North East based pharmaceutical companies 
Quantum Pharmaceuticals and The Specials Lab 
both offer online ordering of special medicines, 
showing that using ecommerce is also a viable 
option for those companies that don’t produce 
prescription drugs.

Although there are some businesses that are truly 
innovative in terms of digital capability, there is 
still a lack of good case studies in the pharma 
sector of digital working well. The problems 
facing the industry concerning the restrictions on 
marketing activity due to regulation, is a key topic 
of discussion. It is well known that throughout 
the past decade, greater restrictions regarding 
marketing pharmaceuticals have come into place 
from government and regulating bodies, such as 
those that impact traditional field-force activities, in 
terms of access to physicians.

The Prescription Medicines Code of Practice 
Authority (PMCPA), which administers The 
Association of the British Pharmaceutical Industry’s 
(ABPI) Code of Practice, has issued guidance 
to the industry on the use of social media and 
digital communications. The Code of Practice 
is concerned with the promotion of certain 
drugs to healthcare professionals and the level 
of information about prescription only drugs to 
the general public. The PMCPA understand the 
growing need for pharma companies to use social 
media, and therefore are encouraging companies 
to identify ways of utilising digital communications 
whilst complying with these restrictions. 

empowering our colleagues, those closest to 
the science, to use social media to talk about the 
innovative work they are doing”.

Digital marketing is certainly a more cost-effective 
way of communicating with customers than 
traditional marketing. Digital channels offer a 
more individualised and personalised type of 
engagement, ensuring that the correct stakeholders 
are receiving the correct information at the correct 
time. Many pharma professionals agree that digital 
strategy will play a significant role in the marketing 
plans of the future, but many companies still lack 
the capabilities to fully integrate digital marketing 
into the wider business strategy. 

The problem lies in the fact that there is a shortage 
of digital marketers within the pharmaceutical 
sector. In particular there is a lack of people with 

the necessary skills to drive digital change and 
leverage the opportunities digital can offer pharma 
businesses. Competition to find the right people 
who understand the industry and regulations 
and restrictions placed upon it, while at the same 
time have an intimate understanding of the new 
digital marketplace, will become prevalent in the 
pharmaceutical sector over the next few years. 

SCiENTiFiC SECToR SPECiAliSTS 

Nigel Wright continues to work with leading 
companies in the region’s dynamic and growing 
scientific sector.

For more information about how our 
scientific sector recruitment specialists  
can help you, please contact   
lisa.taylor@nigelwright.com directly.

Some companies have already shown how using 
social media and following regulations can be done 
professionally and effectively. GSK for example, 
when it’s asked about prescription medicines 
through its Twitter account, responds with “We are 
prohibited from discussing prescription medicines. 
Please speak to a health professional for advice on 
this matter.” Another good example is Sanofi’s use 
of its YouTube channel which contains a number 
of adverts that specifically don’t mention product 
names but instead give a general overview of the 
business; thus working within the guidelines. Pfizer 
on the other hand support a microsite dedicated 
to employees who blog about the work they are 
currently doing. Pfizer is proud of its efforts to 
create a personalised approach to the exposure 
of its brand through social media: “To date, we 
remain the only large pharmaceutical company 

“Although some 
companies are 
still trying to 
understand 
the true value 
of digital, 
others have 
already begun 
to integrate it 
into the wider 
marketing 
strategy.”

“Digital channels 
offer a more 
individualised and 
personalised type 
of engagement.”

Digital marketing to play a greater role 
in the promotion of pharmaceutical 
companies and products?
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Responsible long term planning and innovation is
needed to solve the region’s engineering skill shortage 

The market is more optimistic now than it has been 
in a long time, yet according to Lisa Taylor, head 
of Nigel Wright’s engineering and manufacturing 
recruitment team, while demand for engineering 
talent continues to increase exponentially,   
“…the supply of talent is scarce and businesses, 
particularly those operating in, or supplying, the oil 
and gas and automotive industries, have had to find 
new and creative ways to attract and retain talent”.

At the onset of the recession, industrial and 
manufacturing businesses significantly reduced 
spending on all ‘non essentials’ and for many 
companies, training and development of staff fell 
into the ‘non essential’ category. As Lisa notes, 
“Training apprentice engineers and bringing 
them through the ranks stopped being a priority”. 
Furthermore, those leaving university with 
engineering degrees at that time were not entering 
the profession straight away, because of the lack 

of jobs. Consequently, five years later, “…there 
is a skill shortage right across project, electrical, 
electronic, mechanical, maintenance, quality, 
design and structural engineering”.

The recent NECC Quarterly Economic Survey 
confirmed that the North East has the most 
rapidly growing industrial and manufacturing 
sector in the UK, with “orders, sales and exports 
at unprecedented levels”. Demand in the market 
for engineering talent is driven, in large part, by 
the burgeoning oil and gas industry. Significantly, 
according to Lisa, “Big oil and gas companies 
have deep pockets and can afford to pay high 
salaries to attract the best talent; this is making 
life difficult for some of the smaller players in the 
market”. Furthermore, oil and gas companies are 
also starting to subcontract more specialist work, 
particularly around precision engineering, welding 
and fabrication, to tier-one suppliers. Subsequently, 

Tackling the 
skill shortage

“Demand in 
the market for 
engineering 
talent is driven, in 
large part, by the 
burgeoning oil and 
gas industry.” 

The engineering skill shortage is the biggest issue facing the region’s industrial 

and manufacturing sector today, and it’s an issue which is prominent within most 

industries and across all levels.

Analysis
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the larger suppliers are also in the habit of poaching 
the best niche skill-sets. This, again, is “…at the 
detriment of smaller companies, who are suffering 
as a consequence”. 

In the automotive sector in the region, the 
continued expansion of the Nissan manufacturing 
plant in Sunderland, and the subsequent growth of 
tier one automotive suppliers that supply Nissan, 
is also impacting the engineering talent market. 
During the last few years, Nissan has focused 
on NPI (New Product Introduction) and trialling 
new manufacturing processes prior to gearing 
up to full scale manufacture, focusing on driving 
process improvement and efficiency. Automotive 
businesses typically recruit more engineers during 
the NPI phase and, Lisa noted, “Like its peers in 
the oil and gas industry, Nissan is offering higher 
salaries to attract the best talent”. Larger, tier one 
suppliers are also being forced to appoint talent 
from non-automotive high volume manufacturers, 
to manage increasing demand, resulting in “…other 
manufacturing businesses struggling to find the 
calibre and quality of the talent they need”. 

There is growing awareness, however, that the 
culture of ‘short-term recruitment fixes’ to solve 
talent issues isn’t sustainable, and companies 
across the industrial and manufacturing sector 
are beginning to “…plan for skill shortages more 
responsibly by seeking longer term solutions”. 
Lisa explained that Nigel Wright is working in 
partnership with its clients, and helping them 
to focus on and conceive longer term solutions 
to counter the engineering skill shortage. For 
example, instead of trying to find the ‘ideal 
candidate’, Nigel Wright now advises clients to 
consider candidates with ‘a good attitude and 
some potential’ and to invest in improving internal 
training and development programmes “…to 
essentially mould the talent they need”. 

Elsewhere in the industrial and manufacturing 
sector, talent management and succession planning 
is increasingly important. As Lisa notes, “…this 
is another area where Nigel Wright has found a 
high demand for its consultative services”. The 
UK’s ageing workforce is a particularly prominent 
issue within engineering, and many industrial 
and manufacturing companies are facing up to 
the fact that 10% of their typically ‘long serving’ 
workforces, could retire during the next five to 
ten years. As Lisa explains, “A lot of employees 
with long tenures have essentially reached their 
natural level and have become comfortable at that 
level”. Young engineers looking to progress in their 
careers, therefore, often find a lack of management 
opportunities available. “Because people only have 
to give one month’s notice before they retire now, 
it is increasingly difficult for businesses to plan for 
the future. This is a common issue in the chemical 
process industry in Teesside at the moment, as 
many companies are expanding rapidly, while 

competing to attract and retain talent and build 
capacity to meet changing business demands”. 

Lisa added, “There has been a noticeable shift 
back to the ‘pre-recession’ candidate driven 
market, where high calibre talent is often in 
receipt of multiple job offers and counter offers 
are increasingly common again”. With the shift in 
focus towards attracting talent based on non-
monetary factors, however, such as training and 
career development opportunities, another key 
area that Nigel Wright has assisted clients with is 
the employment brand. Lisa noted that “Because 
the engineering talent market has effectively been a 
‘bidding war’ during the last few years, businesses 
have not invested in developing their employment 
brands. But employment brand and being seen as 
‘an employer of choice’ has …returned to the fore 
of recruitment strategies within the industrial and 
manufacturing sector”. During the last 12 months 
Nigel Wright instigated numerous recruitment 
campaigns where “…we have gone to market with 
engineering opportunities by selling a different yet 
compelling proposition to candidates, focused on 
career opportunities and other benefits aside  
from salary”. 

Nigel Wright has also been innovative in terms 
of how it tries to identify engineering talent; 
essentially finding ways to identify the best 
candidates before they become openly available on 
the market. In Lisa’s words, “Because we’ve been 
established in the engineering and manufacturing 
space for so long, we have excellent networks, 
which means we’re not just looking in the same 
places for the same people, like some of our 
competitors”. Additionally, she says, “Our solution 
is also different because our internal research team 
gives us a greater dimension to offer a broad and 
varied search for talent”.

Lisa, who has worked in recruitment for 19 years 
across Leeds, Manchester, the North East and 
Edinburgh, is currently expanding her established 
team of specialist consultants and, due to a high 
demand for her team’s services, is actively seeking 
to grow headcount over the next few months. 
Anyone interested in a career in recruitment should 
contact Lisa directly, using the details below. 

Nigel Wright is a trusted recruitment partner to the 
UK’s industrial and manufacturing sector. Its clients 
are diverse and range from local niche suppliers 
to multi-national, global leaders. It covers a broad 
range of industrial sectors including Automotive, 
Oil and Gas, Warehouse and Distribution, Process 
and Chemicals, Manufacturing and Engineering.

To find out more about how Nigel Wright’s 
engineering and manufacturing team could 
help you, please call lisa Taylor on   
+44 (0)191 269 0685 or email   
lisa.taylor@nigelwright.com.

“Nigel Wright 
has also been 
innovative in 
terms of how it 
tries to identify 
engineering 
talent; essentially 
finding ways to 
identify the best 
candidates before 
they become 
openly available 
on the market.”
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Construction boom leads 
to new appointment

Increased consumer confidence and a revival in the general housing 
market have been key growth drivers for both construction activity and 
the wider economy. 

The sector in the North East has benefited considerably from the rise 
in housing market turnover and mortgage availability, which have 
attracted more private housing development. 

As a result, recruitment activity for the sector has increased 
significantly in the past 12 months. Companies in the industry also 
continue to push the boundaries in innovation and sustainability as 
they play ever more critical roles in solving some of the UK’s built 
environment challenges, such as carbon reduction, waste reduction 
and resource efficiency.

Having recognised the new opportunities created by this growth 
in the sector, this summer we had the pleasure to welcome a new 
member of staff to our Built Environment team. Natalie Moyles joined 
Nigel Wright as a Managing Consultant responsible for the Built 
Environment Division and specialises in the supply of contract and 
permanent staff, up to Director level in the Architecture, Building 
Surveying, General Practice Surveying, Facilities Management, 

Building Services Engineering, Civil Engineering, Quantity Surveying 
and Construction professions. 

Natalie has several years’ recruitment experience in the North East, 
during which time she has developed strong relationships with a 
number of key clients, ranging from PLCs, SMEs, Public Sector, 
Professional Services and blue chip companies. She said:

“I’m delighted to join Nigel Wright at such an exciting time for the Built 
Environment sector. The growth experienced at both a regional and 
national level has been very promising. The value of the project starts 
in 2014 in the North East alone was 30% higher than in the previous 
year, which means that more job opportunities have been created in 
the region. My objective here at Nigel Wright is to consolidate our 
Built Environment brand by continuing to build and maintain strong 
relationships with key decision makers within the sector and become 
more heavily involved in regional networking events. “

Anyone interested in our work within the Construction 
and Property sector should contact Natalie on   
+44 (0)191 269 0692 or email her at   
natalie.moyles@nigelwright.com

With UK construction output volumes increasing by 6.2% over the past year, the 
construction sector has been experiencing a period of sustained growth.
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There is a general perception that supply chain 
practices in the oil and gas sector are often 
immature, compared to the world class functions 
that exist within the automotive and consumer 
industries. Furthermore, another commonly held 
notion is that supply chain practices can, in fact, 
transfer from one sector to another quite easily. In 
this article, we consider how the idiosyncrasies of 
each sector mean that, in actuality, supply chain 
practices, priorities and solutions are often very 
different and therefore transferring best practice 
from one sector to another can be difficult. 
By focusing on aspects such as process, cost 
management, collaboration and culture, however, 
we reveal how lessons could in fact be learned and 
practices shared between businesses from diverse 
sector backgrounds. 

Approaches to the supply chain: the 
problem of unsustainable systems within the 
oil and gas sector 

During the last decade, good supply chain practices 
have been prominent in the consumer and 
automotive sectors, but lacking within the oil and 
gas industry. In the oil and gas industry there is a 
greater reliance on design and project management 
capabilities – which are major strengths in the 

sector – yet the approach to the supply chain tends 
to be very transactional. Rather than operating 
within ‘economies of scale’, oil and gas engineers 
typically communicate directly with suppliers to 
buy materials and services. This lack of a joined up, 
strategic approach to supplier management usually 
results in different points of contact with suppliers, 
a duplication of workflow, no consolidated invoices 
and poor processes for contract negotiation. 

Furthermore, very few supply chain innovations 
emerge within the oil and gas industry due to 
the emphasis on ‘giving clients what they want’. 
Companies usually have a portfolio of products that 
they can call upon to customise with small tweaks, 
meaning there is little desire to conceive ‘blue-sky’ 
process solutions to improve efficiencies. It’s true 
though; the sector has always been profitable and 
successful, despite companies working in this way. 
However, the systems in oil and gas will ultimately 
stop being profitable up to a certain point. When 
the market becomes saturated and businesses 
have to be more competitive, there will be a tipping 
point; and that’s when people will realise that the 
transactional approach is not sustainable. 

Within the automotive and consumer sectors, on 
the other hand, availability, continuity of supply, 

“During the last 
decade, good 
supply chain 
practices have 
been prominent 
in the consumer 
and automotive 
sectors, but lacking 
within the oil and 
gas industry.”

Sector specific or transferable?

understanding where your critical parts are, making 
sure you develop good supplier relationships and 
measuring your performance are all really important 
and necessary features of the supply chain process. 
Oil and gas businesses have to realise, therefore, 
that a more structured, measured and innovative 
approach will help them sustain growth in the 
long term. From a procurement perspective, for 
example, buying everything from a risk point of 
view, from a quality point of view, from a cost point 
of view, from a capacity point of view, from  
a development point of view, and so on, is 
incredibly important.

Priorities in the supply chain: the skilled 
approach to cost management, which is 
apparent in automotive and consumer 
industries, could be transferred into the oil 
and gas mindset 

The automotive sector has changed dramatically 
during the last 15 years. Global companies such 
as Calsonic Kansei and Nissan, for example, with 
facilities in the North East, used to be more focused 
on productivity and managing volume. When 
production moved away from being ‘localised’ to 
have a global remit however, managing component 
costs through low cost country sourcing (LCC) 

emerged as a primary supply chain objective in  
the sector. 

Managing cost is also a primary objective for the 
supply chain within the consumer industry. When 
you have high volume, there are typically more 
opportunities to reduce cost. The supply chain 
has the luxury of being able to push suppliers hard 
and grow volume incrementally, by raising supplier 
productivity. There are also lots of costs or working 
capital ‘measures’ that are the same within the 
automotive and consumer industries. These include 
factors such as inventory, lead times, MOQs, 
payment terms and vendor financing, contract  
and master purchase agreements, order fill-rate  
and ‘clean-sheets’.

Within oil and gas engineering, however, there is 
little scope for cost reduction. Products are often 
bespoke and there is usually reluctance, from 
a design perspective, to make any cost saving 
alterations. Suppliers are also nominated early on 
and there is rarely any major tender process where 
price can be negotiated. Similarly, when it comes 
to low cost country sourcing the cost of logistics, 
together with the inevitable long lead times, makes 
LCC unfeasible in most cases. At the end of the 
day, an engineering business won’t compromise 

“The supply chain 
has the luxury of 
being able to push 
suppliers hard 
and grow volume 
incrementally, by 
raising supplier 
productivity. ”
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“Embracing 
flexibility, on 
the other hand, 
is really about 
embedding 
a culture of 
‘continuous 
improvement’.”

quality. Consumer and automotive businesses, on 
the other hand, have infrastructure on the ground 
to monitor and drive improvements. If you haven’t 
got that, then LCC is a huge risk.

It’s more about price validation and risk mitigation 
than it is about margin in the sub-sea oil and gas 
sector, compared to consumer and automotive. A 
lot of the cost is actually hidden because of the lack 
of tracking and measurement that takes place. It’s 
arguable, though, that to create a foundation for 
sustainable growth, companies operating within the 
oil and gas sector should aim for greater efficiency 
and control when managing costs. There is an 
impending need for tactical supply chain processes 
within the sector that could be developed from 
the standard practises used by consumer and 
automotive companies.

integration in the supply chain: global 
businesses require global collaboration, even 
in the oil and gas industry 

Research has shown that strategically integrated 
supply chains that have greater alignment with 
business strategy and overall better visibility are 
more impactful and successful. However, trying 
to facilitate closer coordination and integration of 
the supply chain with the rest of the business can 
be difficult. The automotive and consumer sectors 
have been particularly good at this during the last 
decade, though, whereas the oil and gas sector is, 
perhaps, still lagging behind. 

Within the automotive sector, integration is 
usually led by the OEM (original equipment 
manufacturer), who, in many cases will actually 
specify where parts are bought from. Integration 
then runs right through to both tier one and tier two 
suppliers. In automotive companies where parts 
are manufactured in-house, vertical integration 
is common. Similarly, in the consumer industry, 
especially large businesses with strong global 
footprints, there is a set global agenda that works 
to encourage integration between group supply 
management (GSM) and other divisions. 

Global businesses will also typically have ‘hundreds’ 
of people working within GSM, with specific teams 
focused on different areas such as purchasing, 
supplier management and systems and processes. 
Interestingly, business maturity also helps 
integration work well, simply due to a natural period 
of process evolution. In some cases, introducing 
global teams and systems has had a negative 
impact at first, leading to poor alignment with 
local business units and manufacturing facilities. 
The solutions to this issue are fairly consistent 
however within the consumer sector. For example, 
establishing specific business units focused on 
making sure that communication between NPD and 
supply chain is clear. This ultimately enables the 
supply chain function to have foresight of the types 

of materials it needs from suppliers and also helps 
locally based manufacturing faculties to feel less 
alienated from decision making.

In this context, a reciprocal relationship develops 
naturally between commercial and supply chain 
functions, whereby necessary market influenced 
processes essentially become automated, due 
to the robust systems as well as commutation 
channels that are in place. This is also very cost 
effective and ultimately, potential areas of conflict 
between different divisions are suppressed. 

Conversely, within the oil and gas sector, global 
businesses typically don’t have sophisticated 
supply chain teams that are fully integrated into 
other divisional areas of the business. What is 
common, however, is for oil and gas supply chain 
functions to drive all aspects of the supply chain, 
centrally, without the support of divisional or 
local teams. This significantly reduces visibility 
and makes the process incredibly complicated. 
Consequently, this can have an overall impact on 
quality, something that is vitally important within oil 
and gas engineering, because applications require a 
strong guarantee. 

Recurrent issues caused by inadequate supply 
chain functions include misplaced deliveries where 
parts don’t fit together properly, or the wrong parts 
are delivered. Errors such as these can regularly 
lead to a lot of rework taking place, which ultimately 
amounts to additional costs. This cost could be 
managed more effectively if oil and gas supply 

chain functions, especially within global businesses, 
try to mirror those present within the consumer 
and automotive sectors, where integration and 
alignment of the supply chain, with other divisional 
areas, is the norm. 

Valuing the supply chain: supply chain 
prowess within the automotive and 
consumer sectors is due to cultural as well as 
operational factors

If a business values its supply chain, then those 
working within the supply chain function find 
themselves to be more active, with a raised level 
of importance and influence across the company. 
For this to occur, however, a specific cultural 
environment must already exist that, by its very 
nature, naturally subsumes the supply chain into its 
operating mentality. 

There are three key factors underpinning a culture 
conducive to supply chain success. They are a 
companywide understanding of the importance of 
targets, process flexibility and people development. 
All of these cultural attributes are typically present 
within the consumer and automotive industries. 

With regards to targets, the performance of supply 
chain functions within these sectors is monitored 
closely and practitioners are made accountable 
for any shortcomings in delivery, quality or cost, 
depending on which of these areas is considered a 
supply chain priority. Embracing flexibility, on the 
other hand, is really about embedding a culture of 
‘continuous improvement’. The automotive and 
consumer sectors share a common willingness to 
try something different if targets are not being met. 

People development or ‘talent management’ 
are also major focuses within these sectors. For 
example, similar standards of ‘detailed’ annual 
appraisals exist across the two sectors. It’s 
quite common, for example, for supply chain 
professionals who began their careers within the 
automotive sector to claim it was within that sector 
that they learnt the most about the different tools 
and techniques of supply chain management; 
thus providing them with a solid foundation to go 
on and work in a variety of different businesses. 
Unsurprisingly the situation within the oil and gas 
sector it very different. 

The sector has experienced phenomenal growth 
during the last decade, yet the necessary processes 
to sustain growth have not evolved quickly enough 
and recurring issues are becoming more prominent 
as a result. Part of the problem is the transient 
nature of the oil and gas workforce, as well as 
its large contingent of contractors. Set goals and 
objectives, staff training and flexibility in processes, 
as well as aspects such as trust and professionalism, 
are often underdeveloped areas within oil and  
gas companies. 

Within the context of this cultural environment, the 
supply chain is undervalued. At senior management 
level, there is usually a lack of operational 
understanding about the types of challenges faced 
by the supply chain, which makes it difficult to push 
through necessary solutions. Consequently, people 
working within oil and gas supply chain functions 
are often not exposed to the type of practices those 
within the consumer and automotive sectors are, 
impeding their personal development within  
the discipline. 

There is a degree of recognition at some businesses 
within in the oil and gas sector that cultural change 
is needed. Some have even tried to introduce 
supply chain professionals from other sectors but 
those individual have often found the transition 
very difficult for the reasons outlined above. 
Similarly, those who leave the oil and gas sector to 
work in other industries, such as the consumer  
and automotive sectors, immediately struggle 
because of the very visible step-change in supply 
chain practices. 

With oil and gas industry growth expected to 
continue over the next few years, it’s vitally 
important for companies to act now to raise the 
importance of the supply chain function and 
promote the value it can bring to businesses and to 
the sector in general.

Parts of this article are based on an 

in-depth interview we conducted with 

Joanne Webber, senior supply manager 

at Stanley Black and Decker. Joanne 

has worked in a variety of senior ‘global’ 

supply chain roles within the consumer, 

automotive and oil and gas sectors, 

during the last 15 years. 

During our conversation with Joanne Webber, she provided 

the following table to highlight how the supply chain function 

within each sector prioritises delivery, quality and cost. 1=most 

important; 3=least important.

Automotive CoNsumer oil & GAs

Cost 1 1 3

Quality 3 3 1

Delivery 2 2 2

Analysis Supply Chain best practice



Group HR Director at Northumbrian Water

It’s over three years since you joined Northumbrian 
Water. What was it about the role and the 
organisation that attracted you to the opportunity? 

I was working at Places for People and wasn’t 
looking to move, when I was invited to meet 
Heidi Mottram, Northumbrian Water’s new Chief 
Executive. That prompted me to look at the 
organisation and the sector and who my future 
boss would be, and I got a really positive feeling 
about the overall opportunity. Northumbrian Water 
has a really strong sense of purpose, centered on 
providing an excellent service and adding value 
to the community, which is very compelling,  
especially as it was a FTSE 250 company based  
in the North East.

What were the biggest challenges you faced when 
you joined Northumbrian Water and how did you 
overcome them?

As this was my first role in the regulated utilities 
sector there was definitely a learning curve to get 
to grips with the complexity of the industry. There 
were already good foundations and processes 
in place, as well as a very competent HR team, 
which made the transition easier. I was recruited to 
support the change agenda, to get the organisation 
talking more about cultural issues like behaviour 
and people engagement as well as trust. Many 

of our people are scientists and engineers, so 
understandably there tended to be a technical and 
process driven approach in the business. My style 
was essentially ‘counter-cultural’ - it created a bit of 
constructive tension in the business. Now people 
think more about behaviour, engagement and  
trust differently, with a more inspirational   
people agenda. 

Which achievements are you most proud of?

From an organisational point of view, definitely 
being part of a winning team. And when I say 
‘team’, I don’t just mean HR or the Management 
Team, but rather everyone here at Northumbrian 
Water. We won 34 awards last year, recognising 
achievements right across our business, which 
we’re really proud of. In terms of people focused 
achievements, we won the Leadership category 
at the 2012 North of England Excellence Awards 
and the national excellence award through 
‘Business in the Community’ for Engagement and 
Wellbeing and a regional EEF award for People 
Management. At the 2013 North of England 
Excellence Awards we won Business of the Year 
based on a two week assessment of our entire 
business model, which included members of 
the HR team being assessed by auditors. From a 
personal perspective, I’m hugely impressed by how 
the HR team has developed in the last three years. 

Featured interview
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Sarah Salter

“I was recruited 
to support the 
change agenda, 
to get the 
organisation 
talking more 
about cultural 
issues like 
behaviour 
and people 
engagement as 
well as trust.”

Since joining the organisation in 2010, Sarah Salter has made a real impact on the 

people agenda at Northumbrian Water. Here she tells Nigel Wright that the key to 

success is all about creating an environment which enables others to succeed, and 

why working for Northumbrian Water means having a broader personal commitment 

to serving the community.
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written in a book, it’s completely woven into the 
organisation at every level. 

Why should other people consider joining 
Northumbrian Water? 

There is an enormous value to the work that we 
do here. Our water and waste water services 
are critical to life and to civil society and every 
day I work alongside people who are completely 
committed to what Northumbrian Water does 
and what it stands for. Working here gives you a 
real sense of pride and the ‘Our Way’ behaviour 
creates a very supportive, friendly and positive 
environment and because Northumbrian Water 
is inextricably linked to the communities it serves, 
in joining the business, you naturally take on 
the responsibility of being an active community 
member. So, for example, we run an award-winning 
employee volunteering programme called ‘Just 
an Hour’ and over 1,500 of our staff took part 
in community initiatives last year through this 
programme. Getting involved in voluntary activities 
is mainstreamed in our business.

You’re not from the North East originally but this is 
actually your third spell working in the region. Do 
you think perceptions of the North East as a good 
place to live and work are changing? What more 
could be done?

For me, the location of this opportunity was 
definitely a bonus; I’d worked in the region before 
and was already familiar with the area and what 
it has to offer. Generally speaking, however, I do 
think the North East is a well-kept secret. The 
former One North East slogan ‘Passionate people, 
passionate places’, really captures for me what 
the region is about and when people come and 
work here they very quickly connect with this idea 
and develop an affinity with the place. There is 
so much to be proud of in the North East - things 
like our cultural heritage, Science City and the 
groundbreaking research our universities pioneer. 
As a business leader based here, I feel a strong 
desire to talk the region up. That’s the challenge we 
should all embrace. 

What is Northumbrian Water doing to ensure its 
talent pipeline is healthy over the next few years? 

We have a very stable workforce at Northumbrian 
Water because people like working here. Our staff 
turnover is below 5% which is great, yet that can 
also create the challenge of how to keep people 
motivated and inspired. Through our employee 
survey, career development emerged as a key 
issue. In the last 18 months we have rolled out a 
new programme called ‘Our Way – Your Direction’ 
aimed at addressing this. So, we’ve subsequently 
done a lot to help people understand that career 
development isn’t always about moving vertically 
but rather about broadening your experiences 
and getting involved in different areas of the 

business. We’ve enabled over 100 development 
secondments across the business in 12 months 
and developed more project, volunteering and 
mentoring opportunities. It’s all about getting 
people to reframe what personal growth means 
and the result is that we’re creating internal churn 
so it’s a virtuous cycle. In terms of attracting people 
to join Northumbrian Water we work with schools 
and universities to help young people understand 
what a diverse range of opportunities are on offer in 
our business. We’re working with the government 
on the ‘Trailblazer’ initiative, developing a new 
approach to apprenticeships in the water industry, 
and exploring other innovative ways to engage 
young people in the world of work.

What skills are you currently trying to attract or 
develop at Northumbrian Water? 

We place huge value on the scientific and technical 
expertise that we have in the business and making 
sure that our workforce is flourishing in these 
critical areas is always a key focus for us. We 
actively support science, technology, engineering 
and maths (STEM) subjects in schools, as there is a 
still national shortage of young people engaging in 
these key subjects, particularly young women. We 
need to help parents and teachers understand more 
about the fabulously rewarding careers that many 
scientists and engineers feel they have. Developing 
an all pervading ‘customer mindset’ in our business 
is another major focus for us. We’re a customer 
facing business and what our customers think 
about the services we provide is vital to us; at the 
end of the day our success is essentially driven by 
customer experience. So, whilst hiring people who, 
for example, have a practical knowledge of leakage 
management is important, our people also need to 
have a strong service mindset and the ability to talk 
to customers in an engaging way. 

You’ve spent over two decades in HR. How has  
the role of the HR professional changed during  
that time?

The level of involvement in change management 
projects and, specifically, the process of enabling 
change, has evolved during the last two decades. 
The engagement and wellbeing agenda is also 
something which has emerged during that time 
and continues to drive and shape strategy, and it 
has definitely evolved from a focus on industrial 
relations to employee relations - helping managers 
to embed culture and support innovation and 
customer engagement. It’s what I would describe 
as an ambassadorial role. It’s important to 
remember, however, that the due diligence agenda 
- having slick processes and internal knowledge 
and ‘getting the basics right’ - has never gone away 
either. So, for example, having HR professionals 
with the credibility and knowledge to provide 
good guidance and advice to line managers is still 
fundamentally important. 
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“There is so much 
to be proud of 
in the North 
East - things 
like our cultural 
heritage, Science 
City and the 
groundbreaking 
research our 
universities 
pioneer.”

They’ve supported some big changes and difficult 
challenges and emerged with greater confidence 
and freedom to operate. 

What are the current challenges you’re facing? 

We have a long serving workforce and people 
have witnessed a significant amount change in 
the industry over the last two decades. So, for 
me communicating change clearly and effectively 
is vitally important, because building change 
capability remains a challenge for all businesses. 
There are some high profile efficiency benchmarks 
in the water sector and we are working hard to help 
our workforce understand how this demanding 
external climate means we have to continually 
adapt how we work. A key focus for us is getting 
our people to understand how important it is 
to satisfy customers on their own terms rather 
than our terms. Central to the solution is making 
sure that our people recognise the diversity and 
differentiation of different customer needs and 
have enough flexibility to be able to deal with 
a variety of issues. The third area I would draw 
attention to is leadership development. Many of 
our managers have successfully worked their way 
up through our business and have developed 
robust technical management skills; we’re focussing 
on leadership and behaviour at the moment, to get 

a good balance between personal and   
technical skills. 

Is there a Northumbrian Water ‘culture’? What role 
have you played in shaping this? 

When Heidi joined there was a great focus on 
defining our values, which are: to be customer 
focused and results driven, creative and ethical 
and operate as one team. These are now woven 
into everything we do as a business. Over 90% of 
our employees would say they are comfortable 
with these values and believe they represent 
who we are as an organisation. One of my main 
themes has been to support the development of 
the ‘Our Way’ programme, in conjunction with 
an external partner. This is a programme aimed 
at communicating our values through explaining 
‘how we work around here’. We help our people to 
develop the right skills and to understand how to 
apply our values in their day to day role. All 3000 
people have had at least one day of ‘Our Way’ 
training and in many teams it’s much more than 
this. Every department’s business plan has an ‘Our 
Way’ section explaining how the team intends to 
embed the ‘Our Way’ values and behaviours and 
we celebrate people who bring the vision and 
values to life through our annual peer-nominated 
“viva” award (vision and values). So, it’s not just 

“We have a long 
serving workforce 
and people 
have witnessed 
a significant 
amount change  
in the industry 
over the last   
two decades.”
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What HR trends are you most interested in at  
the moment?

In my view the economic climate of the last few 
years has brought trust to the fore and we hear 
people talk about a crisis of trust in the UK - trust 
in business and trust in leaders as well as our 
institutions. From an employee engagement 
perspective, our people strategies must seek 
to rebuild trust by helping people see the true 
value of the organisation. At Northumbrian Water 
75% of our employees currently say they feel 
‘highly engaged’ so we’re obviously focused on 
understanding how to better engage the remaining 
25%. Another area of interest is around wellbeing 
and resilience. Technology is driving people to 
work longer hours and we have to help people 
develop strategies to manage the lure of a 24/7 
working culture. So the wellbeing agenda includes 
giving support and advice around mental as well 
as physical health. A third area of interest, which 
I’ve already discussed, is around helping people 
fulfil their potential and creating excitement about 
what else they can do at work. And finally the UK 
skills agenda is critical, with focus on STEM and 
promoting inclusion. 

You’re a strong supporter and contributor to 
our HRD network. How important are business 
networks in the HR community? What do you  
get out of them? Is the region lacking anything in 
this respect? 

Networks are really valuable because they act as 
forums where we can share ideas and best practice 
and stimulate new thinking. They provide a very 
supportive and trusting environment to share 
problems and solutions. From a development 

point of view, they provide a good opportunity 
for members of my team to learn from others too. 
There is a range of different networks in the region 
and I think the North East is probably the most 
connected place I’ve worked. 

How do you keep yourself busy outside of work?

We place huge value on our relationships with our 
stakeholders and so Northumbrian Water people 
like to work closely with all kinds of community 
organisations. In support of this I have several 
non-executive roles. I am a member of the 
leadership team for Business in the Community’s 
East of England ‘Business Action on Public Health’ 
campaign, following on from the BITC national 
Workwell Leadership council in 2010. In the 
North East I’m a trustee for the Excel Academy 
Partnership in Durham and a regional advisor 
for Common Purpose, which runs leadership 
development programmes. I’ve been working 
closely with Beamish Museum to establish the 
Business Friends of Beamish, to redefine how the 
business community can share in its success and 
support it in the future. Beamish plays such an 
important role in the identity of the region and has 
a bold vision for the next ten years. The museum is 
awaiting the outcome of a major bid to the Heritage 
Lottery Fund which will mean the plan can come to 
life sooner, bringing huge benefits like supporting 
older people, greater engagement with the STEM 
agenda and creating some 50 apprenticeships in 
the coming years. From a purely personal view 
point, I’ve found a fantastic yoga network since 
moving to the North East. Last year I trained in Thai 
yoga massage and I’ve just started yoga teacher 
training too. Do I have too much on my plate? 
Probably! But, is it worth it? Absolutely, yes.

“At Northumbrian 
Water 75% of 
our employees 
currently say 
they feel ‘highly 
engaged’ so we’re 
obviously focused 
on understanding 
how to better 
engage the 
remaining 25%.”

Featured interview
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News & Events

North East of England 
CIPD HR&D Awards 2014

Over 400 delegates from across the North East gathered at the 
NewcastleGateshead Hilton hotel to celebrate the individuals and 
organisations leading the way in HR and development. Nigel Wright 
was an associate sponsor of the 2014 North East of England CIPD 
Awards, which rewarded the achievements of some of the region’s 
brightest and best employers including a car manufacturer, a fire 
brigade and a call centre.

Among the employers recognised were LSL Property Services, Arriva 
North East, Technology Services Group, Waterstons Ltd, Hannifin 
Manufacturing Ltd, The Newcastle upon Tyne Hospitals NHS 

Foundation Trust and virgin Money. Nigel Wright’s Sue O’Donovan 
said, “This year’s awards were bigger than ever with a record number 
of applications, even more support from existing and new sponsors 
and the quality of applications was superb, giving our judges a 
fantastic challenge deciding this year’s winners.”

Within the 400 plus crowd at the CIPD HR&D Awards in Gateshead 
were professionals who have proven they are exemplary in terms of 
HR and development in recent months, alongside colleagues and 
friends who were there to celebrate, network and enjoy the special 
atmosphere of the event.

Nigel Wright, associate sponsor at the 2014 North East of England CIPD HR&D 
Awards, helped to celebrate the region’s best HR and development practitioners 
and companies.

The winners...
Innovation in Social Media or Technology Award
Sponsored by Nigel Wright Recruitment
Winner – lSl Property Services

Change Management Project of the Year Award
Sponsored by Cintra HR & Payroll Services
Winner – Arriva North East

Excellence in Developing People Award
Sponsored by CIPD North East of England Branch
Winner – Technology Services Group

SME Excellence in HR&D Award
Sponsored by The Chartered Institute of Management 
Accountants
Winner – Waterstons ltd, business & iT 
Consultancy

Engagement & Well-being Award
Sponsored by Northumbrian Water
Winner – Parker Hannifin Manufacturing ltd

Diversity & Inclusion in the Workplace Award
Sponsored by Home Group
Winner – The Newcastle upon Tyne Hospitals NHS 
Foundation Trust

HR&D Team of the Year Award
Sponsored by Clarke Mairs LLP
Winner – Virgin Money

News & Events
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For several years now the North Sea oil and gas industry 
has been in the midst of a skills shortage.

In the inaugural Oil and Gas Survey by Aberdeen & 
Grampian Chamber of Commerce (AGCC) in October 
2004, operators and contractors highlighted skills 
shortages as the factor most likely to limit activity if 
demand was maintained.

A decade on and the industry is buoyant, confidence 
is high, investment is at a record level but the situation 
remains exactly the same.

Skills shortages and competition for staff still play a 
significant role in constraining contractors’ United 
Kingdom Continental Shelf operations and remains 
the second most common problem, particularly for 
companies with between 200 and 500 employees.

Accountancy firm PwC estimated in 2012 that Aberdeen 
needs to recruit 120,000 skilled workers by 2022 or 
risk losing its place as one of the world’s great  
energy centres.

With global competition and an ageing workforce the 
industry will need 96,000 just to replace those leaving 
and a further 24,000 to cope with anticipated growth.

Numerous initiatives are underway involving 
organisations like Opito, Oil & Gas UK and Subsea UK as 
well as many individual companies but at least part of the 
solution could lie less than 300 miles away.

A wave of momentum is building up involving 
collaboration between the UK’s two North Easts 
according to Richard Cockburn, a partner in the Energy 
and Natural Resources team at Bond Dickinson which 
has representation in both.

Richard Cockburn, Partner for Energy and Natural Resources 
at law firm Bond Dickinson, tells us why oil and gas industry 
stakeholders based in the UK’s ‘two North Easts’ – North East 
England and North East Scotland – need to encourage greater 
collaboration to help solve the skills deficit and help maintain 
their deserved positions as global energy centres.

Two North Easts

By Graeme Smith 



He said there is a huge pipeline of work to come 
from the North Sea and North East England is 
ideally placed to pick up a large slice of that – which 
could lead to the creation of thousands of jobs.

There are a number of companies based in the 
North East of England which are looking to expand 
either in, or into, oil and gas. 

Some have been involved in more mainstream 
engineering, construction or the marine sector who 
are looking at the oil and gas sector, seeing it is still 
booming, and thinking they would like a slice of 
that pie.

While there might be fluctuations in the level of 
investment in oil and gas generally the level of 
activity in Aberdeen and the North East of Scotland 
remains high.

That means there can be a bottleneck in the supply 
chain in Aberdeen which creates opportunities for 
contractors from the North East of England to come 
in and offer additional supply.

“There are also opportunities for that supply chain 
in areas outside Aberdeen which are involved in oil 
and gas work,” said Cockburn.

“In particular they could look at areas like the 
Cromarty Firth, Nigg and Ardersier where facilities 
are developing rapidly, creating a growing need for 
contractors - and it might be difficult to obtain  
the choice of contractor they need in the  
Aberdeen area.

“There will undoubtedly be rivalry at times but if 
the North East of England can stand side-by-side 
with the North and North East of Scotland to offer 
jointly a complete, dependable and cost effective 

supply chain then the rewards will continue to 
flow from the North Sea oil and gas industry.

“The reality of the matter is that some of 
the supply chain companies in Aberdeen 
are out of the door with work and if firms 
in the North East of England can take the 
pressure off them then working together 
might create many more opportunities.”

He said there was undoubtedly growing 
interest from businesses in the North 

East of England in plugging gaps in the 
oil and gas supply chain caused by the 

skills shortage and high property costs in 
the North East of Scotland which is the UK’s 

most buoyant area outside London with one of the 
lowest unemployment rates in the country.

Bond Dickinson recently hosted the Teesside 
launch of the 20th AGCC Oil & Gas Survey which 
revealed that the North East of England contributes 
almost as much to the industry as all of Scotland 
combined, outwith the Aberdeen area.

The survey was compiled after consultation with 
more than 100 UK oil and gas contractors and 
operators. The research by the Fraser of Allander 
Institute, University of Strathclyde, found that for 
major contracts outside Aberdeen 13% of potential 
suppliers were based in North East England with 
15% for the rest of Scotland.

The level of interest is clear from the number of 
serious inquiries which the Teesside survey launch 
led to.

“There is variable geometry of knowledge in the 
North East of England about the offshore sector,” 
said Cockburn.

“There are those who are up to speed, know the 
Aberdeen market inside out,and are playing the 
game very well. Then there are others who have 
been involved in more mainstream engineering, 
construction or the marine sector who are looking 
at the oil and gas sector seeing it is booming and 
thinking they need to make sure they have a slice 
of that pie.

“There was record investment in the North Sea 
last year (£14.4bn) and the decommissioning 
‘boom’ is about to kick off. For years, studies by 
the likes of Aberdeen University have forecast 
continuing postponement of the bulk of North Sea 
decommissioning spend but its studies are showing 
that such postponement is now tailing off.

“Decom North Sea predicts that this industry could 
be worth £1bn or more per year and the North East 
of England is positioned perfectly to pick up a large 
slice of this work – witness Shell’s recent decision 
to award the Brent decommissioning to the Able 
yard. 70% of the oil and gas platforms operating 
in the North Sea were built in the North East of 
England and many of them could be heading back 
to the region for dismantling. With the offshore 
wind industry continuing to grow, and the proximity 
of the North East of England to giant offshore 
developments such as Dogger Bank, the future for 
the region is bright.”

“There are a 
number of 
companies based 
in the North East 
of England which 
are looking to 
expand either  
in, or into, oil  
and gas. ”
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 2014 UK Oil and Gas

 Salary Survey

Respondents worked across different levels and 
disciplines within their companies. Analysis is 
based on C-Level, Director/Senior Management, 
Management and Non-Management and 
includes those working in Technical, Operations, 
Commercial and Support functions. 

Our large data-set allows us to understand the 
average salary and benefits packages people 
receive within oil and gas industry. Other factors 
covered include the benefits regarded as important 
in a remuneration package, the reasons why people 
move jobs, as well as the methods utilised to search 
for a new job. Some of the highlights of the survey 
are detailed below. 

Salary, benefits and bonuses 

The average salary, excluding benefits and 
bonuses, received by respondents was £80,000, 
with salaries ranging from between £30,000 at 
non-management level up to £250,000 at C-Level. 
89% of respondents receive some form of company 
benefit or bonus as part of their remuneration 
package. 40% of respondents receive both a 
company and personal bonus. Bonuses, on 
average, could be as high as 30% at C-Level. 

Changing jobs

The intention to move jobs was also fairly 
consistent across the different respondent levels 
and disciplines. 55% of respondents were in fact 
planning to change jobs within the next 18 months.

Job search methods 

Traditional methods of finding a job such as 
approaching recruiters (66%) or approaching 

employers directly (56%) still remain important to 
candidates working within the oil and gas industry. 
Social networking (38%) is also an increasingly 
important method for job seekers. 

Country Manager of our Energy Division, Anthony 
Broadhead, commented on the findings; 

“There continues to be real optimism in the oil and 
gas industry, with most businesses expecting to 
increase permanent and contractor staffing levels in 
the next 12 months. Consequently, average salaries 
and overall benefits packages have continued 
to rise. We believe, however, that these inflated 
labour market conditions are not sustainable.

“Many companies within the sector are becoming 
wise to the fact that these inflated conditions, 
in some respects, have been made possible 
by industry stakeholders, such as recruiters, 
encouraging prospective candidates to demand 
more. Companies are beginning to combat this by 
being creative around the benefits packages they 
offer, in the knowledge that money perhaps isn’t 
always the best way to attract talent. 

“Certainly, the results of our survey highlight that 
although financial rewards remain important, 
there are in fact a range of other benefits that are 
attractive to candidates in today’s market. We 
fully support creative approaches to incentivising 
prospective candidates and always make a point 
of advising clients on what the options are in  
this area.”

The full report can be read and 
downloaded from    
www.nigelwright.com/energydownloads

In August we published our 2014 UK Oil and Gas Salary Survey.   

The report was compiled from over 1,000 respondents, across the 

oil and gas sector, who completed our online survey during the first 

quarter of 2014. The survey is timely, as the beginning of the year  

is when pay reviews are announced.
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“There continues 
to be real optimism 
in the oil and gas 
industry, with 
most businesses 
expecting 
to increase 
permanent and 
contractor staffing 
levels in the next 
12 months.”

Ri
ch

ar
d 

C
oc

kb
ur

n



44

News & Events

imagine 45

News & Events

imagine

North East Accountancy 
Awards 2014

The eighth annual North East Accountancy Awards saw hundreds of 
accountants, other finance professionals and their colleagues gather at 
the NewcastleGateshead Hilton hotel to celebrate the achievements of 
the region’s top financial businesses and individuals.

Among the winners were Craig Hart from Aspire Technology 
Solutions, who was named New Accountant of the Year, vicki Brown 
from vertu Motors plc who picked up the title of Accountant of the 
Year and Balfour Beatty Business Services’ Holly Langton, who was 
named Accounting Technician of the Year.

Nigel Wright was associate sponsor of the North East Accountancy Awards 
2014, which recognised some of the finest finance professionals in the region.



umbrella bodies and networks. I use LinkedIn quite 
a lot to connect with different individuals who stand 
out within the education sector. Where possible I’ll 
attend regional events in education, and anywhere 
that leaders in education are going to congregate. 

Specifically, what changes and initiatives have you 
implemented to help transform North Tyneside 
Learning Trust into a more professional and 
corporate organisation? 

Certainly, as mentioned before, improving the 
Trust’s communications has transformed the way 
in which we’re perceived and viewed, and I think 
that’s really helped improve our profile, locally, 
regionally and nationally. The other area that 
we’ve worked really hard on over the last year is 
to develop the vision, mission and values for the 
Trust. Everyone within the organisation, all of the 
partner schools and employers, higher and further 
education partners have been involved in the 
development of that, and it has really provided 
us with a clear sense of common purpose across 
our diverse network of stakeholders. We’ll shortly 
be launching a new website as well. We’ve been 
doing a lot of work behind the scenes on that. It 
will have a new members’ area with lots of virtual 
learning forums and opportunities for more virtual 
collaboration and the sharing of knowledge and 
expertise between schools and between partners, 
because that’s the kind of model on which  
we’re based.

Building relationships with the wider business 
and education community is obviously a key 
part of your role. Tell us about some of the key 
relationships you have developed and why they’re 
so important to North Tyneside Learning Trust?

Since joining the Trust last October, I’ve secured 
a number of formal employer partners. They 
include organisations such as Balfour Beatty, 
Capita and Tribal, and each of them are making 
several significant contributions as part of their 
arrangement with us. That includes anything from 
the supply of Trust Governors to apprenticeship 
opportunities for our school leavers. They also 
do career talks, assembly presentations, work 
placements and industry site visits. They support 
our STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Maths) clubs within schools to really boost 
our science activity, and they often provide 
sponsorship for our teams of students to take 
part in different educational opportunities. 
We’ve also developed a number of really 
successful partnership arrangements with national 
organisations. Currently, we are working with the 
National Science Learning Centre, based in York, 
on the development and delivery of our science 
strategy. They’re also providing us with free high 
quality CPD for our teachers and our teaching 
assistants, specifically focused on science. These 
new relationships have enabled Trust Schools to 
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“Currently, we  
are working with 
the National 
Science Learning 
Centre, based 
in York, on the 
development and 
delivery of our 
science strategy.” 

What is your overall remit as CEO? 

As Chief Executive of the Trust, I lead on the development and the 
delivery of our long term strategy. I work really closely with the 
Trust Board to ensure their vision is delivered, and we have a shared 
consensus on all high level decision making about policy, strategy 
and future direction. I report to the Board, but in many ways I also act 
as an advisor to them. I hold overall responsibility for the day-to-day 
operations of the Trust, so, the staff, and all the programmes that we 
run. I’m also responsible for all internal and external communications. 
There’s a real mix of strategic work and more hands on operational 
management, to keep me busy.

What impact have you had so far? 

The first year has been an incredible journey. Six new schools have 
actually joined the Trust since I became Chief Executive last October, 

which is fantastic, and we’ve got a further five schools consulting over 
membership, so Trust numbers could grow to 45 by April this year. 
Although the Trust is a really strong collaborative partnership, one of 
the things that it didn’t do terribly well was communicate its activities 
and achievements, either among existing members or the wider 
public. I’ve helped improve the Trust’s communication and raised 
awareness, which has made a lot of schools realise that there might be 
something that they’re missing out on and also gained the interest of a 
number of potential employment partners. 

How much of a learning process has it been for you? What gaps (if 
any) are there in your own learning and development? 

I’m really keen to gain more direct knowledge and awareness of school 
governance, the challenges facing schools and how to deal with them. 
So I’m hoping to actually become a Foundation Trust Governor myself, 
at a local primary school. I’ve also joined a number of educational 

Kehri Ellis
Chief Executive at       
North Tyneside Learning Trust

introduce lots of innovative new approaches to 
teaching and learning, and generally enhance and 
enrich the curriculum.

North Tyneside Learning Trust has around 17 
employer partners now. Is there a limit to the 
number you can have or do you intend to keep 
increasing this number? 

The more partners we have the greater our capacity 
will be to improve the education and life chances 
of young people living in North Tyneside. Although 
we’ve now got 20 formal employer partners, we 
actually work with and receive support from many 
other organisations. Quick Hydraulics, for instance, 
is a local engineering company in North Tyneside. 
They’ve sponsored a number of our primary 
schools to take part in Primary Engineer which is a 
programme that is delivered in Year Two and Year 
Six in primary schools. Their Managing Director, 
Andrew Esson, also serves as a Trust Governor 
on one of our schools, so they’re heavily involved 
in the work of the Trust but they’re not a formal 
employer partner. You don’t have to be a formal 
partner to work with us. 

Is there a type of organisation that you prefer to 
work with? 

STEM is a huge focus for the Trust because 
there are a variety of highly skilled, high level 
jobs available within North Tyneside requiring 
those skills and as a consequence, we’ve had a 
huge push on engaging with engineering and 
scientific companies that value STEM subjects. We 
recognise, however, that not all young people are 
going to go into STEM related industries, so we’re 
also working with lots of arts organisations. For 
example, Northern Stage is developing a facility in 
North Tyneside and we’re supporting them with 

In 2012 Kehri Ellis 

became North 

Tyneside Learning 

Trust’s first CEO. 

Here she chats to 

Nigel Wright about 

her successes to 

date as well as her 

grand plans for 

the Trust locally, 

nationally and 

internationally.



that. We also work with an amateur dramatics 
company called Day8 Productions that puts on 
productions locally. So, science is an absolutely 
huge focus but that’s not to the detriment of 
everything else; we work with a really broad range 
of different companies. 

Can you give us some examples of some of the 
best initiatives - work experience placements, 
curriculum development, mentoring and 
sponsorship opportunities - that have come out of 
the partnerships you have made with businesses?

One good example is the Engineering 
Development Trust’s ‘Engineering Education 
Scheme’, an annual engineering competition which 
our schools enter. In 2013 Whitley Bay High School 
won what’s known as the ‘Nissan Rose bowl prize’, 
beating public and private schools from across the 
North East, and during the process one student was 
talent spotted by a major multinational engineering 
company and offered a work placement during the 
summer. In terms of sponsorship, there’s a really 
interesting development emerging with ‘vision for 
Education’, a business that provides supply staff 
to schools. They’re sponsoring an awards scheme 
geared towards celebrating the achievements of 
children and young people within Trust schools 
which we’re launching in the summer.

Ten years ago Trust Schools didn’t exist but now 
around 15% of secondary schools and 2% of 
primary schools in the UK are foundation schools, 
some of which are owned by a trust. Do you 
anticipate these numbers increasing? What can 
a trust school offer students that a normal state 
school can’t? 

The Trust School model creates a formal 
collaborative structure that connects schools 
with higher and further education and employers 
and enables long term sustainable partnerships 
between those organisations to develop. very 
often, education business partnerships between 
schools are very much based on individual 
relationships within school and what the Trust 
model is trying to do is make the relationship 
more sustainable over a period of time, so it’s 
not relying on a few individuals, it’s a formal 
partnership arrangement. There’s a really strong 
focus on school to school support. We’ve got 
some excellent schools in North Tyneside and 
often schools themselves are best placed to drive 
their own improvement. The Trust’s role is to 
essentially create an environment and opportunities 
for schools to support each other. It’s really about 
working with schools and others to get them the 
support that they need to improve. The Trust works 
in very close partnership with the local authority 
school improvement service and standards have 
never been higher with 94% of schools in North 
Tyneside now rated Good or Outstanding by 
Ofsted, which means we are working in one of the 

What is your vision for North Tyneside Learning 
Trust? What does the organisation look like to you 
in five years? 

Over the next five years I certainly see continued 
growth in the number of member schools, 
employer partnerships and Trust Governors. I’d like 
to see a lot more long term business partnerships 
secured, with every Trust School having a specific 
business partnership link so that the children 
have development opportunities from essentially 
preschool, right the way through to post-16, 
with companies in their local area. Whilst our 
commitment will always be to North Tyneside and 
North Tyneside schools, I think there are some 
wider business development opportunities that 
could increase our future sustainability and help 
grow our reputation regionally, as well as nationally 
as a really strong, effective collaborative partnership 
achieving amazing outcomes for our schools. One 
of the other things that I’d really like to explore 
over the next five years is the potential for more 

international links. We’ve just had a delegation of 
Trust head teachers spend a week in China to learn 
about teaching approaches in Chinese primary 
schools. Already the message coming back from 
those teachers, just in terms of the differences in 
approaches and some of the things that we could 
potentially trial here, is phenomenal. 

The trust governor network is growing; what 
qualities do you look for in a trust governor? 

Ideally, we try to identify people who have a 
passion for education and the ability to provide 
constructive challenges, as well as support, to a 
governing body. We look to secure people from 
business and industry with a track record of success 
in their chosen field. I’d want to see that they had 
a genuine commitment to school improvement 
and to tackling disadvantage in education. There’s 
no one size fits all with a Trust Governor, we need 
a very broad and varied range of expertise and 
personality types. 

best local authority areas in the country for schools. 
The Trust model is undoubtedly contributing to  
that success. 

Do you anticipate Trust schools to increase over the 
next few years?

The Trust School model has attracted a lot of 
attention recently, particularly, in the North East 
and, in fact, the Trust’s been approached by a 
number of school partnerships locally to provide 
information on the Trust model and how to 
establish a Trust and become a Trust School, and 
what that means for the school. There’s a number 
of schools working together in Newcastle who are 
currently looking to establish several smaller trusts 
that are more geographically defined, so they’re 
smaller than North Tyneside Learning Trust, but 
they’re based on a very, very similar model. There’s 
about a dozen schools in Redcar at the moment 
that are also exploring the Trust’s model, so yes, I 
certainly do anticipate Trust numbers increasing.

“We look to 
secure people 
from business 
and industry with 
a track record of 
success in their 
chosen field.”

“We’ve got some 
excellent schools 
in North Tyneside 
and often schools 
themselves are 
best placed to 
drive their own 
improvement.”
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As well as your CEO role, you’re also a Non 
Executive Director at Isos Housing; do the two roles 
complement each other?

The Trust gets an awful lot out of the role that 
I play with Isos and I’m really keen to establish 
stronger links between social housing providers 
and schools in North Tyneside. For example, I’ve 
persuaded one of the Executive Directors at Isos to 
serve as a Trust Governor. I think organisations like 
Isos and Gentoo, as well as having a really strong 
social purpose, are also large businesses that can 
contribute a lot to our schools. I’m in discussions 
with both organisations currently about how they 
can get involved more with the Trust. 

You completed an MBA a few years ago. How 
valuable is an MBA qualification to those seeking 
senior executive roles? How in particular has it 
helped you in your career?

While I was completing my MBA, I used to refer to 
it as Maybe Best Avoided! There’s an awful lot of 
work goes into it, but obviously, it’s all really worth 
it in the end. I think the ‘MBA badge’ certainly 
helped in securing me an interview for my first 
Director role. It does, in my opinion, still have a 
high currency value in the job market and I certainly 
wouldn’t put anybody off from completing one. I 
deliberately chose to do a generalist MBA over a 
sector specific MBA like Housing, because I think 
specialist MBAs could limit your options in the 
longer term. 

Gender diversity at board level remains a big issue 
in the public and private sectors. As a woman, 
what has helped you get to the very top of your 
profession? What advice would you pass on to 
other aspiring female leaders? 

My motto has always been network, network, 
network. I’ve always worked hard to maintain 
relationships with people, which has helped 
me throughout my career. I see everything as a 
possible learning opportunity; if any developmental 
opportunities present themselves, take them on 
and learn from them. I’m a really positive person 
and I’ve found being positive is really helpful. Also, 
getting a mentor is beneficial; someone that you 
really trust, respect and admire. Always embrace 
change and learn from it, even if it’s taking you 
outside your comfort zone; set yourself regular 
challenges to keep things interesting. Learning how 
to value diversity and learn from the people who 
are different from you, is also important. Above all 
else, enjoy the journey. 

Where do you look for inspiration?

In my current role, I would say the children and 
young people in our schools. They’re incredible 
and provide me with ample inspiration. 

Outside of work, what keeps you busy? 

I’ve got a six year old daughter, so my social life 
is her social life! I’m quite into active sports and 
particularly diving; I’ve got a Padi Advanced Open 
Water Diver qualification. I Iove travelling, too.

“I’ve always 
worked hard 
to maintain 
relationships  
with people, 
which has helped 
me throughout 
my career.”
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“Culturally, 
there must be 
an acceptance 
of failure and 
employees must 
not be afraid to try 
out new ideas.”

The perceived risk of a major financial disaster has 
largely disappeared and in the long term, although 
growth will continue to be slow, industry leaders 
are more optimistic about current conditions as 
well as the prospects for business over the next 
few months. 

What has been apparent during the last few 
years is that businesses in the consumer products 
industry that have moved forward amidst the 
enduring burden of austerity have been those 
that have developed successful innovation 
programmes. Whether it’s individual products or 
product portfolios, innovation is now seen as the 
key ingredient that will guarantee success. 

Despite this, many companies in the sector still 
fail to cultivate new ideas and products which will 
enable them to gain an advantage in the market; 
even those that invest heavily in innovation still fall 
behind. In our latest research report ‘Innovating 
to Succeed: overcoming the barriers that stifle 
innovation in the consumer products industry’ 
we identified four key areas that businesses 
consistently fail to get right, leading to a lack of 
success in product innovation. 

1. Definition and Process

2. Marketing, Research and Communication 

3. Leadership and Organisational Structure

4. People and Culture

During our research, we considered each of these 
four areas separately and looked at how businesses 
might seek to change the way they operate to 
achieve innovation success. We interviewed five 
leading innovation practitioners from the global 
consumer products sector, and collected data from 
a survey sent out in October 2013 which gathered 
responses on a range of questions relating 
to product innovation, from over 100 senior 
innovation decision makers across the industry. 

After analysing the data, we were able to identify 
a number of operational changes businesses could 
make to achieve innovation success. In summary, 
we learnt that:

•	 An adequate definition for innovation could help 
realign investment and time into focusing on 
true innovation, rather than ‘renovation’. 

•	 Creating a strategic process that facilitated 
incremental product development will also 
lead to a greater focus on meeting consumer 
needs, and a recognition of the importance of 
potentially ‘game changing’ technology. 

•	 Market forces have perhaps led to a climate 
of ‘rushing to commoditise’, yet this ‘short-
termism’ can be overcome by building capability 
in market insight and making sure that all 
innovation is insight driven. 

•	 Products are one aspect, but the essence of 
successful innovation also lies in good internal 
and external communication. 

•	 The most successful innovators are companies 
where innovation is driven from the top by ‘risk 
takers’ who are ‘champions’ of new ideas and 
new ways of thinking. 

•	 A key part of their role is also to embed an 
inclusive operating structure around innovation, 
where everyone is given the autonomy to get 
involved and influence the innovation process. 

•	 Crucially, there must be equal contributions 
from commercial and technical people to ensure 
projects move swiftly and effectively.

•	 Building capability also means hiring and 
retaining those who offer a healthy balance 
of commercial and technical qualities to  
the business.

•	 Culturally, there must be an acceptance of 
failure and employees must not be afraid to try 
out new ideas. Rather, different ways of thinking 
should be rewarded. 

In the report’s conclusion, we acknowledge 
that for many companies, cost and affordability, 
more than anything else, can be a detriment to 
the priority innovation is given. Yet, at the same 
time, our research highlighted that there is a 
common tendency, when it comes to product 
development, for business to try and do too much. 
Therefore, simply by focusing on fewer things, 
being evangelical about them and making sure 
they are executed excellently, can lead to ‘wins’ for 
struggling companies. 

Now that a market recovery is underway, however, 
many people we spoke to and surveyed during 
the project believed that the ‘innovation climate’ 
would also improve imminently. In particular, many 
felt the prospect of living in a ‘post-austerity’ world 
would lead to new thinking in product innovation 
as companies begin to discover how recessionary 
times have changed consumers’ values. 

Furthermore, the pace at which technology is 
advancing means that, increasingly, organisations 
who want to be at the forefront of innovation will 
have to adapt quickly to meet these new consumer 
needs. Ultimately, the future will belong to those 
organisations that can adapt, engage and innovate 
to gain early wins, while building consistency 
over the long term. Innovation, flexibility and 
engagement must therefore be supported by 
forward thinking organisational design alongside 
an organisational sense of mission.

You can download and read the full report 
at www.nigelwright.com/ukdownloads
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Innovating
to succeed

Renewed business and consumer spending 
has brought long awaited signs of a real, 
tangible recovery in the global market. 
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The business has grown rapidly during the 
last three years, both here in the UK as well as 
overseas, and it celebrated its most successful year 
in 2013. What has driven this growth? 

The growth has been mainly driven by the 
investment that has gone into the business since 
2011, when Quorn Foods became a private 
company. That investment has essentially enabled 
us to increase our global marketing spend from 
virtually nothing to £15 million, during that time. 
Furthermore, we have been able to establish 
more effective sales and marketing teams in the 
UK, as well as strengthen our distributor models 
overseas by developing better, more sustainable 
relationships with suppliers and partners in big 
markets, such as Australia. Obviously, these 
actions, which were initially rolled out in 2011, took 
a couple of years to really make an impact. The 
rapid growth we experienced last year, and since, 
was the result of all of those factors finally coming 
together and making a difference. Admittedly, 
‘horsegate’ also helped a little by essentially raising 

awareness of the complications and inconsistencies 
present in the meat supply chain, caused by the 
fact that we’re eating too much  of it. 

Will consumers ultimately return to eating meat 
products as trust in meat improves?

I don’t think that people stopped trusting meat 
in general, but rather, they stopped trusting 
specific meat products such as mince, sausages 
and burgers and ready meals containing those 
ingredients. Unfortunately, it’s always going to 
be difficult to be completely sure what is in those 
products and consequently, people’s nervousness 
about eating them, from both health and quality 
points of view, probably won’t ever go away. This 
has certainly helped introduce more people to 
Quorn; but significantly, we don’t tend to lose 
customers once we gain them. So in terms of our 
business, the whole horsegate scandal created 
some momentum for us which we will continue  
to build on. It’s not an issue which will simply  
go away.

“The growth 
has been mainly 
driven by the 
investment that 
has gone into  
the business  
since 2011...”

Quorn Foods celebrated its most successful year in 2013, almost 30 years since its 

products first appeared on our supermarket shelves. We caught up with Quorn CEO 

Kevin Brennan who tells about the key factors behind the brand’s recent meteoric 

rise, as well as his thoughts on the big trends emerging in the food industry and why 

traditional advertising is still the driving force behind successful FMCG brands.

  Kevin Brennan, CEO −

Quorn Foods 
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greater commercial capability. It’s been a hugely 
challenging process, especially with our fairly 
remote location in North Yorkshire, but it’s had a 
massive impact on our business. 

Are consumers in traditional culinary markets 
like France, Spain and Italy starting to change 
their habits and become more open to meat-free 
alternatives, as they have done in the UK?

We’re pretty certain that in many countries there 
has been a significant shift towards a greater 
consumption of meat free alternatives during the 
last ten years. We actually conducted a study 
two years ago across 80 countries, which sought 
to identify the number of meat free alternative 
products in supermarkets around the world. We 
used local researchers and in certain countries 
- namely France, Poland and Brazil - there was a 
great deal of scepticism about the project actually 
delivering any information that would be beneficial 
to Quorn. In the end though, French, Brazilian and 
Polish researchers, rather sheepishly, reported back 
to us with data backed up with images showing 
supermarket fridges literary full of a range of meat 
alternatives. I was in France last week and you 
can pretty much buy at least one meat alternative 
product in every store; even the small ones. That 
certainly wouldn’t have been the case five years 
ago. It’s a similar situation now in Italy and Spain. In 
fact, we estimate that there are over 40 countries 
in the world where you are guaranteed to find 
alternative meat products in any supermarket. This 
trend is certainly driven by consumer demand for 
healthier food; but because meat is such a huge 
category in most countries, people don’t want to 
suddenly become vegetarians. Instead, they seek 
out things like Quorn. This trend is not going to 
reverse and I think the road ahead is very exciting 
from an international perspective. 

Innovation is obviously a key factor to get right 
in the food industry. In your view, what are the 
barriers you need to overcome to succeed at 
innovation? What is the innovation process like  
at Quorn? 

You need clarity of purpose at the start and 
while you want creativity in the NPD process, a 
systematic stage gate system is essential, to enable 
you to evaluate ideas and then decide if they’re 
worth progressing. In the food industry you do 
have the luxury of being able to progress ideas for 
much longer, than say the automotive industry, 
because the initial costs are relatively low. But, 
without a proper system in place, you will end 
up burning money very quickly. At Quorn, the 
innovation process needed improving and we have 
done that by tightening up what was a particularly 
loose stage-gate system. Furthermore, the senior 
management team now has a greater involvement 
in the NPD process, making sure everything is 
aligned and that things actually get done rather 

than being unnecessarily stalled. Better ideas 
rather than the ‘easiest’ ideas tend to emerge as a 
result of this. 

What food trends is Quorn currently monitoring? 

veganism is an increasingly big focus area for 
us. There’s a sense that the number of vegans is 
growing, particularly in the USA. A catalyst for 
this is probably the number of high profile people 
like Bill Clinton, Al Gore and Bill Gates choosing 
to become vegan during the last few years. Their 
decision to do so is based on a combination of 
the perceived health benefits as well as the wider 
ethical and sustainable factors associated with not 
consuming animal products. Consequently, I can 
see this becoming a really big social trend, globally. 
Another area is additive or gluten free food. It’s a 
big trend here and it is becoming bigger elsewhere 
too. This is partly because more and more people 
actually believe themselves to be allergic to gluten, 
even when they’re not; and also because people 
want to eat less processed food. Both of these 
trends are challenging, however, because making 
the food is actually quite difficult, which also makes 
the innovation process tougher. 

You’re a marketer by trade; what particular 
marketing trends do you anticipate  
dominating consumer product marketing over  
the next decade?

Digital will likely continue to dominate the 
marketing agenda within FMCG; however,  
I believe that the most successful FMCG brands 
over the next ten years will be those that invest, 
instead, in traditional advertising, as that is still 
the most effective way to drive penetration. New 
research suggests that, when it comes to brands, 
people don’t make as many rational decisions 
as they like to think they do; but rather, they are 
influenced significantly by subliminal messages 
transferred through advertising. Even if they think 
they’re avoiding advertising, it will influence their 
decisions anyway. At Quorn, we believe that in 
order to convert large numbers of consumers we 
need to be on Tv; and consequently we currently 
spend around 90% of our marketing budget on 
Tv advertising around the world. It really works 
too; we have industry leading ROI and our market 
penetration continues to grow. There’s definitely a 
need for digital marketing, but the companies that 
choose not to over invest in it over the next few 
years, will be the ones that ultimately stand out. 

Mo Farrah recently joined other high profile sports 
stars including Ryan Giggs, Will Carling and Sally 
Gunnell in endorsing Quorn. Is this a theme you 
intend to continue in your advertising? Why? 

Yes, we certainly want to continue reminding 
people that Quorn is a healthy protein rather than 
something that just looks like meat, but isn’t. There 
is already a strong association between consuming 

“Veganism is an 
increasingly big 
focus area for us.”

Quorn is expanding overseas. How is the business 
currently approaching overseas markets?

When entering a new territory we try to do two 
things. Firstly, we find the best local representation 
for our brand by securing a big local distribution 
partner. We’ve started to use this partnership-
type approach in every new market and it’s 
certainly helped. We’re experiencing double 
digit growth in the Nordic region through our 
relationship there with Findus and similarly, our 
partnership with Simplot in Australia is helping 
us make significant progress there too. Secondly, 
we invest in making sure our products meet the 
needs of local consumers. This has included 
changing the ingredients of dishes like lasagne in 
Belgium; altering our chicken nuggets in the USA 
so they look better once they’ve been cooked in 

a microwave, as well as creating products which 
are popular in specific markets, such as Kung Pao, 
again in the USA. There are lots of examples. 
Once we’ve got these two factors right, we invest 
heavily in marketing the brand, relying mainly on 
traditional mediums such as Tv, which has worked 
really well. 

What organisational challenges have you  
overcome so far, as Quorn further transitions into  
a global business? 

We try to run a world class business wherever 
we are in the world and getting the best talent on 
board is critical to achieving that aim. Since 2011 
we’ve hired two thirds of our current UK sales 
team and replaced virtually all of the international 
team, because we needed people with much 

“We try to run 
a world class 
business wherever 
we are in the 
world and getting 
the best talent on 
board is critical  
to achieving   
that aim.”

Interview Kevin Brennan
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healthy protein and being fit and trying to get fit, 
and we want to firmly position ourselves in the 
mindset of consumers as being synonymous with 
health and fitness. Quorn has done this fairly well 
over the years I think. Take the Ryan Giggs adverts 
from the 1990s for example. His association with 
Quorn has stuck with him throughout his whole 
career since then, and has certainly made a big 
difference to the Quorn brand. Like Giggs, Mo 
Farah is exactly the right kind of person we want 
to endorse our brand and it helps that he is a 
customer anyway and eats Quorn as part of his 
training programme. 

Which brands do you look to for inspiration? 

When I was at Kellogg’s, I was part of the team 
responsible for turning Special K into a market 
leading cereal. All we did, however, was essentially 
mimic what all great brands do. We invested 
heavily in Tv advertising, created consistent 
messages and increased distribution and visibility 
in stores. These may sound like basic principles, 
but they are guaranteed to make a huge difference 
to a brand. Quorn is similar to Special K in some 
respects because it’s a relatively small brand 
which people don’t necessarily go and shop for 
on a weekly basis. It’s really important, therefore, 
that we try to make Quorn ‘top of mind’ through 
advertising and also easy to find within stores. 
This worked really well with Special K and if you 
go further back, it was also the strategy behind 
Lucozade’s phenomenal success. So, it’s not so 
much about being inspired by other brands, but 
rather just following how other similar brands have 
become successful. 

You’ve spent almost 30 years working in the 
consumer products industry across alcoholic 
drinks, fashion and hygiene products but the last 
15 years have seen you focus your career within 
food manufacturing. What is it about the food 
industry that has made you devote your career  
to it?

I don’t think it was a conscious decision to focus on 
food; but rather, I wanted to work for businesses 
where I would be involved in building really strong 
brands. Prior to joining Kellogg’s, I worked at PZ 
Cussons and was given the opportunity to develop 
the Imperial Leather and Carex brands, which were 
both iconic. The attraction to then join Kellogg’s 
was the chance it offered me to continue working 
with iconic brands. I found the Kellogg’s belief in 
investing in the marketing of brands very exciting 
and that is the same reason why I was attracted to 
Quorn. It’s a really fantastic brand with loads  
of potential, and to actually see the impact of  
my management on the brand continues to be  
very rewarding.

There is a noticeable skills gap in the UK food and 
Drink industry and by 2020 the Government want 

to see the sector grow by 20% with an estimated 
170,000 new recruits required to sustain this 
growth. Is finding and attracting talent difficult in 
the sector? 

It all depends on the company, I think. A company 
like Kellogg’s or Mars, for example, doesn’t find it 
difficult to hire because people don’t think of it as 
working for a food company per se, but rather as 
working for an iconic brand, which is very attractive 
from a career perspective. Conversely, at Quorn, 
we did struggle to hire people at first because I 
think people perceived us as being a bit odd. We 
worked hard to change that perception though 
and have subsequently been very successful at 
attracting talent. Personally, I think the real issues 
of finding and attracting talent exist specifically 
within the food retailing sector. That’s a very tough 
sector to make a living in at the moment. 

What skills does Quorn currently desire the most? 
Why should people consider joining Quorn? 

Regardless of the discipline, the most important 
thing for us is finding people who fit into our 
business. The type of people who succeed here are 
those who like to work in fast paced environments, 
who are not motivated by status and who don’t 
need a big infrastructure supporting them. Once 
they’re in the business we know we can offer 
them a really rewarding and exciting environment 
because we’re relatively small, we make quick 
decisions and we’re also growing rapidly. When 
people join Quorn they stay, because it’s a great 
place to work. 

How have you found the transition from working 
for ‘big corporates’ to managing a private equity 
style business? What advice would you give  
to other people looking to make a similar   
career move? 

It’s been great. The owners backed our plan for 
growth and have been very supportive about 
what we have achieved so far. My background 
at Kellogg’s actually prepared me well for the 
transition. Kellogg’s is a decentralised organisation 
and as such you were able to just get on and do 
things. So I was quite used to making decisions 
quickly and then executing them without having 
to get upward approval first. When moving into 
this type of environment though it’s important to 
be aware what you’re getting yourself into. It’s a 
bit like managing a football team in the sense that 
if you do it well, it’s great; but if you don’t it can be 
unpleasant and there’s nowhere to hide. 

What keeps you busy outside of work?

I have three teenage children who keep me busy. 
I also play a lot of tennis and enjoy running. I still 
play the guitar and occasionally perform with a 
covers band. So I’m never short of something  
to do.

“When I was at 
Kellogg’s, I was 
part of the team 
responsible for 
turning Special 
K into a market 
leading cereal.”

Interview
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