
1

Jac Gardner
HR Director

Joining as a graduate in 1996, Jac Gardner enjoyed a successful 15-
year career with Rolls-Royce where she progressed to Head of UK 
Employee Relations, covering 21,000 employees across 15 locations. 
In 2011 she decided to relocate to her native North East when an 
opportunity arose to join Arriva as HR Director. We caught up with her 
to discuss her views on the North East business community and Arri-
va’s talent acquisition strategy, as the transport firm seeks to expand 
further across the UK and Europe. 

FIRSTLY, WHAT PERSUADED YOU TO RETURN TO THE 
NORTH EAST WHEN YOU DID?

The decision was partly motivated by the chance it offered me 
to be closer to family. I have three young children and I like the 
idea of them growing up with an attachment to the area. It also 
meant their grandparents could spend more time with them. I am, 
however, primarily motivated by opportunities. When I left the 
North East, yes, I wanted to experience living somewhere else, 
but I was ideally seeking a graduate scheme in a big company, 
where I could develop my career and specialise in HR. Rolls-
Royce fitted the bill perfectly and I was very fortunate to develop 
a great breadth of experience within a blue-chip company so 
early in my career. In moving back to the region a good few years 
later I had to be sure that the opportunity was right for me.  Arriva 
ticked all the boxes. It is a large, international organisation with 
an ambitious growth agenda, and the HR side was a perfect fit for 
me. It was a role leading the HR strategy ‘end-to-end’, and as I’d 
never had to deliver across multiple countries in previous roles, 
the international aspect was new and challenging. 

WHEN SEEKING TO RETURN TO THE REGION, WAS 
IT DIFFICULT TO FIND A ROLE THAT FIT YOUR 
CAREER ASPIRATIONS? ARE THE NETWORKS FOR 
HR PROFESSIONALS AS STRONG HERE AS THEY ARE 
ELSEWHERE? 

There are perhaps fewer senior HR roles in the North East than 
in some other regions, simply because there are fewer big 
multinational firms based here. I found out about the role at Arriva 
through a chance conversation with a colleague, which led to my 
application and subsequent appointment, but I am sure my 



search would have taken a lot longer had I been actively looking 
for a role. I’ve found there is a wealth of talent in the North East, 
and a thriving business community, so I’d love to see more big 
companies consider moving to or expanding their operations in the 
North East and therefore creating more career opportunities. The 
HR networks are as strong here as they are in other regions outside 
of London. I’m invited to various networking events throughout 
the year, which allow me to get together with business leaders and 
other HR Directors in the region. I can’t always attend, but when 
I do, they’re always valuable. Where the North East is perhaps 
lacking is in the number of thought leadership type events that are 
held here. I would like to see more HR summits or conferences 
further north, although with the increasing use of technology to 
share learning and events I guess it shouldn’t matter where you are 
located. 

IS THERE ENOUGH DONE, THEREFORE, TO PROMOTE THE 
NORTH EAST AS A GREAT PLACE TO LIVE AND WORK? 
WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU GIVE TO PROFESSIONALS 
THINKING OF MOVING HERE? 

Local companies have a shared responsibility to attract investment 
to the region. That will continue to be the region’s biggest 
challenge over the next few years. However, the other big 
challenge is attracting the best talent. The North East offers 
that ‘something special’ about being a great place to live and 
work, which will certainly be attractive to some. However, in a 
competitive talent market, companies may have to be flexible on 
location or be able to offer other flexibilities around balancing 
travel and homeworking to attract the best candidates. For senior 
professionals thinking about moving or relocating to the region, 
my advice would be to consider factors such as any development 
areas or knowledge gaps they have, or what interests them and 
motivates them at work, and think about how a particular job 

opportunity can therefore offer a different perspective to their 
career. It could be a different sector, a different organisational 
culture or a different role. Basically, be creative in your job search 
and focus on career challenges rather than business size. 

ARRIVA HAS RECENTLY HAD A BIG PUSH ON PROMOTING 
ITS GRADUATE SCHEME. HOW IMPORTANT IS THIS 
PROGRAMME? WHY SHOULD PEOPLE CONSIDER JOINING 
THE ORGANISATION?

It’s vitally important to the future of our business. We need a 
strong pipeline of future leaders, but also people who can bring 
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different views and ideas to our business. Our graduates can 
expect to be given significant responsibility early on in their 
careers and will find themselves doing placements in a number 
of different areas of the business to obtain a broad perspective 
of Arriva and build their network. Attracting graduates has 
historically been difficult for transport businesses because of the 
misperception of the industry. In reality it is an exciting time to be 
working in transport and the mobility sector. Our approach to the 
graduate market, therefore, is about promoting the industry and 
Arriva as we aim to lead on ‘connected mobility’. Arriva is a place 
full of opportunity and graduates are guaranteed responsibility 
early in their career, and with a range of opportunities available. 
We encourage and challenge our people to always look for 
improvements in their areas. They gain visibility within the 
wider business and get to travel and work with people from 
different countries, which is a great experience to acquire. To be 
successful here, people must be open minded and value different 
perspectives. They must be accountable and curious to learn. 
Ultimately, they must connect with what the business wants to 
achieve. 

EMPLOYER BRANDING HAS BEEN ANOTHER MAJOR 
FOCUS FOR YOU. THE STRATEGY WAS RECENTLY 
COMMUNICATED IN THE ‘TOGETHER WE ARE ARRIVA’ 
VIDEO. COULD YOU TELL US ABOUT THAT PROJECT? 

Making the ‘Together we are Arriva’ video was probably the 
best day I’ve ever had at work. The project stemmed from the 
fact that we have a relatively devolved accountability model 
across the business but there are a number of strategic areas 
where we need an integrated approach, and what we represent 
as an employer of 60,000 people is one of them. While Arriva 
is an international business, each of our operations has ‘local’ 
ways of working based on the markets in which they operate. In 
developing an employer brand, therefore, we set out to highlight 
and promote what connects us to Arriva, and our group identity. 
Colleagues representing each of our countries and businesses 
took part in a series of workshops to establish our employer 
brand ‘Together we are Arriva’ and the five attributes that form 
our employee value proposition which define what it means 
to work at Arriva: Belonging, Caring, Talking, Growing and 
Rewarding. These are underpinned by an ‘employee journey’ 
which is designed to reflect that, regardless of what role you have 
or where you work in Arriva, you enjoy the same experience 
as an employee. All of this is summarised in the video by our 
employer brand ambassadors, who came together from across 
the business to tell their stories. It’s been a fantastic project.  

WHAT ELSE IS ARRIVA CURRENTLY DOING TO ATTRACT 
TALENT?

Engagement of our leaders is key. One of the phrases we use is 
‘if you’re good, you’re welcome’. Our leaders therefore have a 
key role in identifying the skills and roles we need for the future 

and attracting and selecting the best people. But there is also a 
key role for them to play in identifying the talent they have within 
their businesses already, and ensuring that they understand the 
aspirations of their people, give honest feedback and provide the 
right opportunities to help people grow. We welcome different 
perspectives from our graduate programme, to campaigns run by 
some of our businesses to recruit more female colleagues. We are 
also working on creating more visibility of the range and different 
locations of opportunities within Arriva and our parent group, 
Deutsche Bahn. 

OUTSIDE OF WORK, WHAT DO YOU GET UP TO?

My free time is largely focused on my three children - their social 
lives appear to have become my social life.  I have two boys 
and a girl and they’re all sports mad. I’m usually stood watching 
them playing football at weekends, or taking them to cheer on 
Newcastle United at St. James’ Park, balanced with horse riding, 
Brownies and birthday parties! I recently acquired a Fitbit as part of 
a wellbeing challenge at work, so I’m running more and obsessing 
over how many steps I’ve done. I play netball for a local team too. 


