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A new image  
for manufacturing
Why changing young people’s views 
of the sector is key to addressing 
skills challenges in the Midlands.



Contents

Executive summary: The extra £6bn growth prize  3

Regional spotlight: How Midlands firms could boost jobs by thousands 5  

Case study: Single Source Portions 7

Strategies for success.  9

The economic modelling in this report was based on 2016 prices, as this was the year for which the most up-to-date economic output data was available. 
Survey respondents aged between 16 and 23 are referred to as ‘Generation Z’ throughout.



3Previous: 2. Contents | 3. Executive summary | Next: 4. Executive summary (cont.)

The extra £6bn growth prize.
Changing young people’s views of manufacturing is key  
to addressing its skills challenge.

The UK manufacturing sector must attract 
skilled, versatile and bright young people if it is to 
continue to thrive. Yet recent research published 
by Barclays reveals that the vast majority of the 
youngest workers see manufacturing careers  
as unappealing.

By targeting Generation Z, the group of people 
aged 16 to 23 born between 1995 and 2010, 
manufacturers could derive extra value – 
quantified in our economic modelling at an  
extra £6bn a year to the UK economy by 2023.

Skills shortages hit growth..

UK manufacturers have significant recruitment 
needs, both to replace workers leaving as part 
of the natural cycle, and to support business 
growth with fresh talent. 

However, skills shortages remain a concern.  
More than a third of the 504 manufacturing 
leaders we surveyed reported that they receive 
plenty of applications for vacancies – but that 

a large number are from people lacking the 
required skills. Our research suggests skilled 
tradespeople and experienced workers are in 
particularly high demand. More than one fifth 
of manufacturing companies lack advanced 
technology skills. 

Our research suggests skilled tradespeople  
and experienced workers are in particularly high 
demand. More than one fifth of manufacturing 
companies lack advanced technology skills.  
The shortages are most acute in larger firms.

The consequences are damaging. Strain on 
existing workforces and lower staff morale lead 
to a vicious cycle as employees are more likely to 
leave. Productivity can also be hit. For a small but 

significant minority, skills shortages are leading  
to unfulfilled orders and declining revenue.

Careers fail to appeal..

Against this background, it is imperative that 
manufacturing can attract bright people from  
the newest members of the workforce. 

Yet the overwhelming majority of this group see 
manufacturing careers as unappealing, according 
to our interviews with 2,012 people in the 
Generation Z age group. 

Only 6% are considering a manufacturing career. 
This compares with 23% who are looking to 
digital/technology careers, for example, and 22% 
who are thinking of a future in IT/computing. 

Young women are especially reluctant to consider 
a future in manufacturing. Just 3% of them would 
contemplate a career in the sector, compared 
with 9% of young men.

“ By targeting the ‘Generation Z’ 
group, manufacturers could derive 
an extra £6bn a year by 2023.”

In the Midlands, one example of a project 
likely to capture young imaginations is Space 
Park Leicester, part of the new East Midlands 
Manufacturing Zones. The University of Leicester 
has secured £50,000 of government funding for 
the scheme, designed to develop an advanced 
manufacturing cluster for regional and national 
businesses focused on space technologies.1 

Ray O’Donoghue.
Managing Director.
Midlands Corporate.
Banking Barclays.
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Future careers.
Just 6% are considering a career in 
manufacturing. What are they choosing instead?
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Perceptions from the past.

In part, this outlook is due to an outdated image 
of manufacturing. For instance, young people 
see manufacturing as an environment where 
they might gain technical skills, or be required to 
show physical strength or dexterity. Relatively few 
realise the extent to which advanced technology 
now drives manufacturing.

In fact, the main features young people told 
us they are seeking in their career choices – 
opportunities to progress, good earnings, the 
chance to acquire digital skills, a chance to make  
a difference to society – might lead them naturally 
to manufacturing, if they had a more rounded 
view of the sector.

Rewards for reaching out

Our report suggests some methods 
manufacturers might deploy to help to generate 
that awareness, such as partnerships with 
universities, colleges and schools.

We commissioned economic modelling to  
predict how such action could help the sector.  
If manufacturers were to target Generation Z 
more directly and in greater numbers, there 
would be substantial gains: manufacturing  
value could grow by more than £18bn a year in 
real terms, £6bn higher than if recruitment  
follows current trends.

Every region of the UK, and every  
sub-sector of manufacturing, stands to gain  
in both output and employment. The modelling 
makes it clear that widening and deepening 
manufacturers’ involvement in strategies to 
address skills shortages could create significant 
benefits for companies and for the economy  
as a whole. 

UK manufacturing could grow by over £18bn  
in real terms, an increase of 11.2% by 2023. 

£18bn

+11.2% “ The main features young  
people told us they are seeking in 
their career choices might lead them 
naturally to manufacturing,  
if they had a more rounded  
view of the sector.”

‘Show them the future’.

Those who work in manufacturing know what 
an exciting, diverse and booming sector it is. 
Robotics, artificial intelligence and machine 
learning are in the process of transforming 
businesses in every sub-sector at an  
accelerating pace.

If the sector is to thrive, we must let young  
people in on the secret – and show them  
a future in manufacturing.

https://www.barclayscorporate.com/content/dam/corppublic/corporate/Documents/Industry-expertise/a-new-image-for-manufacturing.pdf
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How Midlands firms could boost jobs by thousands
Stepping up marketing and recruitment strategies that focus on young people  
could net a significant employment boost for Midlands manufacturing.

Most Midlands manufacturers are finding 
recruitment hard at present – and the current 
attitudes of young people to the sector suggest 
finding the right skills in future may become  
even tougher.

However, Barclays’ economic modelling suggests 
that wider and more intensive adoption of 
targeted recruitment strategies, such as 
partnerships with education, could generate 
6,000 extra jobs in the region by 2023.

A tough recruitment scene

This would be particularly beneficial to a region 
that depends heavily on manufacturing jobs. 
The sector employs 12.6% of the East Midlands 
workforce – the UK’s highest – and 10.3% in the 
West Midlands.

However, more than half of the region’s 
manufacturers are finding it hard to keep 
their companies skilled up for growth. Of the 
respondents, 54% say they find the current 

recruitment market difficult, against 39% who 
report it is relatively easy to find good candidates.

For more than a third of Midlands manufacturers, 
the problem is not a scarcity of applications but  
a lack of candidates possessing the right skills.

Skills gaps add pressure

There is particular difficulty in attracting skilled 
tradespeople, a problem for almost three in ten 
businesses. Almost a quarter (23%) lack plant 
and machinery operatives, and around a fifth  
are having trouble sourcing staff at managerial 
and professional level, as well as associates  
with advanced digital skills.

The effects of these shortages are felt more 
keenly in the West Midlands. Here, 44% say their 
existing workforce is being put under extra strain 
as a result of skills gaps. 23% say productivity 
has been hit, 15% cite a drop in revenue and 
the same proportion says new orders are going 
unfulfilled. In each case these figures significantly 
outstrip national averages.

East Midlands firms are faring better, though 
more than a quarter report a strain on their 
workforce as a result of skills gaps, more than  
a fifth say morale has been affected, and 13% 
have experienced productivity decline. 

A lack of engagement

Meanwhile, the generation that should be 
providing tomorrow’s skilled employees seems 
disengaged from the sector.

“ East Midlands employers stand to 
benefit from one of the highest 
employment lifts in the UK, second 
only to the North West.”

The Midlands opportunity
By 2023, the region could 
create an additional:
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The number of young people in the region 
considering a manufacturing career is somewhat 
above the national average, perhaps reflecting 
the sector’s relatively high profile here. 

But it remains low, at 9% in the East Midlands 
and 8% in the West Midlands. Of young 
respondents living in and around the hub of 
Birmingham, only 5% have an interest in working 
in manufacturing. 

Apprenticeships and education links

Many forward-thinking manufacturers are acting 
to try to secure future skills. The most popular 
initiative is apprenticeships, offered by 35% of 
Midlands manufacturers over the past five years, 
and by 40% of West Midlands respondents. 

For the future, 11% of companies in the Midlands 
(18% in the West Midlands) plan to forge new 
links with universities. 17% of respondents in 
the region say they will seek to promote the 
skills available to entrants in the sector, while 
11% plan activities to convey the benefits of a 
manufacturing career.

Perhaps reflecting the less acute nature of 
current skills shortages in the East Midlands,  
one in three firms there say they have pursued 
no particular recruitment strategy, and the same 
proportion have no plans to invest in recruitment 
in the next five years. 

Jobs growth could hit 21,000

Midlands manufacturing is on course for growth 
on current trends. But economic modelling for 
this report suggests that a wider and deeper 
commitment to recruitment activity could 
provide a significant extra boost to output  
and jobs.

With more investment by manufacturers, 6,000 
extra jobs could be generated by 2023, creating 
total regional jobs growth of 21,000. East 
Midlands employers stand to benefit from one of 
the highest employment lifts in the UK, second 
only to the North West.

Output in the East and West Midlands would 
grow by an estimated 10.6% and 11.9% over the 
same period, compared with just over 7% (7.4% 
and 7.3% respectively) if no extra recruitment 
action is taken.

Given the scale of the benefits at stake, more 
Midlands manufacturers may want to consider 
a strategic investment in skills that will help to 
secure their future growth.

East Midlands
The UK’s highest

UK average

West Midlands

Mapping manufacturing’s importance 

Manufacturing jobs as a proportion of regional workforce 

Source: ONS
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Boxing clever
A tough recruitment market has inspired one Midlands food packaging firm to think 
creatively about the people it targets – and the way it operates.

On the shop floor at Telford-based Single 
Source Portions, where 5 billion food sachets 
are produced every year, the workforce leans 
towards an older demographic.

This was not a conscious decision, stresses 
MD Fiona Norfolk. Instead, it stemmed from a 
hesitation to recruit school leavers, due to health 
and safety considerations.       

“Our staff operate machinery with heaters 
and blades, sometimes working at height,” 
she explains. “Like many factories, we’ve been 
nervous about employing school leavers and 
putting them through a training programme. 

“For this reason, we have traditionally recruited 
them after they have been trained, often in other 
sectors or industries, and are looking for their 
next job. We then upskill them when they arrive 
– which we recognise has put the onus on other 
employers to run that initial training.”

But now the company is looking to change its 
approach and reach out to local youngsters, 
spurred by a tough recruitment market.

As Fiona points out, the pool of potential younger 
recruits is wider. Unemployment in Telford last 
year was running under 5% – but among the 16 
to 24 age group, it was over 20%.

Image overhaul

Fiona recognises there are well-entrenched 
myths to be overcome, and not just among the 
young: “People think manufacturing is dirty and 
cold, with horrible hours and terrible pay. None 
of that is true, certainly as far as Single Source is 
concerned.

“We pack food, so it’s a very clean environment, 
and we work very hard to ensure the air is clean 
and pleasant. It’s not cold, and our pay and 
benefits are very good.”

The industry is failing to get through to young 
female recruits, in particular, Fiona believes.  
“My daughter is studying mechanical 
engineering, but she was encouraged to use 
materials from an early age and then to pursue 
her interests in physics and maths.

“We need to work hard to help girls understand 
that manufacturing might be a really exciting 
career.”

School links

Single Source has always offered work 
experience in response to requests. Placements 
in its art studio, where personalised packaging 
is designed for customers, are especially sought 
after.

“Now we’re thinking we should offer work 
experience in a more structured way – maybe 
targeting young people who have a particular 
interest in engineering, or who know the 

university route doesn’t work for them,” Fiona 
says. To that end, she has made contact with a 
local sixth form college. 

But Single Source also has more ambitious plans, 
inspired by hearing Nick Garthwaite of Bradford 
firm Christeyns at a Barclays manufacturing 
conference. 

Christeyns was instrumental in setting up 
Bradford Manufacturing Week, which saw 2,500 
schoolchildren take part in factory tours, work 
experience and other activities. 

“People think manufacturing 
is dirty and cold, with horrible 
hours and terrible pay. None of 
that is true, certainly as far as 
Single Source is concerned.”
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“We’re going to get together with other 
employers and schools and see if we can do 
something similar,” Fiona says. “We need to start 
to show children what manufacturing is all about 
when they’re very young.”

Salaries and shifts

Alongside targeting younger recruits, Single 
Source is also striving to improve retention by 
rethinking its offering to existing staff. This is 
critical in an area where there is a high level of 
movement between jobs.

“We offer above-average rates for most roles, 
because we need people of a certain calibre,” 
Fiona says. “But that has become challenging 
with the impact of the National Living Wage, 
which raises the aspirations of those already on 
higher wages.”

Single Source offers part time roles and is now 
considering adopting a more flexible shift pattern 
in certain areas. The factory operates 24 hours 
for five days, with a night shift and two rotating 
day shifts. 

“It’s a standard pattern in the industry, but we’ve 
been questioning whether it suits everyone. For 
instance, if you’re a working parent, doing an 
afternoon shift one week and a morning the next 
might not be helpful for childcare,” Fiona says.

Training and automation

The firm is also seeking to formalise the training 
it offers in tandem with local colleges.
“We have a fairly flat structure, so we provide 
an apprenticeship-like course for staff who 
might have ambitions to be engineers, or just to 
enhance their skills,” Fiona says.

“It may be that we can create our own branded 
qualification, which will include certificates that 
are recognised across the industry.”

Training also helps the company to adopt 
automation and stay efficient despite recruitment 
difficulties. While production volumes have risen 
in recent years, the headcount has remained 
fairly constant at around 120. 

Staff are closely involved in investment decisions, 
Fiona says: “Our big spend this year will be a 
new conveyor system, and the staff are advising 
on how to improve product flow. They are the 
people best placed to inform the changes.”

“We need to start to show 
children what manufacturing  
is all about when they’re  
very young.”

Fiona Norfolk
MD, Single Source Portions
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Strategies for success

An apprenticeship is a long-term 
investment, but the right recruit can pay 
off by way of bringing new skills to your 
business. Most companies employing 
apprentices report benefits in productivity. 
If your business has not taken on an 
apprentice in the past year, you may be  
eligible for a grant to help you do so. 

For businesses lacking in-house 
expertise to develop an idea, a Knowledge 
Transfer Partnership may be the  
solution. It creates three-way collaboration 
between a business, a university or 
research organisation, and a suitably 
qualified graduate to help realise an 
innovation project.

Universities and further education 
colleges are keen to offer students for 
placements, but the partnership potential 
goes much further. Most higher education 
institutions now have teams dedicated 
to business liaison. They could help you 
to identify academic partners, secure 
funding for an innovation project, or carry 
out research for which you lack in-house 
skills or time. They may also offer access to 
specialist equipment.

 
A partnership with local schools 
can help to deliver a skilled future 
workforce, while raising the profile of your 
business locally and going some way 
towards challenging misconceptions about 
manufacturing. It’s important to agree 
mutually beneficial goals – consider working 
through an external delivery partner or 
supporting an existing scheme.. The CBI 
produces a guide.

New ways to market  
your business to Generation Z 
could include campaigns that appeal to 
digital natives, with an emphasis on mobile 
and app channels. Demonstrate how 
your company meets the top aspirations 
young people have for future employers, 
as revealed in our research. If possible, 
involve the target age group in drafting 
recruitment materials. And think of eye-
catching ways to make your business stand 
out from the crowd, such as interactive 
displays tailored to careers events. 

Manufacturers of all sizes and across all sub-sectors can 
address their skills gaps by finding access to new talent 
– and the investment needn’t be huge in financial terms.

https://www.gov.uk/take-on-an-apprentice/get-funding
http://ktp.innovateuk.org/
http://ktp.innovateuk.org/
http://www.cbi.org.uk/cbi-prod/assets/File/Businesstoolkit.pdf


About the author
For further information and to find out how our sector 
-specialist team can support your business, please contact  
Ray O’Donoghue, Managing Director, Midlands Corporate  
Banking, Barclays.

Ray has had an extensive career in banking having joined Barclays 
in 1980 on the Managing Development Programme. His career 
began in the Midlands and has included roles in London as well 
as Spain and Gibraltar. In 1998, Ray set up the Midlands Large 
Corporate Team and in 2007 was appointed National Head of UK 
Manufacturing with responsibility for overseeing the Bank’s strategy 
and investment in the sector. Since 2008, he has been Managing 
Director for the Corporate Bank in the Midlands with responsibility 
for looking after businesses across all sectors. Ray is a huge advocate 
of the region and passionate about supporting business growth.

To find out more about how 
Barclays can support your business, 
please call 0800 015 4242* or visit 
barclayscorporate.comRay O’Donoghue, 

Managing Director,  
Midlands Corporate  
Banking, Barclays

ray.o’donoghue@barclays.com
 Ray O’Donoghue

*Calls to 0800 numbers are free from UK landlines and personal mobiles, otherwise call charges may apply. To maintain a quality service we may monitor or record calls.

http://barclayscorporte.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/helena-sans-90a0809/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/ray-o-donoghue-09877133/


 
  @BarclaysCorp.

  Barclays Corporate Banking.

 
The views expressed in this report are the views of third parties, and do not necessarily reflect the views of Barclays Bank PLC nor should they be taken as statements of policy or intent of Barclays Bank 
PLC. Barclays Bank PLC takes no responsibility for the veracity of information contained in third-party narrative and no warranties or undertakings of any kind, whether expressed or implied, regarding 
the accuracy or completeness of the information given. Barclays Bank PLC takes no liability for the impact of any decisions made based on information contained and views expressed in any third-party 
guides or articles. 

Barclays Bank PLC is registered in England (Company No. 1026167) with its registered office at 1 Churchill Place, London E14 5HP. Barclays Bank PLC is authorised by the Prudential Regulation Authority, 
and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority (Financial Services Register No. 122702) and the Prudential Regulation Authority. Barclays is a trading name and trade mark of Barclays PLC and  
its subsidiaries.
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