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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.
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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 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.  
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. 

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

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.

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.
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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.

‘Show them the future’

“Those who work in manufacturing know what 
an exciting, diverse and booming sector it is,” 
says Helena Sans, Head of Manufacturing, 
Transport and Logistics at Barclays Corporate 
Banking. “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.”

“ 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.”

https://www.barclayscorporate.com/insight-and-research/industry-expertise/a-new-image-for-manufacturing.html 
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North would gain most by engaging young
Manufacturing is especially important to the economies of the North – and our 
research suggests the region has most to gain by focusing more recruitment 
efforts on the youngest workers.

The North remains a manufacturing heartland. 
The North West, with its cluster of high value-
added sectors, makes a particularly large 
contribution to the UK’s output – 13.7% in 
2016/17, the highest of any region. 

The North West is an important manufacturing 
employment base too, as is Yorkshire and the 
Humber. The North East’s jobs total is smaller 
than those of its neighbours, but makes up a 
bigger proportion of its workforce – over one 
in ten.

So it is sobering to chart the attitudes of the 
region’s young people to careers in the sector. 
Much will depend on changing their perceptions.

Engagement at a low ebb

In Yorkshire and the Humber, just 2% of 16-to-23-
year-olds would consider work in manufacturing, 
the lowest proportion of any UK region. 

Numbers in the North West are closer to the 
national average of 6%. The proportion is slightly 
higher (9%) among those living in or near the 
hub of Manchester, but only 5% of young 
Liverpudlians are drawn to manufacturing.

The sector’s image in the North East is somewhat 
better, with 10% considering manufacturing 
jobs. Half those who would not consider the 
sector say it’s because they lack the right skills, 
which may reflect a lack of knowledge about the 
range of skills required in today’s manufacturing 
environment. 

Similarly, in the North West, 23% admit they do 
not understand what a career in manufacturing 
would entail – suggesting high potential for 
education and awareness-raising.

Tough market takes a toll

Manufacturers are already finding recruitment 
tough. The lack of interest among young people 
is likely to exacerbate existing skills challenges  
for employers. 

At present, Northern firms are finding the 
recruitment market easier than most of their UK 
counterparts. Even here, however, 48% see the 
current market as difficult, compared to 44% 
who say they can recruit easily. 

Even in this difficult market, over one-quarter of 
Northern respondents report that they get a large 
number of applications for their vacancies – but 
from people who lack the relevant skills. Skilled 
tradespeople are in greatest demand, with 27% of 
respondents citing this as a gap in their workforce.

For a third of Northern manufacturers, skills  
gaps risk depriving them of existing employees 
by putting strain on the existing workforce.  
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One-fifth say morale is affected, and 15% have 
seen productivity hit.

9,000 extra jobs at stake

On current trends, the region is on course to 
grow annual output by 7-8% over the next five 
years, according to the economic modelling 
commissioned for this report. 

But if manufacturers step up recruitment 
efforts and target the youngest workers, the 
gains could be far higher. In this scenario, the 
North West and the North East stand to benefit 
more than any other part of the UK, each 
notching up growth of over 12%. 

Yorkshire & the Humber would gain over 10%, 
while adding 11,000 jobs – 3,000 more than 
forecast under the ‘steady state’ scenario. The 
region as a whole would add 29,000 jobs in total, 
an additional 9,000 compared to existing trends.

.

Companies leading the way

The route to these substantial rewards is already 
clear to many manufacturers. The region has a 
solid track record of forging links with the next 
generation through education. 

North West companies are especially active 
here. They are much more likely than the 
national average to be involved in a partnership 
with universities (30%, compared with 19% 
nationally) or to have an apprenticeship scheme 
(37% against a 28% national average).

Companies in Yorkshire and the Humber also 
have an eye to the future, with 17% citing plans 
to introduce apprenticeships in the next few 
years – more than double the national average.

Given the scale of this opportunity, more 
Northern manufacturers may want to consider 
a strategic investment in skills that will help to 
secure their future growth.

“ Companies in the North West 
are much more likely than the 
national average to be involved in a 
partnership with universities or to 
have an apprenticeship scheme.”
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Print firm tackles a pressing skills challenge
One South Yorkshire printing business is rolling out new initiatives 
to ensure its workforce keeps pace with accelerating growth.

If print is dead, no one has told Bluetree. The 
company’s workforce has grown sixfold since 
2012. It has just bought new premises next door 
to its existing 100,000 sq. ft. Rotherham base, 
expanding its print production space by 45%.

Bluetree’s secret is constant innovation. It 
uses web-to-print technology to provide print 
solutions for its online and direct customers. 
Orders flow through the factory on an 
automated system and the group boasts that 
it uses no machinery over five years old, apart 
from some finishing equipment.

The company’s success keeps its HR team busy. 
“As we have created so many new roles over the 
past couple of years to keep up with our fantastic 
growth, at times it can feel as if recruitment is 
constant,” says Head of HR, Vicki Russell. “Of our 
current employee base of 350, over 100 have been 
with us for less than a year, and the majority have 
not worked within the Printing Industry previously. 

Being able to provide new opportunities to work 
and develop skills in such an interesting industry 
makes us enormously proud.”

High-demand roles

Production vacancies can often attract hundreds 
of applications but “the real challenge is finding 
the people who share our values and work 
ethic,” Vicki says.

Where the group finds recruitment most 
challenging is in filling roles with more specialised 
skills, such as sales or web development.

“These roles are in very high demand,” Vicki 
explains. “We get a lot of competition from inner 
city businesses, which can offer more attractive 
locations for the graduate market.” 

Apprenticeships launched

Bluetree’s recently-formed HR team is now 
taking steps to tackle the issue. It has taken on 
its first two apprentices – one a web developer, 
the other a shopfloor print worker. Vicki hopes 
more will follow.

Bluetree is also looking to raise its profile 
through trade fairs, including an event targeting 
web development undergraduates at Sheffield 
Hallam University.

The business recognises that it needs to 
enhance its online presence too. Currently this 
is targeted at sales channels through its brands, 
Route1Print and instantprint. 

“This quarter we’re designing a new group 
careers website to try to attract new candidates, 
and establishing a social media presence to 
promote how great it is to work here,” says Vicki.
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“Rotherham, Sheffield and the surrounding 
areas have traditionally been a hub for print, but 
many businesses have disappeared in recent 
years. Locally, print is considered to be a fading 
industry,” she says. “But we are living proof that 
print is still very, very relevant and has a long 
future ahead of it. When people see our state-of-
the-art factory, with it’s fantastic, multi-million-
pound equipment, they are blown away by the 
technology and by how ambitious we are as  
a company.”

Vicki Russell
Head of HR
Bluetree

At the same time, Bluetree is investing heavily 
in staff development to help support and retain 
existing employees. Externally sourced training 
in leadership, sales and customer service has 
now been augmented with the appointment of 
an in-house trainer.

Beating the image problem

On a wider level, Bluetree is working with the 
national print trade body, the BPIF, to promote 
print apprenticeships. The organisation has 
chosen the company to host an event for 
National Apprenticeship Week in March. Print 
apprentices from across the country will network 
with print leaders and tour Bluetree’s operations.

“Such tours are always an eye-opener for 
visitors,” says Vicki. She hopes to open the 
company’s doors to young people more 
regularly in future, to help counter common 
misperceptions of the industry.

“ When people see our state-of-the-art factory, with fantastic, 
multi-million-pound equipment, they are blown away by  
the technology and by how ambitious we are as a company.”
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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 gaining 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
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About the author
For further information and to find out how our sector-specialist 
team can support your business, please get in touch.

Debbie is Head of Corporate Banking across Yorkshire and 
responsible for a team of relationship directors and managers 
supporting our large corporate clients across a range of industry 
sectors from offices in Leeds, Sheffield, Hull, Bradford and Harrogate. 
She has over 30 years’ banking experience gained across roles in 
risk management, relationship management and, more recently, 
acquisition finance where she headed up the Debt Finance team 
across the North of England.

In addition to her main role in Corporate banking, Debbie is head 
of Northern Manufacturing, where she is responsible for leading 
and developing the manufacturing strategy for the North.  She is 
committed to initiatives that help inspire women across business to 
invest in their careers and launched the Barclays Women in Business 
Awards in Yorkshire – an initiative so successful it was subsequently 
rolled out across other regions.

To find out more about how 
Barclays can support your business, 
please call 0800 015 4242* or speak 
to your local Relationship Director.Debbie Mullen 

Head of Corporate Banking 
Yorkshire

debbie.mullen@ 
barclayscorporate.com

 Debbie Mullen

*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 phone calls. 

mailto:debbie.mullen%40barclayscorporate.com%20?subject=
mailto:debbie.mullen%40barclayscorporate.com%20?subject=
mailto:https://uk.linkedin.com/in/debbie-mullen-b11a0a158?subject=


barclayscorporate.com

  @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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