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Appendix:

1 Employer Questionnaire

Introduction
This report summarises the outcomes of a detailed recruitment/ retention study conducted for the Polymer and Chemical industries in the East Midlands.

The Project, which was supported by the Learning and Skills Council, was implemented following feedback from regional employers.  Difficulties with recruitment and retention were directly affecting the capacity of some employers to take advantage of increased customer demand and impacting on productivity and efficiency.

Terms of Reference
Cogent SSC, the Sector Skills Council for the Polymer and Chemical industries, was commissioned by the LSC to conduct this Project.  Its principle terms of reference were as follows:
1 to investigate perceived barriers to recruitment and retention of employees into the industries;
2 to identify key factors influencing recruitment/retention;
3 to determine conclusions and recommendations; and
4 to establish an Action Plan to address the findings.

Acknowledgement
Cogent SSC would like to thank all employers who provided the data contained in this Report.  We would also like to acknowledge the contributions of organisations notably jobcentreplus and recruitment agencies.

Finally, we would like to thank LSC Lincolnshire and Rutland for co-ordinating this Project on behalf of all LSCs based in the East Midlands.

Background

A total of 19 employers from across the East Midlands have taken part in this Project through responses to questionnaires.  A copy of the full Employer Questionnaire is provided as Appendix 1.  Of the employers, four are involved in the manufacture of chemicals and 15 are involved in the manufacture of plastics, rubber or signs.
The majority of employers, 11 in total, are private limited companies.  A further six are public limited companies.  Of the remaining two organisations, one is a wholly owned subsidiary of another company and one is a common trusteeship.

All of the employers are members of an industry network or trade association linked with skills and learning issues.  Details of the location of the employers who took part in the study are provided in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1: Geographical Distribution of Respondents
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 Companies involved in the manufacture of chemicals
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 Companies involved in the manufacture of plastics, rubber or signs

Workforce
The employer questionnaire was intended to probe the issue of recruitment and retention difficulties.  To this end, the sample was specifically designed to take account of a range of employers spread across the region.  Factors such as size of the workforce, technology, and ownership were incorporated to ensure the sample reflected the structure of the industries in the region.  A number of questions were asked to gain information on the make-up and characteristics of the organisations’ workforces.

Table 1 below shows the distribution of companies in terms of number of employees.
	
	Number of Employees

	
	0-50
	51-100
	101-150
	151-200
	201-250
	250+

	No. Companies
	2
	4
	1
	4
	5
	3


In total, six of the employers said that they had employed individuals on a temporary National Insurance number during the previous 12 months, accounting for between 0.5% and 9% of their total employment.  

Figure 2 shows the decomposition of the respondents’ workforce by occupational level.  Overall: Level 1 staff account for 28% of the companies’ average workforce; Level 2 for 38%; Level 3 for 17%; Level 4 for 11%; and Level 5 for 6%.
Figure 2: Decomposition of Respondents’ Workforce by Occupational Levels
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Figure 3 below shows the decomposition of the respondents’ workforce by age.  This shows that within many of the companies the majority of the employees are in the higher age brackets.  Overall, 57.43% of the companies’ average workforce are over 40 years old compared with just 32% nationally.
  This figure suggests that recruitment and retention is likely to become an increasingly important issue in the coming years as the bulk of the workforce in these companies move towards retirement age.

Figure 3: Decomposition of the Respondents’ Workforce by Age
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Figure 4 below shows the decomposition of the respondents’ workforce by gender.  As has been demonstrated by numerous previous studies within the Chemical and Polymer industries, women are under-represented within the workforce.  Overall they represent just 21% of the companies’ average workforce compared with 26% nationally.
  
Figure 4: Decomposition of the Respondents’ Workforce by Gender
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Data was also collected on the average hourly wage paid by the respondent companies to an employee starting a ‘Level 1’ position.  Answers were provided in one of two formats, depending on whether the company offered a ‘shift allowance’ in addition to their basic starting wage.  For those companies whose responses included a ‘shift allowance’ the wages varied from £4.98 to 8.25.  For those companies whose responses did not include a shift allowance the wages varied from £4.50 to £6.67.

Recruitment

In a climate of very low unemployment (nationally 4.7%, but within the East Midlands only 4.2%
), 42% of the respondents felt recruitment posed only a low level problem.  A further 53% reported significant or major recruitment difficulties.  Only 5% of respondents felt recruitment posed no problem for the company.

All but one of the respondents has attempted to fill vacancies within the previous 12 months.  Table 2 below shows the employers’ recruitment rates (number of posts recruited for as a percentage of the average number of posts over the 12 month period). The average recruitment rate across the employers is 22%.
Table 2: Recruitment Rate %

	Respondent 1
	0

	Respondent 12
	3

	Respondent 19
	6

	Respondent 3
	6

	Respondent 16
	7

	Respondent 13
	8

	Respondent 11
	10

	Respondent 14
	10

	Respondent 18
	12

	Respondent 17
	12

	Respondent 2
	16

	Respondent 5
	20

	Respondent 10
	24

	Respondent 9
	29

	Respondent 8
	38

	Respondent 7
	43

	Respondent 15
	44

	Respondent 4
	57

	Respondent 6
	76

	
	

	Mean
	22


Respondents were asked to provide details of their recruitment activity across the following five ‘levels’ of occupations:

Level 1 
Foundation Skills occupations

Level 2 
Operative or semi-skilled occupations

Level 3 
Technician, craft and supervisory occupations

Level 4 
Senior technical and middle management 



occupations

Level 5 
Chartered, professional and senior management 


occupations

Figure 5 shows the decomposition of the employers’ recruitment rates across these five occupational levels.  Approximately 88% of the companies’ average recruitment activity occurs within levels 1 and 2.  A further 8% occurs within level 3, 3% at level 4 and only 1% at level 5.  
Figure 5: Decomposition of the Employers’ Recruitment Rates
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Overall, recruitment for level 3 positions was felt by the majority companies to pose a significant problem, whilst the remaining levels were categorised on average as posing a low degree of difficulty.

Companies reported varying lengths of time taken to recruit individuals into posts across the different occupational levels.  On average, employers take between 2 and 4 weeks to recruit into a level 1 position, between 4 and 6 weeks for a level 2 position, and between 6 and 8 weeks for positions at levels 3, 4 and 5.  The highest figure quoted amongst the responses was that of 6 months taken to recruit level 3 Drivers and Maintenance Engineers.

Sixty-three per cent of respondents stated that they had been unwilling/ unable to fill a vacancy after completing a period of recruitment, predominantly in relation to level 3 vacancies.
The majority of employers felt that the most significant impact of recruitment difficulties on their business was the detrimental effect on existing staff in terms of increased sick leave, lack of morale/ commitment.  Perhaps surprisingly, only a minority of employers felt that recruitment difficulties were significantly affecting their ability of develop/expand/source out new business opportunities.  Other implications offered by the respondents include:


-
less flexibility for staff;

-
repeated errors in production/decreased production;

-
trainers spending all their time on induction and basic 



training, to the detriment of upskilling existing staff;
- 
skills shortages on specific shifts; and
- 
increased use of contract labour.
In total, 79% of the respondents felt that the level/impact of recruitment difficulties has worsened during the last 5 years.  Interestingly, none of the respondents felt that recruitment difficulties are an issue affecting only their company.  In fact, 67% felt that they were affecting their particular region and a further 33% felt they were an issue that was affecting the industry as a whole.

Companies offered a variety of reasons for their recruitment difficulties.  Overall four reasons emerged as common across many of the respondents, including:

- 
a lack of the required experience;
- 
a lack of the required specialist skills;
- 
a lack of interpersonal skills or poor attitude/ motivation/ 


personality; and
-
impact of the benefits trap.
When the respondents were asked to examine reasons for recruitment difficulties in more detail across the five levels of staff, an interesting picture emerges.  In relation to level 1 positions, the majority of companies felt the cause lay in a lack of experience and interpersonal skills or poor attitude/ motivation/ personality on the part of applicants.

At level 2 the cause was felt to be a lack of specialist skills, interpersonal skills or poor attitude/motivation/personality on the part of applicants. Another key factor was applicants’ excessively high pay expectations and/or higher remuneration being offered by other firms.

At level 3 the cause for recruitment difficulties was felt to be a lack of qualifications or experience on the part of the applicant.  At levels 4 and 5 the most popular reason seems to be the applicants’ excessively high pay expectations/higher salaries being offered by other firms.  
The respondents are making use of a variety of methods to recruit prospective employees into positions.  In relation to positions at levels 1, 2 and 3, companies favour the use of local newspaper advertisements, recruitment agencies, Job Centres/ employment services and word of mouth.  Conversely, in relation to levels 4 and 5 recruitment agencies and specialist journals/trade press prove popular.  The other methods offered in the questionnaire were judged to be largely irrelevant by many of the respondents.  These included the use of the internet (either their own or an external commercial website), national newspaper advertisements, links with schools/colleges/ universities, physical posters, billboards, vehicles and radio or television advertisements.  Whilst many of these would clearly have little impact within the respondents’ highly localised labour markets, it is possible that establishing links with schools/colleges/universities could prove a beneficial way of accessing and attracting applicants with the appropriate potential to develop the higher level skills required by employers.  Indeed, one of the respondents mentioned this strategy within their responses to a later issue.

This work has highlighted a huge disparity in the amount companies within the region spend recruiting for positions at occupational levels 1-5.  Across the levels responses ranged from no money spent to an extremely high £29,503.  Table 3 overleaf summarises the amount spent by the respondents in respect of positions at level 1-5.  The mean figures provided show a broad increase in the cost of recruitment associated with recruiting to the higher occupational levels.  The high number of companies spending between £0 and £250 for positions at levels 1 and 2 is indicative of the strong relationships formed by many of the respondents with recruitment agencies and local job centres.

Across the majority of companies the main source of recruitment appears to be companies within other sectors, rather than school, further education colleges, universities or from foreign nationals. However there was evidence of a growing trend in recruiting from overseas, particularly Eastern Europe.  In relation to levels 2, 3 and 4 recruitment from companies within the same or similar sectors is also popular.  This result highlights the generic skills base of the manufacturing sector within the East Midlands region and the impact of local issues upon the respondent’s experience of recruitment and retention.

All of the respondents have apparently implemented initiatives or changes, either wholly or in part, to address their recruitment difficulties.  Furthermore, where companies have implemented such initiatives they have predominantly found them to be successful.  The four most popular/successful of these have been implemented by at least 79% of the respondents and are:

- 
providing additional training to allow internal candidates to fill posts;

- 
taking account of broader qualities in the candidate;

- 
appointing people who have the potential to grow, but who don’t currently have all that is required; and 

-
providing a realistic description of the actual job.

Table 3:  Amount spent on recruitment
	
	Number of Respondents

	Amount £
	Level 1
	Level 2
	Level 3
	Level 4
	Level 5

	0-250
	9
	7
	2
	1
	0

	251-500
	3
	4
	4
	1
	0

	501-1,000
	3
	3
	3
	2
	3

	1,001-1,500
	2
	3
	0
	3
	1

	1,501-2,000
	0
	0
	2
	0
	0

	2,001-2,500
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0

	2,501-3,000
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0

	3,001-6,000
	0
	2
	4
	4
	4

	6,001-10,000
	0
	0
	0
	4
	3

	10,001-15,000
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1

	15,001-30,000

	0
	0
	0
	1
	0

	Mean
	£431
	£926
	£1,865
	£5,650
	£5,527


A key theme in the feedback appears to be the need for companies to focus seriously on recruitment and look to improve how and who they attract.  Many of the companies have implemented initiatives such as increasing salaries, redeveloping job titles/descriptions, raising the profile of the company locally, and promoting unique aspects of the company’s culture/benefits.  In addition, for the lower level positions, companies often struggle to recruit individuals with the required skills, motivation and attitude.  Many of the respondents have shown that it is beneficial in terms of recruitment and retention to develop initiatives to establish individuals’ suitability for the job during the recruitment process.  These include: introducing basic and practical skills testing; developing a one stage assessment centre to carry out all assessments, including a medical, in one day; and showing potential candidates around the works and assessing their reaction.  

Retention

In relation to retention, only 16% of respondents felt that they had no problems.  A further 53% felt they experienced a low level problem.  A total of 31% of respondents felt retention was a significant or major problem for the company.

All of the respondents have experienced labour turnover within the previous 12 months.  Table 4 below shows the employers’ turnover rates (no. of leavers as a percentage of the average number of posts over the 12 month period).  These can be compared with the respondents’ mean turnover rate (19%), and the UK average turnover rate for 2003 (16%).
  

Table 4: Turnover Rates %

	Respondent 12
	1

	Respondent 1
	3

	Respondent 19
	3

	Respondent 16
	4

	Respondent 14
	6

	Respondent 18
	7

	Respondent 9
	9

	Respondent 3
	10

	Respondent 2
	13

	Respondent 17
	14

	Respondent 5
	16

	Respondent 10
	16

	Respondent 11
	22

	Respondent 13
	23

	Respondent 8
	28

	Respondent 15
	37

	Respondent 7
	42

	Respondent 6
	45

	Respondent 4
	56

	
	

	Mean
	19

	UK Average
	16


Figure 6 below shows the decomposition of the employers’ turnover rates across the 5 occupational levels.  It clearly shows the majority of the employers’ labour turnover is focused around occupational levels 1 and 2.
Figure 6: Employers’ Turnover Rates
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Overall, the majority of the respondents categorised retention across all of the occupational levels as no, or a low level, problem.  

The majority of employers felt that the most significant impact of retention difficulties on their business was the detrimental effect on existing staff in terms of increased sick leave, lack of morale/commitment.  Interestingly, unlike the response in relation to recruitment, respondents also highlighted a reduction in the quality of products/ services provided to the client as a significant outcome of retention difficulties.  It is understandable that unplanned leavers could impact upon a company’s ability to meet their client’s expectations far more directly than any recruitment difficulties would.  Other factors offered by the respondents include:

- 
time wasted on retraining and replacement;
- 
costs of recruitment, induction, and basic job training;
- 
skills shortages on specific shifts;
- 
decreased volume of production; and 
- 
increased emphasis on/necessity for succession planning.
In total, 63% of the respondents felt that the level/impact of recruitment difficulties has worsened during the last 5 years.  Only 12% of the respondents felt that recruitment difficulties are an issue affecting only their company, whilst 29% felt that they were affecting their region.  A further 59% of respondents stated they felt recruitment difficulties were an issue that was affecting the industry as a whole.

Companies offered a variety of reasons for their retention difficulties.  Overall three reasons emerged as common across many of the respondents, including:

- 
lack of motivation/morale (impacted on by factors such as working environment, feeling valued, job satisfaction, resources etc);
- 
level of workload; and

-
level of pay
When the respondents were asked to examine reasons for retention difficulties in more detail across the five levels of staff their responses indicate that this varies greatly from company to company.  Whilst a certain amount of shared experience has emerged, there is far less of a pattern to their responses here compared to their earlier comments regarding the reasons for recruitment difficulties.  

In relation to level 1 positions, the majority of companies felt the cause lay in: the level of pay; a lack of motivation/morale (impacted upon by factors such as working environment, feeling valued, job satisfaction, resources etc.); and the unattractiveness of shift patterns.

At level 2 the cause was felt to be: the level of pay; and a lack of motivation/ morale (impacted upon by factors such as working environment, feeling valued, job satisfaction, resources etc.).

At level 3 the cause for recruitment difficulties is felt to be the level of pay.  At level 4 the main reason was felt to be the desire for a change in career.  At level 5 the employers’ responses are too diverse to single out any reasons in particular.  

On average, the majority of respondents said that their employees at levels 2, 3, 4 and 5 stay more than 5 years within the organisation.  There was no clear pattern within the employers’ responses in relation to their level 1 staff, in some companies employees stay less than six months, and in others they stay at least 5 years.

All but one of the respondents have apparently implemented initiatives or changes, either wholly or in part, to address their retention difficulties.  Again, it is clear that where companies have implemented an initiative they have predominantly found it to be a success.  The four most popular/successful of these have been implemented by at least 10 of the respondents and are:


-
improved selection techniques;

-
improved induction process;

-
improved employee communication/involvement; and 

-
increased learning and development opportunities.

Due to the nature of the manufacturing industry, success for many companies often involves working in a manner which runs contrary to enhancing the motivation and morale of the workforce (in terms of increased shift working, remuneration levels, and in some instances the working environment).  Perhaps due to these factors, many of the respondents have felt the need to implement initiatives to counter this effect and so improve retention.  Such initiatives include: revising shift patterns to improve the work/life balance; increasing wages; updating and improving induction programmes; increasing training and development opportunities; investing in better working conditions; and introducing communications strategies to include regular team briefings and involvement in decision making.

Conclusions

Table 5 below provides the recruitment and turnover rates for the five companies demonstrating the highest and the lowest rates.  With the exception of two of the lowest rating companies, those respondents with the five lowest/highest recruitment rates also have the lowest/highest turnover rates respectively, as would be expected.  This confirms that the relationship between recruitment and retention is intricate and interdependent.  

Table 5: Recruitment and Turnover Rates
	
	Respondent
	Recruitment Rate %
	Respondent
	Turnover Rate %

	Five Lowest Rating companies
	R1
	0
	R12
	1

	
	R12
	3
	R19
	3

	
	R19
	6
	R1
	3

	
	R3
	6
	R16
	4

	
	R16
	7
	R14
	6

	Five Highest Rating Companies
	R8
	38
	R8
	28

	
	R15
	45
	R15
	37

	
	R7
	47
	R7
	42

	
	R4
	57
	R6
	45

	
	R6
	76
	R4
	56

	
	Mean
	22
	Mean
	19

	
	
	
	UK Average
	16


It is difficult to assess the extent to which industry type impacts upon the companies’ experience of recruitment and retention.  Two of the four chemical manufacturing companies involved in the questionnaire are in the top five companies in terms of recruitment and retention rates.  The remaining two chemical companies are within the top ten for recruitment, with rates below 12%.  However, with so few chemical companies involved in the questionnaire, and the relatively small sample overall, it is not possible to draw any conclusions from this data.

In broad terms it is possible to say that those respondents offering higher remuneration are more likely to have lower recruitment and retention rates.  The wages/salaries paid by the five lowest rating companies in terms of recruitment and retention vary from £5.50-£6.00 (not inclusive of a shift allowance) and £7.26-£8.25 (including shift allowance).  At the other and of the spectrum, wages paid by the five highest rating companies are between £4.95 and £6.23 (including shift allowance).  It is tempting to overstate the significance of this result, however many of the employers in the middle range of recruitment and retention rates offer substantial remuneration, in some cases higher than those offered by the top five.  Wages/salaries is only one of many factors contributing to the attractiveness of the employer and the motivation/morale and competence of the workforce.

There does not appear to be a discernable difference between the lowest and highest rating companies in terms of how long they take to recruit an individual into a post.  All companies show that recruitment to positions at levels 4 & 5 takes significantly longer than the lower levels. 

More significant perhaps, seems to be the amount of recruitment and turnover experienced by companies in relation to level 1 positions.  Amongst the companies with the lowest recruitment and retention rates, 4 have not recruited at all at level 1, whilst the remaining 2 who have recruited have recruitment rates of just 1% and 6%.  Furthermore, only 1 company had any turnover of staff at level 1, at a rate of just 3%.  Conversely, the companies with the highest recruitment and retention rates have recruitment rates of between 5% and 55%, and retention rates of between 5% and 41%.

Several explanations could be offered for this result.  Positions at the lower occupational levels are considered difficult to recruit for, a fact supported by the respondents’ feedback which highlighted poor motivation, reliability, basic skills and flexibility as significant issues.  Interestingly, there is a small difference in the percentage of level 1 staff employed across the 11 companies with the lowest and highest recruitment and retention rates.  Amongst the companies with the lowest recruitment/retention rates, level 1 staff represent an average of 23% of the workforce.  Within the companies with the highest recruitment/retention rates, level 1 staff represent an average of 36%.  It could be that the lowest rating companies have organised their workforce so as they require fewer level 1 staff, or they are able to retain higher numbers of their level 1 staff for longer and therefore do not need to replace the workforce as often.  Alternatively, they could be upskilling their level 1 staff.  

In terms of the companies’ approach to recruitment, there is no significant difference in the amount of money spent on the recruitment process.  Table 6 overleaf provides a comparison of the amount spent by the companies with the 5 highest versus the 5 lowest recruitment and retention rates.  This work has also highlighted that the amount of money spent is not necessarily any more likely to improve a company’s experience of recruitment or retention.  Within some of the companies, a small or zero spend in relation to the lower occupational levels is indicative of their strong and beneficial relationship with local recruitment agencies and job centres.  

However, a higher spend may well be an outcome of a wider reaching recruitment strategy.  Whilst there is little difference in the recruitment sources used by the companies with the lowest and highest recruitment/retention rates, the 2 companies with the very lowest rates clearly make more use of a variety of sources (up to 4 at level 4).  

Table 6: Amount spent on recruitment (£)
	Occupational

Levels
	Companies with the lowest recruitment/ retention rates
	Companies with the highest recruitment/ retention rates

	Level 1
	£0-£1,500
	£0-£1,000

	Level 2
	£200-£4,000
	£0-£4,000

	Level 3
	£1,000-£6,000
	£100-£4,000

	Level 4
	£3,750-£8,000
	£200-£10,000

	Level 5
	£5,000-£10,000
	£1,000-£10,000


Indeed, a key theme to emerge from this work has been the need for companies experiencing difficulties to adapt their recruitment strategies to attract previously untapped or under tapped sources.  This has taken various forms, from taking account of broader range of qualities in previously excluded candidates, recruiting foreign workers, to the use of localised letter drops to fill a short term peak order.  Interestingly, this last initiative attracted a good number of mothers with young children, a group heavily under-represented in terms of gender and age within the industries.  

Recommendations
Following the conclusions of this work, there are several recommendations for further action which would benefit from the continued involvement of and partnership with the employer networks and the Learning and Skills Council.  These are:
1 to review the report findings;
2 to increase volume of recruits in younger age categories;
3 to examine potential to raise the profile of the company locally/nationally;
4 to examine potential to recruit from non-traditional sources;
5 to review potential to upskill the existing workforce; and 
6 to review existing employee communication/training and development policies.
An action plan has been developed to address these recommendations This action plan will itself be subject to review, comment and agreement at subsequent employer network meetings.
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