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Welcome to this Proco Global report, ‘Plugging the Site Leadership Gap’,
in which we hope to address one of the challenges that we find our clients
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This report is published by Proco Global’s Process & Chemicals
industry team, which is focused on conducting high-calibre
talent searches across the entire supply and value chain for the
world’s leading process and chemicals businesses. This is one
of the largest and most complex industries we work in, and our
team is experienced in filling executive-level roles across site
management, operations, engineering, production, capital
projects, material procurement, supply chain, R&DI and quality
control, covering everything from the extraction and preparation
of metallic ores, through to iron and steel, resins and coatings,
and renewables and nutrition.
Given the complexity of these businesses, it is of little surprise
that site leadership roles require extremely bespoke capabilities
and unusual skillsets of their candidates. We are consistently
approached by clients regarding their challenges in identifying
talent for these roles, along with the challenges that they
face in attracting talent once identified, and retaining and
developing their own pipeline of site managers for the future.
We are delighted that over the following pages we have
been able to conduct a survey of more than 150 site leaders
working in the process and chemicals industry across Europe
and the Middle East. We carried out this research to find out
more about the drivers for these individuals when they come
to consider new career opportunities, including their own
succession planning, their willingness to relocate, and the
locations that they are both least and most likely to move to.
The results make for some extremely interesting reading.

Certainly, there can be no debate about the extent to which this
industry-wide issue is causing headaches for senior management –
in a candidate-driven market, the sector is facing a triple whammy
that comprises a high level of upcoming retirements, a lack of
willingness for relocation among successors within businesses,
and external candidates being priced out of the market by
retention bonuses, inflated share schemes and the like.
But we do not believe these challenges are insurmountable, and
there are measures that companies can put in place to both
develop their own talent for the future and attract external staff.
There is no doubt that those looking to hire need to readjust
their expectations of the salaries and compensation packages
required to attract talent, but we aim, over the following pages,
to provide further inspiration to both organisations and
candidates on things that might be done on both sides to ease
the current stasis in site director recruitment.
It would be fantastic if this report were to act as a catalyst
for debate, and if the industry as a whole began to take steps
to address some of the issues raised. We would certainly be
delighted to hear your thoughts.
In the meantime, I hope you find the insights in this paper to be
both useful and thought-provoking. Should you wish to discuss
anything further, please don’t hesitate to get in touch with me,
or your usual Proco Global contact.

Sarah Hicks

Managing Director
Process & Chemicals
WITH SPECIAL THANKS TO:
Jean Gadbois
Senior Vice President Manufacturing, Europe,
Asia and International, LyondellBasell
Stephan Trautschold
Head of Operations EMEA at Clariant
Brian Watson
Chief Operating Officer and a member
of the Executive Board, TFL Group

Alongside this quantitative data, we have also been fortunate
enough to interview four of our most senior client contacts
in the process and chemicals industry, who have given us
even more in-depth insights into the challenges they face in
attracting, retaining and developing site leadership talent.
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TIPS FOR
COMPANIES
01

Be prepared to hire candidates that will need to develop
into the role, but might not hit the ground running

02

Consider interim candidates to fill roles for one or
two years while internal talent is developed

03

Invest in building your employer brand, so that people
know your business and what it stands for

04

Be prepared to pay a salary premium of at least 20%
to attract candidates away from current employers

05

Consider relocation benefits packages if seeking to
hire site managers in less attractive markets

06

Be prepared to offer language skills training if that
will attract less mobile candidates

07

Focus attention on developing and truly understanding
your own talent pipeline, and invest in the careers of
high-potential individuals

How to find your site leaders of
tomorrow - Tips for candidates

08

Identify internal talent early, and encourage mobility
early on their careers, so that they have experienced
multiple sites

01

Accept that you need to take responsibility for your
own career progression – consider what you hope to
achieve, and how you can make that a reality

09

Speak to recruitment partners early and get ahead of
attrition with better planning

02

Be willing to relocate and build multi-site experience
early on, because it will pay dividends

Consider salary benchmarking and market mapping
of competitors to understand the external talent pool
and ensure you are attractive to future hires

03

If you are only open to opportunities within a certain
radius, keep a close eye on the opportunities that do
exist in that area

04

Develop a network of contacts across your company,
sector and region, who will be invaluable as you progress

05

Apply for roles that offer both career progression and
financial progression, and be prepared to grow into
a new role if you lack some of the requisite skills on
day one
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Methodology

Research Findings

Proco Global conducted a survey among our senior
supply chain contacts across EMEA, with a focus
on site leaders in the process and chemicals industry.
We asked them about their openness to new career
opportunities, and what might influence their
decision-making processes when considering new roles.

Would you consider relocating for
a new career opportunity?

In all, we received responses from 158 participants,
spread across more than 30 EMEA countries and
working on sites employing up to 10,000 staff.
This report is based on the findings from that survey,
and on qualitative interviews with senior clients who
kindly agreed to participate in our research.

77% Yes

The five most/least important
factors when considering a new
career opportunity:

MOST
IMPORTANT
01
02
03
04
05

18% No
5% Undecided

Compensation package
Company stability
Work environment
Increased salary
Senior leadership reputation

Do you have a succession
plan for yourself in place?

LEAST
IMPORTANT
52% Yes

01
02
03
04
05

Industry desirability
Training
Organisation size
Better bonus potential
Recognition

38% No
8% Not Sure
2% Other
6
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What locations would you
consider relocating for a new
job opportunity?

Research Findings

4

5

4

5

1

3
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POPULAR
LOCATIONS
01
02
03
04
05

2

2

Germany		

54%

Switzerland		

50%

Belgium		

49%

Netherlands		

41%

United Kingdom

36%

1
3

LEAST POPULAR
LOCATIONS
01
02
03
04
05
06

8

Uzbekistan		

7%

Kazakhstan		

8%

Georgia		

8%

Lithuania		

10%

Russia			10%
Ukraine		

10%
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Site Leaders and Where to Find Them

Leading a manufacturing site is a big job, requiring incumbents
to – among other things – take legal responsibility for the safe
and reliable operation of the facility; supervise and manage
staff, ensure compliance with local legislation; liaise with local
regulators, unions, media and other stakeholders; manage
the operations in line with the wider company strategy; keep
costs and losses to a minimum; and innovate to develop
technical advances. The responsibilities are significant, and
the breadth of experience required, as well as knowledge of
the company, the site, the people, the technology and the
local environment, is always extensive.

We are all stealing from one another and the stock
of talent is not increasing. Many companies our
size are simply not addressing the shortage and are
instead just pinching from others in the industry.
Brian Watson, Chief Operating Officer and a member of the Executive Board, TFL Group
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One Operations Director at a major European chemicals
producer, who did not wish to be named, says it is hard to fill
job vacancies: “When we look externally, the challenge is to
find people who are interested, and there are not a lot. Many
feel that site management is not really that attractive; it’s a
challenging job that comes with a lot of legal responsibility,
especially in places like France, where there is a need to liaise
with local works councils.”
He adds: “Site management is just not something that
appeals to young people today, who prefer to move into
business and commercial roles where you don’t have that
stress day-to-day. There’s always something going wrong on a
site, whether it’s safety issues, employment disputes, or other
problems. Things can go wrong in the middle of the night, and
the site manager has to be on hand to deal with them.”
The pool of people with suitable experience to take on these
roles is also getting smaller, according to Brian Watson, who is
Chief Operating Officer and a member of the Executive Board
at TFL Group, which produces speciality chemicals for the
leather industry.

He says: “The pool is getting smaller and older, and older
generally means more expensive and less mobile. That’s
because in the past, when I started out my career, people
started in large multinational integrated companies and
moved through multiple technical roles with a lot of supervision
and training before moving into plant manager roles. Then
they might move into smaller companies who needed plant
management capabilities.”
He continues, “Now, that pipeline is drying up because the
big companies don’t exist to the same extent, and those that
do aren’t hiring and training in the same way. When I joined
ICI in 1988 there were about 30 chemical engineers joining in
northern England alone, many of whom went on into senior
technical plant management roles. That kind of pipeline just
doesn’t exist anymore.”
The industry is broadly facing three issues at the same time –
a high level of upcoming retirements among site managers
of a certain age; a lack of willingness for relocation from
potential successors within business; and the fact that highlyskilled external candidates cannot easily be lured as a result of
retention bonuses and inflated shares schemes being used to
keep them.
The demographic issue is particularly challenging in Western
Europe, where companies have simply failed to invest in the
next generation of management over the past decade, and
now find an industry-wide shortage to meet succession gaps.
“We are all stealing from one another,” says Watson, “and
the stock of talent is not increasing. Many companies our size
are simply not addressing the shortage and are instead just
pinching from others in the industry.”
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The thing that I see missing so often is that entrepreneurial
strategic thinking. Many candidates are very strong in
operations, can manage crises, but what they also need is
to be looking forward to where the site is going to be in 20
years, and what infrastructure needs to be renewed, what
resources need to be developed longer term. That doesn’t
necessarily come along very often.
Stephan Trautschold, Head of Operations EMEA at Clariant

He says that while it is possible to find suitable candidates,
they rarely meet the standard that would have been required
a decade ago, and more hand-holding is required during their
first few years in post.
Stephan Trautschold, Head of Operations EMEA at Clariant,
says the skillsets are often simply lacking: “The question is
whether to develop this talent internally from the bottom
up, or take people from outside. If you have someone coming
from inside, that has disadvantages, because while they know
the site and the business, they are often not so open-minded
and continue to see things being done the way they’ve always
been. One the other hand externals lack the required network
and knowledge about company specific tools and processes
not to mention the company culture.
He says his business develops candidates from operations,
or related departments like engineering, who know the issues
in the plant, have good connections across the business,
and can share knowhow with other sites. In fact, he argues,
the best candidates are typically already working in the
organisation, but are based at a different site and unwilling
to relocate for the site leadership role.
But where that succession planning falls down, external
candidates need to come in and quickly build up connections
across the business. Trautschold says: “Site managers are
responsible for everything, so they need to build up networks
very quickly, which is a big challenge for someone new coming
in from outside.”
He adds that many candidates, both internal and external,
simply fall short on some of the required skills: “The thing that
I see missing so often is that entrepreneurial strategic thinking.
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Many candidates are very strong in operations, can manage
crises, but what they also need is to be looking forward to where
the site is going to be in 20 years, and what infrastructure needs
to be renewed, what resources need to be developed longer
term. That doesn’t necessarily come along very often.”
Not only is there a skills shortage, but ideally site managers
should have worked in several locations previously and should
relocate to take on a new leadership position. Getting people
to move around once they have reached a certain level of
seniority is now extremely challenging, particularly if they have
partners with established careers and dependants who they
do not wish to uproot.
In our survey of nearly 160 site managers working in the process
and chemicals industry, 77% of respondents said they would
consider relocating for a new career opportunity. And some
locations are certainly more attractive than others – only 7%
of those surveyed would think about moving to Uzbekistan for
a new role, and only 10% would look at opportunities in Russia.
By contrast, the countries that are most likely to appeal include
Germany, Switzerland, Belgium, the Netherlands and the
United Kingdom.
All these factors combine to make it expensive to hire at
site leadership level, because external candidates who can
be tempted to move can either justifiably demand lucrative
relocation packages or are so valued by their current employers
that they expect significant salary uplifts to undergo the
upheaval of a move. Whether favouring internal or external
candidates, it is clear that businesses looking to fill site
leadership vacancies in the coming years are going to need
to think more strategically.
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Building the Site Leader Pipeline
Given all the challenges that exist in the external recruitment market
for site managers, it is little wonder that companies are beginning
to refocus their efforts on developing the internal talent pipeline.
The unique skillsets required of site directors, too, often lead businesses
toward a preference for internal candidates.

Jean Gadbois is Senior Vice President Manufacturing, Europe,
Asia and International, at LyondellBasell, and says he tries very
hard not to look externally for site leaders: “The site manager is
the number one position on the site, and we have a company
culture – we have operational excellence standards, health and
safety standards, and so on. If you come in as number two you
have the site manager there to teach you that culture from
within, but it’s hard if you come in as number one. I would always
rather have someone come in as number two or number three,
because at the end of the day the site manager has to be the
one that understands the culture, the vision, the mission, our
values, everything.”

The first thing is to spot your potential future leaders
early. Then, if you discover a candidate who has the
potential to grow to a site manager position, you should
draft a career plan for them, and encourage them to
move around and experience a variety of locations
early on in their career when they are still more flexible.

Given that focus on promoting from within, Gadbois says he is
rigorous about succession planning: “Over the years we have
ensured that the bench is ready,” he says, “so that when a
major position opens up, I have a robust succession plan. But I
would have to hire externally for one level below if I had one or
two site manager moves come up.”
He adds, “I find promoting from within is very motivating for
the staff, because people see what happens, whereas as soon
as you hire externally for a role, that says something about
your own training and development programmes.”
Nevertheless, our survey revealed that only 48% of the 158 site
leaders we interviewed had put in place succession plans for their
own roles. While some are investing heavily in graduate trainee
programmes and more robust talent management review
processes, such efforts inevitably take time to deliver results.

Brian Watson at TFL Group says he appreciates he might
have to pay a premium to attract external recruits, but
that often still makes more economic sense than investing
internally: “Sometimes it just makes more financial sense to
hire to fill critical gaps,” he says, “because that long-term
career development planning is much more difficult in small
to medium-sized companies. We have career paths and
succession plans, and we know where we have gaps, which we
review regularly. But I’m not playing chess with enough chess
pieces to effectively overcome the problem on my own.”
Many in this industry are now recognising that the only way to
guarantee a pipeline of successors for site leadership positions
is to put development schemes in place early on. Stephan
Trautschold at Clariant says: “The first thing is to spot your
potential future leaders early. Then, if you discover a candidate
who has the potential to grow to a site manager position, you
should draft a career plan for them, and encourage them to
move around and experience a variety of locations early on in
their career when they are still more flexible.”
He adds: “You need to understand what that individual’s
restrictions might be, and find ways to work around those.
If you have really high-potential person who will not work
outside Germany, you would at least move him to other sites
in Germany to broaden his experience, even though you know
he will never go abroad.”

Stephan Trautschold, Head of Operations EMEA at Clariant
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Many in this industry are now recognising that the only way to guarantee
a pipeline of successors for site leadership positions is to put development
schemes in place early on.

Where we have been able to attract people,
it has been because of who we are, where the
company is going, and the projects we have in
the pipeline. You need to be able to tell a story
that’s attractive to people.
Jean Gadbois, Senior Vice President Manufacturing, Europe, Asia and International, LyondellBasell

At the same time, Trautschold cautions against the temptation
to promote internal candidates too early, and says they must
experience several sites: “If you move people to high responsibilities
too early, they might lack the required experience and seniority.
Furthermore you just create an issue later, because if you have
site managers at the age of 35, the air becomes thinner and
what do they do for the next 25 years? They get bored and
you simply lose them to your competitors, and then all your
investment has been for nothing.”
At LyondellBasell, Jean Gadbois says the company has just
launched a Young Engineers Programme, aimed at developing
and training high-potential engineering graduates so that
they are fit for long-term careers. One thing that initiative
encourages is mobility: “They are hired with a contract that
says they are going to be mobile,” says Gadbois. “The younger
generation, fresh out of school, wants to be mobile and see
the world, and we are telling them they have to move a few
times before they settle down.”
It is a long-term investment that doesn’t always pay off,
though: “It takes 20 years to become a site manager,” he says,
“so you need to start well ahead of time, and there is attrition
– young folks don’t always stay. But you need to let them see
the world a bit, make them see your culture around the world
by letting them work on many sites, and give them a mentor
who is a site leader to keep them motivated. As a rule, we
want people to have done a few sites before they become site
managers, and if you start too late with that, you find people
have lost the mobility.”
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In the past, the attractions of overseas postings were different,
as immature companies often sent people to emerging
markets to establish new operations, with lots of autonomy and
opportunity. Now, these global businesses can no longer justify
such lucrative relocation packages because talent exists in
newer markets and expats are not the only option.
For all businesses experiencing the challenges of site leadership
recruitment, it is essential to invest in understanding the talent
pipeline, and building a clear vision of ‘who is on the bench’.
Up-and-coming stars often move location and company
more easily earlier in their careers, and there is a real danger
of complacency on the part of their employers, alongside
a failure to recognise the value of their often not-easily
transferable skills.
If candidates on the career path to site leadership are held
in roles too long because of a lack of appetite for relocation,
there is every chance they will leave for a competitor to
achieve career progression, or else they will cause blockages
to others either progressing upwards or rotating around
the business. As such, keeping a clear view of the pipeline,
and building a strong understanding of the motivations,
development plans and objectives of those in it, can be
invaluable as part of internal succession planning over the
medium to long term.
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Recruiting for Leadership Roles
Given the challenges of developing internal succession plans and maintaining
a bench of willing and available upcoming talent, it is little wonder that the
recruitment market for site leadership roles remains hot.

With so many retirements at this level currently taking place in
Western Europe and the US, we are seeing a lot of companies
looking to fill vacancies, and a shortage of candidates. Meanwhile,
in emerging markets like China and India, retention is a bigger
issue, and credible site leaders do not stay long in posts before
moving on to new opportunities.
Recruiting for leadership roles is not easy, and particularly when
candidates will be required to relocate, as is typically the case.
Candidates in the ideal age bracket for site manager positions
are often of an age where children are deeply engrained in
their education, and now that relocation packages are so rarely
company policy, not having international schooling covered by
any offer often makes relocation unattractive.
The reality is that when hiring external staff, packages now
need to equate to increases in excess of 20% as against the
candidate’s current basic salary. If expat packages are not an
option, incentivised local contracts will likely need to be offered,
not least because highly-skilled candidates are so prized by
their current employers that they are often priced out of the
market by so-called golden handcuffs of one form or another.
The restrictions mean that those looking to hire often need
to think outside the box and bring in someone who might not
immediately fit the job description.
For the companies he has worked with in the recent past,
Brian Watson says: “Recruitment is reasonably easy if you
are prepared to pay competitively, and what you have to
be offering someone is a step up and a role where they can
‘make a difference’. People are more willing to move between
companies than perhaps they were in the past, because
loyalty shown to employers has decreased, but you have to
offer both career progression and financial progression. That
does mean you are often bringing in someone who is stepping
up into the role; to bring in someone who can hit the ground
running is really difficult.”
An acceptance that a new site manager who is fully equipped
for the role on day one may not be feasible is advisable
for employers, who must instead be prepared to invest in
supporting that individual as they get up to speed during the
course of year one.
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Likewise, it may be sensible to consider interim candidates for
leadership roles, who are often more open to relocation and can
hold the fort while a development plan is implemented to train
their successor from those already on site. We have worked with
clients to find site directors for one or two-year tenures, who
then use that time to develop the existing management team
to create a pipeline of talent.
Jean Gadbois at LyondellBasell argues that one of the best
ways to overcome the recruitment challenge is to improve your
employer brand: “Where we have been able to attract people,
it has been because of who we are, where the company is
going, and the projects we have in the pipeline. You need to be
able to tell a story that’s attractive to people,” he says.
What has certainly changed is that the onus is now more on
candidates to shape their long-term career plans, and gone are
the days where employers necessarily focused on doing that for
them. Watson says: “Instead of companies looking after the
entire careers of individuals, individuals now have to do more of
it themselves. If they want to end up running a plant producing
hazardous chemicals, they need to think about the steps they
need to take in order to achieve that.”
Often candidates are more willing to relocate to another city
or country for a job opportunity with another company, and
view that as a more effective route to career progression than
moves within their own business.
In any event, our advice to candidates is to be aware that
in order to grow their careers beyond their current site they
will need to be flexible and willing to move nationally or
internationally. If they are only open to opportunities within a
certain radius, they must accept the constraint that puts on
the number of companies they can work for.
Similarly, those looking to pursue internal development
opportunities must also appreciate that they will be expected
to have had exposure to several sites before they can move up
to assuming site leadership responsibility.
Overall, we encourage candidates to be more mobile and
long-term in their career planning, and believe companies will
do better at recruiting if they can demonstrate a willingness
to look beyond square pegs to fill square holes. By considering
candidates that might not necessarily immediately fit all
criteria, but who can be supported into the roles over time,
recruitment challenges can sometimes be eased.
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Competitor Analysis
Proco can provide partnered clients with specific information
about their direct competitors to provide an advantage
in the recruitment market. Information ranges from team
breakdowns and remuneration levels through to key talent
profiles and capabilities.

Our Specialist
Services

Market Intelligence
A deep understanding of both the recruitment market as a
whole, and the specific sector, is always invaluable, and many
clients find they lack specific business-critical information
on the available talent pool. We work with clients to update
them on targeted know-how that will assist with future hires,
mergers, restructurings, or planning for new areas of growth.

Succession Planning
We work hard to understand our clients’ long-term hiring
plans as well as its short-term retention or restructuring
challenges. We can confidentially build a client-specific
talent pool to fit with all timescales, based on our network
and referrals only. Typically, the majority of the candidates
identified by Proco are not actively looking, and in many cases
the timescale from the first call to a potential candidate
through to placement can take longer than a few weeks.
We develop candidate lists in these circumstances by
understanding many potential candidates’ ideal next career
moves, and only speaking to candidates about the right roles.
Many of our contacts who are not yet candidates are happy
to talk about opportunities confidentially, even if they will not
develop for several months.

Skill-Specific Talent Pools

Retention
Every business focuses on retention and Proco works
alongside clients’ internal programmes to provide relevant
information to support ongoing initiatives. Our work in this
area has ranged from simple salary analysis to meeting
teams to present market trends and open discussions
about recruitment.
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Many of our clients notice a lack of suitable candidates with
a certain skill, or consistently find roles hard to fill due to a
need for relocation or the type of management experience
require. In these instances, Proco Global builds a specific skills
‘database’ for the partnered client, in a similar way
to a retained search.
A long-list of potential candidates is researched and identified
– they are never actively looking and require a deeper level of
relationship and profiling to fit to the skill required. In some
cases, they come from outside the sector and need further
time to match to the cultural fit. The number of candidates
identified on the long-list is greater than normal, allowing for a
quick turnaround to identify the particular skills when required.
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About Proco Global
Proco Global is the only recruitment firm in the world dedicated
to filling senior executive roles in the supply chain. Founded in
2008, we now operate across an integrated global network of
12 offices, with more than 150 consultants and expert researchers
who deliver deep knowledge of their chosen sectors, functions
and geographies.
All our consultants are specialists, and we are committed to building and growing our
networks across the supply chain, and offering unique and valuable perspectives to our clients,
candidates and contacts. We are supported by experienced researchers, and the combination
of our unique methodology, unparalleled research capability, and full utilisation of our resources
on every project, has led to our unrivalled completion record.
We focus on end-to-end supply chain management – covering procurement, manufacturing, quality
and operational excellence and supply chain. We work with current and emerging talent in every
part of the supply chain, helping individuals develop their potential and companies strengthen their
supply chain functions.
We work seamlessly across offices, and alongside our sister brands Proco Commodities and Proco
Associates, because we believe in delivering rapid, high-quality work that challenges the market
standard, and bringing everything we can to every mandate.
Our international team is made up over 18 different nationalities speaking 23 different languages,
working together to achieve the same goal. We are united by clear and common values that
shape the way we work, and we are driven to continue to impress our clients.
We offer the industry a unique approach to executive search, and have a very clear point
of difference from our competitors. Because we are specialists, and because we spend time
getting to know our clients, candidates and colleagues, we can match the right people to the
right roles, in the right companies around the world.
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