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Welcome to this Proco Global report, Sourcing 
Your Site Leadership Team, in which our 
Process & Chemicals industry team address 
the major challenges encountered by our 
clients when searching for high-quality talent 
to fill Site Leadership Team roles. 

Every day, we conduct high-calibre talent searches 
across the complete supply and value chain for the 
world’s leading process and chemicals businesses.  
We have extensive experience in filling executive-level 
roles across site management, engineering, operations, 
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.

It is no secret that filling senior roles within the industry is a 
challenging process - even before we’d heard of coronavirus. 
We are frequently approached by clients regarding the 
myriad of difficulties encountered filling specialist SLT roles, 
which, due to the complex nature of the industry, require 
unusual skillsets and highly-bespoke competencies. 

The market is beset by high levels of retirement 
and people switching industries in favour of more 
‘glamourous’ options. Additionally, many candidates 
and successors display a lack of willingness to relocate, 
and we repeatedly encounter external candidates being 
priced out of the market by retention bonuses and 
inflated share schemes. These challenges don’t just 
stop the minute the role is filled – many of our clients 
encounter further difficulties both retaining staff and 
developing a vital pipeline for future site leaders.

Furthermore, the industry is currently undergoing a major 
sea change in regards to digitalisation and automation, 
which has only accelerated in response to the 
pandemic. With governments and businesses prioritising 
sustainability in response to international treaties like the 
Paris Agreement, we expect to see the nature of SLT roles 
evolving as we progress through 2021 and beyond. 

Despite the challenges, there are measures that 
companies can put in place to both attract external 
staff and to develop internal talent for the future.  
Over the following pages, we will provide insights and 
advice on things that can be done on both sides to ease 
the current stasis in site leadership team recruitment. 

This report features the results of a survey that we 
conducted of more than 150 site leaders. Each recipient 
is currently working in the process and chemicals 
industry across Europe and the Middle East. The purpose 
of the research was to delve deeper into the motivations 
of our respondents when considering new job prospects, 
factoring in succession planning, willingness to relocate, 
and the most and least desirable locations for relocation. 

In addition to this extensive quantitative data, 
we have interviewed seven of our most senior clients. 
These interviews provide in-depth insights into the 
challenges currently being faced in regards to attracting, 
retaining and developing SLT talent, as standard, and as 
a result of the unprecedented impact of COVID-19. 

We hope that you find the information within both 
useful and thought-provoking. This report is intended to 
be a catalyst for debate, so we look forward to hearing 
any thoughts and ideas you may have as a result. 

In the meantime, should you wish to discuss anything 
further, please don’t hesitate to get in touch with the 
Proco Global Process & Chemicals team.

Introduction

We are a global executive search business operating 
primarily across the end-to-end supply chain. We believe 
that as a global recruiter it is important to encourage 
more extensive debate on the latest developments and 
how they can impact hiring the best talent. We hope you 
enjoy this talent trend report. 

https://www.procoglobal.com
http://procoglobal.com


4 5

Executive Summary

TIPS FOR 
CANDIDATES

Be willing to hire candidates that will develop into 
the role rather than hit the ground running. 

While internal talent is developed, consider interim 
candidates to fill roles for one or two years.

Focus on building your employer brand, so 
potential employees know your business and what 
it stands for.

To attract candidates away from current employers, 
be prepared to pay a salary premium of at least 20%.

If seeking to hire site leadership team members 
in less attractive markets, consider relocation 
benefits packages. 

Be prepared to be more flexible with skilled 
candidates, who have the experience but don’t yet 
speak the language. Language training will help, 
and might also attract fewer mobile candidates.

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

Identify internal talent early, and encourage 
mobility early in their careers to help them gain 
experience at multiple sites. 

Speak to recruitment partners early - better 
planning can help you avoid attrition.

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

Responsibility for your career lies at your feet. 
Establish what your ultimate aspirations are, and 
outline actionable steps for how to get there.

At the start of your career, be willing to relocate 
to gain invaluable multi-site experience. 

If you aren’t able to relocate, closely monitor 
the opportunities that do exist in your region 
or country.

Don’t underestimate the value of building your 
network. Contacts across your company, sector 
and region will be key to your progression.

Be prepared to grow into role rather than hitting 
the ground running from day one, and always 
apply for positions that offer both career and 
financial progression.

01

03

02

04

05

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



Would you consider relocating for  
a new career opportunity?

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. 

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.

Research FindingsMethodology

Do you have a succession  
plan for yourself in place?

MOST 
IMPORTANT
01 Compensation package

02 Company stability

03 Work environment

04 Increased salary

05 Senior leadership reputation

18% No
5%   Undecided

38% No
8%   Not Sure
2%   Other

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

77% Yes  

52% Yes  

LEAST 
IMPORTANT
01 Industry desirability 

02 Training

03 Organisation size

04 Better bonus potential

05 Recognition

RESEARCH FINDINGS RESEARCH FINDINGS
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What locations would you 
consider relocating for a new 
job opportunity?

Research Findings

POPULAR  
LOCATIONS 
01 Germany  54%

02 Switzerland 50%

03 Belgium 49%

04 Netherlands 41%

05 United Kingdom 36%
LEAST POPULAR 
LOCATIONS 
01 Uzbekistan 7%

02 Kazakhstan 8%

03 Georgia 8%

04 Lithuania 10%

05  Russia 10%

06 Ukraine 10%

RESEARCH FINDINGS RESEARCH FINDINGS



‘Finding your Site Leadership Team’

Right now, the major issues facing the processing and 
chems industry are three-fold; a high level of upcoming 
retirements among site leadership team members of 
a certain age; a lack of willingness for relocation from 
potential successors within business; and the fact that 
highly- skilled external candidates cannot easily be lured 
as a result of retention bonuses and inflated shares 
schemes being used to keep them. 

Of course, on top of that, the industry is feeling the 
impact of COVID-19. While the longer term effects of the 
pandemic remain to be seen, there are already significant 
changes already taking place that affect SLT roles, and 
the future of the industry. 

A challenging industry

The difficulties associated with SLT roles make it 
particularly hard to find the right candidates. Being 
part of a site leadership team is a huge responsibility, 
especially in the case of site managers. They are required 
to take legal responsibility for the safe and smooth 
operation of the facility, and the people that work within. 
In addition to managing and supervising often sizeable 
teams of staff, site managers are in charge of keeping 
costs and losses to a minimum, ensuring operations 
comply with wider company policy and leading innovation 
to develop technical advances. 

Additionally, site managers are responsible for ensuring 
compliance with local legislation, which involves all liaison 
with regulators, unions, stakeholders, and the media. It’s a 
big job, which requires in-depth knowledge of the company, 
site, team, technology and the local environment. 

An Operations Director from a major European chemical 
producer, who wishes to remain anonymous states: ‘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.’

He adds: ‘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.’ 

An employee from Symrise, who also prefers to remain 
anonymous, states that a huge number of people are 
leaving processing and chems: ‘Less people want to work in 
the industry. They want sexier roles, which could mean that 
lower costs countries have a chance to get in on the action.’ 

A senior HR professional, working within manufacturing 
reveals: ‘Finding plant managers is at a critical level. Due 
to a lack of focus in the last years, and manufacturing 
being considered the ‘last son of the family’, our industry 
has fallen short on filling the pipeline for succession. Our 
footprint, and the mobility requirements required for the 
roles are not facilitating the pipeline either.’ 

Sourcing the right skillsets 

When it comes to filling broader site leadership team 
roles, Brian Watson, Chief Operating Officer at TFL 
Group, who produce speciality chemicals for the leather 
industry, reveals: ‘We find that whether we’re hiring Site 
Directors, particularly Maintenance, Project Engineers 
and Senior Process Engineers – we struggle to find rare 
roles and knowledge carriers. Those experienced people 
who know how it’s done and have led major projects 
and significant overhauls.’ 

Our contact from Symrise explains the difficulties their 
business has encountered finding SLT members across all 
levels: ‘One of the major challenges starts at entry level. 
It is much harder to recruit graduates or juniors into the 
chems industry than it is for FMCG firms. This means 
that from the very beginning of the pipeline, the young 
talent is not as good. Not having access to the brightest 
students is definitely a problem. Also, we see a lot of 
churn with these young employees because they are 
ambitious, and because we don’t do enough for them, 
they typically move on within two to three years. Either 
that, or they end up staying forever.’

At mid-level, the challenges change: ‘You tend to see a 
lot of lateral hires from different industries. Most of the 
time you see chems people focus on hiring other chems 
people, because they believe that industry experience is 
more important than leadership skills or learning agility. 
Because the industry prioritises that comfort factor of 
requiring industry knowledge, shortlists for roles lack 
diversity and I think it holds the industry back.’

At senior level, our Symrise contact states: ‘I see a lack 
of programmes designed to develop middle managers 
into senior leaders. Within a company, you’ll see many 
people working for a long time within the same function 
– planners staying in planning, manufacturing staying 
in manufacturing – they don’t think about cross training 
and developing people so that they will be able to do a 
broader job in the future. There needs to be a broader 
view taken to the supply chain.’

Also: ‘At a senior level, I see more lateral or external hires 
rather than internal promotions. This is in comparison 
to FMCG companies like P&G and Unilever, where 

Site Leaders and where to find them
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existing employees are always getting cross trained and 
promoted up. When you have people who have been 
at the organisation for a long time, working within the 
same function, they have become experts – yet there 
are not filling the top roles. In chems, there are a lot of 
people who’ve been working for the same company for 
20+ years - they are stable and comfortable, but they 
have no ambition to progress up the ladder. This is a 
core group of people who are overlooked – although they 
do tend to not be as mobile as other employees.’ 

A shrinking candidate pool

Another factor in play is that those with the requisite 
knowledge to fill these senior roles are nearing 
retirement age. Team this retirement cliff with the 
fact that many are leaving the industry in pursuit of 
‘more exciting’ careers, and it becomes inevitable that 
companies will steal employees from competitors.  

Brian Watson says: ‘The pool is getting smaller and 
older, and older generally means more expensive and 
less mobile. 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. 
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.’ 

Finding suitable candidates is particularly difficult in 
Western Europe, where companies have failed to invest 
in the next generation of management over the past 
decade. This problem hails back to the 2008 economic 
crash, when hiring was frozen and internships and 
training programmes were put on hold. That age group 
block is still making its way through the market, and 
as Watson states, this causes problems: ‘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.’ 

Another challenge impacting the process of attracting 
strong external candidates is the lack of brand 
awareness. Our source from Symrise states: ‘When 
the product doesn’t reach the consumer directly, it is 
difficult to build brand awareness or passion. Because 
of this people come to the roles for money, rather than 
because they connect with a certain brand value or 
image. That’s why firms have to pay well, because it’s 
their only way to attract people.’

Internal vs External

Whether its best to fill SLT roles with external or internal 
candidates is a matter of debate. There are advantages 
and disadvantages to both options. Where suitable 
external candidates are identified, Watson reveals that 
TFL find: ‘More hand-holding is required during their first 
few years in post, as they rarely meet the standard that 
would have been required a decade ago.’ 

Stephan Trautschold, Head of Operations EMEA at 
Clariant, echoes Watson’s sentiment that the skillsets 
of candidates are often lacking: ‘Externals don’t have 
the required network and knowledge about company 
specific tools, processes and company culture.’ 

Also, external candidates face the challenge of needing 
to come in and hit the ground running. As Trautschold 
says, this is a particular issue for site managers who 
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.’

Trautschold reveals that Clariant often look internally for 
staff to fill SLT roles: ‘Our business develops candidates 
from operations or related departments like engineering, 
who know the issues in the plant and have good 
connections across the business.’ However, even when a 
successor is identified, getting them to accept the role 
is another story: ‘We find that the best candidates are 
typically already working in the organisation, but they 
are based at a different site and unwilling to relocate for 
the site leadership role.’ 

SITE LEADERS AND WHERE TO FIND THEM



Even when an internal candidate is the right person for 
the job, one challenge Clariant regularly encounter is 
that: ‘Because the internal candidate knows the site 
and the business, they tend to not be so open-minded 
and broad-thinking. They continue to believe that things 
should be done the way they’ve always been done.’

General Manager and Site Director of Neste Singapore, 
Kenneth Lim, reveals that external candidates are 
sometimes preferred, as the pool of internal candidates 
lack: ‘Strategic and inspirational leaders with successful 
experience in change management and competencies in 
all aspects of operations.’

Trautschold adds that whether a candidate is internal 
or external, they often fall short on some of the most 
important skills required for the job: ‘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.’

Reluctance to relocate

Ideally SLT roles should be filled by those who have 
gained experience working in several locations. But, 
getting people to move around once they have reached 
a certain level of seniority was extremely difficult, even 
before the pandemic hit and made relocations tricky 
for the foreseeable future. The fact is that candidates 
with the required experience are at an age where they 
don’t wish to uproot their families – partners are often 
established in their careers, and dependants are deep 
into their education. 

Conversely, those who are ready and willing to make the 
move for the right position, won’t realistically be able to 
until the second and third quarters of 2021 year. 
All of these factors, combine to make hiring at 
site leadership level an expensive process. External 
candidates who can be tempted to move are able to 
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.

Furthermore, times are changing and operations are 
shifting, creating new roles altogether and transforming 
the scope of existing roles. It is clear that businesses 
looking to fill SLT vacancies in the coming years are 
going to need to think more strategically.

Because the internal candidate knows the 
site and the business, they tend to not be 
so open-minded and broad-thinking. They 
continue to believe that things should be 
done the way they’ve always been done.



Of course, one of the major challenges that 
the industry has encountered over the last 
12 months is the arrival of COVID-19. 

While the long-term effects will be making themselves 
known long into the future, in the short term the 
pandemic has changed how sites are run. Kenneth Lim of 
Neste Singapore reveals: ‘Engineers are no longer on-site 
providing support to shift staff. Instead they have to work 
remotely, which is a different role to what they are used 
to. Understandably, staff stress levels are higher, which 
requires more management and troubleshooting.’  

Industry 4.0

Another major impact of COVID-19 is that the types 
of roles that companies need to hire is shifting. ‘The 
pandemic has forced us to accelerate our plans to 
digitalise.’ Kenneth Lim reveals: ‘Our strategic priorities 
to grow faster and bolder, increase innovation and drive 
efficiencies in operations remain unchanged. COVID-19 
may have slowed down our ambition to grow faster but 
it has also speeded up our pace to drive operational 
excellence, and to move towards Industry 4.0 – 
digitalisation.’ Digitalisation will see a move away from 
hiring manual technicians towards sourcing employees 
with an entirely different skill set.

Jean Gadbois, Senior Vice President Manufacturing 
Europe, Asia and International at LyondellBasell agrees: 
‘Digitalisation is set to come on leaps and bounds. The 
world is becoming more digital and this will be used to 
improve reliability and costs. We have chemical plants 
from the 1970s and 80s that will not get everything that 
a new plant will have, but in these instances, it will be 
important to apply what can be done to bring those 
plants up to scratch.’

Lim predicts: ‘The speed of change towards Industry 4.0 
will accelerate and the use of big data and analytics 
to run the refinery will soon become a competitive 
advantage, and before long, a norm in the industry. 
Neste Singapore has an ambitious 5-year plan to 
digitalise the refinery and has just completed building 
the infrastructure to support the adoption of wireless 
devices. This has put us in a good position to readily 
respond to the external changes and challenges.’

The pandemic has also sped up the timeline towards 
automation, which is considerably more cost-effective, 
and both improves safety standpoints and productivity. 
Up to this point, much of the automation in place within 
the industry related to e-com and anticipating customer 
needs, so there is a long way to go. Additionally, to get 
things up to scratch, considerable investment will need 
to be made into upskilling engineers.  

Brian Watson states: ‘The ‘clipboard days’ are gone or 
going. Gathering and handling significant real time 
data exploded in the last 2-3 years. Any engineer now 
has to be comfortable with multiple data points; data 
management, data mining, process optimisation and 
troubleshooting based on the data. If we want to be 
able to speed up our processes, we need teams that are 
capable of turning data into decisions.’ 

Stephan Trautschold states that over the next five 
years, the biggest changes to the processing chems 
industry are going to be in regards to digitalisation 
and sustainability. Digitalisation is more difficult from 
a people perspective, as employees of all levels require 
training and education to establish how to interact with 
digital tools. Also, enforcement of digitalisation requires 
a significant cultural shift. Older employees, who fill the 
majority of roles, are more reluctant to embrace tech 
and have a fear of losing their jobs.  

Strategising for sustainability

While sustainability has long been on the agenda, 
COVID has thrown a spotlight onto the matter. We are 
already seeing businesses creating roles to specifically 
manage companies’ sustainable growth. These roles will 
be responsible for creating, developing and deploying 
sustainability strategies across the business. They 
will also be in place to ensure environmental quotas 
and science-based emissions targets established by 
governments and international treaties like the Paris 
Agreement are met.  

At Clariant, Trautschold states that sustainability 
used to fall under EHS, but now it has become its own 
separate entity, with two departments; operational 
and strategic. While sustainability is slightly more 
straightforward than digitalisation, there is a balance 
to be struck between sustainable measures, costs and 
meeting targets for emissions, water waste and so on.  
A huge amount is set to be invested in this area of 
chems businesses, as employees will be needed to drive 
projects on technologies relating to this area. 

Brian Watson predicts there will be an increase in EHS 
roles, and stresses the importance of maintaining the 
recruitment pipeline in this area, both via training and 
making the roles attractive. He states: ‘The aim is to 
recruit-train-retain. To do so, we need to make jobs 
meaningful with competitive pay and benefits.’

Acquisitions ahead

Another effect of the pandemic that will impact the 
processing and chems industry is acquisitions. While 
some companies struggled during the pandemic, many 
businesses performed phenomenally well. This was 
particularly apparent in those producing chemicals used 
for hand-sanitiser and PPE equipment, and the paint 
industry as people were stuck at home with only DIY to 
occupy them. 

Fortunately, the industry learned a lot about the 
importance of diversifying their portfolios back in 
2008-2009, and having a broader product portfolio has 
led to greater resilience during the pandemic. Larger 
companies have already commenced the process of 
acquiring business units that didn’t perform well from 
medium-sized company, and this trend will continue as 
we progress through the year. 

The HR Director confirmed that within their company, 
acquisitions are already underway: ‘We have closed and 
restructured sites, but the business also keeps acquiring 
businesses. While we closed one site, we gained two 
back through an acquisition. We have three more 
acquisitions scheduled, this means a lot of growth, but 
also the need to learn both the businesses and their 
technologies. They continue: ‘Over the next five years 
we will be focused on 8-10 mega plants in EMEA, where 
most of the products are produced, in addition to 
smaller satellite sites for high spec products.’

The effect of the Pandemic



‘Developing talent from within’

Given the challenges of recruiting site leadership team 
members from the external market, businesses often 
demonstrate a preference for internal candidates. 
For this reason, companies are refocusing efforts on 
developing the vital internal talent pipeline.  

The perks of internal candidates

Jean Gadbois of LyondellBassell reveals one of the 
major advantages to promoting from within: ‘I find it 
very motivating for the staff, because people see that 
it happens, whereas as soon as you hire externally for a 
role, that says something about your own training and 
development programmes.’ 

For this reason, Gadbois says he is rigorous about 
succession planning: ‘Over the years we have ensured 
that the bench is ready so that when a major position 
opens up, I have a robust succession plan. I would 
however hire externally for one level below if I had one 
or two site manager moves come up.’ Why? ‘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.’ 

Kenneth Lim echoes the sentiment that experience 
within the company is particularly important for those 
filling the lead roles. He states that the key challenges 
facing Site Managers who are looking to move up the 
ladder are: ‘Clarity of competencies, qualifications and 
experiences within the next level. Also, availability and 
opportunities at the next level for different business 
leadership positions.’

Brian Watson reveals that the internal pipeline works a 
little differently at TFL Group: ‘Developing internal talent 
is more challenging from an SME. It is a combination of 
experience - getting people involved in broad and direct 
items very quickly, learning by doing from senior people, 
and receiving real and meaningful experience from day 
one. Accountability starts from day one ‘on the job’. TFL 
tend to only bring in experienced people with 2-3 years’ 
experience and build them from there, with coaching 
and guidance.’

Mr Watson states that although they are likely to pay 
a premium to attract external recruits, it often makes 
more economic sense for their business than investing 
internally. ‘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.’

Upskilling 

Upskilling employees is absolutely essential to the 
internal pipeline. Speaking of Neste Singapore’s 
approach to upskilling, Kenneth Lim reveals: ‘We have 
developed a competency development framework and 
defined specific technical skill sets for professionals of 
different functions and levels. Our employees’ technical 
skill sets are continually being assessed and developed 
to ensure they are competent to carry out their assigned 
tasks safely and independently.’ Lim continues: ‘People 
managers are also assigned to corporate leadership 
development programs in order to sharpen their 
leadership and soft skills.’ 

Mr Lim stresses the importance of open communication 
between supervisors and those they manage to 
ensure that employees feel supported: ‘Neste has 
annual appraisals with employees, which gives staff an 
opportunity to speak honestly to their bosses about 
career aspirations. Employers must help their employees 
to set out clear plans for career progression.’

Our anonymous HR Director reveals their company 
approach to upskilling employees: ‘How we upskill 
depends on the level of the employee. For site 
management and first line report, they may be being 
developed into supply chain leaders, operations managers 
and such, and in that instance, there are regional 
programmes in place to manage their development.’ 

Our contact at Symrise highlights the importance of 
not prioritising external hires, especially when it’s of the 
detriment to current employees. He says: ‘Where there 
is not a conscious effort applied to, or an established 
process for, staff development and multi-skilling, and 
rather a focus on external recruitment – it creates 
a culture of core employees who have been with 
the company for many years and who have grown 
comfortable in their roles. This makes it difficult for new 
leaders coming in, especially if they wish to change the 
culture and drive progress.’

Building the Site Leader Pipeline



Succession planning and development schemes

We can reveal that out of the 158 site leaders surveyed, 
only 48% have put succession plans in place for their 
own roles. Additionally, succession planning is one of the 
key areas that will take a hit as a result of the pandemic, 
as it’s unlikely to be made a priority again until Q2 and 
Q3. Graduate training schemes and talent management 
review processes take time to deliver results, and the 
impact of those being put on hold as a result of the 
pandemic, is something the industry with have to 
counter for years to come.

Larger companies are more likely to have comprehensive 
development schemes in place in order to spot 
potential site leadership team members early. Stephan 
Trautschold at Clariant states: ‘We have talent pools, 
and people are nominated by their supervisor to be 
on that list. Acting heads and operational excellence 
teams are automatically added. Then, we draft a career 
plan for them, and encourage them to move around 
and experience a variety of locations early on in their 
career while they are still more flexible.’ He stresses: 
‘It’s important to understand the restrictions of the 
individual so that you can map out ways to work around 
them. For example, if you have really high-potential 
person who will not work outside Germany, you can 
at least move him or her to other sites in Germany to 
broaden their experience, even though you know they 
will never go abroad.’ 
 
He continues: ‘As a minimum, we have annual reviews 
to assess capabilities, whether candidates are mobile, to 
identify new roles that need to be filled, and to evaluate 
employees as potential candidates with hiring managers.’

The HR Director’s company have an ‘Unlock Your 
Potential’ Programme designed for engineers and shift 
leaders who have been targeted to become operations 
leaders. The programme is designed to ‘explode 
the potential of people’. If roles are field-based, the 
programmes are set on skillset and the employees are 
moved from site to site and department to department 
so they can gain as much rounded experience as 
possible, making them much more versatile employees.’ 

Despite having an eye on the future of these top 
candidates, Mr Trautschold warns against promoting 
internal candidates before they are ready: ‘If you move 
people to high responsibilities too early, they might lack 
the required experience and seniority. This creates issues 
later down the line - if you make people site managers 
at the age of 35, what do they do for the next 25 years? 
They get bored and you lose them to your competitors, 
meaning all your investment has been for nothing.’ 

Upskilling, succession planning and development 
schemes are all a vital part of understanding your talent 
pipeline, so that you can understand ‘who is on the 
bench’. There is a fine balance between promoting up-
and-coming stars too early, and risking them seeking a 
new challenge, and hold them in roles too long – in which 
case, there is every chance that they will leave to work 
for a competitor to achieve the career and financial 
progression they crave. Also, if these candidates are held 
in one place too long, they can cause blockages to other 
employees who are either rotating around the business, 
or progressing upwards.   

One of the most important factors in preparing talent 
for leadership roles is ensuring they gain experience 
across multiple sites, ideally in different countries. In 
the past, overseas postings were an attractive option. 
Immature companies would regularly send people to 
emerging markets to establish new operations. These 
were great opportunities for employees, which granted 
them a lot of autonomy. Nowadays, global businesses 
can’t justify such lucrative relocation packages because 
talent exists in the newer markets, which means expats 
are no longer the only option. 

Jean Gadbois explains why succession planning is so 
vital for LyondellBasell: ‘We have some plants where 
there is a high average age, and this will create a cliff 
of retirements. An older workforce also means more 
vacation days. Also, in the Netherlands, there is a trend 
towards employees requesting part time hours as they 
seek out more of a work/life balance. Because of this – 
establishing a pipeline of talent is vital. As soon as the 
pandemic allows, I expect to see a significant ramping 
up of apprenticeship schemes to get people involved in 
the industry from the start.’

BUILDING THE SITE LEADER PIPELINE
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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.

LyondellBasell have a solid strategy in place for managing 
young, promising talent in order to keep them engaged, 
motivated, and to ensure that they feel valued for their 
often not-easily transferable skills. Mr Gadbois says: ‘We 
have various programmes in place to identify talented 
individuals that already work within the organisation. 
These people are identified as ‘high potentials’ and 
they are given specific tasks designed to aid their 
development. Everyone also has a personal development 
plan which is reviewed twice a year, which concerns their 
career development and whether they need a specific 
assignment or exposure to a particular area.’

Additionally, after identifying a couple of years ago 
that engineers were in short supply, LyondellBasell took 
steps to improve the situation: ‘We developed our Young 
Engineer Programme, which is aimed at developing and 
training high-potential engineering graduates so they 
are fit for long-term careers. The programme starts 
the candidates training at a young age and involves 
a rotation system, whereby they are given a Dutch 
contract to go and work in a new country, to learn a 
new language and to gain important experience. The 
younger generation, fresh out of school, wants to be 
mobile and see the world, and we are telling them that 
they have to move a few times before they settle down.’ 

BUILDING THE SITE LEADER PIPELINE

It’s worth noting that this type of long-term investment 
in talent doesn’t always payoff. Gadbois says: ‘It takes 20 
years to become a site manager, 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.’ 

It is clear that the key to succession planning and 
maintaining the pipeline over a medium to long term 
is building a strong understanding of the motivations, 
development plans and objectives of those within it. 



At the start of 2020, when COVID-19 hit, 
the industry was effectively put on hold as 
the world went into lockdown and everyone 
sat on their hands wondering how bad 
things would become. 

Although companies wanted to hire people, financially, 
they were required to wait and hiring freezes were 
brought in, with most open roles requiring high level 
approval. Realistically, the processing and chems 
industry is still experiencing the impact of the hiring 
freeze and suspension of grad schemes and succession 
planning that happened as a result of the 2008 
economic crash. Therefore, an important question we 
should all be asking moving forward is how will similar 
hiring freezes and suspensions of important training as a 
result of COVID-19 will impact the industry in the years, 
and decades, to come? 

Despite these challenges, businesses across the processing 
and chems industry are still recruiting for candidates to 
fill essential roles. ‘Hiring remained largely unchanged.’ 
Kenneth Lim of Neste states, ‘Finding the right candidate 
to meet the requirements of the role remains top priority. 
Talent retention is also high on our agenda.’

Jean Gadbois reveals how LyondellBasell were affected 
by COVID at: ‘At the peak of the crisis, we had no idea 
how long or deep it would go and how it would affect 
demand for products. We put a hiring freeze in place, 
with high level approval needed. Ultimately however, we 
must have the right number of employees on the plant, 
so where individuals left or people retired, they were 
replaced. We are still in the process of replacing leavers, 
although new positions are proving harder to fill.’ 

Even prior to the arrival of COVID-19, recruiting for 
leadership roles was never easy, and there was a stasis 
across all positions within Site Leadership Teams. Trying 
to find people willing to relocate remains difficult, and 
with so many retirements at leadership level happening 
across Western Europe and the US, many companies 
were wanting to fill positions, but facing a distinct 
shortage of candidates. Elsewhere, in India and China, 
retention was proving a huge challenge, with talented 
site leaders only staying in positions for a short time 
before moving on to new roles. 

It remains the case that when hiring external staff, 
packages need to equate to increases of 20% or above 
against the candidates current salary. Additionally, 
where expats packages are not an option, incentivised 
located contracts are required. This is because highly-
skilled candidates are so precious to their current 
employers that they are priced out of the market by 
golden handcuffs, of one form or another. 

‘Recruitment is reasonably easy is you are prepared to 
pay competitively, and if what you have to offer is a step 
up, and a role in which they can ‘make a difference’, 
Brian Watson of TFL says: ‘Candidates 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.’ 

We find that employers must be willing to invest in 
supporting individuals who may not be fully-equipped 
for the role on day one, but have the capacity to get up 
to speed over the course of the first year.   

Therefore, interim candidates, who are often more open 
to relocation, should be considered for leadership roles in 
the short term. These candidates are perfect for holding 
the fort while a development scheme is implemented 
to train a successor. We have worked with a number 
of clients to source site directors for one or two year 
tenures, who then use that time to develop their existing 
management team. 

One key piece of advice we offer that is echoed by Jean 
Gadbois at LyondellBasell is 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.’

In terms of candidates searching for roles at this time, 
we can’t stress enough how important it is for you to 
focus on shaping your long-term career plans. Mr 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.’ 

In order for candidates to grow their careers beyond 
their current site they need to be flexible and willing to 
move nationally or internationally. If they are only open 
to opportunities within a certain radius, it’s important 
to then accept the limits that places on the number of 
companies they can work for. Exposure to several sites 
is expected for candidates to be able to progress to site 
leadership teams – the sooner candidates start planning 
for this, the better. 

Finally, we encourage candidates to be more mobile 
and long-term in their career planning. Also, we 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 be eased. 

Recruiting for Leadership Roles



We’re also outlining the region-specific 
market trends that we’ve been experiencing. 
Our other two major regions – North America, 
and APAC – are experiencing unique challenges 
as well as what was previously mentioned in 
this report. 

NORTH AMERICA
In North America, we are experiencing three major 
trends: sustainability and product stewardship, a debate 
around the return to work, and the move towards on/
nearshoring. Sustainability is an ever-important topic, 
but it is now extending to into the products stewardship 
and compliance side of company operations. Groups 
are making clear efforts to build out their stewardship 
teams to ensure they have full coverage across their 
suppliers and their own products. NGOs, regulators, 
and even public opinion are all creating changes to 
compliance standards. Large groups are having to take 
on an increasingly proactive stance to stay ahead of 
these changes. Full life cycle stewardship is also a key tie 
to sustainability efforts, with companies now having to 
take responsibility for end-of-life management as well as 
safe disposal of materials. Clear and honest messaging 
is needed if major groups are to remain in good favour 
with consumers. This transparent communication is a 
change for many groups across multiple sectors as well. 

Another big discussion happening in North America 
especially is about the return to work as the coronavirus 
pandemic starts to wind down. Over the past year and 
a half, there have been many strategies deployed to 
handle the social distancing aspects required during the 
pandemic. Many groups have engaged and implemented 
systems to enable remote working, which was a massive 
shift from normal practices. At first, this marked a large 
disruption for many functions and companies, but with 
a number of new systems having been deployed, many 
have now transitioned well. Consequently, businesses are 
finding that productivity is up. 

Now, the question over a physical return to work is 
pending as the vaccine rollout continues. The way this 
is handled could affect how many companies either 
reaffirm the loyalty of their employees or end up losing 
members of their workforce entirely. Some groups, 
particularly those in the technology industry, have 
already committed to fully remote working options 
moving forward. But this may not – and probably will 
not – translate as well to manufacturing groups, which 
require much more hands-on roles in many respects. 
Over the next few months and as restrictions begin 
to ease, many companies will be making their final 
decisions on return to work policies. 

Lastly, we can expect to see on or nearshoring occurring 
across North America in the near future. The pandemic 
has affected global supply chains dramatically. Vendor 
risk assessments and building deeper tiers of suppliers 
has been a key part of companies’ strategies moving 
forward. Many are also reviewing the options of on or 
nearshoring many of their suppliers for complex supply 
chains. For niche and speciality products, this could add 
costs to the client, but it should provide a greater level 
of guarantee for on-time, full deliveries. 

These types of strategic decisions are presently being 
assessed as disruption continues to occur across global 
supply chains, even with the pandemic winding down. 
Added costs to item delivery is normally not beneficial, 
but the ability to hit delivery deadlines consistently could 
result in a competitive advantage for the company. 
Clients may be willing to pay a premium for speed of 
service, a practice that has become increasingly common. 

Market Updates
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APAC
In APAC, the biggest challenge that the Process 
and Chemicals industry still faces is the coronavirus 
pandemic. In this generation, people haven’t witnessed 
unemployment rates rising so fast before. Many 
businesses have been unprepared for uncertainties 
within the market and the continuous extensions of 
lockdowns. In order to adapt to the market, major 
players have had to change the way they operate. 
Clients are looking at different ways to automate 
processes, but need to balance the payback with 
manpower costs.

Because of the coronavirus pandemic, we are seeing a 
familiar trend in which expatriates in APAC are slowly 
disappearing. This has led to a drive in local hiring, 
internal talent promotion, training and coaching. 
Sourcing future leaders locally is ‘must meet’ demand in 
the region. As industries experience dynamic changes, 
internal mobility rates within the region have also 
increased slowly to match the market trends.

Although the coronavirus pandemic has brought many 
challenges to hiring, companies in APAC have seen this 
as a major opportunity to organize and strengthen 
their talent review policies. Talent management have 
implemented and upgraded their processes in much 
stricter ways to track and follow up on talent. They see 
this as a great opportunity to make transformative 
moves and enhance their methods of hiring talent.

Lastly, as the market slowly returns to pre-pandemic 
levels, we are seeing a trend where major Process and 
Chemical organizations are shifting operations to South 
East Asia and Singapore. There have been multiple 
incidences and cases where global companies are having 
intellectual property issues due to authorities. South 
East Asia is continuously strengthening its cybersecurity 
sector, and this is seen as a major advantage to 
multinational organizations.



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.

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

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.

Skill-Specific Talent Pools
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.

OUR SPECIALIST SERVICES OUR SPECIALIST SERVICES
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About Proco Global

ABOUT PROCO GROUP ABOUT PROCO GROUP

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  
9 offices, with more than 75 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.



Reaching talent far and wide

Proco Global is an executive search firm that works hard to create value beyond traditional 
executive search methodology. Our business model is not to work with everyone; it is about 
investing our time and energy into understanding the clients we do work with, and 
ultimately becoming an extension of that business. 

By doing this, we forge strong and productive working relationships that enable us to proactively 
identify where we can support you with our insight and expertise in strategic hiring.
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