Just as there’s often more than one way to skin a cat, so there’s more than one way
for a print firm to recruit the staff they need.

Naturally, the route chosen will vary according to the role, technical skills required
and seniority. But how is the market at present?

Top talent wanted

Julie Pollard, director, Mercury Search and Selection, begins by saying that
“whenever someone asks me how the market is, I'm always tempted to say which
one?” Her point is that there’s much diversity in print and packaging and she sees
much variation in trading and demand across them.

Not unsurprisingly, she says that good salespeople are always in demand. And in
relation to production, litho printers, finishers for cartons, small- format digital
printers and finishers, and gluers in cartons and corrugated, are peaking at the
moment. But she is also “seeing less demand for litho printers in commercial print
as so many are switching to packaging”.

And George Thompson, joint managing director of Harrison Scott Associates, is
witnessing something similar.

He reports that the market is very “candidate-driven” at the moment, noting that
“there’s strong demand across most production roles, but the supply of experienced
candidates is tight”. He says that the most in-demand roles include flexo operators,
digital press operators and skilled finishers with experience on guillotines, folders,
and die-cutting or foiling machinery.

The hardest to fill roles are those requiring niche machinery knowledge as well as
finishers with expertise across multiple devices. Night shift roles and positions in
remote or high-cost areas are also particularly challenging.

But overriding all of this, the majority of Mercury’s clients, reckons Pollard, “see the
value in top talent so a large proportion of our placements are clients creating roles
to accommodate high performers as soon as they are available rather than waiting
for a desperate need”.

It appears that firms are calculating and actively viewing these individuals as an
opportunity to add value and grow their businesses. This is why she says that “it is
so important for employers and recruiters to be working in partnership on a
continuous basis rather than only having contact when a vacancy arises”.

Times are a-changing
Print has followed the trends of other sectors as technology use has grown and

workers have aged. Pollard worries, as a result, that there’s “a dwindling skill set in
the industry”.



She says that her firm has “commented for many years that apprenticeships have
been in decline and there just isn't enough noise about the industry for the younger
generation to make them look into roles within the industry”. Experience is
becoming, in her view, “very much in the minority”.

And Thompson sees the same and considers it a real challenge. He also has concerns
over age and says that “the average age within the available talent pool is high, and
as more skilled operators retire each year, that pool continues to shrink”.

He adds that a significant drop in the number of printing companies could, in theory,
help balance supply and demand. But as he tells candidates, “if you're still active in
print today, you've almost certainly proven yourself to be a skilled and resilient
operator”.

Thompson says that roles are becoming more equipment-oriented, especially with
the rise in automation. He suggests that while litho minders are highly skilled, many
haven't had formal digital training — and they ought to “but there’s a reluctance or
skills gap among older operators”.

It helps that some forward-thinking employers are investing in cross-training, which
Thompson says is essential “as the lines between litho, digital, and finishing
continue to blur”.

Geography matters

Another issue to consider is geography. Experience tells Pollard that it can be more
difficult to secure staff in the south east as the journey times are so much higher
than they are in the north: “A 20-mile journey in the north would take 20 minutes, in
the south east that can easily take over an hour. And in the south west, a relatively
low population density means there are just fewer people to choose from.”

But Pollard also offers another perspective on geography - that it is clear that there
are given areas in the UK with manufacturing hubs for certain sectors. For example,
she details that the north west, West Midlands, East Anglia, and north Home Counties
are important to corrugated and cartons manufacturing.

Her concern is that if an employer has exhausted the local talent pool it can be
tricky to recruit, and relocation isn’t always possible. “Asking people to relocate is
difficult as the housing market is so volatile; there’s a lack of rental properties as
well as mortgage rates being through the roof. The further south you go, the more
expensive the property.”

She says that only a very small minority will relocate. However, she’s found that
firms that consider relocating people usually have to cover the cost of the move or
put them up in temporary accommodation until the move can be finalised. “We’re
not saying people won’t do it - I've had candidates who park up on the car parkin a
caravan or stay with a friend - but they're a tiny minority.”



Thompson too sees relocation as being rare unless there’s a compelling package.
Like Pollard, he knows that the high cost of living in the south east, particularly
housing, is a major deterrent. It's for this reason that he expresses the view that “if
relocation is required, companies need to offer significantly above-market salaries,
help with relocation costs, and ideally some flexible working arrangement to make it
viable”.

Of course, some do work away from home, but for this to happen he advises that
“consistent and compact shift patterns, as well as of course salary, need to be
offered”.

He adds that while it is extremely difficult for people at this income level to finance
a relocation, “with the right shift pattern, working away from home is the more
attractive proposition”.

As for overseas workers, Brexit has very much faded as an issue for recruiting in print
and packaging says Pollard. She acknowledges that there were EU migrants who
returned to their country of origin “but they were mostly unskilled workers in
seasonal roles and hand finishing”.

However, it's interesting that Thompson has an alternative take on Brexit and Covid.

He says that before Brexit typically 5%-15% of candidates were from Eastern Europe
and had settled in the UK. But following Brexit, many found it difficult to secure full
rights to remain and some simply felt unwelcome.

It didn’t help that, as he notes, “10 years ago, as an illustration, a move from Poland
to the UK offered significantly higher earning potential. But in recent years, countries
like Poland and others in Eastern Europe have closed the gap economically”.

As a result, he's found that many of these individuals ultimately chose to return
home.

Employers must prove themselves

But even when talent is local Pollard says recruitment is not straight forward - other
factors aside, pay is still paramount, especially with the rise in cost of living.

Thompson takes the same line in every regard, but notes that “a competitive salary
gets attention, but an attractive overall package is what seals the deal”.

In fact, he says that candidates are increasingly looking for a clean and safe working
environment, career progression opportunities and flexible hours - particularly
around school pick-ups - or shorter working weeks. He expands on the point:
“Flexible working is more difficult on the production side compared to office roles,
but where employers can offer compressed shifts, alternate weekends off, or fixed
patterns, it makes a real difference.”



Pollard echoes this but adds in the need to offer opportunities to progress, develop,
and learn new skills.

On top of this there’s worry in the employment market and that fear of change has to
be overcome: “Moving job is a big upheaval for people’s lives and a risk to their
livelihood as well so employers need to make it worth it.” Consequently, she advises
employers to not “low ball” as “offering them a salary that’s lower than they’re worth
will lead to rejection and damage to your brand as an employer”.

As an aside, Thompson details that in the past it was mainly sales, management, and
director-level staff who showed interest in the P&L and balance sheet of potential
employers, but that now he's seeing production staff take a much keener interest in
the financial position of an employer.

Moving on, Pollard says that a decent offer also addresses something which has
become a massive issue in the market: counteroffers.

“Counteroffers have always been an issue; you put so much work into trying to
secure someone only for their current employer to offer them a significant pay rise
to stay. This is a real pain and such a waste when you are recruiting as no one wins.”
Her point is that the hiring employer has to start again and it’s also bad for the
candidates: “Data shows that statistically a counteroffered employee does not last in
the role. In their employer’s minds they have shown disloyalty and become
expensive.” Further, she says that it is rare that money is the only reason for the
move and typically all of those issues remain unresolved.

Notably, Pollard highlights that production staff want the ability to earn overtime: “It
shows the company is stable with a demand for work and they also get to top up
their income.”

Even so, many in the print industry are extremely loyal to their employers, and so
Thompson says “it’s not uncommon for individuals to remain with the same company
for 20 or even 30 years”.

For him, to get over this hurdle means that the printing industry “needs to
modernise its appeal, adapt its workforce strategies and reposition itself within a
changing labour market. Printing is often seen as outdated or in decline”. Employers,
to attract candidates, need to showcase use of modern tech like digital presses,
automation, sustainable materials to attract a younger workforce.

Timing is key
Lastly, with the landscape set out, there’s the matter of timing - “probably one of the
most important factors” when a candidate is looking for a new role according to

Pollard.

Because demand is high, she recommends that employers move fast when good,
skilled staff are on the market as they’re not around for long. As she says: “If you



don’t move quickly, someone else will and you’ll lose out. From introduction and
application, to interview to offer, you need as little time as possible. You need to
maintain their enthusiasm and make them feel wanted, not like their second best or
even just in the mix with two or three other candidates you're interviewing.”

And Thompson couldn’t agree more. He says: “The best candidates get snapped up
quickly; slow processes lose talent. If you are presented with a good candidate,
arrange an interview as soon as possible.”

He also tells firms to provide clear job specifications, shift patterns, and salary
ranges up front and to sell the culture: “Candidates want to know about the team,
company stability, and leadership. Being part of a cohesive and collaborative
working environment plays a key factor in their decision-making process.”

Summary

It's very clear that the market has changed in terms of available candidates, the
skills they offer, and the type of equipment they will be required to use. Essentially,
firms that want to steal a march on rivals cannot afford to hang around.

The employer’s perspective: Coveris

Coveris is a European packaging company with 28 sites across the EMEA region,
employing a total of around 4,000 people. Michaela Van-Noordt, BU head of HR -
Paper, says that Coveris takes “a flexible recruitment approach” across its UK sites,
“adapting our methods to suit the role, location, and level of expertise and
experience”.

She says the firm works with selected recruitment agencies but also manages many
roles directly; “handling recruitment in-house gives us better insight into candidates
and helps us identify potential for other opportunities across the business”.

Depending on the role, adverts maybe placed on the company’s website, national job
platforms, and industry-specific channels (such as Printweek) when roles require
specialist industry skills or experience.

Coveris is also building “long-term talent pipelines” and works with local schools,
colleges, and careers hubs “to raise awareness of Coveris and the careers we offer,
including apprenticeships.”

The employment market



In terms of the UK, Van-Noordt has seen a shift in the employment market over
recent years. “The period following Brexit and the Covid pandemic did bring some
disruption, with changing candidate expectations and, in some cases, relocation.
Since then, the market has settled, but it continues to be a candidate-led market.”
This means Coveris has to “act quickly, communicate clearly, and have a well-
organised recruitment and onboarding process” if it wants to secure the right
person.

As a result, Coveris has, says Van-Noordt, “made our recruitment process more agile
and responsive, with digital tools helping us act faster. In some areas, we've
introduced pre-screening video calls to speed up initial conversations.”

It follows that she says that the key is to “balance pace with quality; moving quickly
but still making sure we hire the right fit for both the candidate and the business.”

Van-Noordt also comments that there’s been a noticeable change in the dynamic
between employers and candidates: “While salary remains important, there’s
growing interest in company culture, values, sustainability, and flexibility, including
hybrid working where the role allows.”

Skills

It's notable too that in some locations, Coveris is seeing shortages in certain key
technical roles in areas such as engineering and print. That’s why Van-Noordt says
the company places “strong emphasis on internal development, offering clear
training and progression paths from trainee level upwards”.

Whenever new equipment or systems are introduced, the company has structured
training in place; this helps Coveris “stay ahead while making sure our teams have
the skills they need to succeed”.

Apprenticeships play a large role in how the company plans for the future. Says Van-
Noordt, “they provide hands-on experience, technical knowledge and a clear route
into long-term careers in the packaging industry, and future leadership roles”.

Packages offered

As to what the company offers, Van-Noordt says it has evolved to reflect what people
are looking for today. She knows that pay is still important but says that “candidates
are increasingly focused on wider benefits and the overall experience of working
with us. We have a range of initiatives aimed at supporting wellbeing, recognising
contribution, and creating a positive working environment”. This includes enhanced
maternity and paternity pay, health and wellbeing support and pension advice.



