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Foreword

UK manufacturers have a confident 
view of the future. Technology is more 
readily accessible and leaders fully 
expect manufacturing to become a 
more attractive career path for talented 
young people. This is due to the breadth 
of opportunities and the intellectual 
challenges that manufacturing offers.

Of course there are many headwinds to contend with, but it’s not necessarily  
the current macro-economic issues that keep me awake at night. It’s a burning 
curiosity for what the mindset of leaders in manufacturing needs to be,  
for ongoing future success. 

For our second Future Fit report, we wanted to understand just that –  
the leadership mindset and how this influences the ability of manufacturers  
to capitalise on new opportunities. 

Like the previous edition of Future Fit, we have focused on small and medium-
sized enterprises with a turnover range between £5m and £80m, the backbone  
of the British economy.

The insight shows that, despite manufacturers’ good intentions to innovate and 
prepare for the future – to be ‘Future Fit’ – their actions do not fully support this.  
The amount of time and resource being spent on the business, rather than 
in the business, is proportionately low. There is also a disconnect between 
companies’ intentions and their actions on innovation and R&D.

The insight also makes clear that the industry as a whole is confident about the  
future. Some businesses may have different priorities on their agenda but 
innovation, new markets including exports, flexibility and the need for greater 
collaboration and proactive solutions are common factors that unite many firms 
that make products. 

It’s important that we support all of our 50,000 manufacturing clients at NatWest  
in understanding and sharing knowledge and good practice. Progressive leadership 
is key and we are uniquely positioned and seriously intent on playing a key role in 
collaborating for continued success.

We hope this insight triggers some new thoughts that will help drive decisions  
for shaping future success.

Richard Hill 
Head of Automotive & Manufacturing, NatWest
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Executive summary

What does a successful  
UK-based manufacturer  
look like today and 
tomorrow? 

What are the habits of 
successful manufacturing 
leaders? 

How do leaders tackle  
risks and opportunities? 

Where do they turn to  
for advice and support? 

This report is the second in our Future Fit series, a contemporary and 
ambitious programme of insight, focused on the manufacturing sector. 
The programme has run for two and a half years, and investigates what 
really matters in the manufacturing sector. This report focuses on three 
key objectives that are central to identifying excellence in manufacturing 
as we enter the 4th industrial revolution – the leadership mindset, 
collaboration, and support and investment. It is on this fabric of priorities 
that manufacturing firms thrive or dive, prosper or fail. 

Our research
Companies are dealing with unprecedented change – the internet, big 
data, digitalisation, artificial intelligence, changing labour demographics.  
The robust and continuous evaluation of these core challenges is pivotal  
for success.

While this report is one part of a much larger programme, this research 
– based on interviews with 110 UK manufacturers – aims to understand 
and support the modern manufacturing sector. It focuses on three  
key objectives that are central to identifying excellence in manufacturing 
in 2018: 

 ■ To explore leadership mindset and approaches towards future proofing

 ■ To assess the level of collaboration necessary for success in the future

 ■ To analyse the support mechanisms for manufacturing

Leadership mindset
A modern 'trailblazing' leadership mindset, whether possessed by 
individual executives or the board, is crucial in setting a company’s 
forward-thinking strategy, and implementing it. The data shows 
that 87% of respondents say that they have the internal capability 
for implementing forward-thinking strategies, but while this is an 
encouraging figure, only 25% put the development of strategic plans  
for the business over the next five years at the top of their agendas.  
An interpretation of this disconnect is a theme that was definitive of 
previous Future Fit research: that businesses recognise the importance 
of leadership, but are too occupied working ‘in the business’ rather 
than ‘on the business’.   

If companies are not prioritising future-proofing strategies, what might  
encourage them to adopt a different mindset – is innovation the catalyst 
for change? Overwhelmingly, survey respondents believe that medium-
sized businesses must accelerate their capabilities through innovation 
in the next 5-10 years to stay competitive. This could be innovation in 
the product or process; or both. Currently, only 15% of companies put 
innovation at the top of the agenda and 54% say lack of innovation 
is a significant internal challenge obstructing their business from 
achieving success.

While manufacturers say innovation is important, they fail to prioritise 
it, perhaps because it is a less salient measure of current success. So, 
should 'innovation' sit on the board agenda with P&L and investment?

If only 58% of firms think 
their industry is resilient 
enough to handle disruptive 
change, what action  
can they take to better 
prepare their industry  
for such change?

Manufacturers say  
innovation is important  
but are not prioritising it.  
Should ‘innovation’ sit  
on the board agenda  
with P&L and investment?
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Collaboration
Changes in the supply chain and shifting global 
regulation are seen as being the biggest disruptions 
across the business. But these sit alongside changing 
customer behaviours, which seemingly offer the 
greatest opportunities across all sectors. As a result of 
these changing pressures on businesses, it is widely 
accepted that closer supply chain collaboration will 
become more important in the near future. Three 
quarters of respondents to the survey said that future 
collaboration with the supply chain will be either 
much more or slightly more important than it is 
currently, and cite total cost sourcing, Big Data and 
supply chain finance as examples where collaboration 
can help shift business models. 

But while many readily identify enhanced collaboration 
as a future requirement, only 58% of companies 
believe their business ecosystem is sufficiently resilient 
to cope with future disruptive opportunities and 
threats. Indeed, 21% of companies say the business 
ecosystem is not resilient and a further 21% say they  
don't know whether their ecosystem is resilient.

Support and investment
Since the closure of England’s Regional Development 
Agencies, companies are less able to find the support 
they require, even though organisations such as EEF 
can and do provide support. A prevalent view is that 
Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) are too numerous 
and under-resourced to provide comprehensive, well 
signposted information that businesses can utilise. 
Companies trust local organisations more, so the 
information should be provided locally. Our industry 
panel agreed.

Does lacking the right support act as a brake on 
investment? This has been a familiar observation 
in recent years, and one reason for the creation 
of the UK’s Catapult Centres. If better support is 
provided, and confidence in investment returns, the 
survey suggests that innovation and research and 
development (R&D) will see the biggest boost in 
investment, followed by IT software, staff and skills 
acquisition, and equipment and machinery. 
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The leadership mindset

The Fourth Industrial Revolution (or Industry 4.0) is a 
profound change – a period of upheaval and disruption. 
Industry 4.0 is a name given to the current trend of 
automation and data exchange in manufacturing 
technologies. Existing business models are being tested 
and the challenge is to ensure firms are sufficiently 
robust and adaptable to plan for the future’s disruptive 
threats, and can capitalise on the new opportunities 
that will arise.

The pressures, challenges and opportunities presented 
by Industry 4.0 are disruptive, leading businesses  
to adopt approaches that are different from the 
traditional. Competition remains a constant, but 
manufacturers seeking to maintain and improve their 
own competitiveness need to recognise the need for 
new methods of working.

The recent past was an era of focusing on core 
competencies and consequent divestment.  Looking 
towards 2020, the focus is firmly on closer collaboration 
along the supply chain. This section of the research 
aims to explore some key questions: What approaches 
do business have for future proofing? And how will 
business models evolve in a more collaborative era?

Research was not conducted with the intention  
of seeking out a particular mindset or business 
approach. However, what emerged was a sub-group 
of manufacturing leaders who had a number of 
performance criteria in common. Their attitudes  
to challenges, opportunities and planning, while 
not unanimous in all areas, were quite distinct. This 
group of manufacturers are referred to as Trailblazers, 
possessing the following key characteristics:

 ■  Their leaders put development of strategic 
plans at the top of the agenda

 ■  Their companies have the internal capability  
to put their plans into action

 ■  Their business system is resilient and  
they are proactive in seeking to diversify

This does not mean that industry is dominated by 
manufacturers that do not want to advance. Most are 
looking to grow, or describe themselves as progressive/
forward-thinking, and nearly eight in ten feel they 

have the internal capability to develop forward-
thinking strategies. However, for many of these, the 
development of strategic plans may only be high up  
the agenda, rather than at the top. 

Evidence shows that when companies with a strategic 
plan say that innovation is only high on the agenda, 
rather than top of the agenda, the business is not as 
prepared for the disruptive environment and is less 
likely to be aware of new challenges, opportunities, 
vulnerabilities and strengths.

Organic growth preferred over M+A
The vast majority of businesses want to expand  
over the next five years; only one said that it did  
not. Just over one in ten said they were focused  
on maintaining their current structure and size.  

However, there are differences in the way that 
businesses will seek to expand. The largest  
proportion – 45% – say they prefer organic growth 
and just one quarter sees mergers and acquisitions 
(M+A) as the way forward.

When asked about their confidence in their business 
journey, optimism wavers. While 60% in total expressed 
optimism, 44% described themselves as only ‘fairly 
optimistic’. Given the changes and events that have 
occurred in the past two years, firms may feel it 
prudent to be conservative at a time when fast  
change is asking them to be more dynamic.

Only 11% were pessimistic. Optimism is noticeably 
stronger among the Trailblazers, with 84% reporting 
a positive outlook.

The key characteristics of a Trailblazer, and why they  
are needed in the changing landscape of manufacturing.

Behaviours that define 
the Trailblazer mindset:

 ■ Collaboration  
 ■ Diversification  
 ■ Proactivity   
 ■ Positivity  

 ■  Forward-thinking  
strategy  

 ■  Innovation high 
on the agenda
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Future-proofing
What is not to like about innovation? Companies believe 
that innovation will drive up many good business 
metrics: improved productivity, turnover, profitability 
and competitiveness. Trailblazers consistently think 
innovation has an even bigger positive effect on 
business – 100% of Trailblazers think innovation will 
increase market share, versus 79% of other companies, 
and 96% versus 77% of other companies think 
innovation will improve their brand recognition.

While innovation is seen as very important and has lots 
of clear advantages that the overwhelming majority 
of businesses identify and agree with, it cannot get 
to the top of the business agenda.

While 57% of all manufacturers surveyed rate the 
importance of innovation and R&D as high, only 15% 
put it at the top of their agenda. The results would 
seem to show that innovation, in today’s climate, 
needs to be at the top of the business agenda. For 
trailblazers, 42% put innovation at the top of the 
agenda with a further 50% saying it is high priority, 
with a huge 92% of this leadership group ranking it 
‘high’ or ‘highest'. 54% say innovation is a significant 
internal challenge obstructing their business from 
achieving success (Figure 1).

Business size and Trailblazers
There was no significant correlation between 
company size and Trailblazer aptitude.

Size was found to matter in the £10m to £20m turnover 
subset. Compared with smaller and bigger firms, this  
group was least likely to report Trailblazer characteristics 
and understand modern business challenges.

Customer base and competition
Trailblazers have more channels to market than 
other companies. They are more likely to have more 
customers from the UK and internationally and  
to be selling directly to customers. They are more 
concerned about new entrants, smaller competitors 
and fewer but bigger UK competitors than the non-
Trailblazer group. This suggests Trailblazers are 
expecting consolidation in their market.

The confidence factor
This research showed that manufacturers are confident  
about the future. For example, 45% want to grow 
organically, 25% want to grow through M+A and only 
11% want to remain static/consolidate. 

While the survey found that businesses on the whole 
look to the future with confidence, the question is 
whether the right benchmarks are being established. 
Would confidence change markedly if further disruption 
was in plain sight? 

Commenting on this issue at the Future Fit 
roundtable discussion, Irene Graham, CEO of the 
Scale Up Institute, asked: “Are companies able to find 
the right solutions to the most common barriers that 
they face in a quick and timely manner? We need to 
ensure our Trailblazers continue to look ahead with 
confidence – the question is how can we help to 
keep them on this forward trajectory? The barriers 
which often need to be overcome include things like: 
how do I continue to attract the right talent; how do 
I more easily access overseas markets and how can 
I collaborate better with corporates?” Issues such as 
the growing necessity for collaboration are discussed 
later in the report.

Figure 1:  
Innovation is important but there is a disconnect

ONLY 15% 
put innovation 
research and 

development at the 
TOP of their agenda

80% 
agree and feel 

innovation is crucial  
to be competitive in  
the next 5-10 years

AND

Lack of innovation  
is the most  

significant internal  
challenge faced,

with 54% saying 
it’s a key internal 

barrier

HOWEVER
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A manufacturer’s view: Leadership mindset
Business profile: Matthew Grainger, CEO, Grainger & Worrall 
A world leading performance automotive castings and engineering specialist 
committed to growing in the global market through innovation and research.

“ It has to be part of the day job, you can’t just be managing what is happening today – you have  
to set time aside in the senior management team, in the board, that is looking in a 10 year window, 
not the 5 to 10 week window; and that is a challenge. We christen the term the “grip and vision”, 
the grip of today with the vision of the future. Finding the balance between those two things is  
very important... it is a priority.”

The Trailblazer debate
This research identifies leaders, or those who score 
highly on growth intent/innovation/future-proofing 
metrics concurrently, and compares them with the 
‘normal group’. The benefit of this approach is to see 
how better prepared a company can be if it raised  
the bar to the ‘trailblazing level’.

Is it right to categorise business managers in this way?

As Lee Hopley, Chief Economist of manufacturers’ 
organisation EEF, rightly points out, caution should be 
taken in assessing the merits of one set of leadership 
behaviours versus another. “Take care to characterise 
businesses as one thing or another based on a snapshot 
point in time. The productivity and innovation journey 
is not linear and won’t be the same for all sub-sectors 
of manufacturing – different industries will be going 
through different technology cycles.”

Professor Jon King of WMG at the University of 
Warwick, added: “It seems that Trailblazers have that 
‘light on in their brain’ that says, even if we have to 
fully concentrate at present on running the business, 
we have to be mindful of these future challenges.”

Whether or not a non-Trailblazer in today’s research 
may become one in the future, due to cyclical 
change, the survey serves to identify certain 
characteristics that are strongly linked to better 
company performance. Future-proofing is seen to  
be important but Business As Usual (BAU) dominates. 
Balancing ‘forward-thinking strategies’ with meeting 
daily orders, maintaining sales levels and BAU is a huge 
challenge for Small and Medium-sized Enterprises 
(SMEs) and Medium Enterprises.

“ The results are more positive 
than the last Future Fit report. 
Are the numbers better than 
the reality because businesses  
feel they should be positive?” 
Professor Jon King, WMG
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The innovator’s view: Bill O’Connor

Collaboration

The demands of large customers, the internet, powerful software, competitive pressures  
and globalisation mean that tighter collaboration within supply chains is inevitable.

Figure 2:  
Importance of collaboration with  
the supply chain in the future

 30% Much more important

 43% Slightly more important

 5% Slightly less important 

 2% Much less important

 19% No change

Collaboration with the supply chain is essential to 
evolving the future business model of manufacturing. 
It has been a strong feature of the sector in the last 
10 years with the rise of vertical industry collaborative 
groups (supported in some cases by the government), 
greater visibility of a supply chain through the internet,  
and collaborative software such as ERP. Plus Product 
Lifecycle Management and CAD that can be shared 
across a supply chain.

Three quarters of respondents to the survey said  
that future collaboration with the supply chain will  
be either much more (30%) or slightly more important 
(Figure 2). 

Amongst Trailblazers, 
those ranking future 
collaboration as ‘much 
more important’ doubles to 

67%
30%

Bill O’Connor is an innovation strategist at Autodesk and founder of the Autodesk Innovation 
Genome. Asked about the disconnect between the high importance versus low priority 
ranking of innovation in business, he was not surprised. 

“ Innovation in business generally is very low. Everyone thinks Google is innovative – is it really? 
It’s a powerful search engine, but what is it creating? I advise companies to pass through a 
comprehensive Innovation Metric to assess where they are on the innovation curve and  
what they need to do. This should be part of their corporate strategy.”
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Trailblazers are likely to be more emphatic that 
collaboration will have a big impact on these areas. 
They are more likely to be looking for collaboration 
to help evolve their future business model (Figure 3).

For example, 58% of Trailblazers said collaboration  
will have a significant effect on using Big Data to 
predict customer demand, while just 33% of non-
trailblazers said it would have a significant effect.

The business ecosystem
While 21% say their ecosystem is not resilient and a 
further 21% say they do not know, 58% of companies 
say their business ecosystem is sufficiently resilient to 
address and plan for future disruptive opportunity and 
threats. To some, including Bill O’Connor, innovation 
strategist at Autodesk, this second statistic looks like  
wishful thinking. “If 60% are saying they are adequately  
prepared for future disruptive threats, they are wrong. 
What do they know will happen, where do they get  
their information about competitors, suppliers and  
disruptive innovations? I think this is grossly optimistic.”

Interestingly, 83% of Trailblazers believe that their 
ecosystem is sufficiently resilient. This – 83% versus 
58% – demonstrates that businesses that put strategy 
and planning at the top of the agenda appear to be 
much more prepared to manage future disruptions.

There is a correlation between company size by 
headcount and resilience. A lower proportion of small 
companies – 10% to 49% – felt their ecosystem was 
sufficiently resilient; in contrast, 70% of those with 
500+ employees believed they were. 

Most manufacturers are exploring new ways of 
working. Trailblazers are typically more proactively 
looking for alternatives. They are less likely to feel  
there is little understanding and support from external 
funding bodies, although that doesn’t mean they feel 
able to access funding easily.

58% 83%

83% of Trailblazers say  
their business ecosystem  
is sufficiently resilient,  
compared to 58% of  
businesses on average

0 20 40 60 80 100

49% 41%

57% 31%

55% 40%

50% 38%

54% 28%

Use Big Data and technology to predict customer demand 

Move from reactive to a more predictive demand driven model 

Evaluate total cost sourcing

Enhance supply chain financing 

Adopt a greener focus 

 Some impact

 Significant impact

of UK manufacturers of Trailblazers

95%

88%

88%

82%

90%

Figure 3:  
Impact of collaboration in helping evolve 
the future business model
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Collaboration, competition and complexity
Only a quarter of businesses say that customers have 
faster time frames than they do themselves, which 
means that external collaboration is more about 
flexibility and agility to meet increased complexity. 
All but one respondent agreed that customers need 
manufacturers to be more proactive in finding new 
solutions and all but two agree that customers require 
a more collaborative partnership. 

However, the customer base of many SMEs – and 
consequently their competition – is expected to 
change significantly over the next five years. New 
international markets are likely to be the main 
customer opportunity (65% of respondents). This  
contributes to an expectation of increased competition.  
These findings link to previous Future Fit research, 
when more of the ‘large Medium Enterprises’ subset 
(£35.1m to £50m turnover) recognised international 
competition and rising customer expectations to be the 
biggest threats.

The research appears to predict there will be 
consolidation in all manufacturing sectors, as the 
forecast is for fewer, but larger, competitors in the 
UK. There is also an expectation of an increase in 
competition from Asia.

Future-proofing in collaboration
The research shows that manufacturers are looking 
to collaborate more with their supply chain in the 
future. Trailblazers are typically looking for alternative 
materials, creating propositions across the value 
chain and actively looking at using Big Data to 
enhance their knowledge.

Perhaps surprisingly high, 64% of the survey are 
looking to universities/other academic institutions for 
insight to future-proof their products and processes. 
This rises to 75% of Trailblazers. This is high among 
SMEs and MEs that have not, in the past, typically 
engaged with universities as much as big companies.

While some business-academia collaboration 
initiatives, such as the Warwick Manufacturing  
Group and the International Centre for Advanced 
Materials, have gained high profiles and attracted 
major industry participation, smaller-scale 
opportunities, such as Knowledge Transfer Partnerships 
(KTPs) and Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), 
enable SMEs to benefit from academic research and 
collaboration, and have been in place for quite a few 
years. KTP programme is a UK-wide programme run 
and managed on behalf of 17 government funding 
organisations by Innovate UK. The High Value 
Manufacturing Catapult’s Technology and Innovation 
centres work with companies of all sizes and offer 
access to leading-edge equipment, expertise and  
an environment of company collaboration.

64% of manufacturers are looking 
to academic institutions for insight 
to future-proof their products  
and processes

Respondents believe there will be 
consolidation in all manufacturing 
sectors, with fewer but larger, 
competitors in the UK
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A manufacturer’s view: Collaboration

Business profile: Julian Shine, Managing Director, Shine Food Machinery 
A dynamic catering manufacturing and installations organisation driving growth 
through expanding their market, investing in data management systems and 
thinking towards the future.

“ I think it’s the digitisation that’s most exciting. I think the opportunity to dramatically improve  
our data management from the commercial side through to the design and specification side, right 
through to the physical cutting of sheet metal, folding of sheet metal and manufacturing. It’s much 
more possible now to integrate all aspects of the business seamlessly. That’s where our focus is  
at the moment and will continue to be into the future.

Changes in customer behaviour, expectations and demand are certainly all risks. But they’re also 
an opportunity. As these customers’ expectations change, being agile, being ahead of the curve…
these perceived threats then become an opportunity rather than being a threat.”12



Support and investment

Innovation and research and development, personnel 
and skills, equipment, tools and machinery are the 
top priorities for investment over the next five years, 
with combined responses over 80%. Given innovation 
is listed as a key investment area and cost control a 
key barrier, manufacturers may be looking to process 
innovation as a way of driving down costs.

Trailblazers are more likely to invest in a wider range 
of business needs and they are the most likely to 
identify personnel, skills and IT software as their 
top priorities.

Nearly one third of the main group said there are  
barriers to investing in their business. More Trailblazers 
(46%) cited barriers to invest than the main group. 
Of the reasons, access to funding, lending and lack 
of investment were the most frequent barriers cited.   
13% of manufacturers cited this as a barrier. Cash 
flow/financial management followed, which could be 
seen as related. 

A high level of interest in new developments across 
all manufacturing businesses was indicated. Those of 
most significant interest were: applying advanced but 
proven technology; moving to a servitisation model, 
including providing wraparound services, not just sell 
and leave; attracting skilled, younger people; and 
collaboration with customers to develop innovative 
products. Collaboration between OEMs and suppliers 
in both the automotive and aerospace industries  
has been a big feature of rebuilding manufacturing 
since 2007. 

Clare Porter, head of manufacturing at the Department 
of Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, was 
eager to learn about the sample’s experiences of 
different support mechanisms, and feedback on any 
government involvement. She said that it is vital for 
government to get better feedback about the efficacy 
of collaborative groups and programmes, in order to 
enable funding and modifications to be better applied 
in policy making.

Companies need support to grow, but recognising  
where to invest remains a crucial question.

RDM Group, an autonomous 
vehicle company, has received 
over £10m of Innovate UK funding 
in six different programmes. 
This has led to a great deal of 
collaboration with universities 
and companies. “Our product is 
evolving, we don’t know what it 
will become,” said CEO of RDM 
David Keene. “The market is 
global, but we don’t know more 
than that. So the [Innovate UK] 
intervention has helped to de-risk 
that and get us to this position.” 
 
The application process is tough,  
which naturally weeds out many 
of the non-Trailblazing companies.  
Keene suggests that non-Trailblazers  
could be given specific and targeted 
help from individuals or companies 
who have gone through the 
process before. This would result 
in many more non-Trailblazers 
being involved in collaborative  
Innovate projects.

Fusion of support, 
collaboration  
and leadership:  
RDM Group
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Digitisation is seen by the survey to offer many 
opportunities. Among the leading characteristics 
chosen by respondents were: greater efficiency and 
productivity, the freeing up of resources, and improved 
ability to manage information (data) and store it. 

Digitisation is seen as a route to diversification, 
opening up new markets and growth internationally. 
The ability to achieve better customer insight is seen 
as an attractive characteristic, as is greater production 
speed and saving of time. 

However, risks as well as advantages are perceived. 
Three quarters of respondents are interested in 
learning more about potential disruption and 80% of 
the Trailblazers wanted to know more. Perhaps the 
surprising thing is that it was not 100%.

The chief concerns identified were cyber security  
and cost implications. ‘Unspecified threats or risks’ 
were also high in the list of responses. 71% of 
those companies who said that innovation is top of 
their agenda are ‘very interested’ in learning about 
disruption – perhaps an unsurprising correlation.

Seeing connections
Gartner Research says that industry will reach a tipping 
point in 2020. By then there will be more connected 
‘things’ – machines, products and systems – than there 
are people on the planet. This means unlocking the 
potential of the connected factory and connected supply 
chain will be a priority, born out in this survey.

Innovation, research and development, information 
technology software, staff/talent, equipment, tools and 
machinery are identified as the biggest priorities for 
investment.  All were rated by 82% or more, but sales 
and marketing spend was only just behind the lead 
group with 77%. 

The percentage for sales and marketing is high, but 
as firms place so much weighting on sales it might  
be expected to be higher than some investments.

Digitisation is typically seen as a positive factor, 
bringing greater opportunity for productivity and 
efficiency. Companies define digitisation in different 
ways: for example, as a means to replace physical 
product and to effect changes to supply options, and as 
a way of freeing up more resources. Concerns include 
cyber security and attacks – 16% of the survey – and 
the belief that it will be expensive. One response said 
digitisation can bring about the loss of workforce and 
strikes, suggesting a return to a state where unions 
fought against mechanisation of the industry, but it 
was an isolated comment. 

What will prevent manufacturers committing assets 
to these areas to ensure that they are competitive  
and as ‘future fit’ as they need to be?

The upside is that less than a third of the main sample 
of manufacturing businesses say that they encounter 
barriers to making investments in the business.

It is noteworthy that no single issue is omnipresent. 
Lending is among those most mentioned but no more 
than investment generally.

80% of manufacturers believe  
that innovation will become crucial  
for medium-sized businesses  
to accelerate their capabilities in the  
next 5-10 years to stay competitive

Digitisation
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82% say they will be investing in 
staff/talent over the next five years 
with this being most likely to be a 
top priority among Trailblazers

For small businesses with fewer than 50 employees, costs rule.  
Chris Jones, chairman of Witley Jones Furniture, said that cost  
pressures have moved other priorities to the backseat in recent months. 
“We have had auto-enrolment pension schemes for employees at 3%  
on our highest overhead, and National Minimum Wage – even though  
I agree with it. We encourage skilled development, but if pay rates 
increase on your lowest level of staff, you really have to match that 
across the board. Also the cost of borrowing is now rising. This affects 
the decision to make that major capital investment.”

Costs trump future-proofing for SMEs

Julian Shine, Managing Director of Shine Foods Machinery, questions 
where manufacturers can go for specific business support in South Wales. 
While the Welsh Assembly has taken over responsibility for activities 
previously undertaken by the Welsh Development Agency (WDA), Shine 
says that disbanding the WDA eight years ago has left a gap. “The bank 
[NatWest] has taken on this role in our case but it should not be their job. 
The LEPs in Wales are too small. There is a real void for manufacturing 
support; we need an agency to tell us about pockets of funding and 
support that is available.”

Where to go for support?
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A manufacturer’s view: 
Support and investment
Business profile: Melvin Sinar, Managing Director, Petford Tools 
An enterprising tool-making manufacturer focusing on innovation  
and diversification to become one of the UK’s leading suppliers.

“ It’s how we become smarter, not necessarily working harder. Most important for me 
is how we work with our partners – working together is so key to the success of our 
business now and tomorrow. The competition is on your doorstep and if you’ve got the 
right partners you can grow your business without absolutely loads of investment.”16



Conclusion

Manufacturing companies’ intentions and actions 
appear to be disconnected. The majority say that 
future-proofing is important but do not prioritise 
future-proofing actions in their strategies. Companies 
say they have the internal capability to develop 
forward-thinking strategies and believe innovation 
and R+D is crucial for competitiveness but few put 
either at the top of their agendas. However, several 
expert contributors we consulted questioned what 
‘top of the agenda’ means. Is it at board level or 
management level, and monthly, quarterly or less 
frequently? Should ‘innovation’ be reviewed monthly 
and on par with financial performance?

Due to the pace of technological change and 
because innovation is an ambiguous term, innovation 
experts like Autodesk’s Bill O’Connor recommend 
that all companies conduct an Innovation Metric Test 
to benchmark themselves on an ‘innovation curve’  
and see where and how they can be more innovative.

The question for all these firms is how to quantify the 
business risk of merely maintaining the status quo? 
How do they know the effect on their business if they 
continue to subordinate future-proofing action on 
their company agendas?

The research identified a sub-group with leadership 
qualities that were called ‘Trailblazers’. They score 
highly on intentions for growth, internal capability and 
having a future strategy at the top of their agenda.

Post-survey discussion sought to examine the 
‘Trailblazer’ sub-group more closely, suggesting that 
the definition is at an isolated point in time; today’s 
regular manager could be tomorrow’s Trailblazer, 
given a new business and technology cycle. But 
we all accept that there are leaders and potential 
leaders in business, irrespective of the current cycle. 
NatWest is helping them and their companies today  
to be Future Fit. This research provides deeper 
insight into how many and who the leaders are, 
suggests that other leaders will not be revealed 
immediately by research questions, and poses how 
we can help these individuals too.

Signposting for support for both governmental and 
non-governmental help, in terms of innovation grants 
and funding competitions, would be of great assistance. 
Companies often do not know where to look for such 
support. Some have commented that since the RDAs 
were closed, visibility of support has decreased and 
while organisations like EEF can and do have a role 
to play, there is a view that LEPs are too numerous 
and under-resourced to provide comprehensive, well-
telegraphed information. This begs the question – how 
can a localised approach work on a national scale, for 
all manufacturers to benefit – and who is best placed 
to deliver it? Companies trust local organisations 
more, so the information should be provided locally, 
our experts agreed.

Collaboration will become more important and 
endemic. Industries like aerospace that produce 
complex assemblies will only collaborate with each 
other more, and ‘full-time connectivity’ will serve 
to facilitate that. A positive action is for government 
and industry to review collaborative projects that 
work, assess their KPIs, and look to apply modified 
forms of these in other vertical industry sectors. 

This survey has revealed there is a strong cohort of  
dynamic, progressive manufacturing businesses that 
achieve success regardless of any economic cycle or 
head winds. How can we learn from these  
‘Trailblazers’? How can their knowledge and practices 
be best shared with others who want to improve in 
areas like product and business innovation, skills 
development and growth? NatWest, using its extensive 
reach and connectivity, is determined to maintain 
its support and play a key part in solutions to drive 
sustainable growth.

It is important to showcase what good looks like,  
in areas like innovation investment, talent development, 
customer satisfaction and exporting, and show 
aspirational Trailblazers how to reach excellence. 
The challenge for these companies will be to adopt 
and then sustain these best practices.

Are manufacturing companies fit to meet tomorrow’s business challenges? 
Answering this question reveals some interesting findings about the behaviour 
of companies, managers and leaders.
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Appendix

Methodology

Summary of respondent profiles

This survey of 110 respondents, from UK-owned and/or UK-headquartered manufacturing 
companies with a turnover between £5m and £80m in the most recent financial year, looks 
at the attitudes, beliefs and confidence for future planning.

Respondents included: CEO, COO, CFO, MD, FD, partner or other board level director, or 
senior manager and the fieldwork was conducted in April 2018. In addition we conducted  
in-depth interviews with 10 manufacturers in May 2018 and we hosted an industry round 
table to bring together the thoughts of subject matter experts and manufacturers.

The survey involved multiple choice questions and answers, with room for comments on 
some points. A small number of questions allowed an open-ended response – respondents 
could answer entirely in their own words.

Research has been conducted by Charterhouse Research, a leading market research 
consultancy specialising in the financial sector.

£5m-£10m 24

£10.1-£20m 35

£20.1-£30m 7

£30.1-£40m 12

£40.1-£50m 17

£50.1-£80m 15

Total 110

North/NW/Yorks 23

Scotland 9

Midlands/East 31

London/SE 36

Wales/SW 11

Total 110

CFO 9

CEO 14

COO 9

MD 16

Finance Director 4

Partner 7

Other board level 6

Senior manager 41

Other 4

Total 110

10-49 14

50-249 47

250-499 38

500+ 10

Don't know 1

Total 110

Number of interviews:  
turnover

Number of interviews:  
by region

Number of interviews:  
by job title

Number of interviews:  
by headcount
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Get in touch
Our manufacturing specialists are based throughout 
the UK and are available to visit you on-site to  
discuss your ambitions for your business.

For more information on how we can help you, 
or to arrange for one of our specialists to get  
in touch, please contact us at:

manufacturingsector@natwest.com

This document has been prepared by National Westminster Bank 
Plc and its affiliates (together “NatWest”) for the intended (the 
“Recipient”). This document has been delivered to the Recipient 
for information purposes only. It does not constitute an offer or 
invitation for the sale, purchase, exchange or transfer of any 
investment, loan or asset and is not intended to form the basis 
of any decision or evaluation by the Recipient and should not be 
regarded as a recommendation by NatWest that the Recipient 
should participate in any transaction. The Recipient should seek 
its own financial and tax advice and perform its own independent 
investigation research and analysis, and shall rely solely on its 
own judgement, review and analysis to determine its interest in 
participating in any transaction. Nothing in this document should 
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advice by NatWest for the Recipient; all of which the Recipient 
acknowledges that it should seek from its own advisers.

The content of this document reflects prevailing conditions and 
NatWest’s views as at this date. NatWest reserves the right, but 
shall not be obliged, to revise, update or replace such content. 
NatWest has prepared this document based on information 
obtained from a number of different sources and assumed, without 
independent verification, the accuracy and completeness of all 
such information. No representation, warranty, undertaking or 
assurance of any kind, express or implied, is or will or has been 
authorised to be made as to the accuracy or completeness of the 
document. Without prejudice to the generality of the foregoing, 
nothing contained in this document is, or shall be, relied upon as a 
promise or representation as to the achievability or reasonableness 

of any future projections, estimates, prospects or returns contained 
herein (or in such other written or oral information provided to the 
Recipient). The issue of this document shall not be deemed to be 
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any transaction.

NatWest shall not be liable for any direct, indirect or consequential 
loss or damage suffered by any person as a result of relying on 
any statement in or omission from this document or in any other 
information or communications made in connection with the 
matters set out herein. NatWest accepts no liability for the actions  
of any third party referred to in this document. By accepting  
this document, the Recipient agrees to be bound by the  
foregoing limitations.

The publication and distribution of this document may, in certain 
jurisdictions, be restricted by law. Recipients of this document 
should be aware of, and comply with, applicable legal requirements 
and restrictions. NatWest accepts no responsibility for any violation 
of any such restrictions.
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