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Maybe one is getting older, but when
one sees the young people who
apply to work in food companies

one often wonders ‘What on earth do we
have here?’ However, if we look closely at
the ‘beach’ we can find ‘the occasional dia-
mond amongst all the pebbles’!

When we start to look for qualified people
to join our technical, quality and production
management teams it is really worrying how
many of the applicants do not really have an
insight into the real world. It is also worrying
that they are not very street wise about the
commercial world or the food sector.

Yes, they may have a good degree – but
are today’s degrees as good as yesterday’s?
Have the grade level benchmarks been
slowly lowered over the years?

Then, of course, this year we have the
prospects of graduates who have not been
properly examined!

Yes, we can all moan, but in reality are we
the cause of this ‘problem’? If the food sec-
tor does not tell the universities what it
wants and needs in tomorrow’s graduates is
it really reasonable for us to moan if these
graduates do not come up to our expecta-

tions? The answer has to be that we could
be being unreasonable!

So, what do we want in tomorrow’s new
blood for our sector?

Tomorrow’s managers must, first and
foremost, be communicators and be sensi-
tive to the aspirations of our staff. The
workforce is changing and with it our man-
agers and how they manage people will
need to change. Gone are the days of
shouting and cracking whips – we are now
in the era of persuasion and justification and
this needs grey matter!

Unfortunately, if we look at a typical sci-
ence graduate, for his whole life he has had
one message rammed home and that is
‘precision’.

People management is not a precise sci-
ence and it needs somebody who can
empathise with his staff, while thinking on his
feet to quickly identify the best way to ‘skin
the proverbial rabbits’ that are going to
appear all day.

Poor people management

By their very nature scientists are usually
poor people managers.

If we score a manager out of 10 for his
vocation skill, for example microbiology,
accountancy, electrical engineering or food
science and then score him out of 10 for his
general management and people skills very
few managers will have a combined score of
greater than 12. If you do not believe me
why not honestly score some of your man-
agerial colleagues?

This is not unusual because many voca-
tional skills in our sector need a person to
be precise and so their training over the
years has developed such a person.

Conversely, the person who is a really
good people manager has to be a generalist
and an empathiser and will either have
never been trained in a precision based sub-
ject or was never really good at it!

So, this leaves us with a situation that if we
want good technical people we will have to
accept shortcomings in their managerial and
people skills or, conversely, if we want good
managers we will have to accept shortcom-
ings in their technical expertise.

If we are big enough as a business we can
build a management team in which the
members have different strong points and,

thereby, create a team which is stronger
than any of its members.

All well and good in theory but some of
the best technical people are loners and not
team members! This need not be a problem
– this is a challenge for those team members
whose strengths are in the people skills
department. They will need to make the
team click! 

Balanced graduates

If we now look at many parts of the food
sector they have one thing in common –
they are not based on rocket science. This
being the case we do not want the gradu-
ates with firsts from our leading universities.

Surely, what we want is a person with a
balanced degree that has developed his spe-
cific technical knowledge in certain disci-
plines but, just as importantly, is prepared
for the realities of the business world he is
about to enter.

We want a graduate who has an insight into
corporate structure and how a business works.

We want a graduate who has an insight into
how finance and business interact and the
importance of cost management. Finally, as
previously mentioned, we want somebody
who understands how to manage and get the
best out of the most difficult of all resources
to manage – we need somebody with com-
munication and people management skills
who can get the best out of our staff!

Value of sandwich courses

Perhaps this is where the sandwich type
degrees with a year’s secondment into
industry come into their own.

Looking to the future, the majority of grad-
uates entering the food sector want to be
‘good all rounders’ and not academic boffins
who are lost when they come out of their
ivory towers. The universities can not pro-
duce such people until they actually know
that they are what is needed and that there
will be jobs for them. Likewise, students will
not enrol on to courses unless they know
what awaits them after graduation.

This all adds up to a communications exer-
cise for the food industry. If we can not be
bothered to do this we must be prepared to
live with the consequences!                        ■

Graduates – are we
preparing them well?
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