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The Human Factor
RECRUITMENT OF WAREHOUSE STAFF IS AN ON-GOING ISSUE, TOGETHER WITH THAT OF
RETENTION. WE ASKED A GROUP OF LEADING SUPPLY CHAIN PROFESSIONALS FOR THEIR
VIEWS ON CREATING AN ENVIRONMENT THAT ALLOWS WAREHOUSE STAFF TO PERFORM
TO THE BEST OF THEIR ABILITY, AT OUR ROUND TABLE SPONSORED BY HONEYWELL.

M

aximising staff performance
to augment warehouse
efficiency is a must for any
operator, but with so many
variables at play in the
modern warehouse how can operators
create an environment best suited to
achieving this goal, asked Chris Heslop,
head of EMEA marketing, Vocollect
Solutions, Honeywell.
Matthew Talbot, operations director at
Neptune Europe, said that his firm runs a
number of initiatives to improve employee
engagement and increase the desire
among existing and prospective workers to
join the firm.
“For instance, we run an ice-cream
Wednesday,” said Talbot. “Employees,
including those in the warehouse, come up
into the office and we have ice cream. We
also run a day where the warehouse team set
up a volleyball net and we get a BBQ going.”
Talbot said it is all about bonding and
building the business. Being based in a town
– Swindon – Talbot said that it is important
that the business has a good name if it
wishes to attract and retain staff.
“If you have a good name, people will
want to work for you,” he said. “If you have a
poor name in terms of staff treatment and
retention, people won’t be interested.”
Richard Payne, head of logistics UK and
Europe for Karndean Design Flooring, said
that he too tries to maintain an

approachable environment among staff
along all levels.
“We don’t offer incentives against
productivity, though, we just use accuracy of
pick and accuracy of an individual,” he said.
“I am not expecting a 65 year old to match
the capabilities of a 25 year old. I cannot do
what I did when I was 18, but accuracy is the
key thing, and this is what we use.”
The Jewellery Channel’s head of
operations and service delivery, Michelle
Rudisser-Street, said that offering individual
bonuses has fared poorly because there is
often one stand-out performer. However,
she said, they have in the past attempted to
run a team incentive.
“But individual prizes just
don’t work because there are
some workers that are just
ahead of and beyond the
others,” she said. “It
gets to a point where
people do cherry pick
their work and that
ends up upsetting
people, and
counteracts the point.
Occasionally we will
provide surprise gifts
– vouchers for example

– and this normally leads to an uptick the
following days.”
Travis Perkins also moved away from
individual targets, said group distribution
director, Lee Morris. The firm now operates
group targets that are both productivity and
accuracy driven.
For Jon Wood, vice president of DHL
Retail (home & leisure), there are three basic
elements an employer needs to meet if it
intends to improve and bolster staff morale
and productivity. “You have to have the
basics right in the environment; the pay, the
terms and conditions. These have to be right
to get people in the door. But if the
leadership onsite isn’t right, if it is not the
living embodiment of what you want as an
organisation it’s pretty much going to fail.”
Leadership and engagement has a
massive part to play, added Wood.
Staff management issues have
been accentuated further by
the constantly evolving
market-place, where
ever-increasing
consumer expectation
puts even more
pressure on
warehouse managers.
From a retail
perspective, said Wood,
firms are moving ever
closer towards a
multichannel system,
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HONEYWELL
Honeywell is a leading provider of innovative
voice-enabled workflow and data collection
solutions that help companies with mobile
workers run a better business. Our Vocollect™
voice solutions save companies more than
$20bn annually by optimising operations,
improving business decision capabilities, and
delivering the industry’s premier worker
experience. Together with a global team of
2000+ Vocollect Certified Professionals we
enable almost one million workers worldwide
every day.
Vocollect voice solutions help businesses
increase worker productivity up to 35 per cent,
while reducing errors up to 25 per cent, and
training time up to 50 per cent. They are
designed to leverage existing ERP & WMS
technology investments with the industry’s
broadest and deepest data integration solution
portfolio. Vocollect voice is based on the
industry’s top-performing voice recogniser,
purpose-built for challenging industrial
environments. Our integrated hardware
solution, from the headset to host data system,
provides maximum worker confidence and
ergonomics. Honeywell is proud to lead the
industry forward with our market-leading
Vocollect A700 Solution that combines voice
and scanning. Vocollect voice is offered by
Honeywell Sensing and Productivity Solutions
(S&PS). Honeywell Sensing and Productivity
Solutions (S&PS) is a global leader providing
custom-engineered sensors, switches and
controls, and productivity solutions built
around our high performance data collection
hardware including rugged mobile computers,
voice-enabled software, bar code scanners,
radio frequency identification (RFID) and
workflow printing solutions. Our solutions
serve customers in aerospace, automotive,
field service, healthcare, industrial,
manufacturing, medical, retail, supply chain,
test and measurement, and transport and
logistics markets.
For more information on Honeywell
sensing products, visit
http://sensing.honeywell. com and on
Honeywell productivity solutions visit http://
www.honeywellaidc. com.
To find out more about Vocollect voice
solutions and how they can help you run a
better business, see www.vocollect.co.uk
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which is more fragmented, with more spikes.
“People want the price and the big deal,
and that’s only growing,” he said. “But the
instant delivery needs to be managed in
terms of customer expectations so as to
control this for us.”
For Street, the myriad of different delivery
options made available to customers builds
in problems that, she believes needn’t be
there, because it results in delivery firms not
knowing what they’re going to get from day
to day. “Whereas if you just say we do it next
day, or three-to-five days, there’s less
pressure,” she said. “It’s easier to manage
with just one type of delivery.”
Adam Coventry, senior supply chain
manager at Boots, believes that for the
customer major promotions – Black Friday
and Cyber Monday – are just about securing
the deal.
Morris believes that there is a need to
separate the marketers from the customers,
as he believes it is the marketers that are
driving the spikes. “We have a small kitchen
business, our entire marketing team
challenges the big gorilla in the room – our
larger competitor – with the marketing spike
it offers and this drives costing,” said Morris.
“Our marketers, rather than customers, are
driving these spikes.
“If I find myself in a room with a big gorilla
my move would be to stand in the opposite
corner. The spikes are predictable, but they
are expensive.”
Regardless, the issue is there and Wood
said that the need to respond to this is

greater than ever before.
“Meeting this need is all down to how you
organise people in terms of shifts,” he said.
“Do you look for more flexible terms? This is
from a retail perspective, and it is the nature
of the world we now live in.”
Perhaps a key factor in overcoming these
challenges lies within maintaining a flexible
workforce. What, asked Chris Heslop, does
this flexibility mean? Is it about having
people that can come in to deal with these
ever-increasing peaks? Is it about staff that
can carry out a variety of tasks?
For Payne, flexibility is as much a need for
staff as it is for the company: “We look for
staff that can multi-task,” he said. “If they
can do this, then the need for holiday cover
is greatly reduced. We can cover all
operations with in-house staff training,
which has sped up the recruitment process
alongside the introduction of staff.”
Of course a key issue, and one likely to
only further increase, is the number of
nationalities making up the warehouse staff.
Talbot said that the firm has 28 different
nationalities working for it. “This can lead to
language becoming a huge issue,” he said.
“So we have simple processes and systems
– all warehouse operatives have to be able to
speak English and Polish.”
Street said that the language aspect has
led to the creation of “tribes” among
workers. The workforce she deals with is
comprised of Latvian, Polish and Russian.
Like Neptune, The Jewellery Channel also
has a strict policy: “In the warehouse, people
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speak English.”
The parent company is
based in India, and as
such the firm also has a
lot of people coming
over from India for job
shares and training,
which, she said, is a
very large part of the
business. But, as with the
workforce in the UK, those
coming over from India
must speak English within the
warehouse and to colleagues.
However, on the point of multifunctionality, Street noted that the staff The
Jewellery Channel has coming in are not
looking to be flexible in this regard.
“They come in, and what they want to do
is ‘that’ job,” she said. “I’ve got a team of
ladies that want to pack – and they love to
pack – they stand there for several hours a
day and they pack.
“It’s important to have people that can do
a mix of things, but sometimes you just need
doers,” she said. “And when you’ve got
volume I just need somebody who is going
to fulfil their specific role.”
Ben Marriott, Liberty Wines’ operations
manager, highlighted the cultural issues that
companies face. “We had a mix of cultures
making up our ground staff – many Polish
and Latvians,” he said. “But none of our
supervisors were from these cultures. This
led to lack of relationship between ground
staff and supervisors,” said Marriott.
Talbot said that Neptune operated
language classes, but over a period of time it
recognised that people weren’t turning up
for them. “This led to people missing
opportunities within the organisation,” he
said. “They were missing the opportunity to
progress within the company. But you need
to able to speak English to work, and
this is the challenge: encouraging
people to learn.”
Generationally, Talbot
said he sees a difference.
The older workers are
more likely to adapt,
and the younger
generation, he said,
have some English
language skills already.
The group he has
trouble with are the “40
somethings”.
Payne said that this
constant driving people to
improve could have the reverse effect.
“It can drive people out,” he said. “Because
they’re not getting where they want to be.”
Marriott believes that operating a wine
company provides, to some extent, its own
fortunes in this respect.
“The product is very tangible,” he said.
“We educate people in the product, and
more than 95 per cent of our staff at all levels

have a wine and spirit
qualification of industry
standard, from extremely
basic to advanced. This,
he said, helps the
business because it
means people
understand what they
are picking and gives
them a sense of
ownership.
Atty Hussein, operations
director at Liberty and former
director of logistics at Fortnum &
Mason, said that she believes
apprenticeships bring a lot to companies
seeking to retain staff, while also developing
much needed skills.
ACADEMY
“We had a large degree of success at
Fortnum’s with the apprenticeship scenes
we operated,” she said. “We used an
academy, and that has been fantastic. We
ran it in London Piccadilly, as there is a
small warehouse in-store, and then we took
it to Cambridgeshire. Prior to this, we had
issues, especially with overtime as the
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At Fortnum, the pickers use voice picking
technology, said Hussein, but Liberty has yet
to adapt: “We are questioning how we are
helping our people do their jobs,” she said.
Payne said that most of the systems
available are similar to those around a
decade ago, the key difference being now
you’re walking around with a gun in your
hand or a headset on you.
“The systems we use need to, not
necessarily be dumbed down, but be
translatable because we have many
nationalities working in the warehouse,” he
said. “It’s not so much lack of intelligence but
lack of understanding because of the
language barrier. We primarily use a scanner
and assorted light systems for picking.”
For Talbot, while technology offers the
prospect of increased efficiency, it will only
come to fruition if it is properly
implemented. “We invested in two
robot-wrapping machines as we calculated
it would increase time savings,” he said.
“But what we found was that staff, who’d
previously been wrapping by hand, stood
there and watched the machine wrap.
“People need to be trained to understand
what it does and why it’s there. It’s no good

It’s important to have people that can do a mix of
things, but sometimes you just need doers. And when
you have got volume, I just need somebody who is going to
fulfil their specific role.
women were working mothers, and the
guys did not want to do overtime. So with
agency staff we were having to bus them in
from other towns.”
Steve Murray, head of logistics and
production at In Kind Direct, asked
whether this training had
improved staff retention.
Street said that staff
retention is also reliant
on making the jobs
easier for employees.
It doesn’t serve, she
said, to skimp on the
small things.
“When you invest a
small amount of money
to make their job easier, it
makes for a vastly happier
workforce,” said Street.
Street’s predecessor brought
in iPods and linear scanners for
picking. While all the staff liked them
because, as Street said, they’re iPods and
they look nice, they just haven’t proved
user friendly.
“We are working on a replacement that
will be more user friendly and I know when
we bring this in, productivity is just going to
zoom,” she added.

having people stood around watching it.”
The point was picked up on by Heslop,
who agreed it can be dangerous to have
technology with no understanding.
“It needs to be understood and tied into
where the company is going and what it is
seeking to achieve,” he said.
At Karndean, Payne said one of the
problems he faces is staff looking at these
machines and wondering “how long until
this takes my job?”.
Automation, he said, does scare workers
because historically the efficiency gains
made by machines have made jobs carried
out by hand redundant: “We need to
reassure our workers that their job is still
secure,” he said.
Heslop noted that it is not a case of just
throwing technology into the mix: “I look at
successful voice implementations, these
have been from the top down engaging
people as to the benefits – how we can stay
ahead of the competition – and why it’s not
a threat to your jobs,” he said.
Technology of course helps, but Talbot
said that investment in working conditions
is at the forefront of staff retention. “We can
all look within and know that our
operations teams are not looked after as
well as our other teams,” he said.
www.logisticsandsupplychain.co.uk
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