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[bookmark: _Toc216002754]Executive Summary	Comment by Rhiannon Akers: Great to include an executive summary but this is quite lengthy. Try to condense it to 2 paragraphs as it should be a concise, high level overview. 

Arla Food Ingredients (AFI UK) operates in a specialist dairy and nutrition sector where success depends on attracting and developing expertise in engineering, food science, digital capability and supply chain. External pressures including national shortages in STEM and digital skills, rapid technological change and rising expectations around job quality, flexibility and purpose shape AFI’s talent needs. These challenges are particularly acute at the west Wales site, where rural geography and limited labour mobility restrict access to specialist talent. Internally, AFI benefits from strong cultural foundations, a structured People Calendar, effective onboarding and growing investment in leadership and capability development. However, disparities in access to development between office and shift-based employees, limited digitalisation of recruitment and insufficient workforce analytics constrain AFI’s ability to compete for and retain key skills.
Aligned with CIPD’s 2024 findings on talent competition, digital recruitment and the need to build skills in-house, AFI performs well in internal capability-building but lags in digital talent processes, sourcing diversity and inclusive development access. To strengthen future workforce resilience, the report recommends enhancing employer branding and sourcing channels, digitalising and standardising recruitment, creating equitable learning opportunities for shift-based colleagues, developing consistent frontline leadership capability, improving wellbeing and rota flexibility for operational employees, and implementing strategic workforce planning. Collectively, these actions will enable AFI UK to build a more inclusive, skilled and future-ready workforce that supports both operational performance and its purpose-led, cooperative mission.
[bookmark: _Toc216002755]1.0 Introduction
Talent management refers to the integrated organisational processes used to attract, develop, engage and retain individuals whose skills and behaviours are critical to long-term organisational performance (CIPD, 2023). It is widely understood as a continuous cycle encompassing recruitment, learning and development, performance management, succession planning and employee experience, all of which must align with business strategy to ensure current and future capability needs are met. Effective talent management increasingly depends on an employee value proposition that supports development, wellbeing, inclusion and long-term retention.
Within this context, Arla Food Ingredients (AFI UK) a specialist division of the Arla Foods cooperative operates in the advanced dairy and nutrition sector where competitive advantage is driven by technical expertise across engineering, food science, digital systems and supply chain. The organisation faces intensifying competition for scarce specialist and STEM-related skills, reflecting national skills shortages (EngineeringUK, 2023; UKCES, 2022), and an increasing need to build internal capability to sustain growth. At the same time, workforce expectations have evolved beyond pay towards holistic value propositions incorporating learning, wellbeing, flexibility, purpose and meaningful work (Tanwar and Kumar, 2019). AFI UK utilises a structured annual People Calendar (Arla Foods, 2023) to coordinate performance management, talent review, engagement activity and organisational health, supporting leadership accountability and enabling more consistent development pathways across its sites.

[bookmark: _Toc216002756]2.0 External Factors impacting Talent Management at AFI	Comment by Rhiannon Akers: You have incorporated detailed discussion of a range of relevant factors impacting your organisation. Due to word count limitations, it could be useful to refer to 2 external and 2 internal factors as opposed to 3 of each. When deciding this, you could consider which of the factors overlap with your critical analysis. 	Comment by Rhiannon Akers: For example, you have discussed labour market conditions as an external factor and also discuss it in your critical analysis. 
[bookmark: _Toc216002757]2.1 Labour Market Conditions and Talent Scarcity
AFI UK operates within a national labour market characterised by persistent shortages in engineering, scientific and digital skills (CIPD, 2024; EngineeringUK, 2022). These pressures are more acute at the West Wales site, where rural geography, limited transport links and lower population density restrict access to specialist talent relative to AFI’s English locations (ONS, 2021; Bevan Foundation, 2021). Wales also produces proportionally fewer STEM graduates than England (HESA, 2023), further narrowing external pipelines for technical roles. AFI west Wales therefore competes in a structurally constrained labour market where attracting and retaining specialist capability is significantly more challenging (Appendix 1). 
Shifting workforce expectations amplify these pressures. Employees increasingly prioritise meaningful work, organisational purpose, job quality and fairness in flexibility (CIPD Good Work Index, 2024; Tanwar and Kumar, 2019). AFI’s cooperative ownership and sustainability-led mission provide a strong purpose-driven proposition, particularly attractive to early-career candidates. However, research shows that misalignment between purpose-based messaging and the lived employee experience can erode trust in the psychological contract (Nikolaou and Oostrom, 2015). In rural contexts where commutes are longer, alternatives limited and operational roles less flexible predictable rotas, shift-swapping options and tailored wellbeing support play a critical role in retention.
These labour market realities increase the strategic importance of building internal capability. CIPD (2024) emphasises that organisations facing skills shortages should invest in talent development, internal progression and robust onboarding to reduce reliance on external hiring. For AFI west Wales, the loss of a single specialist can create immediate operational strain, making effective early socialisation and retention essential. Structured onboarding and digital tools that enhance consistency and engagement are shown to support retention in skill-scarce environments (Frogeli, Jenner and Gustavsson, 2023; Mohdzaini, 2021). AFI’s existing strengths in apprenticeships, coaching and long-tenure internal progression illustrate how rural employers can mitigate labour scarcity by maximising internal capability.

[bookmark: _Toc216002758]2.2 Technological Factors: Digital Transformation and Workforce Capability
Technological transformation across advanced manufacturing is reshaping workforce skill requirements, increasing demand for digitally fluent employees able to operate automated systems, interpret data and support continuous improvement (World Economic Forum, 2023; CIPD, 2024). Within AFI UK, dairy processing increasingly relies on digital monitoring, predictive maintenance, automated quality control and sustainability-driven data systems. Organisations perceived as technologically progressive are also more attractive to talent seeking innovation, learning and future-oriented roles (Kanwal and Van Hoye, 2024), reinforcing the link between technological investment and employer brand.
Technology is also reshaping how AFI attracts, selects and develops talent. Arla’s centralised talent acquisition function uses digital tools such as applicant tracking systems (ATS), online assessments and virtual interviews to enhance recruitment efficiency and standardisation, supporting high-volume hiring needs. This reflects wider evidence that e-HRM improves candidate experience and operational effectiveness (Mohdzaini, 2023). However, research shows that centrally designed digital processes may not fully account for local labour market variations (Parry and Tyson, 2011), highlighting the need for flexibility in rural settings like west Wales where talent pools are smaller and mobility limited.
Technological change additionally influences learning and development. Digital learning platforms, virtual modules and AI-enabled tools broaden access and support personalised development, aligning with post-pandemic shifts in organisational learning (Talukdar et al., 2022; Troldan, 2024). For AFI UK, this capability is particularly valuable in rural contexts where external training providers and professional networks are less accessible. Ensuring inclusive access across all shift patterns and sites will be essential to building the digital capability required for future workforce resilience.

[bookmark: _Toc216002759]2.3 Social Factors: Workforce Expectations, Wellbeing and Purpose
While labour market conditions and technological transformation represent the two primary external forces shaping AFI’s talent strategy, broader social expectations such as fairness, inclusion, wellbeing and organisational purpose interact with these factors and influence how employees experience work. These expectations have been integrated into the labour market analysis above, as they directly affect attraction, retention and employee engagement within rural operational environments. They therefore do not constitute a standalone external factor for the purposes of this report.

[bookmark: _Toc216002760]3.0 Internal Factors Affecting Talent Management at AFI UK
AFI UK’s ability to respond to labour scarcity, technological change and evolving workforce expectations is shaped fundamentally by its internal capabilities, systems and culture. The CIPD (n.d.) emphasises that effective resourcing relies on coherent internal processes, while Boxall and Purcell (2016) argue that organisational structures, behaviours and leadership determine whether external pressures translate into strategic opportunity or talent risk. As AFI expands its specialist operations within Arla Foods’ UK network, establishing consistency in culture, leadership and employee experience has become increasingly important particularly in rural locations such as west Wales, where labour scarcity magnifies the impact of internal strengths and weaknesses. The following sections examine three critical internal factors: organisational culture, leadership capability and employee engagement.

[bookmark: _Toc216002761]3.1 Organisational Culture and Identity
AFI UK’s cooperative identity and sustainability-led mission underpin its talent proposition. Purpose-driven cultures increasingly attract employees seeking ethical alignment, meaningful work and long-term organisational responsibility (Tenekwah, 2024; CIPD, 2024). AFI’s values—collaboration, care and continuous improvement—align with wider labour market expectations, and early feedback following the West Wales integration suggests employees value Arla’s ethos. Digital platforms such as SharePoint and Viva Engage reinforce this by improving visibility of initiatives and strengthening connection with the wider UK network.
Cultural messaging, however, is effective only when consistently experienced. Research shows culture becomes symbolic rather than functional when engagement is uneven across groups (Taylor, 2022). At AFI West Wales, operational employees have limited access to digital communication during shifts, reducing participation in cultural initiatives. Similar patterns appear in manufacturing settings where digital connectivity often favours office-based staff (Gifford, 2019), risking weakened trust and psychological contract fulfilment (Tanwar and Kumar, 2019).
AFI UK has begun addressing these disparities by tailoring communications for shift teams and increasing leadership presence on the shop floor. To achieve deeper cohesion, values must be modelled by leaders, embedded into performance frameworks and made accessible across all work patterns (CIPD, 2023). Ensuring operational colleagues experience the cooperative culture as directly as corporate employees is essential for long-term engagement.
An additional priority is inclusive succession planning with visible career pathways, particularly for shift-based employees. Clear progression strengthens engagement in skills-scarce environments (Garavan, McCarthy and Morley, 2021). Lacey and Groves (2022:459) argue that traditional identification of high performers has been overly linear, overlooking contextual and relational indicators of readiness. Likewise, Hirsh (2000), Murphy (2009a), Blass (2009), Clutterbuck (2012) and Cascio et al. (2017) distinguish between hierarchical succession models and modern, flexible approaches drawing on wider talent pools. For AFI UK—especially in rural sites where external recruitment is difficult—adopting such inclusive models is critical to strengthening internal capability.

[bookmark: _Toc216002762]3.2 Leadership Capability and Talent Development
Leadership capability is central to attraction, development and retention, particularly in specialist technical environments where employees value clarity, support and psychological safety (Edmondson, 2019; Tenekwah, 2024). Leaders shape candidate experience, influence internal mobility and foster belonging—key predictors of engagement (Iles et al., 2020). AFI UK’s investment in succession planning and high-potential pathways aligns with CIPD (2024) and McKinsey (2023) guidance on internal capability building.
However, AFI’s leadership development currently operates largely through selective pathways. Exclusive talent models can create perceptions of elitism, limit wider capability growth and reduce motivation among those not included (Swailes, 2020; Roy and Devi, 2017). When selection criteria lack transparency, employees may disengage or view development as unattainable (De Boeck et al., 2018). These risks are amplified for shift-based employees at West Wales, who have reduced development time, fewer digital tools and limited interaction with senior leaders—factors linked to slower progression and higher turnover (Samoliuk et al., 2022).
Arla UK has broadened access through onsite development and clearer leadership expectations within performance frameworks, but variation persists across sites. A more inclusive strategy—consistent with Hongal and Kinange (2020) and Gupta and Praveen (2023)—should extend development beyond high-potential cohorts by offering training outside standard hours, designing programmes for operational roles and integrating people-focused KPIs such as engagement, retention and mobility into managerial objectives (Garavan et al., 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc216002763]3.3 Employee Engagement, Development and Geographic Constraints
Employee engagement is closely linked to retention, discretionary effort and employer brand advocacy (Markos and Sridevi, 2010; Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004). AFI UK has prioritised engagement during organisational transition, helping maintain the psychological contract—a buffer against turnover during change (Rousseau, 1995). Recent internal presentations included unsolicited employee testimonials about career progression, sponsored study and flexible working, indicating authentic engagement and perceived organisational investment. This aligns with the CIPD Good Work Index (2025), which highlights employee voice, development and supportive management as key drivers of positive work experiences.
Engagement, however, varies. Shift-based teams at West Wales have reduced access to communication platforms, fewer interactions with senior leaders and limited opportunities for cross-functional collaboration—patterns consistent with wider manufacturing research showing lower inclusion in dispersed operational roles (Gifford, 2019; Akkermans et al., 2020). Given that operational roles at West Wales are hard to recruit externally, uneven engagement presents a significant risk.
Geography intensifies these challenges. Rural labour markets provide limited specialist talent, fewer development resources and reduced exposure to senior leaders (ONS, 2023; House of Commons Library, 2022), weakening perceived career prospects and increasing turnover intention (De Boeck et al., 2018). In such contexts, engagement and development act as essential retention mechanisms rather than discretionary practices.
AFI UK offers digital learning and structured mobility pathways, but participation varies due to shift patterns and logistical constraints. Development supports retention only when opportunities are accessible, clearly communicated and linked to transparent career routes (Garavan et al., 2021; CIPD, 2024). Strengthening locally tailored development, offering learning outside standard hours and clarifying technical and leadership pathways would help employees in rural production roles view AFI UK as a sustainable long-term career destination.
AFI UK provides digital learning, mobility pathways and leadership programmes, but participation varies due to shift patterns and logistical constraints. Development supports retention only when opportunities are accessible, clearly communicated and linked to transparent career trajectories (Garavan et al., 2021; CIPD, 2024). Strengthening locally tailored development, offering learning outside standard hours and clarifying technical and leadership pathways would help employees in rural production roles see AFI UK as a long-term career destination.

[bookmark: _Toc216002764]4.0 Critical Analysis of AFI’s Current Talent Management Approach
AFI UK’s talent strategy in relation to three priority findings from the CIPD Resourcing and Talent Planning report (2024): intensifying competition for qualified talent, increasing digitalisation of recruitment and the need to build internal capability to address persistent skills shortages. The analysis integrates research and benchmarking to assess strengths and limitations, with particular attention to the rural context of west Wales.

[bookmark: _Toc216002765]4.1 Competition for Talent and Local Labour Market Constraints
CIPD (2024) reports that 69% of UK employers face increased difficulty filling roles and 64% struggle to attract suitable candidates. AFI UK reflects these challenges, particularly for engineering, production and logistics roles that require onsite presence and are constrained by shifts. At west Wales, rural labour scarcity further limits access to specialist and diverse talent.
AFI’s current approach rooted in local hiring channels, community networks and regional recruitment agencies has supported cultural alignment and operational continuity. However, reliance on geographically narrow sourcing restricts applicant diversity and innovation, limiting long-term organisational resilience (Akkermans et al., 2020; Swailes, 2020). CIPD (2024) recommends widening pipelines through digital sourcing, targeted campaigns and proactive talent pool cultivation, suggesting AFI must broaden its reach beyond local networks.
From an employer branding perspective, localised attraction strategies also reduce visibility in wider markets. Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) argue that modern employer brand strength depends on digital presence, storytelling and reputation management, particularly for younger workers. Arla has responded by enhancing its digital employer brand through social media, employee stories and improved recruitment content. However, the benefits for AFI west Wales depend on whether site-specific opportunities are visible within wider campaigns, rather than overshadowed by generic corporate messaging.

[bookmark: _Toc216002766]4.2 Limited Use of Recruitment Technology
CIPD (2024) identifies digital recruitment through ATS platforms, automated screening and virtual assessment as a key driver of efficiency, fairness and data-led decision-making. AFI UK partly reflects this through Arla’s central ATS for salaried roles, but recruitment for operational positions at West Wales remains largely manual.
While manual hiring supports community relationships, it risks inconsistency, limited scalability and greater exposure to bias (Highhouse et al., 2016). Contemporary evidence shows that organisations relying on manual processes face higher inefficiency and weaker candidate experience than those using structured, technology-enabled recruitment (Deloitte, 2023). Arla UK recognises these issues and is exploring extending ATS capability to operational roles, balancing modernisation with local relational strengths.
Benchmarking indicates that end-to-end digital recruitment improves diversity, pipeline reach and candidate experience particularly for younger, digitally fluent applicants (CIPD, 2024; Mohdzaini, 2023). AFI’s manual approach may therefore disadvantage applicants who expect seamless, mobile-friendly systems and restricts access to recruitment analytics. Without data, AFI cannot easily identify bottlenecks, track drop-off or evaluate sourcing effectiveness, limiting strategic workforce planning (CIPD, 2024).
Arla’s wider UK network is moving towards more digitalised recruitment, but AFI West Wales remains earlier in this transition due to its historical reliance on community hiring. Adopting a blended model that preserves relational strengths while integrating scalable, data-driven recruitment processes is now essential.

[bookmark: _Toc216002767]4.3 Increased organisational focus on developing skills in-house
CIPD (2024) reports that organisations are expanding L&D provision and strengthening career pathways as a key response to ongoing skills shortages. AFI UK aligns strongly with this trend through its apprenticeships, internal mobility routes, leadership programmes and the structured People Calendar, which integrates performance, succession and development planning. These initiatives demonstrate a mature capability-building approach and represent a core strength of AFI’s talent strategy, consistent with evidence that sustained investment in internal development enhances retention and long-term workforce resilience (McKinsey, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc216002768]Figure 1: AFI People Wheel (Arla Food Ingredients, 2025)

AFI’s integrated “People Wheel” positions development as a continuous cycle connecting performance, engagement, succession planning and capability assessment. This aligns with contemporary HR models emphasising continuous learning and the Resource-Based View, which identifies internal skills as a source of competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). Clear development opportunities also support retention by strengthening progression confidence and perceived organisational investment (De Boeck et al., 2018; Gupta and Praveen, 2023).
However, access remains uneven. Office-based employees benefit more from high-potential programmes and digital learning due to flexible schedules, better connectivity and greater visibility with senior leaders (Swailes, 2020). Shift-based teams face barriers including fixed patterns, fewer learning spaces and limited networking, which research links to weaker career prospects and higher turnover (Samoliuk et al., 2022). With much of Arla’s UK workforce being shift-based (Arla HR Data, 2024), these disparities significantly affect progression and retention.
Benchmarking shows leading FMCG employers prioritise equitable development through multi-shift learning access, on-site pathways and technical academies (Garavan et al., 2021). Without similar measures, the People Calendar risks reinforcing segmentation rather than enabling inclusive growth, particularly at West Wales where global frameworks must be adapted to local operational realities.
While AFI UK aligns well with CIPD (2024) priorities on capability building, gaps remain in attraction reach, recruitment digitalisation and equitable development access. Progress is being made through enhanced digital tools and broadened sourcing, but sustained improvement requires clearer timelines and targeted local implementation, especially in rural sites.
[bookmark: _Toc216002769]5.0 Conclusion
The analysis of internal and external factors shaping talent management at AFI UK highlights its position within a specialist, skills-dependent manufacturing and nutrition sector. Persistent labour shortages, rising digital capability requirements and shifting workforce expectations continue to shape the employee value proposition. While development, purpose and wellbeing remain key drivers of attraction and retention (CIPD, 2024; Tanwar and Kumar, 2019), competitive pay also remains influential, particularly when recruiting into rural and shift-based roles.
Internally, organisational culture, leadership capability and equitable access to development emerged as the most significant determinants of attraction, performance and retention. However, these factors are not experienced uniformly, with shift-based employees facing barriers that limit visibility, progression and access to learning. This uneven experience affects engagement and succession, especially at the west Wales site where labour scarcity magnifies internal weaknesses.
Despite these challenges, AFI UK demonstrates strong foundations. Effective onboarding supports early retention; the cooperative identity enhances engagement; and the People Calendar offers structured development and succession planning. These strengths align with wider trends prioritising internal capability-building in response to skills shortages.
However, limitations persist. Narrow sourcing breadth restricts candidate diversity, limited recruitment digitalisation reduces scalability, and inconsistent development access risks retention in critical operational roles. Although AFI’s purpose-led identity strengthens its employer brand, digital visibility to wider labour markets remains underdeveloped.
To remain competitive in an increasingly skills-driven sector, AFI UK must balance internal capability-building with a more outward-facing attraction and recruitment strategy. Enhancing recruitment technology, widening sourcing channels, strengthening front-line leadership capability and designing learning solutions suited to shift-based environments will be essential. Together, these actions will build organisational resilience, reduce reliance on external labour markets and support AFI UK in sustaining a skilled, engaged and future-ready workforce.
[bookmark: _Toc216002770]6.0 Recommendations for Strengthening Talent Management at AFI UK
Drawing on the findings from Sections 2–4, and aligned with the CIPD Resourcing and Talent Planning Report (2024), this section presents three prioritised recommendations to strengthen attraction, recruitment, development and retention across AFI UK. These recommendations respond directly to AFI’s most significant challenges: the constrained rural labour market in west Wales, uneven development access for shift-based employees, and variation in front-line leadership capability. Each recommendation is strategically important, adaptable across sites and feasible with moderate investment. Indicative costings are provided to support planning and implementation.
[bookmark: _Toc216002771]6.1 Digitalising and Standardising Recruitment Processes
The analysis identified significant recruitment challenges across AFI UK, reflecting national shortages in engineering, digital and scientific skills, alongside the acute constraints of the rural west Wales labour market. Despite these pressures, operational recruitment remains heavily manual, limiting AFI’s ability to widen sourcing reach, ensure process consistency and access the analytics required for strategic workforce planning. CIPD (2024) emphasises that digital recruitment—supported by applicant tracking systems (ATS), automated screening and virtual assessments—increases fairness, efficiency and candidate experience. Historically, access to digital recruitment processes has differed across roles and locations, but AFI’s increasing alignment with global Talent Acquisition now offers an opportunity to strengthen recruitment capability while acknowledging the unique challenges of rural hiring.
Evidence shows that organisations with fully digitalised recruitment pipelines attract more diverse and digitally fluent applicants (Mohdzaini, 2023; Deloitte, 2023). Extending Arla’s central ATS to operational roles would allow AFI to introduce structured screening, automated workflow management and more sophisticated data capture. Although there are associated costs, these are small relative to the productivity loss and re-hiring expenditure associated with hard-to-fill roles in specialist manufacturing environments. A blended approach is recommended: digitalising recruitment processes while continuing to leverage community-based relationships, partnerships with further education providers and employee referrals. This approach enables AFI to preserve the relational strengths of rural hiring while addressing earlier findings that limited digital capability constrains candidate diversity, slows hiring and results in inconsistent processes across sites.
	Cost Area
	Estimated Cost
	Purpose

	ATS licences & system integration
	£30,000–£50,000 per year
	Implements digital workflow, automated screening & data capture

	Digital onboarding platform
	£10,000–£15,000
	Standardises onboarding and reduces early attrition

	Hiring manager digital skills training
	£5,000
	Ensures consistent, fair and compliant use of digital tools



[bookmark: _Toc216002772]6.2 Ensuring Equitable and Inclusive Access to Development
Sections 3.2 and 3.3 highlighted notable disparities in development access across AFI UK, with shift-based and rural employees disproportionately disadvantaged. West Wales employees experience limited digital connectivity, fewer informal interactions with senior leaders and reduced availability for training delivered during traditional office hours. These constraints align with wider research showing that inconsistent development access contributes to higher turnover and slower progression in manufacturing settings (Samoliuk et al., 2022; Gifford, 2019). Despite these challenges, the west Wales operation has consistently performed strongly—one of the reasons AFI integrated the site into its global network. Sustaining this success requires strengthening development accessibility to build long-term workforce resilience.
The integration with Arla provides an opportunity to enhance development provision by combining strong local operational capability with AFI’s global learning infrastructure. CIPD (2024) highlights that, in a context of national skills shortages, organisations must prioritise internal development and ensure equal access across working patterns and locations. AFI UK is well positioned to progress this due to its established People Calendar, apprenticeship schemes and leadership programmes.
To improve equity, AFI should expand multi-shift learning delivery to ensure training is available across a wider range of working hours. Providing protected development time within shifts, and repeating programmes across different time slots, would support participation from operational teams. Establishing small on-site learning hubs would provide accessible spaces for technical and leadership development, helping to overcome the digital and logistical challenges faced at rural sites. Strengthening career pathways (e.g., Operator → Technician → Team Leader), supported by mentoring and buddy schemes, would increase progression confidence and support retention. These interventions respond directly to earlier findings that shift-based colleagues experience reduced visibility of development opportunities and weaker leadership support.
Estimated Development Investment
	Cost Area
	Estimated Cost
	Purpose

	On-site learning hubs
	£8,000–£12,000
	Accessible technical and leadership learning

	Multi-shift learning delivery
	£15,000 per year
	Supports development access across working patterns

	Mentoring & buddy schemes
	< £1,000
	Builds progression confidence and early-career support



[bookmark: _Toc216002773]6.3 Strengthening Front-Line Leadership Capability and Accountability
Leadership was consistently identified as a critical internal factor influencing engagement, cultural cohesion and retention across AFI UK. While AFI provides structured development for high-potential colleagues, people-management capability remains uneven across sites, particularly within operational environments where front-line leaders have the most direct influence on the employee experience. Research shows that employees interpret organisational culture primarily through interactions with their line managers (CIPD, 2024; Deloitte, 2023). In west Wales, where labour scarcity magnifies the consequences of attrition, inconsistent leadership capability presents a significant risk. Nevertheless, the site continues to perform strongly, contributing to Arla’s acquisition decision and demonstrating the importance of strong local leadership. Sustaining this performance requires investment in consistent, site-wide leadership capability.
AFI UK should introduce a UK-wide leadership capability framework setting clear behavioural expectations aligned with cooperative values and the People Calendar. Targeted development for front-line and shift leaders—focusing on coaching, communication, recognition and career conversations—is essential. Embedding people-focused KPIs, such as retention, engagement and development participation, into managerial objectives would reinforce accountability and ensure leadership behaviours are consistent across teams. These actions address earlier findings that operational employees feel less connected to leadership, experience reduced development visibility and rely more heavily on their immediate managers for support. Strengthening front-line leadership capability will directly influence engagement, progression confidence and retention across AFI’s most critical technical roles.
Estimated Leadership Investment
	Cost Area
	Estimated Cost
	Purpose

	Leadership programme
	£20,000–£30,000 per year
	Builds consistent managerial capability

	Coaching provision
	£10,000 per year
	Supports effective people management

	Embedding people KPIs
	Minimal cost
	Reinforces accountability for engagement and retention
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	Indicator
	Ceredigion
	Wales (Average)
	England (Average)
	Source

	Population (2021)
	71,475
	3.1 million
	56.5 million
	ONS Census (2021)

	Population Change (2011–2021)
	–5.8%
	+1.4%
	+6.6%
	ONS Census (2021)

	Population Density
	~41 people/km²
	~150 people/km²
	~434 people/km²
	ONS / Ceredigion LA data

	Rurality Classification
	Predominantly rural
	Mixed
	Predominantly urban
	Welsh Govt / DEFRA

	STEM graduate availability
	Lower than national average
	26% of graduates in STEM
	34% in England
	HESA Graduate Outcomes (2023)

	Proximity to major city
	~72 miles to Cardiff
	—
	—
	Google distance / ONS geography
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