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HAS WORK THE same significance 
for people as before? Nigel Campkin, 
managing director of Thomas Sanderson, 
market-leaders in conservatory blinds, 
window shutters and blinds provides 
an insight. “How much time people are 
prepared to spend at work has changed, 
because they have more things to do in 
their lives,” he suggests. 

“If we turn the clock back to the mid-
eighties, large companies defined the 
landscape and provided sports and 
social clubs on site. Employees lived in 
much closer proximity, and they worked 
and socialised together. Today, the 
workforce is more portable in terms of 
choosing where to live and work.

“Work though is still an important 
outlet. How many people would want 
to work in a contact centre 99% of the 
calls result in a ‘no’ if it wasn’t for the 
fact they have colleagues around them.

“But now if a company tries to organise 
social events in an attempt to engage 
with staff, it has to realise that it’s not 
a given that people will want to spend 
their own time socialising with work 
colleagues. People don’t see work and 
leisure as being connected.”

Increasingly though, what is becoming 

more of a necessary connection is the 
company’s approach to what employees 
consider important in their lives. “It is 
definitely apparent is that at an interview, 
candidates feel they need to believe in 
their employer; the company has to take 
moral boxes, and the purpose of the 
organisation matters.,” says HR director 
Derek Bradbury. “How an employer 
behaves, and how it is perceived, is 
of real importance now. And it can be 
a struggle for smaller companies to 
address employee expectations against 
a backdrop of increasing legislation and 
employee awareness of their rights.” 

“Engagement,” believes Campkin, “is 
the only way that a company will gain 
the maximum discretionary effort from 
its people. The challenge comes from 
knowing how to do it, because what 
worked five years ago, last year even, 
isn’t going to necessarily have resonance 
today. 

“The world is changing so quickly, and of 
course some of the people who have got 
a company to where it is at the moment 
are not necessarily those who will get 
the business to the next stage. But they 
won’t choose to leave; the company 
has to proactively manage succession. 
They might of course be the victims 
of organisational growth if they have 
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and input. I want there to be push 
back,” says Campkin. ‘A company has 
to be willing to have people saying 
I’m not sure this is the right approach, 
and for them to volunteer alternative 
ideas. It’s an evolutionary process. 
People need to learn how to take 
part, to feel safe that they can make a 
contribution without any come-back.”

What is of concern to Thomas 
Sanderson as an employer is that 
people’s lives have become more 
complicated. “More pastoral care 
happens at the workplace than before, 
maybe because there is less support 
from the family,” observes Bradbury. 
“If someone’s relationship breaks 
down, they’re in a dark place. The 
consequence of what has happened 
in their life will affect the company 
they work for. If that company doesn’t 
spend time helping to put them back 
together, no-one else is there to do 
it for them. Their demeanour will 
affect colleagues and their diminished 
performance will have an impact on 
the business.”

“Society has changed,” adds Campkin. 
“More young people, especially those 
coming out of university, are carrying 
debt and can only afford to live at 
home. The length of time someone 

been sucked up into their latest position 
because there were really good at their 
function rather than having an ability to 
be a manage of people.”

Engagement doesn’t come from 
cascading information, Campkin 
suggests. “Relying on that process 
leads to management saying ‘we keep 
telling you’, and staff saying ‘you’re not 
listening to us’. It has to be two-way, 
communication which is constructive 
and useful. Employees need to be 
convinced - why should they follow you? 
Management teams need to be able to 
translate the message to their audience, 
rather than simply stating the message. 
There can be an inherent reluctance for 
managers to talk about issues, but staff 
know for example if there is a slowdown 
in orders because they can see stock 
levels are up. If managers don’t say 
anything, they lose their credibility. But 
the company has to help them to know 
how to engage with their teams.”

Every quarter, an employee forum is held 
at Thomas Sanderson for each function 
of the business (manufacturing, the 
call centre, for example), facilitated by 
a director and the relevant managers.  
“We consider where we are going as a 
business, the challenges we face, so that 
everyone can put forward their views 
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But he comes back to a basic truism. “If a 
company wants to retain its best people 
it has to create an environment where 
talent can flourish and is recognised,” 
he says. “It’s actually one of our values.” 
A measurable one. A 200% turnover 
of staff in a call centre operation isn’t 
unusual. At Thomas Sanderson, that 
attrition rate is 50%. 

“And if you want a real barometer 
reading of what your staff think about 
the company,” smiles Campkin, “just 
look at their Facebook pages.” 

• • • •
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expects to spend at their job is different. 
Before, there was this understanding 
that you worked your way up, gaining 
skills from experience and osmosis. 
Technology has resulted in de-skilling, 
with people knowing how to undertake 
and complete a task, without having to 
understand the actual process, which 
is now the domain of technology. And 
the faster pace means that the time 
people have to assimilate knowledge 
is reducing. I think as a consequence, 
people have less curiosity.”

He also believes there has to be a better 
balance between what the business 
can do for the employee and what the 
employee can do for the business. “The 
pendulum has swung towards the former, 
because there is a skills shortage and 
greater job opportunities,” he suggests. 

“Of course work is more uncertain than 
before. There are no jobs for life now, so 
probably we shouldn’t be surprised that 
employees are no longer giving their 
soul to the company in the way they 
would have in the past. The relationship 
is much more of a convenience, more 
all about the moment. And you could 
say that reflect life in general now. 
How many people enter into a personal 
relationship expecting it to last forever?” 


