Article for ‘International Food Hygiene’ magazine (October 2005)
MANAGING THE COMPLEXITIES OF PEOPLE

The effective management of large workforces is demanding at the best of times, but with an increasingly cosmopolitan population, HR managers face the additional complexities of coping with workforces which do not necessarily have English as their first language. The Hygiene Group, one of the UK’s largest providers of hygiene management services to the food industry, is evolving an approach that demonstrates that language need not be a barrier to recruitment as HR Director Helen Millership explains:

Like many of our customers in the food industry, recruitment issues have come to the fore for our business as the country as a whole enjoys low levels of unemployment.  In areas of very low unemployment, we find ourselves fighting for recruits, particularly since working on cleaning contracts, often involving shift working, is not always the job option of choice.
Again, like many of our customers, we have found ourselves increasingly recruiting from the growing pool of overseas workers.  This is nothing new – for over 20 years we have recruited overseas workers, predominantly from West African countries and have often been the first place of work for these people.  What has changed, particularly with the opening up of the EU to Eastern European countries, is that we can no longer assume that newcomers to the country have had an English-based education.
The recruitment of overseas workers with English as a second language raises certain issues, but essentially the management disciplines remain the same.  Effective management of large teams of workers is wholly based on strict adherence to procedure with training and supervision being the key.  Training also has to cover more than the strict requirements of the job itself.  People must understand how they fit into the bigger picture and the impact they can have on other people within the team.  In our situation, we also have to communicate to our people that whilst they are employed by Hygiene they have a joint responsibility to us and to our customers on whose premises they are working.  Environmental cleaning is an area of critical importance in the food industry and a failure on the part of one of our workers will have serious implications for our customer.
Our supervisors are key players in our business and they have to be strong on organisation and planning.  As well as ensuring that the work specified within the contract is running smoothly, they have a range of management responsibilities including ongoing training, risk assessment, inspection of access equipment and personnel management.  Each supervisor has a detailed job description and a clear understanding of their role.  They also understand the importance of succession planning and the need for a right-hand person to ensure continuity in the event of absences.  It is within this formally-structured framework that we are able to cater for the additional demands that recruiting workers who have English as a second language can impose. 

The model for our current recruitment and management of larger groups of workers from overseas has been established with a major contract in Lincolnshire, where there is a large community of Portuguese and Brazilian workers.  
Whilst most of the recruits already spoke excellent English, we did not want to compromise on our training standards so initially invested in a computer based translation system to convert key documents such as application form, health questionnaire, site induction, chemical induction and key areas of training into Portuguese.  The translations were double checked by people with good dual language skills and in addition, we purchased food hygiene training material, including test papers, in Portuguese.  
Training is generally delivered by one of our technical managers, but there will always be a Portuguese speaker present as some of the training, particularly the chemical training where we have to cover handling of corrosive or irritant materials, is quite technical.   We also use a ‘buddy’ system, both in training and in the workplace and ensure that at supervisory level we have native Portuguese speakers.  Training is never regarded as complete until the employee has demonstrated a good understanding of English by completing a multiple choice test paper on the subjects the training has covered.  It is a system that has worked well giving us well motivated, well trained workers with excellent dual language skills.
We are now looking of ways of tapping into the Polish workforce.  We already have Polish workers in Birmingham, Slough and Basingstoke and having seen a definite increase in applications from Poland are looking at ways of recruiting.  One initiative has been to place an advertisement on a website targeting Polish nationals looking to come into the UK and we have had a very enthusiastic response.  

Obviously the face-to-face interview is the key factor in the initial determination of language skills, but we have carried out one telephone interview with a potential recruit from Poland.  In some ways, this proved a greater test of language ability and we felt confident in offering a position on a probationary basis.

We also from time to time, use contract workers supplied by agencies, for example if we are called on at short notice to blitz premises.  Often the workers they supply won’t have English as their first language so we apply the same vigilance as we do with direct recruits.  As part of our good recruitment practice, we routinely audit any agency we use.  We will check through the interview process, gain references, ensure that people have the right to work in the UK and have proper contracts of employment and that they are being paid into their own bank account, to avoid the risk of unknowingly taking on gang workers.

Theoretically, with proper training and supervisory systems in place, recruitment of workers from overseas should not pose any insurmountable problems and can result in extremely dedicated and motivated workforces.  However, management does need to be aware of potential issues and it is not always without its difficulties.  In our industry particularly, we realise that we will often be the individual’s first employer in the UK and sometimes because of the nature of the work, they are not necessarily working in a pleasant environment which can have an effect on staff turnover figures.  Not unnaturally, workers may want to go home periodically – and they do not always come back.

Unhappily, we also have the current political climate to take into account and that is an issue you cannot avoid.  With a multi-ethnic workforce, you have to accept that problems can arise.  Hopefully, with properly structured interviews you can filter out those people who may be pre-disposed to prejudice.  But if events unfold that tend to polarise political opinions, as they have recently, it is important to maintain vigilance – and very quickly take firm action when required.  Where we have mixed workforces, our supervisors are briefed to keep their fingers on the pulse by way of informal chats, as well as more formal appraisals, to make sure that problems are not bubbling under the surface.
In a business such as ours, recruitment will always be an issue when the economy is strong and jobs are plentiful.  For that reason, we are building into our business strategy the alternative recruitment options offered by workers from overseas – and in a positive, not negative manner.  Looking to the future, we are exploring the possibilities of funding for foreign language training for our key supervisors because we feel that with people in supervisory roles conversant with the languages of our personnel we will improve both confidence and motivation.  We may also look at language training for those workers who need to improve their knowledge of English and, if necessary, look at ways of making this a condition of employment.  To date, our recruitment strategy has been extremely successful and we are looking to build on that.
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