CAMPBELL REED EXECUTIVE INSIGHTS:

The Flagship Plant
Leadership Challenge

T he Hidden Complexity of
Hining Flagshyp Manufacturing
Plant General Managers.

By Boris Borozan.

Recruiting a Plant General Manager for a
flagship manufacturing site is one of the most

consequential — and consistently underestimated

— talent challenges in industrial businesses.
While the difficulty of senior hiring

is well understood in corporate functions,
the PGM role sits in a uniquely exposed
position: operationally critical, strategically
visible, and yet surprisingly poorly served by
conventional executive search approaches.
Six structural challenges, in particular,
explain why organisations repeatedly
struggle to place the right leader in this role.

> GEOGRAPHY: THE CONSTRAINT
THAT NEVER GOES AWAY

Flagship manufacturing sites are rarely
located in the places where executive talent
pools are densest. By their nature, large-
scale industrial facilities are sited near

raw materials, transport infrastructure, or
legacy industrial clusters — places that made
economic sense decades ago but are not
where today’s senior talent is building their
careers or raising their families. Asking a
high-calibre candidate to relocate from a

major metropolitan area to a secondary
industrial town is a significant ask, and one

that increasingly falls at the family rather than
the professional level. Dual-income households,

schooling considerations, and the cultural

adjustment of moving from a city environment
to a smaller community all feature in candidates’

decision-making in a way they simply did not
a generation ago. Organisations that fail to
account for this — offering relocation support as
an afterthought, or assuming that the seniority
of the role will override personal concerns —
find themselves losing candidates at final stage
who were fully aligned on the job itself. The
most effective mitigation is proactive: building

relationships with talent in adjacent geographies

long before a vacancy emerges, and being
honest and creative about relocation support
from the outset of any process.
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> AROLE THAT KEEPS GETTING BIGGER

“The Plant General Manager role
has grown substantially i scope
over the past decade, and the pace

of that expansion is accelerating”’ 08

Where once the job was fundamentally
about throughput, cost, and quality,
today’s PGM at a flagship site is
expected to lead meaningful progress
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on sustainability commitments — carbon
reduction, water usage, circular economy
targets — while simultaneously driving

a digitalisation agenda that touches
everything from predictive maintenance to
autonomous quality inspection. These are
not peripheral responsibilities delegated to
specialist teams. Investors, customers, and
regulators increasingly scrutinise site-level
performance on these dimensions, and

the PGM is accountable for them. The
challenge for hiring organisations is that the
candidate who is genuinely strong across
traditional operational leadership and these
emerging priorities is extraordinarily rare.
Many experienced plant leaders have built
their careers in an era where these topics
were nascent, and the reverse problems —
candidates who are strong on sustainability
strategy or digital transformation but

have never actually run a large, complex
manufacturing operations — is equally
common. The expanding scope of the role
is not slowing down, and organisations that
benchmark against what a PGM needed to
be five years ago will consistently mis-hire.




> TALENT SCARCITY: A PIPELINE
PROBLEM WITH NO QUICK FIX
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Even setting aside the broadening scope of
the role, the supply of credible candidates

for flagship PGM positions has always been
thin. The combination of requirements is
genuinely rare: deep technical or operational
expertise in a relevant process or sector,
demonstrated P&L ownership at scale, proven
leadership of large and diverse workforces,
and the credibility to represent the organisation
externally. Candidates who have actually

run a site of comparable complexity — not
managed a department within one, but held
full accountability for it — form a small global
population in any given industry vertical. The
effect of this scarcity is well understood by

executive search firms, which is why competitive
processes for these roles frequently surface

the same names. What is less well understood
is the structural nature of the problem: the
talent pipeline has not kept pace with the
number of flagship sites requiring this level
of leadership, in part because organisations
have historically underinvested in developing
operational leadership talent below the PGM
level. The candidates who will be ready for
these roles in five years’ time are already
mid-career, and the organisations that are
mapping and developing them now will have
a meaningful advantage when vacancies arise.

> RETENTION: HIRED INTO A
POACHING ENVIRONMENT

Successfully placing a strong PGM
does not resolve the talent risk —
i many respects, it intensifies it.”

A high-performing Plant General Manager

at a flagship site is immediately visible, both
to competitors and to corporate leadership
teams looking to fill functional or regional

VP roles. Headhunters are systematic in

their approach to recently-placed

operational leaders, and the step from flagship
PGM to a broader divisional or functional
role is a natural one that many candidates

are actively interested in. The result is

that the average tenure of strong PGMs at
flagship sites is considerably shorter than
organisations plan for, creating a cycle of
costly and disruptive rehiring, Retention in
this context is not primarily a compensation
question, though competitive remuneration is
a necessary foundation. The more important
factors are clarity of career progressions — does
the organisation have a credible answer to
where a successful PGM goes next? — and the
degree to which the individual feels genuinely
invested in, rather than simply deployed.
PGMs who are given stretch responsibilities,
access to senior leadership, and a visible
development path are meaningfully more
likely to stay. Those who feel that the flagship
site 1s the end of the road, rather than a
platform for something bigger, leave.




> THE DIVERSITY IMPERATIVE:
A NARROWING POOL
MADE NARROWER

A growing number of multinational
organisations have made an explicit
commitment to placing female talent into
flagship PGM roles, driven by broader diversity
and inclusion strategies, investor expectations,
and a genuine recognition

that leadership diversity at site level

improves outcomes. The intent is right.

The execution, however, adds a further layer of
complexity to an already constrained search.
The pipeline of women who have progressed
through operational and engineering careers

to the point of flagship PGM readiness is
significantly smaller than the overall candidate
pool — itself already thin. This is not a
reflection of capability but of history: decades
of underrepresentation at earlier career stages
means that the cohort of women with the
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requisite experience is only now beginning to
grow in meaningful numbers. Organisations
that set a strong diversity preference without
investing in the conditions that make it
achievable — sponsorship programmes, flexible
progression pathways, and an honest
assessment of whether the site culture is one
where a female leader will be set up to succeed
rather than set up to fail — risk two outcomes:
either defaulting to a male hire and quietly
shelving the commitment, or appointing

a candidate who is not yet ready and
inadvertently undermining the very cause they
set out to advance. The organisations doing
this well are those that treat diversity hiring not
as a filter applied at the point of search, but as
a pipeline investment made years in advance.

> STAKEHOLDER MANAGEMENT:
THE UNDERESTIMATED DIMENSION
‘Of all the demands placed on a
Sflagshyp PGM, the breadth and
complexaty of stakeholder management

is perhaps the most consistently

underweighted in haring assessments.”

The role requires fluency across genuinely
distinct and sometimes competing constituencies.
HQ leadership expects strategic alignment,
financial rigour, and the ability to represent
the site credibly in corporate forums. Regional
leadership layers — where they exist —add a
further dimension of matrix accountability

that requires both diplomacy and the confidence
to push back. Works councils and trade unions,
particularly in European contexts, demand

a specific kind of relational intelligence: the
ability to build trust over time, to engage
substantively on workforce concerns, and to
navigate industrial relations frameworks that
reward consistency and penalise perceived
disrespect. Local communities and regulators
bring a different register again — one where
the organisation’s licence to operate depends
on relationships built over years, not months.
Candidates who are strong operational leaders
but who have spent their careers in less
unionised or less publicly visible environments
often underestimate this dimension of the

role until they are in it. Assessing stakeholder
management capability rigorously —

through structured referencing, behavioural
interviewing, and where possible direct
stakeholder input into the process — is essential,
and rarely done well enough.






