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The year 2050 may feel far off, but a lot must 
change between now and then to meet the UK’s 
net zero target. Every industry needs to play its part 
in decarbonising, with the energy sector clearly 
integral to this transition. We examine some of the 
challenges, what the roadmap to 100% renewables 
means for the talent market and how to survive and 
flourish in the flux to come. 



 

The world is in the early stages of an energy revolution as 
significant as the move from steam to electricity. Climate 
scientists estimate carbon dioxide emissions will have to be 
cut by 45% by 2030 to restrict the temperature rise across 
the planet to the 1.5 degrees Celsius that avoids the most 
destructive effects of global warming. But the United Nations 
has warned that emissions will rise by 16% if governments 
keep to their current plans. So, the pressure on countries 
to accelerate decarbonisation schemes is growing. At the 
same time, the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the effects of 
sanctions on oil and gas supplies to the UK and Europe has 
highlighted the risks associated with dependence on other 
states for fossil fuels.

In 2019, the UK Government became the first administration 
to pass a legally binding commitment to cut the country’s 
greenhouse gas emissions to net zero – the point at which the 
greenhouse gases taken out of the atmosphere match those 
put in – by 2050. It can only achieve that goal by leaning on 
the people responsible for the largest proportion of carbon 
emissions: consumers and business.  
 
At the end of April, the government launched a taskforce to 
oversee the requirement for listed companies to publish plans 
from 2023 for transitioning to a net zero economy by 2050. All 
bidders for public contracts above £5 million now have to sign 
up to the net zero goal. 

Aside from regulatory influence, publicly-quoted businesses are 
also under increasing scrutiny from fund managers channelling 
the concerns of institutional investors, who are uncomfortable 
holding the stock of companies not committed to decarbonising 
their own operations and those of their supply chains.

This pressure on organisations of all sizes to reduce their 
emissions is ramping up demand for energy from low-carbon 
replacements for legacy energy sources such as oil and gas. 
These energy sources, including solar, wind and tidal power, 
biomass burning, anaerobic digestion, ground and air-source 
heat pumps and energy from waste, are all well established. 
Cleaner generation methods will be accompanied by a raft 
of related technologies and networks. These include new 
transmission grids and interconnectors, plus generating 
hydrogen from renewable sources. The energy transition is 
also increasing demand for systems such as grid-scale battery 
storage to smooth out variations in supply, new specialist waste 
and recycling facilities to deal with end-of-life solar panels and 
new facilities to capture the carbon emissions from our declining 
use of fossil fuels.

Introduction



 

Developing, installing and maintaining these systems will need 
skilled people. The UK Government estimates ‘green collar’ jobs 
will grow by up to 2 million by 2050 – from those managing the 
new forms of energy supply through to people directing former 
waste streams to new uses as part of the circular economy. 
Trade body RenewableUK expects that in the offshore wind 
sector alone the number of people employed directly and 
indirectly in the UK will need to grow from 26,000 to 69,000  
by 2030.

The energy sector will also have stiff competition for engineering 
talent. The government’s Industrial Strategy and Build Back 
Better plan promise tens of billions of pounds of investment in 
upgrading the transport and communications infrastructure. 
The Industry 4.0 revolution – integrating automation, advanced 
materials and artificial intelligence into manufacturing – will also 
take its share of skilled engineers.

If demand for skilled engineers is set to grow, there are worrying 
signs that the supply side is not structured to keep pace. 
“There are massive skills shortages in engineering anyway,” 
says Annette Valentine, Head of Business Partnerships 
at RenewableUK. “The challenges of climate change and 
renewable energy are just exacerbating this.” 

 
 

The skills shortages are longstanding; in 2013, Professor John 
Perkins’ government-sponsored Review of Engineering Skills 
made more than 20 recommendations for ministers and industry 
to fix a ‘leaking pipeline’ of new engineers. Reviewing progress 
five years later, Perkins concluded: “Despite significant effort, 
the available data strongly suggests a shortage of engineers 
and a worrying stagnation of young people opting to study post-
16 the subjects that lead to engineering careers.” As Perkins 
suggested, the problem starts at school.  
 
There have been multiple initiatives to build school student 
engagement with STEM careers, such as the Tomorrow’s 
Engineers campaign and the Engineering Education Grant 
Scheme. But research by EngineeringUK still found that 47% 
of 11 to 19 year-olds said they knew little or nothing about 
what engineers do. Current initiatives like The Tomorrow’s 
Engineers Code and EngineeringUK’s collaborative partnership 
of businesses are seeking to address this by showcasing 
engineering and improving the impact of their outreach work in 
communities to reach and inspire more and more young people 
from diverse communities about careers in engineering.

Research by EngineeringUK still found 
that 47% of 11 to 19 year-olds said 
they knew little or nothing about what 
engineers do. 

In demand

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/664563/industrial-strategy-white-paper-web-ready-version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/968403/PfG_Final_Web_Accessible_Version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/968403/PfG_Final_Web_Accessible_Version.pdf
https://www.raeng.org.uk/publications/other/perkins-review-of-engineering-skills
https://www.tomorrowsengineers.org.uk/
https://www.tomorrowsengineers.org.uk/
https://education.theiet.org/support/funding/funding-schemes-and-bursaries/
https://education.theiet.org/support/funding/funding-schemes-and-bursaries/
https://www.engineeringuk.com/our-work/tomorrows-engineers-code/
https://www.engineeringuk.com/our-work/tomorrows-engineers-code/
https://www.engineeringuk.com/membership/skills-partnership/
https://www.engineeringuk.com/membership/skills-partnership/


 

Valentine says individual employers who will depend on a 
diverse workforce of engineers to manage the energy transition 
can play their part in building interest among school students 
and, in doing so, may even create their own pipelines of  
future recruits. 

She gives the example of Drax power station in North Yorkshire, 
which launched a five-year partnership with Selby College in 
2020 to develop the skilled workforce needed for its planned 
carbon capture and storage project. “It’s critical that businesses 
like Drax have access to a skilled workforce with the knowledge 
and expertise to work on new green technologies,” Valentine 
explains. “The partnership with Selby College will help people in 
the local community to learn the skills needed to pursue jobs in 
the green economy.” 
 
Chris Parker, Senior Director at Progressive, a specialist staffing 
agency with long experience of the green energy markets, says 
every business can play a small part in building the pipeline 
of STEM students and future engineers. In 2021, Progressive 
partnered with clients including Scottish Power and Moray East 
Offshore Wind Farm to run a virtual Green Career Insight Day 
attended by 42 students – three-quarters of them female – from 
schools across England. Nine out of 10 of the students said 
the day had inspired them to consider a career in green tech. 
“If every organisation takes on board that they share collective 
responsibility to contribute to the skills in the sector, as opposed 
to just what they need now, we will all positively impact net 
zero,” says Parker.

Young minds
At the end of April, applications closed for the Spring 2022 
round of the Engineering Education Grant Scheme (EEGS). 
Jointly funded and run by the Institution of Engineering and 
Technology and Institution of Mechanical Engineers, the 
EEGS is one of several programmes designed to help fill the 
pipeline of engineering talent that will be needed in the coming 
decades. The scheme provides funds of between £5000 and 
£15,000 for projects to promote engineering and STEM literacy 
to children and young adults aged between five and 19, and to 
develop the professional skills of people involved in supporting 
STEM learning and careers awareness. 

The scheme’s last round in Autumn 2020, in the early months 
of the pandemic, supported 10 initiatives, including one to take 
students from disadvantaged schools in Exeter on virtual live 
video tours of wind and solar farms; wave and tidal research 
sites; geothermal, anaerobic digestion, energy-from-waste 
and nuclear power plants and let them ask questions of the 
engineers on the projects. The eight successful applications  
in this year’s Spring round include Miss Molecule & friends, 
an animated chat show produced by Cornish film makers 
Studio Wallop. Throughout the series, the ‘host’, an H2O 
molecule, will interview guests from different renewable 
industries, discussing how they work and their value to the UK. 
The series will be hosted on a website and available to schools 
throughout the South West, but in 10 selected schools the 
episodes will be presented at special assemblies by  
local engineers. 

https://www.theiet.org/
https://www.theiet.org/
https://www.imeche.org/
http://missmolecule.co.uk/


 

Coming soon
Pump-priming in the education system is important, but 
businesses pressed by government and investors for evidence 
they are on the path to net zero are struggling to fill posts 
now. “The market is talent short, there is a struggle for skilled 
professionals in all areas of STEM,” says Progressive’s Senior 
Business Manager, John Cullen. “This is especially true  
where we have new technology and new investment coming 
into businesses.”

Some of the shortfall will be made up by people with 
transferable skills moving from adjacent sectors. The boom in 
renewable energy will inevitably be accompanied by a scaling 
down of legacy fuel sources, from oil and gas exploration 
through refining and distribution. Some of the same companies 
that drilled for oil and gas, such as BP and Total, have now won 
leases to build turbine arrays in the UK Government’s Offshore 
Wind Round 4 auction of plots off the British coast. Other 
sectors may also prove useful hunting grounds for businesses 
involved in the energy transition. 

Cullen points out. “There is a huge water industry and a huge 
electrical grid industry in the UK, a lot of skills there will be 
transferable to the renewable sector.” 

At company level, many employers managing the transition will 
be hiring to job profiles they have never used before. But even 
where a sustainability engineering or management role is new 
territory for the hiring organisation, an experienced recruiter has 
probably been there before. “If it is a role they have never hired 
for, we can look at where we have placed people in that role 
with other customers and see what they did previously,” says 
Cullen. “They might have been project managers in the water 
industry, for instance, and that can help us build a profile and 
then go out to market and find them.” 
 
 

 

A lot of skills there will be transferable  
to the renewable sector.



 

With many companies still in the early miles of their 
decarbonisation journeys, they may have to second guess 
the kind of talent they will need in a few years, without being 
sure exactly what roles the transition will demand. So, what’s 
the solution? In the near-term, Parker recommends recruiting 
employed people with broader experience: 

“candidates who have shown the competencies 
to develop into a wide range of roles that will 
suit the business’s strategy, versus hiring a 
square peg for a square hole. It’s about finding 
more malleable talent that can grow with  
the business” 

He also suggests strategic use of contract staff to fill short to 
medium-term skills gaps, while an organisation is laying the 
foundations to meet its future needs.

Cullen and Parker say that while Progressive prides itself on 
an ability to fill posts with high-quality people at short notice, it 
delivers maximum value working in partnership with customers 
to understand their short, medium and long-term talent needs 
and then create specialist talent pools. Or draw on a talent 
bench of people with the necessary skills for each phase of the 
transition. Engineering firms without this partnering relationship 
end up with a stop-start hiring cycle, explains Parker. “They 
might say we are in the scoping phase and we need five 
analysts and three project managers. When that phase of 
the project is finished, they would go to the market cold and 
say: ‘We need five design engineers now’. Whereas if they are 
working with a talent partner, they will be communicating that 
timeline early, agreeing the project plan and timescales, the 
scope of work. And their talent partner would be benchmarking 
and talent pooling those design engineers while the business 
analysts were at work.”



 

To have and to hold
Recruiting with future needs in mind is important, but 
businesses should be also looking to develop the talent they 
already employ. Organisations that want to upskill employees 
for the energy transition “need a learning and development plan 
first and foremost to develop and retain,” says Parker. The pace 
of work in engineering projects makes it hard to stand back and 
plan for future skills needs, he adds, but it’s the only way to be 
future-ready. “It’s about getting out of the weeds of the day-to-
day to look at what the business needs long-term, but that’s 
easier said than done and requires investment.”

For a business to nurture and upskill its talent, it must retain 
those people in the first place. “Net zero has become a 
global drive,” says Parker. “That will compound retention risk. 
Businesses are not just competing for skills within a city now, 
but across the globe. The energy markets are transient; the 
projects move and the people move.” 

Employers will have to keep an eye on the competitiveness 
of their reward packages, benchmarking against competitors, 
but pay and benefits is only part of the picture. The mass trial 
of home working that the Coronavirus pandemic forced on 
most businesses uncovered both the capacity and the demand 
among employees for more flexibility around how and where 
they work. The government is due to report soon on its Making 
Flexible Working the Default consultation exercise last year, 
which trailed proposals to make it harder for employers to  
turn down employee requests for flexibility over working  
hours or locations. 
 

Cullen says smart companies aren’t waiting for a change to 
the regulations: “We have seen lots of candidates moving at 
the moment because of flexible working. Some businesses 
whose mindset is more traditional could be losing those talented 
people.” Parker says that individual initiatives to improve 
employees’ work-life balance should be part of a more  
strategic policy to value its human capital. 

“For businesses to retain talent in a skills-short 
market there needs to be a documented strategy 
around wellbeing and the attraction and retention 
of employees, with buy-in internally,” 

He says. “Unless that conversation is happening at senior 
leadership level it won’t filter down through the business.”



 

A sense of purpose
According to some estimates, 2020 was the tipping point 
when Millennial and Gen Z workers (the cohorts born after 
1982) made up more than half of the global workforce. This 
generational shift means that more talent is likely to choose 
who to work for based on the organisation’s values and 
purpose rather than just how it treats its employees. That’s 
even more the case among those working on the energy 
transition, Cullen observes: “A lot of the people who go into  
net zero have a real passion and purpose, so when 
businesses are making a commitment, it has to be genuine 
and not a box-ticking exercise.”

The challenges for businesses managing the upheaval of the 
energy transition will come from the scale of the changes they 
have to make and from the potential shortfall in the skilled 
employees they need to support those changes. To survive 
and thrive in the flux to come, they will have to plan ahead  
to fill skills gaps and to partner with experts to find the talent 
the need.

Diversity matters
If the engineering and energy industries suffer from talent 
shortages, they are partly due to a notable under-representation 
of women in the sectors. EngineeringUK reports that in 2021 only 
16.5% of UK engineers were female. Though the number of women 
working in engineering occupations has jumped by more than 25% 
since 2016 to 936,000, the female to male ratio suggests there is a 
potential pool of talent that is overlooked. A pool that is vital to meet 
the increased demands

Under-representation of women in the new energy sector is less 
stark; women made up 32% of workers in renewables in 2019, 
according to the International Renewable Energy Agency. This is 
higher than the 22% in traditional energy industries, but still well 
below the 48% of the global workforce. 

The work to increase the flow of female engineers and managers 
will have to start in STEM education; only 1 in 10 entries for 

engineering GCSE are by girls. Government and industry bodies 
are trying to attract more young women to science degrees and 
engineering careers, but the energy transition cannot be put on 
hold pending their efforts. Since it is businesses that will suffer from 
the skills shortfall, it is businesses that will have to step up, with 
more enthusiasm than they have shown to date. An International 
Energy Agency survey found only around 3% of energy and utility 
companies participated in gender diversity initiatives, compared 
with 21% of financial services employers and 24% of consumer 
staples manufacturers. Companies need to give female engineers 
genuine reasons to join them and to stay, including structured 
career paths and support with work-life balance, or they will vote 
with their feet. A new survey by Deloitte finds more than half of 
professional women plan to leave their current employer in the next 
two years. 

https://www.irena.org/-/media/Files/IRENA/Agency/Publication/2019/Jan/IRENA_Gender_perspective_2019.pdf
https://www.engineeringuk.com/research/data/2020-excel-resource/
https://www.iea.org/commentaries/gender-diversity-in-energy-what-we-know-and-what-we-dont-know
https://www.iea.org/commentaries/gender-diversity-in-energy-what-we-know-and-what-we-dont-know
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Recruitment
Progressive is a specialist global talent consultancy working 
with engineering companies across the world to deliver best-
in-class talent solutions. As a key partner for companies 
working within energy, construction and manufacturing sectors 
we also represent exceptional talent looking to take the next 
step in their career, all around the world.
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