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Of course, opinion may differ on whether Musk’s 
fears are overplayed or not but it is unarguable  
that his remark comes across as less ridiculous  
now than it might have sounded just a few years 
ago. As organizations like Amazon, Google and 
Tesla itself are constantly reminding us, automation 
is on the rise. And this shift in operational practice 
is lending increasing credibility to a corporate 
function whose skills can often go unheralded...
Engineering.

To take a few examples, Amazon intends to double 
its Engineering headcount in the next two years, 
having already doubled it in the previous two years 

– the very definition of exponential growth.  
Kraft Heinz and Danone have both launched  
major reorganizations of their Engineering teams  
in the last few months. And, of course, the likes  
of Facebook and Google are constantly adding  
to their headcount of both software and  
hardware engineers.

But as Engineering teams become bigger and more 
influential, it is imperative that CEOs and Heads  
of Engineering give due consideration to how best 
to organize this burgeoning resource.

Should an Engineering team be centralized, for 
example? How do you manage the relationship 
between engineers and the rest of the business? 
What role, if any, should centres of excellence play? 
And how should you go about recruiting engineers 
in such a way as to ensure that you build a team 
which is genuinely inclusive and diverse?

You’re a billionaire, a global business celebrity and  
the head of one of the best-known firms in the world.  
So what keeps you awake at night? The stock market? 
Cyber-crime? North Korea? Well, if you’re Elon Musk, 
the answer is none of the above. It’s robots. That’s right. 
According to the CEO of Tesla:
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AI is a fundamental 
existential risk for 

human civilization
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In order to address these and other questions, 
Wilbury Stratton has spent six weeks speaking  
with dozens of sources across a range of well-known 
brands in retail, manufacturing and technology.  
We have canvassed the thoughts of Chief Engineers, 
Heads of Operations, Heads of Supply Chain and 
senior-level professionals across Talent, HR and 
Diversity.

By listening to these people’s challenges – and  
by understanding what has and hasn’t worked  
in their respective organizations – we have arrived 

RECOMMENDATION

ENGINEERING MUST BE EMPOWERED 
BY A PERVASIVE CORPORATE CULTURE

RATIONALE

An Engineering function, however 
structured, can only be efficient, 
productive, sustainable and diverse  
if these qualities reflect the company  
as a whole. The onus is on CEOs to 
create an environment where every 
worker understands certain key 
corporate values. 

A FEW COMPANIES WHO ARE 
DOING IT RIGHT...

Google, Mars, Facebook, GE, Tesla

at a number of strongly evidenced conclusions. 
Of course, it would be too simplistic to suggest 
there is a one-size-fits-all solution to structuring 
an Engineering function. What works in one 
company might not always work in another. 
But for the purposes of this discussion paper, 
we have condensed our findings into ten key 
recommendations which we feel are applicable  
to any global company regardless of size, sector  
or headcount:
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RECOMMENDATION

AN ENGINEERING FUNCTION MUST 
BE CENTRALIZED

RATIONALE

The existence of a Global Head of 
Engineering empowers every engineer 
in the business; it lends the function 
status and influence. A centralized 
global Engineering team ensures 
uniformity and widespread best 
practice; by contrast, siloed functions 
are inefficient and have the effect  
of demotivating engineers.

A FEW COMPANIES WHO ARE 
DOING IT RIGHT...

L’Oréal, Danone, P&G, J&J,  
Apple, Kraft Heinz
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RECOMMENDATION

AT PLANT LEVEL, ENGINEERS MUST 
REPORT INTO HEADS OF SITE

RATIONALE

Engineers should have status and 
influence but they should not be 
able to dictate terms and timelines to 
operational leads; as production lines 
become increasingly automated, this 
would give them inappropriate levels 
of power and expose a business to 
“personality risk”.

A FEW COMPANIES WHO ARE 
DOING IT RIGHT...

Kraft Heinz, McBride

RECOMMENDATION

A GLOBAL ENGINEERING TEAM 
SHOULD SET ALL PROCESSES, 
PROTOCOLS AND TARGETS; 
HOWEVER, ENGINEERS AT PLANT 
LEVEL SHOULD HAVE SOME LATITUDE 
WHEN ‘INTERPRETING’ GUIDELINES

RATIONALE

By taking away strategic decision-
making from sub-global engineers, you 
free them up to focus on production and 
outperformance; however, a “one size 
fits all” approach will not always work  
in a global, multi-product business,  
so some flexibility must be allowed. 

A FEW COMPANIES WHO ARE 
DOING IT RIGHT...

Amazon, L’Oréal, Kraft Heinz
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RECOMMENDATION

THERE MUST BE FREQUENT, 
STRUCTURED COMMUNICATION 
BETWEEN ENGINEERING LEADS  
IN DIFFERENT SITES

RATIONALE

However well-informed the strategy 
formulation process may be, there is 
no substitute for empirical learning. 
The privileged insights of operational 
engineers will only have a positive 
impact if they are shared horizontally 
and vertically throughout the structure.

A FEW COMPANIES WHO ARE 
DOING IT RIGHT...

Mars, L’Oréal, J&J, Danone, GE

RECOMMENDATION

ENGINEERS, AT ALL LEVELS, MUST 
BE ABLE TO INVOKE OR OTHERWISE 
LIAISE WITH A SENIOR-LEVEL ‘VOICE’

RATIONALE

An Engineering function should be 
hierarchical in structure, but not in 
spirit. Every engineer should feel they 
have recourse to advice and support 
from the higher echelons of the 
business; similarly, they should feel 
confident in making suggestions to 
senior management and contributing 
to evolving best practice; this sort of 
inclusive working environment also 
helps to retain top talent.

A FEW COMPANIES WHO  
ARE DOING IT RIGHT...

Google, Amazon, 
Danone, McBride

5



RE-ENGINEERING ENGINEERING

8
RECOMMENDATION

THERE SHOULD BE DESIGNATED 
SUSTAINABILITY ENGINEERS  
IN EVERY SITE

RATIONALE

Lead engineers in plants typically have 
too many operational responsibilities to 
focus sufficiently on sustainability issues; 
this workstream should therefore be 
devolved to an embedded Engineering 
/ Sustainability professional; results are 
likely to improve greatly as a result.

A FEW COMPANIES WHO ARE 
DOING IT RIGHT...

P&G

RECOMMENDATION

THERE SHOULD BE VIRTUAL  
CENTRES OF EXCELLENCE FOR BOTH 
PRODUCTS AND TECHNOLOGIES

RATIONALE

If operational engineers report to  
heads of site (as they should) there  
is a danger they will become 
disempowered in situations where their 
expertise is most valuable; CoEs can 
provide a counterbalancing structure 
which ensures plants do not become 
siloed or neglected. 

A FEW COMPANIES WHO ARE 
DOING IT RIGHT...

L’Oréal, Danone, Mondelez, P&G, 
Mars, Nestlé
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RECOMMENDATION

DIVERSITY IS A CULTURE, NOT  
A SET OF PROGRAMMES; BUT THOSE 
PROGRAMMES THAT DO EXIST 
SHOULD EMPHASIZE RETENTION 
RATHER THAN RECRUITMENT

RATIONALE

No business can single-handedly solve 
the problem of low levels of women 
enrolling on Engineering courses; but it 
is possible to ensure that those women 
you do recruit feel they are working in 
a supportive culture; this then creates a 
virtuous circle where more women want 
to join the business in the future and 
diversity ratios gradually rise as a result.

A FEW COMPANIES WHO ARE 
DOING IT RIGHT...

Amazon, Nestlé, Google, P&G

RECOMMENDATION

RECRUITMENT EFFORTS SHOULD 
FOCUS AS MUCH ON THE COMPANY 
BRAND AS THE FUNCTION 

RATIONALE

With few Engineering functions doing 
anything innovative as far as recruitment 
is concerned, it is a case of “who shouts 
loudest”; but graduates are increasingly 
considering the entirety of an employee 
proposition (pay, role, culture, corporate 
values) so these need to be powerfully 
communicated to candidates.

A FEW COMPANIES WHO  
ARE DOING IT RIGHT...

L’Oréal, Facebook, GE,  
Apple, Tesla
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For a confidential discussion about your requirement please call  
+44 (0) 203 727 3333 or visit www.wilburystratton.com
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If you are engaged with any of the organizational 
issues that we have briefly touched upon  
in this paper, Wilbury Stratton would be  
happy to have a lengthier discussion about  
our recommendations, either in person  
or on the telephone. Similarly, we welcome  
any challenge to our findings.

What we can all agree upon, though, is that 
engineering has a huge role to play in all our 
futures, whether we are consumers, business people 
or both. Maximizing the value of this increasingly 
influential resource is in everybody’s interests.

For more information on the issues discussed above, 
or if you would like to speak to Wilbury Stratton 
about any other research requirements, please 
contact one of the following:
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