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REPUTATION ENHANCEMENT

“Starting a career in the steel 
industry will perhaps end up in 
dismissal as a consequence of 

cost-cutting programs.”

Mathias Gierse, CD Wälzholz

“THERE is a view that working in a steel 
plant is like going down the pits, but 
nothing could be further from the truth.” 
These are the words of Michael Treacy, 
CEO of AIC Steel in the UK, who was 
putting the case for the steel industry at 
a time when having a good reputation 
means everything – ask FIFA.

That a career in the modern steel 
industry can be compared with coal 
mining is nonsensical, but it suggests that 
the PR machine is failing to combat the 
industry’s ‘smoke stack’ image. 

 “The steel industry is doing little 
against this prevalent opinion,” says Dr. 
Mathias Gierse, managing director of steel 
processing company CD Wälzholz (CDW) 
of Hagen in Germany.

The World Steel Association (worldsteel) 
agrees with Treacy and argues that 
equating the modern steel industry with 
‘going down the pits’ is at odds with 
reality. “Many modern steel plants are 
state-of-the-art facilities using cutting 
edge technology. These days, working in a 
steel plant is more like working in either a 

laboratory or control room,” says Nicholas 
Walters, director of communications and 
public policy.

According to Walters, people inside the 
steel industry can be more negative about 
the industry than major audiences outside 
of it. “This seems to be an issue of ‘self 
worth’ and ‘self confidence’. For decades, 
people working inside the industry 
have seen the global focus of attention 
(particularly Government policy) shift to 
sectors such as IT and telecommunications, 
automotive and transport, entertainment 
and retail,” he says.

More transparency needed
A major global research programme was 
carried out by worldsteel in 2011 and 
again in 2014, and found that 63% of 
respondents – drawn from Government, 
financial stakeholders, business, media 
and supply chain – held a strongly positive 
opinion of the industry compared with 
only 7% holding an unfavourable opinion 
attributed mainly to financial performance 
and the environment.

“I think that far too often the industry 
is seen as one that is constantly struggling 
with overcapacity, shedding its workforce 
and impacting negatively on local 
communities,” said Gareth Stace, recently 
appointed director of UK Steel.

Stace argues that more transparency is 
needed. “The negative impressions can 
only be combatted by opening up plants 
to public visits on a large scale,” he says.

Room for improvement
Some argue that the steel industry has 
been very ineffective at enhancing its 
reputation. “After the financial crisis the 
global steel industry was – as decades 
before – unable to manage global 
overcapacities. China tries to solve the 
problem by increasing exports, the USA 
implements anti-dumping duties, Europe 
is suffering from overcapacity and making 
almost no money…the global industry 
is in very bad shape so far,” says CDW’s 
Gierse. 

Nicholas Walters at worldsteel argues 
that there will always be room for 

Plenty to shout about?

Dark grey to black prospects? A ‘dying elephant’ with a ‘smoke 
stack’ image? When it comes to reputation enhancement, some 
argue that the global steel industry has its work cut out, but 
others are much more upbeat. Matthew Moggridge* reports
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improvement. “The industry needs to 
work harder to promote steel as a vital 
material. This is particularly true in the 
context of steel’s position in the circular 
economy, which demands zero waste, 
reducing the amount of materials used 
and encouraging the re-use and recycling 
of all materials – all key strengths of the 
steel industry,” he explains.

It’s not all the doom and gloom. As 
Todd Zyra, president of Klein Steel, points 
out, steel is not only one of the most 
sustainable industries in terms of recycling 
and environmental impact, it also offers 
a wealth of opportunities for those 
interested in STEM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Maths) careers.

“Steel is central to making modern 
society sustainable,” says worldsteel’s 
Walters. “It is everywhere in our lives and 
is at the heart of delivering solutions to so 
many of today’s problems.” 

Steel’s ubiquity, therefore, should be 
seized upon by those charged with the 
task of ‘bigging it up’. “More emphasis 
needs to placed on how important steel 
is for everyone in everyday life and the 
reliance that every single industrial sector 
has on steel. There needs to be greater 
focus on steel as a versatile, cutting edge 
and vital material,” says UK Steel’s Stace, 
adding that social media should be used 
to persuade younger people that steel is 
very important to society as a whole.

“The issue is that the outside world does 
not fully understand the impact that the 
steel industry has on everyday lives. People 
also do not understand the tremendous 
benefits that the EAF steel industry has 
for the environment due to its recycling 
efforts,” says Philip K Bell, president of 
the Steel Manufacturers Association in the 
USA.

Bell argues that the outside world does 
not recognise that today’s steel industry is  
modern, technology-driven, and operates 
more sustainably than at any time in its 
history. “Steel represents the infrastructure 
and prosperity of a nation,” says Bell.

Who is responsible for enhancing the 
steel industry’s reputation? “All of them 
together,” says Jean-Pierre Birat, secretary-
general the European Technology Platform 
(ESTEP) adding that it’s not simply a 
matter of the material itself. “Companies 
are often at the forefront of evening news, 
when they close a local steel mill,” he says.

While steel associations and steelmakers 
are ultimately responsible for improving 
the reputation of the industry, worldsteel 
believes that the role of individual member 
companies is vital. “The reputation of the 
steel industry in the areas of credibility, 
trust, honesty, financial performance, 
employee satisfaction and safety 
performance is driven by them,” says 
Walters.

He argues that international, national 
and regional associations have an 
important role in ‘appropriately and 
effectively presenting the strengths of the 
steel industry and the critical role it plays 
in our society to key audiences.’

The SMA’s Bell argues that a third 
component is needed. “We believe in the 
‘employee as an ambassador’ concept in 
which the best steel companies will have 
their own employees emulate the mission, 
vision and values the company aspires to 
in its everyday interactions with the society 
around them,” he says. “Remember in 
this industry raw materials, processes 
and equipment are essentially the same. 
The differentiating factors are culture and 
people,” he adds.

Innovation 
CDW’s Gierse says that steel companies 
should focus on promoting innovation and 
product development while the various 
steel associations should consider the 
importance of the value-added network.

“It has to be a combination of both 
associations and industry,” according to 
UK Steel’s Stace. “Trade associations need 
to concentrate on the political level and 
promoting social and economic benefits 
to the media through specific events, such 

as European Steel Day. Industry needs to 
concentrate on focused media campaigns 
promoting the good news to the general 
public and to both existing and emerging 
supply chains,” he argues.

Klein Steel’s Todd Zyra says that 
enhancing the reputation of the steel 
industry cannot be achieved in a 
vacuum. “It is the responsibility of the 
steel associations and the companies 
collectively to raise the industry profile,” 
he says. 

“We routinely open our doors for tours 
with regional business and manufacturing 
associations and participate in 
Manufacturing Day on an annual basis 
so others can see, first hand, the inner 
workings of a steel company,” Zyra 
explains.

Financial performance and the 
environment are cited by worldsteel as 
two key areas in need of improvement. 
Walters argues that the former is not 
simple to deliver because of overcapacity 
in the industry, high production costs, 
logistics and transparency of pricing. 

“We have a very strong environmental 
position on water, air and by-products 
generated through the steelmaking 
process,” Walters says. “This is not a 
question of improving our act, but 
improving our communication.”

Acknowledging that steel is one of the 
most highly engineered products in the 
world, the SMA’s Bell believes that the 
steel industry must remind the outside 
world that steel is not just a commodity, 
but an extremely versatile, useful and 
recyclable product. “We can also do 
better explaining how sustainable and 
environmentally friendly EAF steelmaking 
is,” he says.

Klein’s Zyra cites industrial safety, 
product innovation and employee growth 
opportunities while UK Steel’s Stace 
recommends a constant focus on the 
societal benefits of steel. CDW’s Gierse 
wants more focus on innovative products 
and processes. “Meaning for the success of 

“Industry needs to concentrate 
on focused media campaigns 

promoting the good news to the 
general public and to both existing 

and emerging supply chains.

Gareth Stace, UK Steel

“We routinely open our doors for 
tours with the regional business 

and manufacturing associations.”

Todd Zyra, Klein Steel
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industrial production, especially logistics, 
in the sense of enhancing the flexibility of 
value chains and networks,” he says.

Attracting younger people
Opportunities abound for young talent 
from skilled machinists to engineers and 
‘newly minted’ MBAs, says Klein’s Zyra. 
“The key is to educate them on the short- 
and long-term benefits of working in the 
steel industry,” he said.

When compared with high-tech 
industries, steel isn’t perceived to be as 
enticing. “If you ask today’s graduates 
whether they would rather take a position 
with a steel company or a Silicon Valley 
start-up, my guess would be the latter,” he 
said. “In today’s world, when the headlines 
call out mill closures and advertisements 
tout the strength of aluminium, steel 
would appear to be a dying industry.”

Jean-Pierre Birat of ESTEP argues that 
young people might not think of steel as 
the primary sector in which they would 
like to work and that the general public 
view the industry as passé.

In the UK, apprenticeships are a step 
in the right direction, but Stace argues 
that greater publicity is needed. “Getting 
paid, qualified and obtaining transferable 
skills is a powerful message to get out to 
schools,” he argues.

According to Stace, attracting younger 
people will become easier as the UK 
government increases its focus on 
vocational training. “The increasing 
number of apprenticeship places helps, 
although much more needs to be done, 
particularly on funding and guaranteeing 
workplace placements,” he says.

Bell says that an increasing number 
of SMA members are collaborating 
with local colleges and universities to 
help develop curriculum and programs 
tailored to the steel industry. “One 
program of note involves Commercial 
Metals Company working with Texas State 
University to develop a degree program in 
Manufacturing Technology with a focus 

on steelmaking,” he says, adding that 
worldsteel’s #lovesteel campaign is a 
great way to showcase the various career 
options available in the steel industry. “This 
program is driven by individual companies 
and uses social media platforms to spread 
the word about our industry,” he adds.

In the USA the problem of attracting 
younger people acquires greater urgency 
when you listen to Andrew Harshaw, 
CEO of ArcelorMittal USA. Speaking at 
AISTech in Cleveland, Ohio, recently, he 
told delegates that the average age of his 
company’s workforce was 57 and that 
40% of his employees would be retiring 
over the next five years. 

Nucor’s vice president Michael Lee said 
that the company worked with over 30 
colleges and universities, but spends most 
of its time trying to improve the common 
perception of the steel industry. 

Picking up on ArcelorMittal USA’s 
looming employment crisis, Walters at 
worldsteel points out that it is not the 
norm. “Most of our members tell us they 
are not in this situation,” he says.

Zyra believes that Klein’s ‘first-rate 
reputation in the marketplace’ is largely 
driven by its own team members and is 
the company’s strongest recruitment 
vehicle. “Our continued commitment 
to and investment in the professional 
development of our team members has 
also provided a significant incentive for 
young people to work at and stay with 
Klein Steel,” he says. 

The Klein Steel University offers a range 
of e-learning and instructor-led courses 
through what Zyra describes as a ‘robust 
talent management program’.

Role models
Ask Zyra for a role model at the cutting 
edge of reputation enhancement in terms 
of developed initiatives and he name 
checks the US-based Metal Service Center 
Institute. “Among many things, the MSCI 
has a strong voice in the US especially in 
advocacy for the metals industry. Leaders 

spend a great deal of time at federal 
government level in an effort to reduce 
the tax burden, create a common sense 
regulatory framework, expand access to 
global markets, enforce trade agreements 
and more,” Zyra says.

“Nucor in the USA is probably the 
most innovative steel company in the 
world,” says UK Steel’s Gareth Stace. 
“It is recognised as being world leader 
in introducing new technology and 
the training and empowerment of its 
workforce.”

Credit where credit’s due
The SMA’s Bell has good words for 
ArcelorMittal and Gerdau ‘for combining 
the optimal mix of CSR, public affairs 
and corporate communications to guard 
and enhance their reputations’. He is 
‘extremely impressed’ with Steel Dynamics 
and Nucor for creating and maintaining 
distinctive corporate cultures. “I was 
recently at an event where the CEOs of 
both corporations highlighted how they 
see their corporate cultures as unique 
and one of the main factors that give 
them a competitive advantage in the 
marketplace,” he says. 

Nicholas Walters of worldsteel says that 
the best way to judge who is at the cutting 
edge of reputation enhancement is to 
review steel company websites and take 
a look at their digital social media sites. 
“Companies like POSCO, Voestalpine, 
ArcelorMittal and Ternium/Tenaris, to 
name just a few, have excellent initiatives,” 
he says.

Voestalpine has focused on social media 
since 2009 and uses it to ‘talk more’ 
about the company, its stories, employees, 
products and projects. The primary goal, 
says the Austrian steelmaker, is not to sell 
more products but ‘to make the topics and 
stories about the company more tangible, 
and to reach out to further target groups’.

CDW’s Gierse claims that there is no 
fresh or young image associated with 
the steel industry and that, being in 

“For some steel companies it 
is very difficult to assess and 
understand the benefits of 

investing in reputation building 
activities.”

Rafael Rubio, Alacero

“The industry needs to work 
harder to promote steel as a vital 

material.”

Nicholas Walters, worldsteel
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survival mode, the steel industry is having 
difficulty attracting the right people. 
“Starting a career in the steel industry 
will, perhaps, end up in dismissal as a 
consequence of cost-cutting programs,” 
he says. “Workload will be concentrated 
more and more to less people and future 
prospects are dark grey to black as nobody 
knows which mill will survive and under 
which brand.” 

UK Steel’s Stace argues that not enough 
is being done to fill the recruitment gap 
because the industry is under constant 
pressure to reduce costs to maintain 
competitiveness in an unfair marketplace 
(high energy costs, unrealistic business 
rates and an increase in dumping and 
environmental compliance costs). “Skills 
and, therefore, recruitment is a key theme 
of our forthcoming publication, Industrial 
Strategy for Metals, which will publish this 
summer,” he says.

In the USA, Bell argues that young 
people are not exposed early enough to 
the benefits of a steel industry career. 
He says that community fairs, mill tours, 
mentoring programs, parental career 
discussions and more STEM education 
programmes are the way ahead.

Long-term profitability is the only 

solution to the problem of a recruitment 
gap, says CDW’s Gierse. The steel industry 
has suffered from a major skills shortage 
for decades and the main stumbling block 
preventing young people from joining the 
industry is overcapacity, he argues.

Global image
Rafael Rubio, general director of Alacero 
(the Latin American Steel Association) 
argues that while, in the past, the steel 
industry never felt the need to engage in 
reputation enhancement, things changed 
in the early noughties when increased 
competition and a greater need to respond 
to the environmental and social concerns 
of local communities encouraged the 
industry to scrutinise its global image.

“Currently, we can say that there are 
leading firms’ communications that 
respond to the highest international 
practices in relation to innovation and the 
use of new technologies,” Rubio explains.

However, he argues that, for some steel 
companies, it is very difficult to assess 
and understand the benefits of investing 
in reputation-building activities and 
developing open and receptive relations 
with a wider range of stakeholders. 

Rubio claims that Alacero has generated 

greater media interest and awareness of 
steel, measured in terms of the impact 
of its press releases and an increasing 
number of requested interviews.

It has also recorded increased interest 
in its Design Contest for Architecture 
Students. In 2014 1,300 students from 
140 architecture schools in nine Latin 
American countries developed projects for 
the event. 

There has also been increased 
participation by construction industry 
professionals in Alacero’s on-line courses.

Image enhancement is something 
steelmakers and steel associations ignore 
at their peril, especially when there are so 
many positive messages to convey. 

Steel, says worldsteel, is an enabler of the 
sustainable development needed to meet 
the needs of humanity in the year 2050, 
when 9 billion people will roam the earth. 
It is 100% recyclable – without losing its 
inherent strength – and a staggering 75% 
of all the steel products ever produced are 
still in use today.

As an integral part of the so-called 
‘circular economy’ – which promotes zero 
waste, re-use of materials and recycling – 
steel is one of the most ‘right on’ products 
on earth, so go and tell somebody.  t


