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Next Distribution and 
Productivity Support
The productivity support department within Next Distribution Limited (NDL) has 
recently won the prestigious award of Team of the Year. Richard Churchill, the 
department head, was delighted for his team, for the profession, for the Institute 
– and of course for himself. We caught up with him to investigate further.

 Tell us more about the Team of the Year award.
In March at the annual meeting of 500 middle and senior managers 
of NDL, various awards are given. The winners are voted for and 
decided on by senior management and, in contrast to previous 
years when other teams like HR or finance have won, this year the 
winner was the productivity support department. It was a great 
surprise to the team, even though we have always hoped to win it.

Each member of the PSD 
has to have the professional 
qualification of the Institute of 
Management Services Certificate.

Richard Churchill, centre, receives Team of the Year award from Simon Kelly
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 Why did the productivity support team win?
In presenting the award, Simon Kelly, Director of Logistics 
and Customer Service said:

“The productivity support department (PSD) has gone from 
strength-to-strength in their efficiency and impact on the 
business in the last 12 months. Supporting all of our sites 
with their observations and analysis on a daily basis, the 
noticeable benefits of the team’s hard work are being felt 
at both a site and business level. The PSD’s involvement in 
multiple cost-focused projects resulted in incredible savings 
last year for NDL.”

  That sounds like you’ve had quite a significant 
impact on the business. Is it a big team?

Within NDL, the productivity support department is small 
compared with many others. But in comparison with other 
distribution arms of major retailers, a team of 12 productivity 
analysts is quite sizeable – and to have an average age of 
around 30 is quite unusual.

 Describe your team in more detail.
I have three senior analysts who each look after two or three 
sites apiece; they have productivity analysts who report to 
them. Between us we support 13 sites nationally: seven core 
warehouses and six regional service centres. 

The Elmsall complex in Pontefract is the flagship site which 
holds and directly despatches all the fashion items from the 
Next Directory. This site, at peak, will despatch 3.5 million 
items per week direct to our customers through one of the 
most advanced logistics operations in Europe. That’s where 
I’m based, with the wider team on their own sites.

The PSD has also been involved in providing efficiency 
targets and manpower planning figures for other sites in 
Belfast, Germany, Russia and China, where a fair amount of 
subcontracted labour is used.

Each member of the PSD has to have the professional 
qualification of the Institute of Management Services 
Certificate. It’s the industry standard for productivity 
professionals and I insist on it. We all have or are working 
towards, life membership of the IMS and we all have to pass 
our annual recertification with performance rating. Two of us 
are also trained in PADS and one has just completed a course 
in MOST®.

Many colleagues from other areas of the business didn’t 
always appreciate the standards to which we operate, nor 
the ongoing certification and testing that ensures our work is 
maintained at the right levels of accuracy. So much depends 
on this and the Team of the Year award proves it completely.

 What sort of work do you get involved in?
From my background in the public sector (11 years at the 
Department of Work and Pensions) I would say we cover 
the role of work study practitioners with time study, activity 
sampling etc, but we also apply industrial engineering, 
continuous improvement, Lean, Six Sigma and so on. 
Essentially, we cover everything that’s productivity related 
and that ensures there’s considerable variety. We’re kept 
really busy doing work study, core timing and processing, 
to ensure the incentive scheme is right for the 5000 or so 
warehouse operatives.

However, in recent months a new 800,000 sq ft site was 
opened at Doncaster to support our current furniture 
operation. Part of it provides extra capacity, but the company 
has also brought sofa manufacturing into the business. So, 
we’ve been involved in getting standard times for upholstery 
lines, determining the hours for cutting foam and wood and 
ancillary requirements to support the manufacturing line. 
That part is still in its infancy, but many of my analysts are 
really enjoying the diversity that the manufacturing process 
brings, as opposed to the picking and packing operations. It’s 
added a whole new dimension to our work.

As a department we are seriously involved in the core business 
and new business development of Next Distribution Ltd.

  How much has the profile of the team been 
raised?

Our profile has raised significantly over the last 12 months 
or so for many reasons, including how we support our 
warehousing operations. The PSD team has now become the 
first port of call in any business-critical decisions. We can 
provide accurate and substantive information on how long 
processes take, how long they should take and how long 
they could take. We take ownership of huge volumes of data 
through NDL’s 13 sites. 

Additionally, one of my team who qualified last year, 
Daniel Eales, was named IMS Student of the Year 2016 – it 
was announced in the Spring 2017 issue of this Journal. 
This also helped to showcase the professional standards we 
work to. It’s not an easy qualification to attain and Dan’s 
achievement was particularly impressive. 

The productivity support department is not a stepping 
stone to greatness – it’s a landing stage!!

The PSD team has now 
become the first port 
of call in any business-
critical decisions. 


