
Norton-born engineering boss Amanda McMahon talks about the skills gap - and 

women entering the profession

As a child Amanda McMahon always had a get-up-and-go attitude that would 

ultimately bring her success in adulthood. While most teenagers of the 1980s were 

playing adventure games on their Atari stations and ZX Spectrums, the Norton-born 

civil engineer was outdoors keeping fit or learning new life skills with the Girls’ 

Brigade.

“I was never in the house,” she recalls. “My mum used to say I’d only come home to eat 

and sleep. I realy enjoyed my time with the Girls’ Brigade - we did cooking, outdoor 
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activities and generally learnt a lot about life. It was really competitive but we had a 

lot of fun.”

Amanda has brought that work hard, play hard ethos into her current role as manager 

of engineering at K Home International (KHI). She encourages her staff to wear a smile 

on their face while demanding that they carry out their jobs to a meticulously high 

standard. Having taken up her new role in January, she oversees the work of around 70 

staff who offer engineering design, construction supervision and consultancy services 

on major projects in the oil and gas, chemical, petrochemical, mining and 

infrastructure industries.

Projects have been won on the back of a skilled workforce, a strong track record on 

engineering projects and an excellent health and safety record. In August KHI 

achieved the notable milestone of 2.5 million man hours without a lost time accident, 

defined as an injury that would prevent staff from coming into work. It’s clearly a 

source of pride to Amanda and she’s determined not to rest on her laurels.

She says: “It’s a great achievement and I’m not aware that there’s been a lost time 

accident since the announcement. We have to keep that going.”

Born and raised in Teesside, she wanted to join the Royal Navy as a teenager but her 

passion for engineering saw her embark on a YTS scheme through the Engineering 

Construction Industry Training Board (ECITB). From there she landed her first main job 

as a draftsperson at Lionweld Kennedy, a manufacturer of industrial steel, handrails 

and stair treads. Initially she did all of her drawings by hand until the advent of 

computer aided design software in the late 1980s.

The company funded her through a civil engineering degree, which she completed at 

Teesside University in 1996 before she joined KHI as a graduate engineer. She worked 

on several high-profile industrial projects and spent a happy seven years there before 

joining WSP Group to “broaden my experiences.”

“KHI was doing very industrial work and I wanted to try my hand in other sectors,” she 

explains. “WSP gave me that opportunity because they did a lot of work on school and 

hospital projects.”

In 2007 Amanda returned to KHI, which has almost 200 staff, and worked her way into 

a management position before taking up her current role earlier this year. She 

recognises the importance of addressing a chronic skills shortage that has blighted 

Teesside’s manufacturing and engineering sectors for the last two decades. She 

acknowledges, too, the need to bring more women into the industry but is firmly 
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against a culture of positive discrimination that could prevent a well-qualified male 

from getting a job.

“I don’t agree with setting quotas for the number of females in a particular 

organisation. The most suitable person should get the job, male or female.”

Q&A
Who has inspired you most (could be real-life or public figure)?

My mum and dad. Also, my former girl’s brigade captain Margaret Williams, who 

allowed us to have fun but taught us the value of discipline.

What car do you drive?

Hyundai I30.

What’s your favourite restaurant?

Jolsha, an Indian and Bangladeshi restaurant in Marton.

Favourite tipple?
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Dry cider.

What’s the last book you read?

Kane and Abel by Jeffrey Archer.

Last piece of music you listened to?

Fearless by Taylor Swift

Who or what makes you laugh?

My husband usually makes me crack a smile. I also love stand-up comics such as Billy 

Connolly and Dara Ó Briain.

Biggest achievement (personal or professional)?

Getting my civil engineering degree - that was the foundation for my career 

progression.

What’s your ideal job, other than the one you’ve got?

A mechanical engineer in the Royal Navy.

What’s your greatest fear?

Trees in the dark. They’re spooky and remind me of horror films.

What’s the best piece of business advice you have ever received?

“Keep going because there’s always something out there for you.” - a great piece of 

advice from my career’s officer.

What’s your business mantra?

Treat people fairly and with respect.

How much was your first pay packet and what was it for?

£30 a week as a YTS trainee. My mum took £10 for housekeeping so I had £20 left to 

spend on whatever I wanted.

What’s your biggest extravagance?

Holidays. I went to New York in September and had a great time.

How do you relax and unwind?

Cycling, tap dancing, keeping fit and sewing.
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Amanda McMahon, manager of engineering at Thornaby-based K Home International, 

said firms that held back from offering vocational training schemes were missing out 

on the next generation of engineering talent

A Teesside engineering boss has urged companies to bridge the manufacturing skills 

gap by taking on more apprentices.

Amanda McMahon, manager of engineering at Thornaby-based K Home International, 

said firms that held back from offering vocational training schemes were missing out 

on the next generation of engineering talent.

K Home International urges more 
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She said funding was the root cause of the problem, with cost a prohibitive barrier for 

many companies that wanted to take on an apprentice.

K Home International curently has five apprentices on its books and is looking to 

introduce graduate and undergraduate placements into the business.

Ms McMahon urged more Teesside firms to follow suit to give the local manufacturing 

and engineering industries the best chance of remaining competitive.

She said: “Funding for vocational training is a key issue for businesses. A lot of 

companies stopped doing things after the recession, like taking on apprentices, and we 

need to try to change that.

“If not, I think we will still have a skills gap in ten years’ time.”

She said Teesside firms could follow the example of their London counterparts and 

recruit overseas workers if they couldn’t find the skills locally.

“In London that’s been the case for a while,” she said. “Maybe that trend will drift 

further north.”

Her comments come after Nifco boss Mike Matthews warned that skills shortages 

could present the biggest risk to the area’s economic stability in generations.

Mr Matthews, who is the current North East Business Executive of the Year, said the 

region would be unable to fulfill its potential unless the business community came 

together to address industry skills gaps.

He said: “Businesses across the region are growing, and it’s fantastic to see, but until 

we have the right skills base to support this growth, we will never be able to be all 

that we can be. We must address skills shortages and treat them as we would any 

other business issue – tackle them head on.”

An estimated 8,500-plus skilled people across the North-east will be retiring from the 

engineering sector before 2016 - a move that will widen the skills gap further and 

hasten the need to find suitable replacements. The North East Chamber of Commerce 

urged companies to engage with schools and colleges to make young people more 

aware of career opportunities within the sector.

James Ramsbotham, chief executive of North East Chamber of Commerce, said: 

“Around 80% of our engineering firms do not have apprentices or are not engaged in 

the skills development agenda. It is vital that these companies explore the potential of 

recruiting apprentices – motivated learners who can be moulded to meet the needs of 

the individual business.”
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