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Our purpose is ‘Bringing skilled people together to build 
the future’. A key measure of our performance is how 
well we lived that purpose. 

In our 2021 financial year, we placed 
over 22,000 STEM specialists with 
companies which need their talents 
to build a better future. We ran skills 
development programmes that 
improved our staff’s capabilities, 
and our environmental, social and 
governance (‘ESG’) efforts enhanced 
lives in the communities where we 
operate. In total, SThree positively 
impacted over 33,000 lives in  
the past year. Everyone at SThree 
is extremely proud to provide 
meaningful, decent work and job 
opportunities to tens of thousands  
of people around the world.

As the world changed at the outset 
of the pandemic, and then fuelled by 
recovery in 2021 and a war for talent, 
our clients needed STEM talent fast, 
often on a project basis. We were 
ready to serve that demand, thanks to 
our strategy, as set out in our Capital 
Markets Day presentation in late 2019. 
Our approach was developed in 
response to two long-term trends: one, 
the growing need for STEM skills and 
two, the increased demand for flexible 
contract work to deliver time-limited 
projects, alongside focusing on best-
in-class operational execution.

As a result, we are pleased to report 
excellent year-end figures with net 
fees up 19% in constant currency at 
£356 million and adjusted operating 
profit up 106% in constant currency 
from £31 million in 2020 to £61 million 
in 2021. Both net fees and operating 
profit were also comfortably ahead  
of 2019 levels, which had been a 
record year in SThree’s history.  

Chair’s statement

Our business model has 
proven to be resilient in  
times of high uncertainty 
and we remain committed 
to the delivery of our  
strategy for the benefit  
of all our stakeholders.”

James Bilefield
Chair

We took share from competitors in 
several key markets and our 
performance compares well to our 
UK-listed peer group.

Progress in pursuing  
our strategy
Governance
One of my priorities as Chair is to move 
the Group towards FTSE 250 standards 
of governance and last year, we  
made good progress towards this goal 
with many new initiatives including  
the Board’s focus on climate-related 
disclosures and governance 
framework to oversee a robust climate 
change management strategy. 

Our positioning as leaders in 
STEM and flexible working 
We honed our value proposition 
through the year. The value we deliver 
for clients is our deep understanding 
of the STEM skills they need and the 
ability to supply candidates with those 
skills. That same deep understanding 
allows us to build strong relationships 
with candidates so that we can find 
the right roles for them and help 
guide their careers. 

In addition to being a leader in STEM, 
we want to be known as a leader in 
flexible working. While we remain a 
full-service business for our clients with 
around 25% of our net fees from the 
placement of permanent candidates, 
largely in leadership roles, the biggest 
part of our business is now helping 
our clients’ teams with highly skilled, 
flexible contract workers.

That ratio of 75:25 contract to 
permanent hasn’t changed 
materially during the year but there 
has been a continued shift within 
the contract group. Our Employed 
Contractor Model (‘ECM’), where 
contractors are directly employed 
by SThree rather than the client, is 
proving an increasingly compelling 
proposition alongside freelancing. At 
the beginning of the year the mix was 
46% independent contractors and 
30% ECM. Now it is 43% independent 
contractors and 32% ECM. 

ESG and DE&I are central to 
our business model
ESG and delivering on our purpose 
is a core part of our business. Every 
economy in which we operate 
will need to build back better and 
greener by investing in infrastructure. 
The COP26 UN climate change 
conference marked a step forward 
in global efforts to address climate 
change, including a material increase 
in ambitions to reduce emissions 
across the world. 

Within environment, many of our 
clients are either in the renewable 
energy sector or navigating the low- 
carbon transition. Social policy is 
essential to our operation as people 
are at the heart of our performance. 
We need our culture to be diverse, 
equitable and inclusive in order to 
attract and retain capable talent 
for our own business but also to 
source the candidates our clients 
need. As for governance, clients 
need assurances we have the legal 
resources and governance structures 
to deliver employee contracts that are 
fully compliant. 

Profitable 
and resilient

Read my introduction to 
Governance on page 98.
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Throughout the year, we were still in 
the ongoing management phase 
and there was always going to be a 
level of volatility. As all the evidence 
suggested our strategy remained 
sound, the questions we focussed on 
throughout the year were, ‘how do we 
operate in this period?’ and, ‘how do 
we implement the strategy given the 
uncertain background?’.

Inevitably, some of the investment 
priorities we had a year ago 
changed. We formally changed to 
a global hybrid-working policy for all 
staff that allows us to flex to uncertain 
times. It has been well received by 
our people. Remote working was 
putting heavier demands on our IT 
systems, so we further invested in our 
IT infrastructure. As cyber security 
is an ongoing issue, we invested in 
better-quality systems to protect our 
candidates’ and clients’ data. In the 
final quarter of the year, we hired Nick 
Folkes, a highly skilled technology and 
transformation leader as our Chief 
Technology and Information Officer. 

Management appointments
In July we welcomed Andrew Beach 
as our new Chief Financial Officer 
and said goodbye to Alex Smith, 
who had served as CFO for 12 years. 
I’d like to thank Alex again for his 
achievements in that time. At the 
close of the financial year, the Board 
announced that Mark Dorman 
would be stepping down from the 
Board and as CEO of the Group on 
31 December 2021. Timo Lehne, who 
was serving as the Senior Managing 
Director of SThree’s largest and most 
successful region, DACH (Germany, 
Austria and Switzerland), was 
appointed Interim CEO and joined 
the Board as Executive Director from 
1 January 2022. Mark will continue 
to assist the Group in facilitating a 
smooth handover and transition until 
1 April 2022. On behalf of the Board, I 
would like to thank Mark for his vision, 
drive and unique service to the Group 
over the past three years.

In April 2021 we published our first 
Impact Report, setting out ESG 
progress, metrics and targets. We  
are an early adopter of the robust 
Taskforce on Climate-related Financial 
Disclosures (‘TCFD’) reporting 
standard, and you will find our first 
performance data in the Responsible 
business section of this report. Also  
in April 2021, we were delighted 
to be recognised as a climate leader 
by the Financial Times, joining the  
top 300 companies on their European 
Climate Leaders list. We were  
placed number 69 and are the  
only staffing sector company to 
achieve that distinction.

Our Diversity, Equity and Inclusion 
(‘DE&I’) policies are critical to attract 
and retain talent and help people 
perform at the top of their game. In 
November 2021, SThree was awarded 
Company of the Year at the 2021 
European Diversity Awards joining the 
ranks of best practitioners such as 
Lego, HSBC and Vivendi. Again, we 
were the only staffing sector company 
to be recognised. 

We measured our current make-
up and set challenging targets 
for gender, aspiring to increase 
gender representation at leadership 
levels to 50/50 by 2024. Our NED 
representation at the Board level is 
50/50, in our Senior Leadership Team 
it is 40/60 and women currently 
occupy 31% of leadership roles more 
widely within the Group.

Platform and people 
development
We took great strides this year in 
improving our team members’ 
development. We launched a 
new learning and development 
platform that is accessible to all from 
anywhere. New leadership training 
programmes were also put in place 
which achieved 92% participation. 
We gave bias training to our recruiters 
so they could reduce its influence in 
staffing decisions. We have exceeded 
the target percentage of the Group 
adjusted operating profit spend on 
our people development set out 
in our Capital Markets Day plan, 
achieving 5.5% in 2021 versus the 
target of 5.0%.

A strong team effort
I must sincerely thank all of SThree’s 
employees for their exceptional 
productivity and adaptability 
throughout 2021, in what have been 
extremely difficult circumstances. 
My colleagues on the Board who 
navigated a situation that was 
without precedent, also deserve 
thanks. They provided excellent 
stewardship of the Company over 
the year. I would also like to thank our 
external stakeholders for their support. 
Candidates trusted us for advice and 
to guide their career development 
choices. Clients turned to us to meet 
their STEM talent requirements as they 
adapted to new challenges. Investors 
also showed confidence in us, having 
the full understanding of our strategy 
as well as our great operational and 
financial performance of the Group 
in 2021.

Outlook
Our year started with strong forward 
momentum. We will continue to build 
sustainable growth and will resume 
our plans for internal investment 
during the year, particularly in the 
infrastructure that will allow us to 
expertly harness data and efficiencies, 
for example in further enhanced 
CRM and ERP platforms. We expect to 
deliver double-digit growth in net fees 
and profits in 2022, maintaining our 
operating conversion ratio at similar 
levels to 2021 to allow for the impact 
from investment of between 1% and 
2% of net fees to further strengthen 
our operational and sales platforms. 
We anticipate payback on the 
investment, delivering an acceleration 
of margins from 2023.

I believe we have good reason to be 
confident: we are in the right markets, 
we are focused on the right sectors, 
and we have a team that is flexible 
and resilient enough to seize the 
opportunities ahead of us. 

James Bilefield
Chair
28 January 2022

It is critical for us to be hiring the right 
people in the right places as we 
increase our headcount. We therefore 
reviewed our talent acquisition and 
succession planning processes, 
refining them before training our 
recruiters in best practice. 

Having culture and values endorsed 
by our entire business, including every 
member of the senior management 
team, is also critically important. 
Extended parental leave, family leave, 
support for mental well-being and 
extended paid volunteering hours 
for everyone are just a few examples 
of this year’s initiatives to develop an 
inclusive culture around our people. 

All these investments in our culture 
help us better fulfil our purpose: 
bringing skilled people together to 
build a better future.

Markets and operating where 
STEM demand is strongest
We made a deliberate shift through 
the pandemic to adjust our portfolio 
and focus on the five core markets: US, 
UK, Netherlands, Germany and Japan. 
Together, these represent over 75% 
of the world’s STEM market and over 
86% of our net fees. Our strategy is to 
aim for leadership in those markets by 
achieving scale and using that scale 
to add value to our offer.

Segment recovery in  
core markets
The standout segmental performance 
during the pandemic was in life 
sciences in the US, where demand 
was particularly strong. This was not 
just a result of Covid-19 programmes 
as other areas, such as medical 
devices, also contributed. There 
was strong adoption of technology, 
especially amongst some of the 
more traditional retailers who realised 
that, with consumers at home, they 
needed to improve their online 
business models. Infrastructure 
investment in Germany was strong 
and engineering project growth in 
the Netherlands supported strong 
demand for technology candidates. 

Technology really helped drive a 
renaissance in the UK business as well, 
with public sector investment and 
other industries such as education 
and healthcare, which had been 
tech laggards, now rapidly adopting 
technology. Companies needed 
new channels to engage with their 
customers and drive more resilience 
in their supply chain. They also 
needed artificial intelligence experts 
and data analytics to understand 
their business and customers better. 

Both trends drove demand for 
programmers. Engineers were needed 
to increase automation as did the 
energy and other sectors to support 
their decarbonisation journeys. After 
elective surgeries and treatment 
were artificially depressed during 
lockdowns, backlogs finally began to 
be addressed, which required health 
technology and engineering experts. 
Although certain niche skills were out 
of favour, generally the story was one 
of strong recovery in demand.

Our approach to  
the pandemic
Our own response to the pandemic 
was to establish a framework 
approach, developing tactics for 
the three phases of the pandemic. 
First, there was the ‘emergency 
response’ phase, which we referred 
to in last year’s annual report. Our 
approach here was to revise the way 
we supported our clients and our 
candidates, whilst still maintaining 
capacity for when demand began  
to return. We shifted to having all  
our people working from home  
and provided them with the IT 
equipment, training and personal 
support they needed. 

The next phase, which we are 
thankfully emerging from in many 
of our markets, is the ‘ongoing 
management of a rolling crisis’ phase. 
Until it is fully resolved, we won’t get the 
cross-sector recovery required to say 
with confidence that we have reached 
the final phase, ‘a new normal’. 

Chair’s statement continued

Net fees

£356m
up 19% in constant currency

Adjusted operating profit

£61m
up 106% in constant currency

Read more about our financial 
highlights on page 52.
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The Group delivered a record 
performance in 2021

The strong growth versus both 2020 and 2019 demonstrate the relevance  
of our differentiated STEM-focused offering.

The Group delivered a very strong 
performance in 2021, with both net 
fees and operating profit not only up 
strongly vs 2020 but also surpassing 
the record 2019 levels. The Group 
saw an encouraging performance 
in the first half, which was followed 
by a further strengthening in the 
second half across all sectors and 
regions. Our strong balance sheet 
and immediately accessible liquidity 
of £112.5 million positions us well for 
the future.

Income statement
Revenue for the year was up 14%6 to 
£1.3 billion (2020: £1.2 billion) while 
net fees increased by 19% to £355.7 

million (2020: £308.6 million). The 
weakening of our two main trading 
currencies, US Dollar and Euro, against 
Sterling during the year, reduced total 
net fees by £11.3 million. 

The Group’s performance in 2020 
was impacted by the Covid-19 
health crisis but during the current 
year demand for staffing regained 
momentum and excellent progress 
was made with the Group surpassing 
the 2019 levels. The increase was led 
by strong growth in net fees in our 
three largest countries: Germany up 
23% YoY, USA up 24% and Netherlands 
up 19% which was driven by growth 
in the Technology, Life Sciences and 

Engineering sectors. The contractor 
order book7 was up by 43% at the end 
of the year, reflecting the ongoing 
high demand for skilled contractors 
across our markets and underpinning 
our positive outlook. Permanent net 
fee income was up 24% which was 
largely driven by DACH and USA, our 
two largest Permanent regions which 
were up 17% and 53% respectively. 

At the end of the year, Contract 
represented 75% of the Group net fees 
in the year (2020: 76%). Overall, the 
Group Contract margin8 increased 
marginally to 21.5% (2020: 20.7%). 

Performance highlights for 2021 included:
2021 2020 Variance

Continuing operations(1) Adjusted(2) Reported Adjusted(2) Reported Movement(3)

Constant 
currency 

movement(4)

Revenue (£ million) 1,330.7 1,330.7 1,202.6 1,202.6 +11% +14%

Net fees (£ million) 355.7 355.7 308.6 308.6 +15% +19%

Operating profit (£ million) 60.8 61.0 31.3 31.8 +94% +106%

Operating profit conversion ratio 17.1% 17.1% 10.1% 10.3% +7% pts +7% pts

Profit before tax (£ million) 60.0 60.2 30.1 30.6 +99% +111%

Basic earnings per share (pence) 31.8 31.9 13.9 14.2 +129% +143%

Proposed final dividend per share (pence) 8.0 8.0 5.0 5.0 +60% +60%

Total dividend (interim and final) per share (pence) 11.0 11.0 5.0 5.0 +120% +120%

Net cash (£ million)(5) 57.5 57.5 49.9 49.9 +15% +15%

(1) Excluding discontinued operations in Australia.
(2) Excluding the impact of £0.2 million in net exceptional income (2020: £0.5 million in net exceptional income).
(3) Variance compares adjusted 2021 against adjusted 2020 to provide a like-for-like view.
(4) Variance compares adjusted 2021 against adjusted 2020 on a constant currency basis, whereby the prior year foreign exchange rates are applied to current and 

prior financial year results to remove the impact of exchange rate fluctuations.
(5) Net cash represents cash and cash equivalents less bank borrowings and bank overdrafts and excluding leases.

Chief Financial Officer’s review

It’s been a record year in 
SThree’s history, with strong 
growth across all our major 
geographies.”

Andrew Beach
Chief Financial Officer
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Operating expenses saw an increase 
of 6% YoY on a reported basis. The 
increase was mainly attributable 
to personnel costs as a result of 
higher average salaries, bonuses, 
commissions, share-based payment 
charges and temporary personnel 
costs across the organisation. 
Technology costs also increased 
mainly to drive innovation and reduce 
operational risk, by moving towards 
improved systems in support of the 
SThree strategy.

The Group’s financial results were 
impacted by the following two  
items of other income which are 
unusual because of their nature  
and incidence:

• The Group took advantage of the 
job retention scheme launched 
by the national governments of 
France and Singapore, whereby 
it was reimbursed for a portion of 
salaries of furloughed personnel. 
A benefit of £0.3 million (2020: 
£1.2 million from the national 
governments in a number of our 
smaller markets) was recognised 
and presented as a deduction in 
reporting the related staff expense.

• The Group also recognised a 
net exceptional income of £0.2 
million (2020: £0.5 million) in 
relation to a legacy restructuring 
programme partially funded by 
a grant receivable from Scottish 
Enterprise. The Group was entitled 
to the grant and remained fully 
compliant with the terms of the 
grant until the end of 2021.

The adjusted operating profit was 
£60.8 million (2020: £31.3 million), up 
106% YoY in constant currency. The 
reported operating profit of £61.0 
million (2020: £31.8 million) included 
a small exceptional income of  
£0.2 million as described above.

The Group operating profit conversion 
ratio8 increased to 17.1% (2020: 10.1%) 
which reflects the recovery in the 
Group trading activity as the impact 
of the pandemic eased, partially 
offset by higher personnel costs and 
technology spend. The conversion 
ratio was also favourably affected by 
elevated contractor working hours 
that improved productivity.

Dividends
The Board aims to maintain a 
sustainable dividend, currently  
within the range of 2.5x and 3.0x 
earnings cover8.

The Board has proposed to pay a 
final dividend at 8.0 pence (2020: 
5.0 pence) per share. Taken together 
with the interim dividend of 3.0 pence 
(2020: nil pence) per share, this gives 
a total dividend for the year of 11.0 
pence (2020: 5.0 pence) per share.

The final dividend, which amounts  
to approximately £10.7 million, will  
be subject to shareholder approval 
at the 2022 Annual General Meeting. 
It will be paid on 10 June 2022 to 
shareholders on the register on  
6 May 2022.

Balance sheet
Total Group net assets increased 
to £158.2 million (2020: £128.5 
million), driven by the excess of net 
profit over the dividend payments, 
partially offset by unfavourable 
foreign currency movements and 
share buy-backs. Net working capital, 
including contract assets, increased 
by £22.4 million on the prior year, 
driven mainly by the accelerated 
growth in revenue, due to continued 
growth of the contractor order book 
increasing our working capital, 
partially offset by our continued focus 
on credit risk management and 
normalisation in client payment times 
post the pandemic. Our days sales 
outstanding remained stable YoY at 
44 days (2020: 44 days), following 
significant improvement last year.

Our business model remains highly 
cash generative, and we have no 
undue concentration of repayment 
obligations in respect of trade 
payables or borrowings.

Investment in subsidiaries
The subsidiary undertakings 
principally affecting the profits and 
net assets of the Group are listed  
in note 26 to the Consolidated  
Financial Statements. 

The discontinued Australian 
operations have been excluded from 
the results presented above for both 
the current and prior year. In 2021, 
these discontinued operations 
incurred a loss of £0.3 million (2020: 
operating loss £1.8 million) mainly 
reflecting a true-up of exit costs/
redundancy costs of gradually 
reduced staff following the business 
closure and the reclassification of 
accumulated foreign exchange 
differences from the Group  
currency reserve to the Group  
income statement.

Net finance costs
Net finance costs, which predominantly 
related to lease interest, decreased 
to £0.8 million (2020: £1.2 million). 
The higher cost in the previous year 
was a result of the drawdown of 
the Revolving Credit Facility (‘RCF’) 
in the course of 2020 to ensure 
strong liquidity in the face of the 
global health crisis. The RCF was 
subsequently repaid and remains 
available for future drawdowns.

Foreign exchange exposure
In 2021, the net currency movements 
versus Sterling provided a significant 
net headwind to the reported 
performance of the Group, reducing 
net fees by £11.3 million and 
operating profit by £3.6 million. This 
was mainly attributable to Sterling 
strengthening against the Euro and 
the US Dollar, the two main trading 
currencies of the Group.

Fluctuations in foreign currency 
exchange rates remain a material 
sensitivity to the Group’s reported 
results. By way of illustration, each 
1% movement in annual exchange 
rates of the Euro and US Dollar 
against Sterling impacts the Group’s 
net fees by £2.1 million and £0.9 
million respectively per annum, 
and operating profit by £0.7 million 
and £0.3 million respectively per 
annum. Our foreign exchange risk 
management strategy involves 
using certain derivative financial 
instruments to minimise the 
transactional exposure arising from 
currency fluctuations.

During the year, the Group’s 
businesses delivered a very strong 
financial performance, ahead 
of market and management’s 
expectations. With candidate and 
client confidence improving across 
most of our global footprint, significant 
growth rates were reported in 
contractor order books among most 
of the Group’s businesses to levels not 
seen since the peak of 2019.

Accordingly, no significant indicators 
of impairment were identified when 
reviewing recoverable amounts of 
the Company’s investment portfolio. 
For comparison, in the prior year the 
Company recognised an impairment 
loss of £12.9 million mainly in respect 
of the UK operations which were 
affected by heightened uncertainty 
and reduced economic activity 
caused by the pandemic.

Tracker shares
The Group settled certain vested 
tracker shares during the year for 
a total consideration of £4.6 million 
which was determined using a 
formula set out in the Articles of 
Association underpinning the tracker 
share businesses. The consideration 
was settled in SThree plc shares; 
200,372 new shares were issued and 
672,157 of shares held by the EBT were 
utilised. The arrangement is deemed 
to be an equity-settled share-based 
payment arrangement under IFRS 2 
Share-based payments. There was 
no charge to the income statement 
as initially the tracker shareholders 
subscribed to the tracker shares at 
their fair value. 

In 2021 the Directors decided to close 
the tracker share scheme for any 
new entrants/investments. All current 
tracker share businesses remaining in 
existence will continue to be reviewed 
for settlement based on the pre-
agreed criteria each year, until the 
full closure of the scheme in the next 
few years. We expect all future tracker 
share settlements to be between £2.0 
million to £10.0 million per annum. 

These settlements may either dilute 
the earnings of SThree plc’s existing 
ordinary shareholders if funded by a 
new issue of shares or result in a cash 
outflow if funded via treasury shares 
or shares held in the EBT.9

Income tax
The tax charge for the year on 
the Group’s profit before tax was 
£17.9 million (2020: £11.7 million), 
representing a full year effective tax 
rate (‘ETR’) on continuing operations 
of 30%. In the prior year, the reported 
ETR on continuing operations was 
39%, significantly above the current 
year due to higher losses in certain 
jurisdictions not recognised for 
deferred tax purposes.

The Group’s ETR primarily varies 
depending on the mix of taxable 
profits by territory, non-deductibility of 
the accounting charge for LTIPs and 
other one-off tax items.

Overall, the reported profit before tax 
from continuing operations was £60.2 
million (2020: £30.6 million), up 109% 
YoY in constant currency and up 97% 
on a reported basis.

The reported profit after tax from 
continuing operations was £42.3 
million (2020: £18.8 million), up 139% 
YoY in constant currency and up 
125% on a reported basis.

Earnings per share (‘EPS’)
The reported EPS was 31.9 pence 
(2020: 14.2 pence) on continuing 
operations, up 138% YoY in constant 
currency and up 125% YoY in reported 
currency. The YoY growth reflects 
higher operating profit given the 
significant improvement in trading 
performance post the pandemic, and 
a decrease in the Group’s ETR. This 
was partially offset by an increase of 
0.2 million in the weighted average 
number of shares. Exceptional items 
had an immaterial impact on the 
reported EPS (further information 
is provided in note 8 to the Group 
Consolidated Financial Statements).

The reported diluted EPS was 30.9 
pence (2020: 13.8 pence) on 
continuing operations. Share dilution 
mainly results from various share 
options in place and expected future 
settlement of certain tracker shares. 
The dilutive effect on EPS from tracker 
shares will vary in future periods 
depending on the profitability of the 
underlying tracker businesses and the 
settlement of vested arrangements.

Chief Financial Officer’s review continued

Reported EPS

31.9p
on continuing operations, up 138% 
YoY in constant currency

Final dividend

8.0p
giving a total dividend for the year of 
11.0 pence per share
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£61m
Operating profit
(2020: £32m)

2021 £61m

2020 £32m

31.9p
Basic earnings per share
(2020: 14.2p)

2021 31.9p

2020 14.2p

Cash flow bridge

Year-end 2020  
net cash

EBITDA (‘adjusted’) Working capital Taxes, net interest 
and FX

Rent payments,  
incl. interest portion

Capex Own shares less share 
options settlements

Dividends Year-end 2021 
net cash

£49.9m

£80.9m (£26.3m)

(£19.6m)

(£13.1m)

(£2.6m)

(£6.6m)
(£5.1m)

£57.5m

Note
EBITDA includes share-based payments and other non-cash items, see note 27 to the Consolidated Financial Statements.

Capital allocation and 
accessible funding
SThree remains disciplined in its 
approach to allocating capital, with 
the core objective at all times being 
to maximise shareholder value:

• Balance sheet - our intention is to 
maintain a strong balance sheet 
at all times.

• Organic growth - our top priority is 
to invest in the organic growth of 
the business. We will actively invest 
in delivering scalable growth in 
net fees and margins - focusing 
on our people, systems and 
processes to improve operational 
efficiencies as well as developing 
new business opportunities.

• Acquisitions - we will seek to 
accelerate our growth by 
acquiring businesses that 
complement our strategy as  
well as offer value-enhancing 
financial profiles.

• Dividend - we aim to pay a 
dividend which is sustainable 
through the cycle, and which  
will be driven by long-term 
earnings growth.

• Surplus cash - whilst unlikely 
in the foreseeable future, we 
will consider returning excess 
capital to shareholders by way of 
special dividends and/or share 
repurchases in the event of there 
not being suitable organic or 
inorganic opportunities. 

The Group’s capital allocation 
priorities are financed mainly by 
retained earnings, cash generated 
from operations, a £50.0 million RCF 
which is committed to 2023, and a 
£5.0 million overdraft. The Group also 
maintains a £20.0 million accordion 
facility as well as a substantial working 
capital position reflecting net cash 
due to SThree for placements  
already undertaken.

Liquidity management
In 2021, cash generated from 
operations was £54.5 million (2020: 
£76.9 million). It represented the 
improved adjusted EBITDA8 offset 
by the continued growth of the 
contractor order book increasing 
our working capital and having fully 
repaid £2.3 million in VAT deferrals 
from the prior year.

Income tax paid increased to £16.7 
million (2020: £10.5 million) reflecting 
the improved underlying trading 
performance across our markets  
and sectors.

Capital expenditure decreased 
to £2.6 million (2020: £5.3 million), 
the majority of which related to IT 
equipment and digitisation of our 
internal processes, with emphasis  
on greater automation and  
tools to improve efficiency, speed  
and effectiveness.

The Group paid £13.1 million in 
rent (principal and interest portion) 
(2020: £13.6 million). Net interest 
cost (excluding interest on lease 
payments) was £0.2 million  
(2020: £0.4 million) in the year.  

On 30 November 2021, the Group 
had total accessible liquidity of 
£112.5 million. This was made up of 
£57.5 million net cash, £50.0 million 
in RCF and £5.0 million overdraft 
(both undrawn at the year end). 
The increased net cash balance, 
achieved despite the growth in 
Contract placements made, reflects 
the Group’s strong focus on  
cash management.

Any funds borrowed under the RCF 
bear a minimum annual interest rate 
of 1.3% above three-month Sterling 
LIBOR. During the year, the Group did 
not draw down any of these facilities. 
In the prior year, the average interest 
rate paid on drawdown was 1.3%.

The Group remains in a strong 
financial position and has sufficient 
cash reserves to meet its obligations 
as they fall due for a period of at least 
12 months from the date of signing of 
these financial statements.

Andrew Beach
Chief Financial Officer
28 January 2022

The Group spent £5.2 million  
(2020: £2.0 million) for the purchase 
of its own shares to satisfy vesting 
employee share incentive schemes. 
Cash inflows of £0.2 million (2020: £0.9 
million) were generated from the Save 
As You Earn employee scheme. 

Dividend payments were £6.6 million 
(2020: £6.7 million, being the interim 
dividend paid in December 2019) 
and there was a small cash outflow of 
£0.1 million (2020: £nil) representing 
distributions to tracker shareholders.

Foreign exchange had a significant 
negative impact of £2.6 million (2020: 
£0.3 million).

Overall, the underlying cash 
performance in 2021 was solid with 
40% conversion of operating profit into 
operating cash flow8 (2020: 175%), 
primarily reflecting very strong trading 
performance across the Group offset 
by increased working capital. We 
started the year with net cash of £49.9 
million and closed the year with net 
cash of £57.5 million.

(6) Unless specifically stated, all growth rates in revenue and net fees are expressed in constant currency and exclude Australia, which the Group exited in Q4 2020.
(7) The contractor order book represents value of net fees until contractual end dates, assuming all contractual hours are worked.
(8) The Group has identified and defined certain alternative performance measures (‘APMs’). These are the key measures the Directors use to assess the SThree’s 

underlying operational and financial performance. The APMs are fully explained and reconciled to IFRS line items in note 27 to the Group Consolidated  
Financial Statements.

(9) Note 20 to the financial statements provides further details about all Group-wide discretionary share plans, including the tracker share arrangements.

Chief Financial Officer’s review continued
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Trend 2: Growing adoption of flexible working practices

During the pandemic, there was 
intense demand for pharmaceutical 
skills to develop Covid-19 vaccines 
and tests. Engineering skills to 
manufacture these at scale were 
also needed. This growth in the 
vaccine and biology space was 
offset by a slowdown in hospital 
appointments as elective surgery 
all but stopped in many territories 
due to isolation policies. This led to 
reduction in the demand for clinical 
technicians and medical device 
production engineers though this 
recovered when vaccines had their 
effect and health services pushed to 
catch up with demand. 

Digitisation of processes across 
sectors continues, driving up 
demand for technology talent, 
while the shift to renewable energy 
requires engineering talent. 

Progressive governments around the 
world have noted the importance of 
STEM and are investing in building 
STEM talent. It is recognised as the 
way to stay at the top of the value 
chain as those possessing the skills 
command high salaries and the 
industries in which they are used 
are harder to replicate. Developing 
countries wanting to avoid being 
workshops for the more prosperous 
economies are also investing. Tech 
campuses are springing up around 
the globe with each striving to be 
known for a niche technology.

How we are responding  
to evolving trends
In terms of salary, experience 
and skill, we tend to place at the 
higher end within each STEM 
discipline as we focus on specialist 
rather than commodity talent. The 
Group’s focus on STEM makes it 
possible for our people to develop 
expert understanding of the skills 
they source. They stay ahead of 
developments in sectors and know 
what skills clients need. That deep 
knowledge enables our consultants 
to achieve a good fit between 
candidate profile and client business 
requirement. It allows us to respond 
quickly to evolving trends such as 
growing demand for climate-related 
scenario analysis. This ability to 
deliver sought-after specialists, at 
scale, with speed, in an ever more 
complex compliance and legislative 
world, is highly valued by clients. It 
differentiates us from  
our competitors. 

Increasingly, clients need STEM 
talent for a limited contracted 
period to deliver a specific project, 
rather than hiring permanent staff. 
Candidates are absolute specialists 
in a particular discipline, rather 
than being defined by the type of 
project they do. Thus, they can be 
hired for a variety of projects, often 
in different sectors. They therefore 
seek out recruitment professionals 
who can sell their niche skills as an 
independent contractor, moving 
between clients when projects  
are completed. 

Lockdowns during the health crisis 
normalised remote working. From a 
recruitment point of view, it opens up 
the talent pool as many candidates 
can operate regardless of their 
location. Currently, we are seeing 
that happening nationally, but we 
expect cross-border remote working 
to become more popular. Some 
roles, such as lab work, will continue 
to require onsite attendance but the 
full potential of remote working is still 
to be realised.

Although there has been some 
return to offices, the flexibility of 
remote or hybrid working means 
many candidates are starting to 
demand it from employers.

How we are responding  
to evolving trends
Flexible working creates compliance 
risk for employers and candidates 
as project workers can be 
considered to be employees and 
taxed accordingly. Our Employed 
Contractor Model (‘ECM’), where 
we effectively employ the project 
worker for the duration of their 
contract, mitigates this risk for clients 
and simplifies administration for 
candidates. We have the scale to 
offer it in most of our core countries. 
In the US market, this type of working 
is the norm, and we anticipate 
greater adoption in our other  
core markets.

Flexible working candidates are 
attracted to our specialism in STEM 
because we understand their 
specialist skills and can recommend 
roles that will utilise their talents 
and drive their career forward. Our 
scale, and the energy and drive of 
our consultants, means we have a 
healthy pipeline of opportunities. This 
gives candidates the confidence 
they will be able to go from contract 
to contract, developing their career 
within their given sphere of expertise. 

Because our people keep up to 
date with changing client demand 
for STEM specialists, they can advise 
candidates, helping them choose 
the right projects. In 2021, we 
delivered learning and development 
initiatives to 55 STEM professionals, 
including our candidates, through 
#STEMSeries events and our 
candidate communities. 

Our two long-term secular trends

Market overview

During this extraordinary year we continued to see the benefits of our resilient 
business model and strategy, which are at the centre of two secular, long-
term trends – growing demand for STEM skills and flexible working.

Delivered through
Increasing demand 
for medical laboratory 
technologists, clinical 
research scientists, software 
development and data 
science skills.

Delivered through 
Growing our ECM 
proposition.

Implementing new digital 
and IT infrastructure. 

Thought leadership.

Strategic pillar
Our markets

Strategic pillars 
Our platform 

Our people

See Strategic overview: 
Our markets section for 
more information.

See Strategic overview:  
Our platform and Our people 
sections for more information.

We partner with 
companies in their search 
for rare talent and help 
candidates find the right 
company to meet their 
needs.” 
Catherine De Caluwe
SThree Country Director Belux,  
for Planet Future

Trend 1: Finding STEM skills to navigate the pathway  
to the new normal 
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Trend 4: Digital transformation

Market overview continued

Delivered through 
Sourcing and delivering 
STEM talent.

Strategic pillars 
Our platform 

Our markets

See Strategic overview: Our 
platform and Our markets 
sections for more information.

Trend 3: Climate change and transitioning  
to a low-carbon economy

Emergent trends in the year

Delivered through 
Maintaining our focus on 
best practice in ESG to 
become recognised as a 
sector leader.

Strategic pillar 
Our platform

Further details on the action 
we take can be found in 
Responsible business section 
on pages 60 and TCFD 
Report on our website.

Governments around the world 
met at COP26 and restated 
commitments to limiting global 
warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius. From 
both business and government, 
a focus on near-term targets and 
actions highlighted the need to 
innovate in order to deliver the pace 
of transition needed. STEM skills will 
play a critical role. The International 
Renewable Energy Agency estimates 
an additional 19 million jobs are 
required by 2030 to facilitate the 
energy transition alone. The scale 
of demand across all sectors for 
green STEM skills will likely result in a 
widening talent gap.

How we are responding  
to evolving trends
Through climate-related scenario 
analysis and market insights, we 
understand the strategic position we 
play in transitioning to a low-carbon 
economy. We aim to double our 
renewables business by 2024 and 
are making good progress towards 
that goal. 

We are also strengthening our 
position as the STEM talent partner 
of choice for companies seeking 
talent to make the transition. In 2021, 
we delivered six #STEMSeries events 
to STEM professionals, including our 
candidates. These focused on skills 
related to the low-carbon transition 
and supported the professional 
development of our existing talent 
pipeline. In addition, we launched 
our green careers community 
programme, collaborating with 
clients to deliver activities that inspire 
young people to enter a green 
career and therefore help meet the 
growing demand for talent.

As a business and talent supplier 
we acknowledge the importance of 
our own actions in tackling climate 
change. We continue to annually 
reduce our carbon emissions and 
we were ranked 69 in the Financial 
Times Climate Leaders European 
listing as a result. We understand 
the importance of addressing 
climate change to remain a supplier 
of choice, to attract talent to our 
business and to mitigate climate risk. 

There is nothing more motivating 
than necessity. When the pandemic 
hit, many companies discovered 
their business models ceased to be 
viable and they had no alternative 
but to digitise. Scott Galloway, 
a professor of marketing at NYU 
Stern, has argued that ten years of 
e-commerce growth happened in 
the first six months of the pandemic. 

Clients acquired new technology 
to build their online presence and 
new communication systems for a 
more distributed, remote workforce. 
Meanwhile, data science and 
artificial intelligence (‘AI’) enablers 
became critical as computer-
assisted analysis is indispensable 
to capturing rapidly shifting trends, 
digesting real-time data and helping 
businesses make informed decisions 
at the right time. 

Technological automation is 
enabling businesses to implement 
complex change so they can 
become more sustainable, 
improve their resilience, introduce 
cost efficiencies and strengthen 
business continuity. However, to 
work successfully with complexity, 
businesses need to learn new skills 
and build greater problem-solving 
and strategic-thinking capabilities. 

Supply chains were tested during 
the health crisis and new supply 
models emerged with redesigned 
IT infrastructure and reconfigured 
production lines and processes. 
There is a continuing demand to 
improve supply chain resilience and 
sustainability, and the resilience of 
customer interfaces. 

In this way, digital transformation 
finds itself at the heart of value 
creation. Organisations that fail to 
adapt their strategic thinking and 
decision-making to keep pace with 
these drivers for greater technology 
adoption risk losing out and 
becoming irrelevant.

How we are responding  
to evolving trends
We continued to work with our 
clients to support their need to stay 
ahead of the technological curve by 
sourcing and delivering STEM talent, 
such as tech skills linked to AI and 
data science. 

An example of the speed of change 
last year was US retail, where major 
players, who had been slow to 
embrace online commerce, had 
to urgently act. We placed many 
people to help US retailers offer 
improved e-commerce experiences.

More and more companies are 
demanding STEM skills candidates 
with business aptitude, able to 
make the link with the operational 
environment for which they develop 
solutions. We find those candidates. 
Our extended network of specialised 
consultants has continued to build 
the capacity to find and develop 
STEM talent and assist clients with 
their strategy to retain that talent.
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Why we exist 

Our purpose is central 
to everything we do. 
We exist to ‘bring 
skilled people 
together to build  
the future’.

Key resources 
People – SThree employees

Our people’s skills, experience  
and values.

People – STEM talent

A general ‘pool’ of available 
in-demand candidates and the 
specific candidate communities 
across our chosen markets.

Financial position

Strong operating cash flows, 
supplemented by debt and equity 
when appropriate.

Intellectual property

Deep knowledge of changing 
demand for specialist skills, and 
local knowledge of employment 
regulations and emerging 
employment trends.

Geographic footprint

Presence in STEM markets where 
technological change is at full 
speed and demand for contract 
roles outstrips supply.

Platform dynamics

Continuous improvement of our 
operational platform to drive 
scalable growth.

Social and relationships

Our business model is built around 
communities. Local communities 
provide a source of potential talent 
and in return, through our services, 
we provide quality inclusive 
opportunities for work and 
economic growth. 

Our most valuable stakeholder 
relationships are with our employees, 
clients, candidates and the local 
communities we operate in.

Creating value for our stakeholders

Underpinned by the ethos of the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals.

What we do 

We source and place STEM  
talent across three major sectors:
Life Sciences, Technology and  
Engineering. 

Candidate communities 
Offering candidates purposeful, sustainable careers where 
we nurture their development and build skills for the future.

22,073 
candidates placed during the year.

Clients
Sourcing diverse talent for our clients and closing the 
significant skill gaps in key markets around the world.

>8,000 
clients around the world

50
net promoter score

Shareholders
We are committed to delivering long-term value to our 
shareholders and maintaining a sustainable dividend.

31.9p 
EPS

85.6 
TSR

Communities
We add value to communities through facilitating decent, 
sustainable work. We utilise our intellectual capital to 
empower people to overcome the barriers to employment 
and build pathways into STEM careers.

4,210 
people accessed career 
support programmes

1,850 
hours volunteered in 
local communities

Environment
We source the talent needed to build a sustainable future, 
partnering with clients to support the transition to a 
low-carbon economy. Our own ambition is to reduce our 
absolute emissions by 20% by 2024.

-44% 
reduction in CO2 emissions YoY

People
In 2021, we employed over 2,700 people in 14 countries 
across 44 offices. We provide purposeful employment to 
our employees and are committed to developing diverse 
talent within our business.

5.5% 
operating profit invested in our people development

Delivering sustainable growth
Our business model

1.  We build specialist STEM candidate 
communities via multi-channel 
campaigns: career development fairs, 
industry events, networking, thought 
leadership, digital marketing and other 
targeting techniques.

2.  We serve our clients via a localised 
and flexible approach giving regard 
to client preferences and complex 
regulatory landscapes across  
all regions.

3.  We earn fees mainly on a recurring 
basis. 75% of Group net fees are 
Contract fees, earned on an ongoing 
basis for the duration of the contract, 
with the Group paying contractors 
and retaining a portion of the amount 
charged as a service fee. 25% are 
Permanent fees, charged as a 
percentage of the candidate’s salary 
when a candidate is placed with  
a client.

4.  We are a highly cash-generative 
business. We invest it back into growing 
the business and delivering a regular 
dividend stream.

5.  We work with clients who are at the 
forefront of tackling climate challenges, 
whilst investing in our own renewable 
energy business and managing our 
own carbon footprint towards the  
Net-Zero economy. 

  In line with our ‘Care then act’ 
operating principle we accelerate our 
DE&I plans and launch new incentives 
to support well-being and health of  
our people.

3. We earn 
fees and grow 

sustainable 
free cash flow

2. We understand 
and meet the 

changing demands 
of our clients

1. We build strong 
relationships with  
our candidates

4. We reinvest 
capital wisely to 
fund continued 
business growth

5. We build a 
sustainable 

future through 
STEM

How we operate
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Strategy overview

Our position Our platform Our markets Our people
Leveraging our position at the centre of 
STEM to deliver sustainable value to our 
candidates and clients

Create a world-class operational 
platform through data, technology,  
and infrastructure

To be a leader in markets we choose  
to serve

Find, develop, and retain great people

Progress on 2021 priorities
• Continued to focus management attention on 

driving scale in our five core markets.

• Ensured our 14 countries are focused on the correct 
skills segments.

• Reinforced our marketing communications 
capability with new talent.

• Community outreach to promote STEM careers and 
build a diverse talent pipeline.

• Conducted global client and candidate survey to 
gain market insights.

• Published thought leadership articles.

Progress on 2021 priorities
• Maintained discipline in investment decisions and 

prioritised capital for most rewarding markets and 
organisational improvements.

• Increased our internal capability for managing our 
technology and operational estates.

• Enhanced our data-driven decision-making.

• Completed ‘as-is’ process mapping on how we 
manage our ECM in our core five markets in 
preparation for process improvement and 
automation.

• Introduced new procurement strategy. 

• Improved efficiency and carbon reduction by 
moving to cloud-based technology to support  
hybrid-working.

Progress on 2021 priorities
• Increased market share in the USA, the Netherlands 

and Germany, three out of our five core STEM 
markets, while maintaining share in the UK and 
Japan. 

• Continued the growth trajectory in Japan and 
launched a proposition in the Engineering sector.

• Invested to support the Technology opportunity  
in the USA.

• Outperformed competitors in STEM sectors.

• Contributed to sustainable supply chains and grew 
our renewable energy business.

• Grew our ECM offer to meet the demand for flexible 
contract working.

Progress on 2021 priorities
• Rolled out new digital learning solution and  

learning academies.

• Introduced new Leadership Development 
programme.

• Developed a new onboarding and training strategy 
and programme.

• Launched new global reward structure.

• Refreshed our approach to employee feedback.

• Improved talent acquisition and succession 
planning processes.

• Implemented a number of global and local  
DE&I initiatives. 

Initiatives and immediate priorities  
for 2022
• Convey our value proposition more clearly  

and consistently. 

• Drive thought leadership, making it part of business-
as-usual with industry-leading whitepapers and 
robust research.

• Maintain and improve our global candidate 
community of STEM professionals engaged by  
our consultants.

• Expand our STEM career pathways programming for 
underrepresented communities, to grow our diverse 
talent pipeline.

Initiatives and immediate priorities  
for 2022
• Support the front office with data insights delivered 

through new sales process and supporting systems.

• Reinforce our technology stack through  
tactical upgrades and deployment of new  
front-office capability.

• Continue investment in countering cyber threats.

• Continue to improve our middle/back-office 
capabilities, and plan to refresh our processes, 
people and systems to support our global  
contractor community.

Initiatives and immediate priorities  
for 2022
• Continue focus on market share growth in our  

key territories.

• Continue to reinforce processes, systems and 
governance within our regional operational 
functions based on local legislative changes.

• Evolve the way that we go to market using more 
developed segmentation approaches, particularly 
with large enterprise clients.

Initiatives and immediate priorities  
for 2022
• Adapt our office environments to support hybrid 

working, employee engagement and productivity. 

• Embed our inclusive culture.

• Implement sales compensation rewards scheme  
in our key markets.

• Spread best talent acquisition practices across  
the Group.

• LMS - drive adoption of the digital academies.

• Introduce a ‘Leading with Purpose’ programme. 

• Continue to embed the Talent and Succession 
planning framework. 

• Develop career pathways for key sales and core 
function roles.

• Move to quarterly employee pulse surveys to ensure 
more frequent feedback.

Key performance indicators we track Key performance indicators we track Key performance indicators we track Key performance indicators we track

Stakeholders Stakeholders Stakeholders Stakeholders 
• Our people

• Our clients and 
candidates

• Our shareholders

• Our local communities

• Revenue

• Net fees

• Adjusted profit  
before tax

• Our people • Our clients and 
candidates

• Adjusted operating 
profit conversion ratio

• Adjusted cash 
conversion ratio

• Our people 

• Our clients and 
candidates

• Our shareholders

• Customer net promoter 
score (‘NPS’)

• Total shareholder return

• Adjusted basic 
earnings per share 
(‘EPS’)

• Our people

• Our local communities

• Year-end sales 
headcount/turnover

• Female representation 
in key sales roles

• Employee net promoter 
score (‘eNPS’)
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Leveraging our position at 
the centre of STEM to deliver 

sustainable value to our 
candidates and clients.

Science

Engineering

Technology

Mathematics

Focusing management 
attention on driving scale in 
our five core markets
In 2021, we applied our focus 
and continued to invest in the five 
most attractive STEM markets: USA, 
UK, Netherlands, Germany and 
Japan, which returned to growth 
strongly during 2021. That focus, and 
increasing our scale in these markets, 
was rewarded in our performance as 
economies rebounded, and we grew 
our pressure with major clients across 
our footprint.

Ensure our 14 markets invest in 
growth skills segments 
Clients and candidates value the 
premium STEM-focused service we 
offer, providing hard-to-source, leading 
talent. Our specialist consultants 
understand the STEM skills that our 
clients need and have candidate 
networks that offer the right skill 
set. Conversely, candidates value 
our consultants’ insights into the 
changing dynamics of skill sectors. 
Developing very niche knowledge of 
STEM specialisms is key to our expert 
positioning and underpins our Value 
Proposition. We are proud of the way 
we nurture this expertise through our 
SThree training programmes - see Our 
People section on page 48. Our aim 
always is to build deeper candidate 
relationships that are essential to our 
sustained growth. 

Reinforce our marketing 
communications capability 
with new talent 
Our marketing and communications 
team have evolved with the hiring 
of two new Senior Leadership Team 
(‘SLT’) members – a new Corporate 
Affairs Director and a Chief Marketing 
Officer. Together, they will define a 
clearer differentiation for SThree 
and promote our value proposition 
with the aim of achieving long-term 
competitive advantage.

Community outreach to 
promote STEM careers and 
build a diverse talent pipeline 
In 2021, we continued to grow our 
community outreach programmes 
to grow and diversify the STEM 
talent pipeline. Over 2,227 people 
attended our community programme 
to increase gender representation 
in STEM industries, benefiting from 
knowledge sharing, networking, skills 
development and community. 

We delivered career support to 4,210 
people across our regions providing 
insights and advice on STEM careers 
and employability skills. Our career 
support initiatives were delivered  
in collaboration with non-profit 
organisations, supporting people  
from underrepresented communities 
who are at more risk of exclusion  
from STEM career paths.

Strategic progress

Our position

Strategic positioning
Coming out of the pandemic, we  
are more confident than ever in  
our focus as a global leading STEM 
talent specialist. 

Covid-19 stimulated a worldwide 
growth in demand for STEM skills. The 
health crisis saw a rapid growth in 
life science investment. Lockdowns 
triggered huge acceleration in 
digital working and living, increasing 
demand for technology skills. When 
the economic bounce-back arrived, 
companies began investing in supply 
chain resilience. As the end of the 
pandemic nears, new challenges are 
driving STEM demand, as consumer 
behaviour, changing government 
policy, and discussions at COP26 

have put tackling climate change 
at the top of the agenda, triggering 
spending on infrastructure upgrades 
and renewable energy driving 
demand for engineering talent. Across 
all markets and sectors, demand for 
STEM skills remains robust. 

Clients increasingly require this STEM 
talent for projects on contract forms of 
employment. Focusing on STEM skills 
sectors has allowed us to develop 
the types of temporary employment 
structures that meet employers’ 
needs, while remaining compliant 
with local legislation. Thus, we believe 
we have a unique position for both 
serving clients and candidates’ 
career aspirations.
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Strategic progress continued

Our position continued

Conducted global client and 
candidate survey to gain 
market insights
We monitor customer satisfaction by 
commissioning an annual survey of 
more than 20,000 customers which 
generates a customer net promoter 
score (‘NPS’). We gather feedback 
from our customers on our service, 
insights into new patterns of demand 
and other trends in job markets that 
allow us to better tailor our service 
and product proposition.

The strides we have taken to improve 
our operational execution are 
demonstrated in the stability of our 
NPS, which stood at 50 at the year 
end, down just two points on the 
prior year. For more details on NPS 
see page 54 of the Key performance 
indicators section.

Thought leadership articles 
and research
Demonstrating thought leadership 
is essential to becoming recognised 
as the major player in our field. Our 
go-to-market brands created local 
content pieces on how our STEM 
disciplines contribute to clients 
pursuing their ESG policies. 

In the US, we published articles on 
offshore wind projects in development 
as well as sustainable investing  
in the fintech sector, while our 
Netherlands team wrote about big 
pharma sustainability. 

In Germany, our ‘How Germany Works’ 
study revealed that many young 
people believe their social 
background can prevent them  
from securing a job. It also looked  
at the demand for skilled workers,  
the benefits of diverse teams and  
the importance of specialist STEM  
roles in solving the world’s most 
pressing issues.

We ran pieces by our UK Commercial 
Director, Charlie Cox, about IR35, 
advising how contractors and 
employers can best mitigate the risk 
of workers being judged employees 
by the tax authorities. We also made 
a written submission to the House 
of Lords Finance Bill Sub-Committee 
on off-payroll reform/IR35 after we 
conducted a survey of our clients  
and contractors in the UK market.
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Entering 2021, our businesses were 
braced for a challenging year and 
many of our functions were charged 
with ‘doing more with less’. We revised 
our strategic portfolio roadmap and 
delivery plan to prioritise strategic 
change initiatives and related 
enablers. Focus continues with the 
discovery work we commenced 
in the previous year to sustain our 
growth and innovation in our core.

Maintain discipline in 
investment decisions and 
prioritise capital for the 
most rewarding markets and 
organisational improvements
We continued to instil discipline in 
investment decisions and prioritise 
capital for both the most rewarding 
markets and organisational 
improvements through our Portfolio 
Governance Group1.

Due to the unprecedented challenges 
that the pandemic has brought,  
and the subsequent acceleration 
of long-term secular market trends,  
our capital allocation strategy  
has evolved, prioritising strategic 
investments to build a sustainable 
operational stack for the future of  
our business. The strategy supports 
disciplined investment of capital within 
the business and encourages the 
pursuit of strategic choices that deliver 
economic value and help drive scale 
in our core markets.

Maintaining a strong balance sheet 
with solid, investment-grade credit 
metrics remain the Board’s top priority; 
pressures of the external environment, 
ongoing competition in the recruitment 
industry and rapidly changing 
customer needs, led the Directors to 
continue looking to build business 
resilience through a controlled portfolio 
of strategic investments.

Increasing our internal 
capability for managing  
our technology and 
operational estates
One of our 2024 long-term ambitions 
is to improve our operational 
productivity. By investing in 
technology, automating processes 
or moving them to the cloud we aim 
to free teams to focus on key, value-
added tasks. We are working towards 
a tightly defined set of investment 
priorities that will deliver a modern 
and efficient operational platform  
that will go live in stages over the 
coming months and years. 

This portfolio of strategic programmes 
prioritises digital enablement, 
candidate placement and efficient 
onboarding, and the improved use of 
data for decision-making. We made 
significant progress in designing a 
scalable operational platform, which 
supports compliant customer service. 

Strategic programmes are supported 
by the newly transformed Group 
Procurement function. 

Working with data helps us 
understand our business more 
effectively and importantly 
it helps us stay tapped into 
what the big trends are in 
the industry: the workforce 
of the future, of course, but 
also global supply chains, 
digitisation, advanced 
robotics and automation, AI, 
cybersecurity, renewables.”

Timo Lehne
Interim CEO

Create a world-class operational 
platform through data, technology  
and infrastructure

Our platform
Strategic progress continued

1 The Portfolio Governance Group is responsible for transformation programmes and their alignment with 
the broader Group strategy.
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Supported data-driven 
decision-making 
Increasingly, we have taken a more 
data-driven approach to defining 
opportunities. To support this data-
driven decision-making, we hired our 
first Chief Data Officer, allowing us to 
build capability of data collection 
and analysis into our core operations, 
and launched a series of commercial 
dashboards to more tightly manage 
contractor engagements and lifetimes.

Completed ‘as-is’ process 
mapping and made tactical 
improvements, laying the 
groundwork for broader 
systems investment
The events of the past two years 
showed us that digitisation can help 
overcome some of the challenges 
of remote operations by facilitating 
hybrid working. It also helps us create 
new innovative experiences for our 
customers. Although investment 
in more comprehensive digital 
transformation was curtailed by cash 
conservation in response to Covid-19 
market disruption, we did the  
ground work to support new systems 
and processes.

Many key processes were revised 
to break down silos, reduce highly 
manual workflows, lower compliance 
risk, encourage greater cross-
functional collaboration and deliver 
improved customer service through 
reduced operational friction in our key 
Employed Contractor markets. 

New procurement strategy
We developed a new procurement 
strategy that will drive ongoing 
cost efficiencies whilst allowing us 
to deliver services more effectively. 
Additionally, we wanted the new 
approach to foster transparent and 
unified behaviours and practices 
across the Group consistent with our 
ESG and DE&I policies. 

Improved efficiency and 
carbon reduction by moving 
to cloud-based technology to 
support hybrid working
The Covid-19 pandemic accelerated 
our technological transformation. The 
majority of our staff set up remote 
offices in their homes and found real 
efficiency and collaborative benefits. 
We committed to the new hybrid 
world of work early in 2021 with the 
introduction of a remote-by-default 
policy whilst still ensuring office space 
and technology was available for 
human interaction and connectivity. 

We invested in Group-wide 
communication technology that 
achieves both cost savings and 
productivity gains. We also built and 
implemented tools and associated 
software designed to optimise online 
collaboration, file sharing, video/
audio conference and training. To 
support the increased use of tech, 
we enhanced our IT department 
capabilities so they can better  
handle the demands of remote-
working employees.

As a result, our teams have become 
more agile and better equipped 
to work together globally. Virtual 
meetings allow a wider workforce to 
meet and share ideas. Initiatives have 
been launched across the business 
on collaboration platforms which 
allowed us to run workshops and work 
together across offices and markets. 

Senior Leadership Team benefited 
from this increased participation in 
virtual meetings as it made broader 
consultation easier to achieve, 
resulting in improved decision-making.

Strategic progress continued

Our platform continued

We invested in Group-
wide communication 
technology that achieves 
both cost savings and 
productivity gains. We also 
built and implemented tools 
and associated software 
designed to optimise online 
collaboration, file sharing, 
video/audio conferencing 
and training.”

Nick Folkes
Chief Technology & Information 
Officer
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Increased market share in 
three of our five core STEM 
markets while maintaining 
share in two
In 2021, our adjusted operating profit 
was higher than achieved before the 
health crisis in 2019, and up 106% in 
constant currency on the prior year. 
This was driven by better market 
conditions, high demand for STEM skills 
and increased contractor working 
hours that improved productivity. 

We recorded a strong operating 
profit and substantially outperformed 
most of our benchmark competitors, 
winning revenue market share in the 
USA, the Netherlands and Germany, 
while maintaining share in the UK  
and Japan. 

In the UK, although the market was 
challenging, we saw growth in public 
sector demand; overall net fees were 
up 8% in constant currency for the 
year. We are seeing progress and 
encouraging productivity gains as 
well as take up for a new offering 
– managed services – where we 
source complete project teams on a 
contract basis. 

The Netherlands has seen the growth 
of Amsterdam as a technology hub, 
and it has a large energy sector. 
There is strong demand for skills 
within the Technology, Life Sciences 
and Engineering sectors making the 
country one of our five core markets. 
We saw good growth in the demand 
for STEM talent in Engineering sector 
during the year. 

Continued the growth 
trajectory in Japan and 
launched a proposition in 
Engineering sector 
In Japan, we saw our net fees grow  
by 27% in constant currency YoY, 
driven by the Technology and 
Life Sciences sectors. Here, the 
main demand is for permanent 
employment, though the market 
is changing. Japan has many 
multinational companies with a 
need for engineering, technical 
and life science disciplines making 
it a significant market with great 
potential. Global staffing firms have 
typically placed ex-pats in Japan to 
do specific projects. However, by far 
the larger market is for domesticated 
Japanese and we are positioning 
ourselves increasingly as a local 
player to serve domestic clients.

What we have discovered through 
the pandemic is that STEM talent 
is less cyclical than other types 
of employment. All markets are 
cyclical and will no doubt be 
affected by underlying economic 
conditions, but STEM talent is 
at the forefront of changing the 
future of the world and we believe 
that it is impacted less on the 
downturn and bounces back 
quicker on the upturn.”

Andrew Beach
CFO

Our strategy is to ride two trend 
tailwinds: demand for STEM skills 
and increased demand for flexible, 
contract working. Strategically, we are 
focused on growing our market share 
in the largest markets for STEM skills: 
the USA, the Netherlands, Germany, 
the UK and Japan. As demand for 
specialist STEM skills, and flexible 
working, is growing in these markets, 
this strategy continues to serve us, our 
clients and our candidates well.

To be a leader in markets  
we choose to serve

Our markets
Strategic progress continued
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Invested to support the 
technology opportunity  
in the USA 
In the world’s biggest STEM market, 
the US, although there are life 
science and technology specialisms 
where we are a significant specialist 
talent provider, we remain relatively 
small compared to our peers. This 
presents a huge opportunity and 
we have invested in our talent and 
infrastructure to grow our share of this 
market, taking on senior experienced 
hires as well as growing at more  
junior levels.

With the strategy established and the 
infrastructure in place, our focus in 
all our five core markets is on flawless 
execution. We will seek to be the 
go-to partner for companies looking 
for niche STEM skills by investing in 
our people’s knowledge of these 
specialisms so we can build stronger 
candidate and client relationships. 
And we will seek to promote our 
flexible working product opportunities 
to meet clients’ need for compliant 
resourcing of contractors.

We operate in nine other markets 
beyond the core five, which benefit 
from the investments in Group 
systems, processes and training, 
ensuring sufficient resources for each 
of the opportunities pursued. 

Outperformed competitors in 
STEM sectors
We focus on STEM sector talent to 
allow us to outperform our more 
generalist competitors in resourcing 
these most sought-after specialists. 

The Technology and Life Sciences 
sectors have been particularly strong 
this year, with net fees up 23% and 
25%, in constant currency, respectively. 

Within Technology, skills such as mobile 
applications, software development 
and business intelligence have seen 
increasing demand as businesses 
focus on rebuilding their supply chains 
and transitioning towards more  
digital operations.

Life Sciences has seen significant 
growth throughout the pandemic and 
remains in demand. As health delivery 
scales back up after lockdown 
disruptions, that sector has also grown 
and is becoming increasingly digital, 
which requires more technology 
specialists. Across our markets we saw 
strong demand for clinical operations, 
quality assurance, clinical research 
and development skills.

Contributing to sustainable 
supply chains and growing 
our renewable energy 
business
The call for STEM expertise is coming 
from a broader client base than 
ever before. Emerging trends and 
the remodelling of business practice 
needed to achieve net zero requires 
STEM expertise. Climate challenge 
and increasing pressure to shift 
to a low-carbon economy have 
triggered investments in infrastructure 
upgrades, renewable energy and 
product development across the 
globe, promoting the need for new 
engineering talent, particularly in 
geographies with strong net-zero 
ambitions, including the EU and  
the USA.

There is growing demand on 
businesses to build sustainable supply 
chains and pressure is mounting on 
suppliers to meet the sustainability 
goals and expectations of clients 
on their journey to net-zero. Our CDP 
score, climate reduction action, and 
our Financial Times Climate Leaders 
2021 placing, mean we demonstrate 
strong environmental credentials to 
help make SThree the talent supplier 
of choice. 

Climate-related scenario analysis and 
the changing market and political 
landscape during the transition 
have informed our strategic and 
financial planning. By 2024 we aim 
to double the size of our global 
renewables business. We will measure 
our progress using two metrics: the 
percentage of net fees generated 
through renewables clients (primarily 
from Energy sector) versus Group net 
fees, and the number of candidates 
we place in low-carbon roles. 

In 2021, our renewable energy 
net fees were up 22% in constant 
currency YoY.

Growing our ECM offer to 
meet the demand for flexible 
contract working 
The requirements of clients and 
candidates are becoming more 
complicated. Clients are looking 
to minimise the regulatory risks 
of contractors being deemed 
employees. Contractors are keen 
to be treated as employees while 
moving between different companies. 
They also want to minimise the 
administrative burden involved in 
contract work. 

Our Employed Contractor Model 
(‘ECM’) addresses both needs and 
is becoming increasingly popular. 
ECM, where contractors are directly 
employed by SThree rather than the 
client, has many benefits including 
the removal of complexity and 
compliance concerns for clients. ECM 
also allows clients to streamline their 
talent supply chains at a time when 
they need ways to lower their cost 
bases. It is the predominant model in 
the USA and fast growing in Europe.

Market shifts towards ECM – Group net fees per type of 
placement

Type of placement 2021 2020 2019

Independent contractors 43% 46% 51%

ECM 32% 30% 23%

Permanent 25% 24% 26%

Within our contractor 
markets, we see particular 
client demand for our 
employed contractor model, 
a market segment in which 
we are leaders in many 
countries, and which now 
accounts for 32% of Group 
net fees.”

Timo Lehne
Interim CEO

Strategic progress continued

Our markets continued

We have seen ECM grow as a 
proportion of our Contract net fees 
from 23% in 2019, to 30% in 2020, 
reaching 32% in 2021.

We believe ECM will ultimately 
become the preferred choice for most 
clients, but it requires us to operate 
differently. Under the ECM model, we 
assume full employer responsibilities 
for the contactor as our employee.  
We are subject to national 
employment regulations with evolving 
legal requirements. It is a more ‘asset-
heavy’ model with higher support 
requirements as we manage our 
contractor base as employees. 

To fully take advantage of the market 
shift to ECM we are investing in a 
scalable and regionally compliant 
ECM infrastructure with robust 
controls and operational processes. 
In Germany and the Netherlands, 
where ECM is far outstripping the 
independent contractor market, 
we are investing in and redesigning 
supporting systems. In the UK, we plan 
to work on a clear proposition for ECM 
(PAYE) and an operational support 
team to help address changing 
client demands as a result of IR35 
regulations. In the USA, our most 
mature ECM market, we have been 
investing in our pay and bill platform 
for scalable and compliant expansion 
in contractor numbers.
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New global reward structure 
To align incentives to longer-term 
corporate objectives and our CMD 
2024 ambitions, we moved towards 
rewarding our people based on 
broader organisational and collective 
performance results, rather than 
purely individual performance. 
Making rewards longer-term was 
another priority. That is now being 
achieved for all employees through 
the introduction of a Company-wide 
share plan.

Refreshing our approach to 
employee feedback 
Previously we sought feedback on 
how our people felt about working 
for SThree via an annual eNPS 
survey. Recently we moved to a new 
engagement tool through a third-
party supplier, Peakon, a leader 
of employee engagement in the 
marketplace. In 2021, our new annual 
survey format included 50 questions, 
covering a wide range of topics 
including DE&I, health and well-being, 
strategy, reward and line manager 
feedback. The survey was entirely 
confidential, and the insights were 
shared with line managers, and with 
their HR business partners they are 
building clear action plans based  
on the feedback. 

Better talent acquisition 
and succession planning 
processes
To develop our talent acquisition 
strategy, we audited current practice 
early in the year and found processes 
varied massively across the Group. 
We identified some key areas for 
focus including data and systems 
and education awareness. We will be 
introducing targeted training around 
how to avoid bias and are working on 
a new strategy which we expect to 
deploy in 2022. 

We introduced a new talent and 
succession planning framework for 
our Top 100 leaders in 2021 and will 
embed this new approach in 2022 
before we start to extend and deploy 
it further across the organisation. 

Implementation of a number 
of global and local DE&I 
initiatives 
In November we won ‘Company of the 
Year’ in the 2021 European Diversity 
Awards, the only company in the 
recruitment sector to be recognised. 
We are on track to achieve our goal of 
being the leader for DE&I in the staffing 
industry. However, there is still much  
we want to do. 

Our DE&I mission is to make STEM 
industries more diverse, accessible 
and equitable to help solve the 
complex global issues that need 
STEM talent. In August, we launched 
our Global DE&I policy and an 
accompanying vision statement. It 
is a contract between us, our clients, 
our candidates and our suppliers, 
setting out where we stand on 
DE&I. The policy, and the extensive 
communications that accompanied 
its launch, is part of an emerging suite 
of resources that we are using across 
our business to guide our people to 
fulfil our commitment to DE&I. 

Our four-year DE&I strategy was 
signed off in 2020 and is centred 
around three priorities:

Our success comes from fostering 
an environment that is inclusive, 
empowering, and safe for 
everyone. We create a positive work 
atmosphere where we celebrate 
our differences, encourage 
speaking out, taking action, and 
having zero tolerance for any forms 
of discrimination. It’s our priority to 
make sure everyone feels like they 
can fully belong at SThree.” 

Matthew Blake
Chief People Officer, SThree

Roll out new digital learning 
solution and learning 
academies 
In July we launched our new digital 
learning management system, the 
SThree Academy, which provides 
access to learning for all employees 
across an increasingly wide range of 
content including sales training, core 
skills, management and leadership 
development, compliance training, 
health and well-being. 

Introduction of new 
Leadership Development 
programme
We ran a Leadership Development 
programme for 50 leaders and 
senior managers and launched 
our second Women in Leadership 
development programme, IdentiFy+. 
When designing these programmes, 
we gather employees from across 
the organisation – different functions, 
countries and regions – so people 
who ordinarily would not meet get  
to collaborate and learn together. 

At SThree we are 
creating differentiated 
accessible learning 
for all to ensure our 
people and business 
are fit for the future.”

Paul Dempsey 
Global Head of 
People Development 
& Organisational 
Effectiveness

Find, develop, and retain 
great people

Our people
Strategic progress continued
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Strategic progress continued

Our people continued

One way we are increasing 
representation across our business 
is through our female development 
programme, ‘IdentiFy+’ which opened 
for applications in October 2021. 
The first IdentiFy+ programme was 
launched in 2017 with 25 women. 15 
are still working at SThree and all have 
been promoted since and will act as 
mentors for the new generation of 
women joining IdentiFy+. 

In addition, we partner with 
community organisations tackling 
barriers to employment for 
underrepresented groups, offering 
work experience and entry level 
opportunities. One partner was Black 
Professionals Scotland. Together, 
we offered summer internships for 
graduates in 2021. As a result of 
the programme, two interns landed 
extended employment contracts in 
SThree’s Operations Department. 

Promotions and career 
progression audits 
Between March and September, 
we have run audits across our HR 
processes to examine if there were 
any key trends that we needed to 
identify from a gender perspective. 
We have looked at the data as 
well as holding lived experience 
conversations to really understand 
where there may be systemic barriers 
that are holding women back. 
Outputs will feed directly into our 
people strategies in 2022.

SThree gender diversity
The gender and wider diversity balance across SThree as a whole has 
remained stable. We previously established a bold aspirational commitment 
to achieve full gender equality in managerial roles across our businesses by 
the end of 2024. As of 30 November 2021, female representation across the 
Group stood at 49% (2020: 49%) and at 40% at the Director/manager level 
(2020: 36%). There were 590 Directors and managers, including the Senior 
Leadership Team, within the Group, of which 236 or 40% were women  
(2020: 208 or 36%).

This is a solid improvement on the prior year that demonstrates progress 
made in taking practical steps to increase diversity in all parts of our 
business, especially in key sales roles. 

Gender diversity profile as of 30 November 2021

Total

Male Female

Number % Number %

Non-Executive Directors 4 2 50% 2 50%

Senior Leadership Team (‘SLT’) 10 6 60% 4 40%

Directors and managers 580 348 60% 232 40%

Other employees 2,141 1,024 48% 1,117 52%

Total 2,735 1,380 51% 1,355 49%

For more information on the composition of our Board of Directors,  
see pages 100 to 101.
Group gender diversity profile 
as of 30 November 2021

Management1 gender diversity 
profile as of 30 November 2021

 Male 51%

 Female 49%

Helping leaders counter bias 
Working with our Learning and 
Development Team we designed 
and delivered leadership executive 
bias training to our main Board, our 
Senior Leadership Team and all of the 
regional leaders across the business, 
with over 395 hours of training. This 
achieved the target we set ourselves 
for 2021 by 92% of the team attending 
the training with plans to reach the 
remaining 8% in 2022.

The new SThree Academy ensures we 
can roll out DE&I training to a broader 

audience, and we are building a 
specific DE&I curriculum. We also 
have a calendar of six ‘bite-size’ 
training modules on specific DE&I 
topics. To give one example: we have 
just designed and delivered a 
module on the use of pronouns in the 
workplace. It was designed in 
collaboration with our LGBTQIA+ & 
Allies Employee Resource Group. So 
all our people have a better 
understanding of the correct use of 
pronouns and can communicate 
inclusively with confidence.

 Male 60%

 Female 40%

1 This measure covers all female leaders as a 
collective group from all sales cohorts Level 1  
to Level 5, and all core functions - Directors  
and managers, including SLT. 

Employee resource groups (‘ERG’) are 
one of our main tools for achieving 
allyship - encouraging people in 
the Group to support each other 
and share their experiences. These 
employee-led communities come 
together and meet every month and 
often involve other groups or allies in 
the business to broaden their impact. 
We invest in their capability, sending 
ERG leads on external learning 
courses where they develop their 
skills on how to make their ERG more 
outcome-led, driven and sustainable. 
In return, the business engages 
with the ERG’s to input on systemic 
policy development and process 
changes. The African American ERG, 
for example, consulted on the global 
DE&I policy and helped refine our 
anti-discrimination policy. 

The first ERG in the USA, the LGBTQIA+ 
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer, intersex and asexual +) group, 
was formed in 2020, followed by our 

Local targets focus minds and take 
the DE&I from theory into practice. 
In Japan we have achieved a 
57% majority Japanese national 
representation and 43% Japanese 
leadership since opening our offices. 
National diversity in this market is 
commercially important in order 
to meet client expectations and 
strengthen local cultural connections. 
See the Our markets section on page 
44 for more details. 

In the UK&I Sales business, which 
has its own target of 40% female 
representation for gender balance 
across all roles, we ended the year 
with 42% and have seen one senior 
woman promoted this year into a 
country Director role in Ireland. 

African American ERG and Women’s 
ERG. In 2021, three new groups were 
formed including AAPI (American 
Asian Pacific Islander) ERG, Unidos 
ERG, which represents our Latin  
and Hispanic community and our 
Parents ERG. 

Network and ERG 
Across our global business there are 
just over 200 of our people who are 
involved in DE&I networks and ERG. 
We have DE&I ambassadors and 
members of ERG who work with their 
local DE&I and ERG leads to raise 
awareness around diversity initiatives 
across their region.

Education and DE&I 
awareness 
To keep the DE&I agenda top of mind 
and give our people the information 
they need to support our goals, we 
held nine global and local webinars 
this year. Over 1,600 people attended 

External partnerships help 
accelerate progress
We work with external organisations 
and take part in initiatives where 
we see opportunities to accelerate 
progress in DE&I. In the USA, Sunny 
Ackerman signed SThree up to the 
PwC sponsored CEO action pledge 
which commits us to lobby for policy 
change at the federal, state and local 
levels in support of DE&I. In the UK, 
we are in a supporting partnership 
with Investing in Ethnicity, which helps 
employers advance racial equity. 
In France we have entered into a 
partnership with the Association 
Française des Managers de la 
Diversité. This helps us advance local 
DE&I drivers and puts us in touch 
with other organisations in terms of 
benchmarking and resource sharing. 

in total across all the events. On 
International Women’s Day we looked 
at The Value of Inclusive Leadership 
and differing leadership styles with 
four senior internal women leaders 
at SThree. Another webinar was 
titled, ‘Building communities through 
Employee Resource Group’ where 
local ERG’s shared their experiences 
and advice on how and why ERG’s 
are important at work. Mental well-
being, and how issues present in 
the workplace, were the focus of 
the third webinar. The final session 
held in Pride Month, with an external 
specialist Matthew Beard, Executive 
Director of All Out - a global non-profit 
organisation dedicated to the human 
rights of LGBTQ+ communities all over 
the world. Matthew shared with our 
people the ongoing challenges this 
community faces, and how to be an 
ally all year round.

Celebrating events and 
community outreach
We have a global calendar of set 
events we celebrate every year 
with contributions from Employee 
Representative Groups and regional 
DE&I networks. International Women’s 
Month in March, for example, is 
marked with a series of events and a 
webinar which over 465 people from 
our business attended. We ran similar 
webinars for Pride in June and several 
other events across the year. Black 
History Month in the USA and the UK 
were both celebrated with a large 
programme of activities, including 
resource packs, external paid 
speakers, internal communications 
highlighting and profiling diverse 
talent at SThree and in the US a 
fundraiser for ‘Young, Black & Lit’ a 
Chicago based non-profit that is 
changing the narrative of how black 
children learn about themselves and 
their culture in literature.

Priority 2:  
Create a more inclusive environment by actively valuing 

difference and realising the power of allyship 

Priority 1: 
Increase representation of diverse groups at all levels, 

with a specific focus on leadership 

Priority 3: 
Place greater emphasis on action led by countries 

and functions across the organisation 
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We assess our performance across a wide range of measures and indicators 
that are consistent with our strategy and investor proposition. 
Our key performance indicators (‘KPIs’) provide a balanced set of metrics that give emphasis to both financial and non-
financial measures. These help the Directors assess performance against our strategic pillars.1 

Our position Our platform
Leveraging our position at the centre of STEM to deliver sustainable 
value to our candidates and clients

Create a world-class operational platform 
through data, technology, and infrastructure

Key performance indicators

Revenue
Income generated from the sale of services to clients, 
including discounts, from continuing operations.

Why it is important

Sustainable performance in revenue embodies our 
success in growing and retaining our customer base which 
is important to our business model.

2021 performance

£1.3bn  14%
2021 £1.3bn

2020 £1.2bn

2019 £1.3bn

Revenue grew by 14%2 as compared to 2020 and 3% as 
compared to 2019 with the main contributors being USA 
and DACH regions. The increase is due to good progress 
made across the Group led by USA and DACH in Life 
Sciences, Technology and Banking & Finance sectors. Our 
resilient business model and strategy, positioned at the 
centre of the secular trends of STEM and flexible working, 
has continued to drive this excellent performance.

Net fees®

Revenue less cost of sales from continuing operations.

Why it is important

Net fees is one of our fundamental financial measures as it 
indicates how our business is performing over time, 
measured as net fees growth on a constant currency basis.

2021 performance

£356m  19%
2021 £356m

2020 £309m

2019 £338m

Group net fees were up this year by 19% as compared to 
2020 and by 9% as compared to 2019. This growth was 
driven by Contract business across all regions which was 
up by 17% primarily in Technology, Life Sciences and 
Engineering sectors and our Permanent business which 
was up by 24% showed significant growth in USA and DACH 
regions which was mainly driven by Life Sciences and 
Banking & Finance sectors. On a reported basis, net fees 
were affected by £11.3 million in unfavourable FX headwind 
due to the weakening of our two main operational 
currencies, US dollar and Euro, against Sterling.

Adjusted operating profit conversion ratio®

Operating profit before adjusting items stated as a 
percentage of net fees, from continuing operations.

Why it is important

Adjusted operating profit conversion ratio measures the 
Group’s effectiveness in managing its investments for future 
growth and controlling costs.

2021 performance

17.1%  7% pts
2021 17.1%

2020 10.1%

2019 17.8%

The ratio has increased to 17.1% as compared to 10.1% in 
the previous year as a result of strong recovery from the 
economic downturn experienced in 2020. This was offset 
by a moderate increase in operating expenses mainly 
related to personnel wages and commissions, in line with 
the growth in contractor order book and new IT project 
spend. The ratio has not yet reached the pre-pandemic 
level of 17.8% in 2019.

Adjusted free cash conversion ratio®

Cash generated from operations for the year after 
deducting tax paid, net interest costs and rent payments, 
stated as a percentage of adjusted operating profit.

Why it is important

Cash conversion ratio measures the Group’s ability to 
convert profit into cash through the careful management 
of working capital.

2021 performance

40%   137.4% 
pts

2021 40.4%

2020 177.8%

2019 68.3%

We significantly improved adjusted EBITDA in response to 
the increase in underlying trading performance. However, 
more cash has been absorbed into working capital due to 
a higher rate of growth in the contractor order book across 
our markets and sectors, partially offset by a strong focus 
on cash collection.

Adjusted profit before tax®

Net fees less administrative expenses, less interest before 
adjusting items, from continuing operations.

Why it is important

Adjusted profit before tax (‘PBT’) is a measure of our 
underlying profitability, our efficiency on how we manage 
our cost base. Delivering profitable growth is essential as 
we aim to create value for all our stakeholders over the 
long term.

2021 performance

£60.0m  111%
2021 £60.0m

2020 £30.1m

2019 £59.1m

Adjusted PBT increased by 111% as compared to 2020 and 
7% as compared to 2019, mainly driven by the post-
pandemic recovery in the trading conditions across all 
regions, additionally boosted by higher-than-usual 
productivity per head. This reflects the Group’s 
effectiveness at controlling costs in the business, together 
with the degree of investment being made for future 
growth and dependency of the Group’s business model on 
an experienced management pool to enable flexibility in 
resourcing and senior management succession planning.

1 KPIs accompanied by symbol ® are used for the Executives’ 
remuneration, as per the policy approved by shareholders at the 
2021 Annual General Meeting.

2 Unless specifically stated, all growth rates in financial KPIs are 
expressed in constant currency and exclude Australia, which the 
Group exited in Q4 2020.
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Total shareholder return (‘TSR’)®

The growth in value of a shareholding over a three-year 
period, assuming that dividends are reinvested to 
purchase additional shares at the closing price applicable 
on the ex-dividend date.

Why it is important

TSR is a valuable KPI to measure and assess the Group’s 
performance in the delivery and maximisation of long-term 
value for shareholders.

2021 performance

85.6%  101.4%
2021 85.6%

2020 -15.8%

2019 33.2%

During the assessed three-year period (2018–2021), SThree 
plc’s share price was subject to high-market volatility and 
uncertainty in the fallout from the severe pandemic. 

Notwithstanding it, the Group’s business model and its 
strategic focus on two long-term secular trends in 
recruitment, accompanied by a strong trading 
performance delivered by the Group in 2021, were viewed 
by the market as key enablers of sustainable value 
creation. This, in turn, translated to a sharp rise in SThree 
plc’s share price in 2021, outperforming the comparator 
basket of recruitment companies.

Adjusted basic earnings per share (‘EPS’)®

Profit after tax before adjusting items, for continuing 
operations divided by the weighted average number of 
shares in issue during the year.

Why it is important

EPS is a standard investor measure of Group’s profitability to 
assess return of our business versus share price. Internally, 
EPS is also used for the vesting assessment of the Group 
Long-Term Incentive Plans and tracker share settlements.

2021 performance

31.8p  143%
2021 31.8p

2020 13.9p

2019 33.2p

Adjusted basic EPS has grown significantly over the prior 
year, thanks to improvement in adjusted PBT and a 
decrease in effective tax rate. It was further influenced by a 
0.2 million increase in the weighted average number of 
shares in issue, at 132.3 million (2020: 132.1 million). 
Adjusted basic EPS is below the pre-pandemic level of 33.2 
in 2019, mainly because of increase in weighted average 
number of shares over the past two years.

Employee net promoter score (‘eNPS’)
Annual employee survey that captures regular  
feedback from our people about their experience  
of working at SThree.

Why it is important

Employee engagement is a key enabler of our strategy and 
performance. Our success is reliant on having a motivated 
and engaged workforce which helps productivity and 
encourages retention of key talent within the business.

2021 performance

43  
 38 pts (27 pts on  
like-for-like basis)

2021 43

2020 

2019 38

5

Our average global eNPS increased across sales and 
support functions. The eNPS questions produced a high 
score of 43. However, due to a changed methodology 
applied in 2021 the direct comparison with the prior year 
result is partially obscured. Had the survey methodology 
not changed, our global eNPS would have been 27 versus 
5 on a like-for-like basis. 

Overall, our people recognised the continued efforts and 
clear strategic focus of our business in the post-pandemic 
times. We obtained positive scores for provision of flexible 
work arrangements, clear goal setting, career 
development and our commitment to equality in the 
workplace. Key themes that we need to develop and invest 
in include pay and reward schemes, systems, and 
technology to reduce workload. Our people also told us 
that they valued the work we are doing in DE&I but that we 
need to do more on our health and well-being agenda. 

Female representation in key sales roles®

Female representation in a particular sales cohort (e.g. 
Level 3 or Level 4) is calculated as the number of female 
employees at each job level as a percentage of the total 
headcount at that job level at the year end.

Why it is important

It is a measure of a gender balance within the Group and 
an indicator of our strategic growth plans leading to a 
diverse leadership team.

2021 performance

Year

Result

Level 3 Level 4

Sales Business Managers Sales Directors

2021 34% 14%

2020 34% 14%

2019 31% 11%

Levels of women represented in sales leadership roles 
remained stable YoY. In line with the Group’s DE&I policies, we 
continued to make various investments across the business to 
develop our female employees and nurture an inclusive work 
environment. We measured our current make-up and set 
challenging targets for gender, aspiring to increase gender 
representation at leadership levels to 50/50 by 2024.

Key performance indicators continued

Our markets Our people
To be a leader in markets we choose to serve Find, develop, and retain great people

Customer net promoter score (‘NPS’)®

NPS is a metric that measures candidate and client 
experience of working with SThree, and their loyalty to the 
Group. The score is the percentage of promoters minus  
the percentage of detractors.

Why it is important

NPS helps us measure and improve the customer 
experience and draw meaningful insights into how our 
candidates and clients view their relationships and 
engagement with our business.

2021 performance

50  2 pts
2021 50

2020 52

2019 44

Overall, we saw a small decline of two points in our global 
NPS score versus 2020, but still the current year score is an 
improvement when compared to 2019 and very strong 
compared to global averages across all industries. 

During the year we maintained an ongoing dialogue with 
our clients and candidates. In total, we received over 
13,500 responses to our customer surveys, which guided us 
in how to better understand changing customer priorities 
and expectations.

Customer demand for more personalised, valuable, and 
immediate service has grown post the initial pandemic 
period. In response, we aim to invest in new technologies 
and solutions which will help us add value to our customers 
and the overall recruitment processes. With strong focus on 
investing in infrastructure, talent acquisition and our global 
go-to-market propositions, we will continue to show our 
support and flexible approach when meeting the new and 
evolving needs and expectations of our customers.

Year-end sales headcount/turnover®

Headcount turnover is calculated as the number of leavers 
in a year as a percentage of the average sales headcount. 

Headcount is based on full-time equivalent heads in place 
at the year end.

Why it is important

Headcount turnover is important to achieve our strategic 
growth plans and expand efficiently. Therefore, we must 
attract and retain sufficient headcount, building the 
experience pool and avoiding retraining.

2021 performance

1,985 heads
42% headcount 
turnover (‘ht’)

2021 1,985

2020 1,957 

2019 2,463 

In 2021, we saw an increase of three percentage points in 
the Group’s sales headcount turnover ratio. This was 
primarily driven by France, the UK and the USA businesses 
which all saw high competition for talent locally following 
the economic rebound and increased demand for 
experienced recruitment skills. Going forward we will build 
on the progress we have made to embed the right people 
strategy, by investing in learning and development 
platforms, launching new reward schemes, providing the 
right balance in hybrid work and offering ambitious career 
progression opportunities.

42% ht

39% ht

37% ht
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(36% of Group net fees) (36% of Group net fees)

Net fees mix
By country (2021)

Net fees mix
By country (2021)

Net fees mix
By division

Net fees mix
By division

Net fees mix
By sector

Net fees mix
By sector

Market presence
DACH is the largest region of the 
Group and represented 36% of  
Group’s net fees in 2021 (2020: 34%). 

The year was characterised  
by excellent market recovery  
due to strong demand for a  
flexible workforce.

Market demand for specialists in the 
fields of Technology, Life Sciences and 
Engineering increased dramatically, 
with Technology representing the 
largest share of the business at 65% 
followed by Life Sciences at 18% and 
Engineering at 13%.

A key feature of the year was the 
growth in ECM revenue, which now 
accounts for 18% of net fees, up 
nine percentage points versus 2019. 
ECM will continue to be strategically 
important going into 2022 due to 
the growth in customer demand for 
this solution, coupled with the higher 
margins it delivers. 

Performance
The DACH region delivered a strong 
performance in the year with net fees 
up 24% YoY like-for-like. Technology,  
our largest sector in the region,  
was up 34%, driven by demand for 
infrastructure and open-source 
software development roles, while  
Life Sciences was up 25%, with 
demand for laboratory staff and 
quality assurance roles continuing  
to increase.

Market presence
EMEA excluding DACH is the joint 
largest region of the Group and 
comprises businesses in Belgium, 
Dubai, France, Ireland, Luxembourg, 
the Netherlands, Spain and the UK.

Overall, the market position of the 
segment is strong. There has been 
a growing demand for STEM talent 
within all the geographies and 
markets that it serves, particularly 
within the Technology and Life 
Sciences sectors. 

Strong demand for Technology 
skills in both the private and public 
sectors was mainly attributable to 
accelerating investments in technology 
transformation by our clients. 

Within Life Sciences demand across 
pharmaceuticals, as well as medical 
devices, provided an 18% growth 
versus 2020 and 14% growth  
versus 2019.

Performance
The segment saw net fees grow by 
9% YoY like-for-like, as a result of a 
significant recovery in trading in the 
second half of 2021. 

The Netherlands, our largest country 
in the region, finished the year strongly 
with net fees up 19%, due to solid 
performances in Technology, up 15%, 
which was driven by demand for 
SAP and ERP specialists, as well as 
cybersecurity experts. Engineering 
was up 28% YoY, mainly due to 
demand for project management 
and quality assurance skills, as well as 
health, safety and environment roles.

Germany, our largest country in the 
region, delivered strong net fees 
growth of 23%, with the Contract 
business growing 28% and  
Permanent up 15%. 

Switzerland and Austria also grew 
strongly up 28% and 43% YoY 
respectively, both driven by the 
Technology sector.

Outlook
The prospects for the DACH market 
are very encouraging. We believe 
that the shortage of skilled workers, 
especially in STEM professions, will 
ensure an increasing demand for the 
talent we provide. As one of the top 
three STEM providers in the region, 
we have an excellent platform to 
continue to grow, addressing market 
demand and delivering sustainable 
value for candidates and clients. 
Our strong investment focus on ECM 
will also allow us to meet increased 
market demand for flexible workers 
and strengthen our drive to be the 
leader in these markets.

Net fees in the UK were up 8% 
YoY reflecting strong sequential 
quarter-on-quarter improvement 
throughout the year. This was driven 
by Technology, up 11%, as demand 
increased for skills such as business 
analysts, project managers and 
product owners.

We also saw net fee growth of 12%  
in Ireland driven by Life Sciences, and 
14% in Dubai driven by Banking  
& Finance.

Outlook
We have set strong foundations in 
2021 to continue our growth, despite 
the pandemic and we aim to 
continue our momentum into 2022. 
STEM talent is critical across our core 
sectors in the region and is in short 
supply. Whilst competition is fierce 
and STEM talent is hotly contested, 
we expect demand for talent to 
accelerate across core STEM verticals 
and geographies and underpins our 
growth prospects across the region.

DACH EMEA excluding DACH

Business review

Performance highlights
Variance

2021 2020 Reported Like-for-like1

Revenue (£ million) 453 372  +22% +25%

Net fees (£ million) 129  106  +22% +24% 

Average total headcount (FTE) 823 895  -8% N/A 

NPS 56 55 +1pts N/A

1.  Variance compares 2021 against 2020 on a constant currency basis, whereby the prior year foreign exchange 
rates are applied to current and prior financial year results to remove the impact of exchange rate fluctuations.

Performance highlights
Variance

2021 2020 Reported Like-for-like1

Revenue (£ million)  606 589  +3% +6% 

Net fees (£ million)  127 118  +8% +9% 

Average total headcount (FTE) 899 1,105  -19% N/A 

NPS  46 53 -7pts N/A 

1.  Variance compares 2021 against 2020 on a constant currency basis, whereby the prior year foreign exchange 
rates are applied to current and prior financial year results to remove the impact of exchange rate fluctuations.

 Germany 91%

 Switzerland 5%

 Austria 4%

 Netherlands 44%

 UK 30%

 France 9%

 Belgium 8%

 Dubai 4%

 Other 5%

2021

  Independent  
contractors 50% 

 ECM 18% 

 Permanent 32% 

2021

  Independent  
contractors 62% 

 ECM 25% 

 Permanent 13% 

2021

 Technology 65% 

 Life Sciences 18% 

 Engineering 13% 

  Banking & 
Finance 4% 

2021

 Technology 50% 

 Life Sciences 13% 

 Engineering 24% 

  Banking & 
Finance 10% 

 Other 3% 

2020

  Independent  
contractors 51%

 ECM 14%

 Permanent 35%

2020

  Independent  
contractors 66% 

 ECM 20% 

 Permanent 14% 

2020

 Technology 60% 

 Life Sciences 18% 

 Engineering 16% 

  Banking & 
Finance 6% 

2020

 Technology 50% 

 Life Sciences 12% 

 Engineering 25% 

  Banking & 
Finance 10% 

 Other 3% 

2020

2020 2020

2021 2021

2021 2021

2020
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USA Asia Pacific
Business review continued

Net fees mix 
By country

Net fees mix 
By division

Net fees mix 
By sector

Market presence
The USA is the world’s largest specialist 
STEM staffing market and our third-
largest region. It remains a key area 
of focus for the Group, and we will 
continue to invest strategically in the 
region as we align our resources with 
the best long-term opportunities.

The ever-increasing demand for 
technology and for e-commerce, as 
well as being a partner for Salesforce, 
drove the growth of the segment’s 
client base within the sector.

2021 saw a significant increase in  
the demand for clinical research and 
quality assurance personnel. With 
the surge in medicines and devices 
that have approvals to enter the 
manufacturing phase, we expect this 
trend to continue through 2022.

Power infrastructure and gas 
distribution saw record levels of 
investment in 2021 to minimise 
environmental impacts as well as 
maximise safety and efficiency.  
This gave us a strong pipeline of 
demand, which is expected to 
continue into 2022.

Performance
The USA segment delivered an 
excellent performance in 2021 with 
net fees up 24% YoY like-for-like. There 
was good growth in Contract of  
16% driven by Technology, and a very 
strong performance in Permanent,  
up 53%.

Technology was the strongest sector 
in the region with growth of 35% YoY.

Life Sciences, our largest sector in the 
USA, also saw a strong performance 
throughout the year with net fees  
up 25%.

Engineering was up 11%, driven by 
an increase in roles in renewables’ 
sectors such as wind and solar farms 
as well as battery storage.

Outlook
The focus in 2022 will be to capture 
market share through continued 
growth within our target vertical 
markets of Technology, Engineering 
and Life Sciences. We expect to 
deliver growth in productivity through 
efficiencies achieved in key customer 
accounts and client and candidate 
acquisitions, as well as through 
sales and marketing initiatives and 
continued investment in Learning & 
Development programmes that drive 
retention and career development 
and enable hybrid working.

Performance highlights
Variance

2021 2020 Reported Like-for-like1

Revenue (£ million) 254 228 +11% +19% 

Net fees (£ million) 89 77  +16% +24% 

Average total headcount (FTE)  472 500 -6% N/A 

NPS  53 51 +2pts N/A 

1.  Variance compares 2021 against 2020 on a constant currency basis, whereby the prior year foreign exchange 
rates are applied to current and prior financial year results to remove the impact of exchange rate fluctuations.

 Japan 70%

 Singapore 30%

2020

2020

2021

2021

Net fees mix
By country (2021)

Net fees mix
By division

Net fees mix
By division

Net fees mix
By sector

Net fees mix
By sector

Market presence
Our APAC business principally 
includes Japan and Singapore.

2021 was an encouraging year for 
the region with net fees returning 
to growth following the impact of 
Covid-19 in 2020.

Performance
Total net fees for the region were 
up 34% YoY like-for-like, with a 64% 
increase in Q4 YoY. Our two largest 
sectors showed strong growth with 
Technology up 29% and Life Sciences 
up 63%.

An excellent performance in Japan 
saw net-fee growth of 27% which  
was driven by Technology sector,  
up 29% YoY, and Life Sciences sector, 
up 48% YoY. 

Singapore net fees were up 54% 
driven by Banking & Finance, up 33% 
YoY, and Life Sciences, up 80% YoY.

Outlook
We will continue to invest in our 
business in the region as we look to 
position ourselves to take advantage 
of market opportunities. We will 
strengthen our position in STEM with 
a clear focus on Technology and Life 
Sciences, in line with our strategy.

2021

  Independent  
contractors 12% 

 ECM 63% 

 Permanent 25% 

2021

 Technology 16% 

 Life Sciences 48% 

 Engineering 26% 

  Banking & 
Finance 8% 

 Other 2% 

2020

  Independent  
contractors 11% 

 ECM 69% 

 Permanent 20% 

2020

 Technology 15% 

 Life Sciences 47% 

 Engineering 29% 

  Banking & 
Finance 8% 

 Other 1% 

2020

2020

2021

2021

2021

2020

2020

(25% of Group net fees) (3% of Group net fees)

Performance highlights
Variance

2021 2020 Reported Like-for-like1

Revenue (£ million) 18 14  +29% +31% 

Net fees (£ million)  10 8  +25% +34% 

Average total headcount (FTE)  111 103 +8% N/A

NPS  31 27 +4pts N/A

1.  Variance compares 2021 against 2020 on a constant currency basis, whereby the prior year foreign exchange 
rates are applied to current and prior financial year results to remove the impact of exchange rate fluctuations.

2021

 Technology 52% 

 Life Sciences 32% 

  Engineering 1%

  Banking & 
Finance 15% 

2020

 Technology 54% 

 Life Sciences 26% 

  Engineering 1%

  Banking & 
Finance 19% 

2021

  Independent  
contractors 6% 

 ECM 11% 

 Permanent 83% 

2020

  Independent  
contractors 7% 

 ECM 13% 

 Permanent 80% 
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Empowering a sustainable 
future through STEM
Delivering sustainable value to all of our stakeholders and thinking about 
the environment and society in everything we do.

ESG considerations are embedded in our strategy. As a 
specialist STEM recruiter we are at the forefront of delivering 
the skills needed to build a sustainable future, while our 
diversity, equality and inclusion policies ensure that we are 
putting people first. 

By delivering against ambitious environmental and social 
targets (see table on page 61) we can demonstrate how 
we are leading our industry in defining what it means to 
be a responsible and sustainable employer, both for our 
colleagues and in society.

Environmental responsibilities
We take our role in tackling the climate emergency 
seriously. By working to reduce our own emissions we 
are making positive long-term commitments to the 
environment and society.

We’re actively seeking new clients in the renewable energy 
sector, supplying them with sought-after specialists to 
tackle the climate emergency, in turn delivering positive 
outcomes and contributing towards the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals where we can have the most impact. 

Providing quality impact data is a key outcome for our 
ESG Committee to ensure we have credible action and 
accountability and in 2021 we published our first Impact 
Report. This year we were honoured to be recognised as a 
climate leader by the Financial Times in its inaugural listing 
of European Climate Leaders, which details the top 300 
companies that achieved the greatest reduction in their 
greenhouse gas (‘GHG’) emissions intensity between  
2014 and 2019, placing 69th.

As an early adopter of the robust Taskforce on Climate-
related Financial Disclosures (‘TCFD’) reporting standard, 
we have carefully analysed our response to the changing 
market and environment in which we operate. See page 
64 for more details.

Putting people first
We are building a future that works for all of us by putting 
people first. By investing in new business opportunities and 
talent development within our markets we are delivering 
economic growth and employment opportunities. Through 
this we aim to have a positive impact on society beyond 
simply what our clients and candidates can achieve.

We set challenging targets for diversity, equality and 
inclusion and in November 2021 were awarded Company 
of the Year at the 2021 European Diversity Awards. We also 
committed to driving awareness of green careers among 
young people through our Green Skills Insight Programme.

Gemma Branney
Global Head of ESG
28 January 2022

ESG targets and progress

To positively impact 150,000 
lives by 2024 

To reduce our absolute carbon 
emissions by 20% by 2024

Doubling the share of our global 
renewables business by 2024

We aspire to increase gender 
representation at leadership levels 
to 50/50 by 2024

Progress
55,771 lives positively impacted by SThree since 1 Dec 2019  

2021 activities 
22,073 accessed decent work through SThree placements 

4,210 accessed our career support programme 

2,227 accessed community programmes we delivered 

2,709 accessed career development opportunities hosted 
by SThree 

1,850 hours of volunteering supported people in our local 
community

Alignment to strategic pillars
Deliver sustainable value to our candidates and clients

Find, develop and retain great people

Sustainable Development Goals

Progress
-71% carbon reduction in 2021 from 2019 (baseline year)

2021 activities 
-44% carbon reduction in 2021 in comparison to 2020

(*Please note Covid-19 restrictions continue to impact our 
offices and therefore carbon emissions.)

Expanded our scope 3 carbon reporting and delivered our 
TCFD Report.

Alignment to strategic pillars
Create a world-class operational platform through data, 
technology and infrastructure

Sustainable Development Goals

Progress
46% growth in our renewables business net fees since 2019 
(baseline year) 

2021 activities 
22% growth in our renewables business net fees YoY in 2021

Established a global renewable energy network to drive 
business development on a global scale. 

 

Alignment to strategic pillars
To be a leader in the best STEM markets we choose to serve

Sustainable Development Goals

Progress
31% women in leadership positions1 

2021 activities 
Turnover of women slightly increased by 1% in 2021, 
however, we did increase the level of women represented 
in our Senior Leadership Team (‘SLT’) roles.

We also launched our IdentiFy+, a leadership development 
programme to support emerging women leaders across 
the business.

Alignment to strategic pillars
Find, develop and retain great people 

Sustainable Development Goals

Responsible business

In 2020, we announced ESG targets to hold ourselves accountable within the areas of our strategy that will have the 
biggest impact on business performance and our stakeholders as a whole. We are committed to transparent reporting  
to show progress and outcomes related to these targets.

1 This measure covers all female leaders as a collective group from sales 
cohorts Level 3 (Business Managers) and Level 4 (Directors), core  
functions – Directors only, SLT, NEDs.
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Responsible business continued

We contribute to addressing climate 
change in two significant ways: by 
reducing our own carbon emissions 
and ensuring our clients have access 
to the talent they need to transition 
to a low-carbon economy. Every 
organisation and value chain will 
be disrupted by the transition to a 
low-carbon economy. We provide 
the STEM talent that will make that 
transition possible – the only global 
talent specialist to do so. 

In 2020 we launched a target to 
double the size of our renewables 
business by 2024 to ensure we 
support the energy transition which 
is required at pace to achieve global 
net-zero targets.

Details of our own carbon emissions 
and how we have reduced our 
emissions by 44% in 2021 can be 
found on page 67 to 68. 

Resourcing the transition to a 
low-carbon economy
Through climate-related scenario 
analysis we identified the climate risks 
and opportunities facing the business. 
We also qualified the business 
opportunity of being the talent 
partner for companies transitioning to 
low carbon. An estimated 19 million 
new energy roles will be needed by 
20301 to facilitate the transition of 
the energy sector. We are uniquely 
placed to provide the talent needed 
to achieve this.

In order to anticipate, monitor and 
respond effectively to this change 
in demand, in 2021 we established 
an internal network of leaders from 
across the business who specialise 
in the renewable energy sector. 
This group collaborates and shares 
insights, guiding the business to 
achieve its target of doubling our 
renewable energy business by 2024.

Green skills insight 
programme
Not enough young people are 
choosing STEM subjects at school, 
pursuing STEM careers or aware of 
green careers. Building the future 
talent pipeline to meet the growing 
needs of the market is therefore 
one of the core objectives of our 
community outreach programmes. 
We want to spark the possibility of a 
green career amongst young people, 
whether that is joining the renewable 
energy sector or building a career  
in green tech.

In 2021, 87 young people attended 
our interactive Green Careers insight 
events where they heard from our 
clients who work in green sectors – 
including Scottish Power, Moray East 
Wind Farm and Bouygues Energies 
& Services.

As a result of our outreach, 86% of 
young people said they are now 
exploring green career opportunities.

1 Source: Renewable Energy and Jobs – Annual 
Review 2020 (irena.org).

Environment – Building  
a sustainable future

738+ 
placements in renewable energy 

46% 
growth in our renewable energy 
sector (baseline 2019)

-44% 
reduction in our carbon emissions 
YoY in 2021 

258 
renewable energy professionals 
joining SThree learning events

As global attention turned 
to the COP26 summit, 
our own approach was 
influenced by the climate-
related scenario analysis 
we completed in the first 
quarter of the year. 
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Responsible business continued

Key recommendation Summary Disclosure

Governance

Describe the Board’s 
oversight of climate-related 
risks and opportunities.

The CEO has appointed the Group Environmental, Social and 
Governance (‘ESG’) Committee to identify, mitigate and strategically 
manage climate-related risks and opportunities to the Group. 

The ESG Committee was strengthened in 2021 with refreshed terms 
of reference and strategic representation from across the Group, 
including the Chair, CEO and CFO who have overall responsibility for 
ESG matters and are responsible for reporting to shareholders and 
the Board. 

The ESG Committee is responsible for Group oversight of climate-
related risks and opportunities including scenario analysis, risk 
mitigation, strategic alignment and the Group’s Sustainability Strategy, 
targets and carbon reduction plan. In 2021, the ESG Committee met 
quarterly and established a workstream focused on implementing 
a climate-related scenario analysis framework and a secondary 
workstream focused on understanding net-zero transition planning.

Annual Report and 
Accounts 2021:

Directors’ report on 
pages 146 to 148

TCFD Report on our 
website

ESG Committee Terms 
of Reference on our 
website

Describe management’s 
role in assessing and 
managing climate-related 
risks and opportunities.

Task Force on Climate-related Financial 
Disclosures statement 
At SThree we recognise the importance of ensuring long-
term sustainability through concerted and transparent 
climate and environmental action. Our response to the 
changing market and environment in which we operate  
is key to our resilience and continued success. 

We are committed to providing transparency to our 
stakeholders regarding the climate-related risks and 
opportunities which may impact our business, and how 
we evolve our understanding and resilience in a changing 
environment, both in relation to our strategy and risk 
management response. As a result, in 2020 we committed 
to the early adoption of the Taskforce for Climate-related 
Financial Disclosure (‘TCFD’). 

In order to align to the recommendations of TCFD we have:

• Implemented a climate-related scenario analysis 
framework with three key scenarios based on the 
Network for Greening the Financial Systems (‘NGFS’). 

• Integrated climate change as an emerging risk within 
the SThree Enterprise Risk Management and  
governance framework. 

• Strengthened our ESG Committee to improve 
governance and Board oversight of climate-related 
risks and opportunities, with attendance from our Chair, 
CEO, CFO and Senior Leadership Team (‘SLT’), and the 
Board receives all ESG papers. 

• Published alongside this Annual Report and Accounts 
a TCFD Report providing a transparent overview for  
all stakeholders. 

Key recommendation Summary Disclosure

Strategy

Describe the climate-related 
risks and opportunities the 
organisation has identified 
over the short, medium and 
long term.

Utilising the NGFS we identified three key scenarios by which we assess 
the implications of climate change on our business: (1) Renewable-led 
growth (orderly, 1.5°C aligned), (2) Disruptive change (disorderly), and 
(3) Fossil-fuelled future (hot house world). 

Through quantitative and qualitative research, and data modelling, we 
tested the resilience of our business and strategy under the three climate 
scenarios including the identified risks such as:

• physical risks to our locations, property and people; 

• risks related to STEM markets, our clients, the talent gap and 
candidate preferences; 

• reputational risks; and

• political risks (e.g. government policy). 

Our risks are established under three time frames: short-term (<5 years), 
medium-term (5-15 years) and long-term (15 years+). Alongside these 
risks we also identified a number of opportunities surrounding the talent 
needs for the low-carbon transition and heightening our strong position 
as a climate action leader. 

The key observation from the performed scenario analysis is our 
strategic resilience to potential impacts under different climate-related 
scenarios thanks to our flexibility to adapt to changing markets and 
talent demands.

Overall, as a market taker with an ability to respond to local market 
changes with relative agility, we find climate-related risks are currently 
immaterial to our performance. We expect the transition to a low-carbon 
future to lead to an increase in jobs in renewables alongside other 
sectors as business models transition. Additionally, new policy and 
regulation associated with the transition to a low-carbon economy 
are expected to create new STEM roles which are not currently in high 
demand, or may not yet exist. These opportunities are particularly 
prevalent in geographies with strong net-zero ambitions, where we 
currently operate, including many areas of Europe and the US, given 
recent investment from the Biden administration.

Accordingly, in 2021, our climate-related scenario analysis informed our 
strategic and financial planning process and resulted in the following 
developments:

• The introduction of an internal Global Renewable Energy 
Network to grow our business aligned to the energy transition 
and to achieve our growth targets.

• To double the size of our renewable energy business by 2024.

• The introduction of new green skills community programming 
to build a diverse talent pipeline to address the growing green 
skills gap.

Further details of the scenario analysis including quantification of 
opportunities on Group net fees are provided in our TCFD Report. Full 
details of our assessment of immateriality of climate-related risks can be 
found in the Risk management section.

TCFD Report on our 
website

Annual Report and 
Accounts 2021:

Risk management on 
pages 82 to 90

Responsible business on 
pages 60 to 75

Describe the impact of 
climate-related risks and 
opportunities on the 
organisation’s business, 
strategy and financial 
planning.

Describe the potential 
impact of different scenarios, 
including a 2°C scenario, 
on the organisation’s 
businesses, strategy and 
financial planning.

Through this work climate change is categorised as 
an emerging risk and is currently rated as low impact/
materiality. We do however understand the broader risk 
of climate change on the world and we want to ensure 
we play our role in minimising the wider implications on 
society and supporting our clients to make a positive 
contribution. The table below summarises our approach 
and progress in 2021 with reference to sources of 
disclosure both within this report and on our  
corporate website. 

Our separate TCFD Report, which is available on the 
SThree corporate website, provides our investors and other 
stakeholders with more detailed information on climate 
risk. We believe the TCFD Report improves transparency 
of our disclosure as we have added content about our 
frameworks and standards that we use to transition to 
a net-zero carbon-emission future. It also includes more 
information about our metrics, against which we track our 
progress and serve as an important basis for continuous 
improvement, and risk analysis including quantification 
and stress testing in line with TCFD recommendations. The 
detail is held in a separate report, as previously stated 
climate risk is currently categorised as an emerging risk 
with no current materiality on performance which suggests 
it is not required in our Annual Report.
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Responsible business continued

We recognise the importance of monitoring and 
managing the environmental impact of our global 
operations and we actively work to reduce our carbon 
emissions each year. This year, similar to many, our 
operations continue to be impacted by the pandemic  
and restrictions in place. 

Our location-based emissions reduced by 44% from 
2020 and 71% since 2019, the baseline year for our 
carbon reduction target. We witnessed a 54% reduction 
in emissions related to our leased transport due to client 
meetings predominantly being virtual alongside a 
continued reduction in office and travel-related emissions 
as a result of pandemic restrictions. 

Energy efficiency initiatives
Despite the ongoing pandemic we are actively 
implementing energy efficiency initiatives and devising 
ways of working to capture key learnings and energy 
efficient behaviours for the future. In 2021 we delivered the 
following emissions and energy reduction initiatives: 

• Across our office portfolio we continued to transition 
our energy to renewable energy, which resulted in the 
carbon intensity of our electricity consumption falling 
from 0.30kg CO2e/kWh to 0.26 in 2021. 

• We invested time assessing our car fleet requirements 
and introduced a new policy to transition our car fleet 
to hybrid and electric vehicles. The carbon reduction 
of car fleet in 2021 was predominantly impacted by 
reduced use, however we have also started to see the 
impact of our new policy with the number of hybrid 
and electric cars in our fleet almost doubling in the 
reporting period.

• In 2020, we introduced a new travel policy which 
prioritises low-carbon travel options (e.g. rail). In 
2021, despite restrictions, we began to see the 
implementation of the policy in locations where travel 
was possible. The percentage of travel undertaken by 
rail increased during the reporting period, particularly 
across Europe. 

Carbon emissions 
We are aware of our reporting obligations under  
The Companies (Directors’ report) and Limited Liability 
Partnerships (Energy and Carbon Report) Regulations 
2018 and report accordingly year-on-year. We are 
committed to transparent reporting and progress  
against our climate-related targets can be found on  
page 68.

Key recommendation Summary Disclosure

Risk and opportunities

Describe the organisation’s 
processes for identifying and 
assessing climate-related 
risks.

Climate-related risks are identified through scenario analysis, 
utilising the scenario frameworks and modelling data from the NGFS 
alongside internal and external data and stakeholder insights.

The ESG Committee is responsible for implementing climate-related 
scenario analysis, and the risks identified are integrated into the 
SThree Enterprise Risk Management framework with clear measures, 
mitigation, controls and governance assigned to each risk. Climate 
change has been categorised as an emerging risk for the business.

Climate-related risks and controls are reviewed quarterly with 
escalation to the ESG Committee as required and reviewed annually 
by the Group Risk Committee. Any risks categorised as red are 
escalated to the SLT and Audit Committee. The Risk Committee 
and ESG Committee papers are included in the Board papers with 
updates tabled at the Board at least annually or as required.

Annual Report and 
Accounts 2021:

Risk management on 
pages 82 to 90

TCFD Report on our 
website

Describe the organisation’s 
processes for managing 
climate-related risks.

Describe how processes for 
identifying, assessing, and 
managing climate-related 
risks are integrated into the 
organisation’s overall risk 
management.

Metrics and targets

Disclose the metrics used 
by the organisation to 
assess climate-related risks 
and opportunities in line 
with its strategy and risk 
management process.

We monitor our approach to climate change through two metrics; 
our carbon footprint and reduction actions, and the net fees 
generated from the renewable energy sector.

SThree reports annually on Scope 1, Scope 2 and Scope 3 emissions. 
Emissions are calculated in line with the GHG Protocol methodology 
to allow for aggregation and comparability across organisations. 
Our emissions performance for the previous reporting period are also 
included in our Annual Report for comparison.

Our carbon reduction plan has seen a YoY reduction in carbon 
emissions which includes 71% reduction in 2021 from our 2019 
baseline year. Please note Covid-19 restrictions continue to impact 
our offices and therefore carbon emissions.

We have the following targets in place which in 2021 were integrated 
into our compensation framework:

• Reduce absolute carbon emissions by 20% by 2024 across Scope 
1, 2 and 3 (aligned to climate science and a below 1.5°C future). 
Measured through annual GHG reporting within our Annual Report.

• To double the size of our renewable energy business by 2024 
to support the energy transition. Measured through financial 
performance detailed within our Annual Report (baseline  
year 2019).

Annual Report and 
Accounts 2021:

SECR Report on pages 
67 to 68

Our purpose and 
strategy on pages 6 to 7

Responsible business on 
pages 60 to 75

TCFD Report on our 
website

Disclose Scope 1, Scope 
2, and Scope 3 GHG 
emissions, and the  
related risks.

Describe the targets used  
by the organisation to 
manage climate-related 
risks and opportunities  
and performance  
against targets.

For more details see our TCFD Report 2021 available on the SThree Group website.

Streamlined energy and carbon 
reporting (‘SECR’) 2021
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GHG emissions (tCO2e) and associated energy consumption (kWh) for 2021 

FY 2020 FY 2021

Emissions Source (tCO2e)1 UK and offshore
Global (excluding 

UK and offshore) UK and offshore
Global (excluding 

UK and offshore)

% change in total 
emissions (vs 

previous year)

Scope 1

Natural gas 48 – 26 – –46%

Leased transport 13 745 13 335 –54%

Refrigerant – – 26 – –

Scope 2

Purchased electricity 
(market/location-based) 44/69 394/441 46/74 269/312 –28/–24%

Other fuels – 21 – 22 5%

Scope 3

Water 3 15 1 5 –67%

Business travel2 205 591 29 286 –60%

Paper 1 7 1 2 –63%

Waste 4 22 3 18 –19%

T&D and WTT3 26 289 36 204 –21%

Total tonnes of CO2e (market-based) 344 2084 182 1142 –45%

Total tonnes of CO2e (location-based)4 369 2131 209 1185 –44%

Number of employees 639 1969 692 2043

Tonnes of CO2e per employee 0.54 1.06 0.26 0.56 –49%

Total energy consumption used to calculate 
emissions (kWh)5 1,189,920 4,640,962 570,627 2,556,476 –46%

Table 1 – Energy and carbon disclosures for reporting year 1 December 2020–30 November 2021

1.  Based on IEA data from the IEA (2021) Emissions factors, www.iea.org/statistics. All rights reserved; as modified by SThree plc.
2. During the reporting period, the Group began the transition to a new travel system, which may have had an impact on the consistency of business travel data. 

Business travel includes emissions related flights, employee cars, rail and international rail, including well-to-tank reporting recommendations. UK and offshore 
business travel includes emissions and energy consumption for flights and car hire associated with SThree’s Ireland office, as this data is aggregated across 
SThree’s UK and Ireland offices. 

3. Emissions from FY 2020 have been restated to include well-to-tank emissions.
4. Totals may not match exactly the sum of the figures shown in the table, due to rounding across all emissions categories. 
5. Total energy consumption includes energy consumed for heating (natural gas, district heating), power (electricity) and transport  

(company leased vehicles, expensed mileage claims).

Responsible business continued

Methodology
The methodology used to calculate the GHG emissions  
is in accordance with the requirements of the  
following standards:

• World Resources Institute (‘WRI’) Greenhouse Gas 
(‘GHG’) Protocol (revised version).

• Defra’s Environmental Reporting Guidelines: 
Including Streamlined Energy and Carbon Reporting 
requirements (March 2019).

• Office emissions have been calculated using  
the IEA 2021, DEFRA 2021 issue of the conversion  
factor repository.

Following an operational control approach to defining  
our organisational boundary, our calculated GHG 
emissions from business activities fall within the reporting 
period of December 2020 to November 2021 and using 
reporting period of December 2019 to November 2020  
for comparison.
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Social – Building an inclusive 
workforce for the future

Empowering change makers 
This year we partnered with the Social 
Shifters Global Innovation Challenge. 
SThree provided advice, coaching, 
learning and financial support to 
18-30-year-olds with STEM business 
concepts that solve environmental 
and social challenges. 

STEM skills are key to developing 
the solutions the world needs to 
address the climate crisis and 
address inequalities in healthcare, 
education and digital inclusion. The 
5,454 registered teams produced 
STEM innovations that could transform 
markets. Our eight finalists had 
developed extraordinarily innovative 
business models. One turned 
single-use plastic into renewable 
energy; another used technology to 
overcome water shortages in Africa. 

Elevating our people 
We are fostering an inclusive, 
empowering and safe environment 
for all of our people. We create a 
positive work environment where 
we celebrate our differences and 
encourage all of our colleagues to 
reach their full potential. Full details on 
how we are elevating our people can 
be found on page 48.

It’s always very exciting to 
see other young people 
talk about innovation 
and the future – to learn 
together and to make 
something better for 
others. The community 
in the Global Innovation 
Challenge has a vision of 
change and we related 
to this as we share those 
same values.”

Denis Sigei
Waypoints
Global Innovation Challenge 
Winner

Elevating our community
Everyone who works for us - all 2,735 
employees - have 40 hours of paid 
volunteering leave a year to support 
their communities. They decide  
how they will contribute. The wide 
range of activities last year included 
beach clean-ups to volunteering at 
local schools. 

SThree also delivers a skill-share 
programme. We support people from 
groups impacted by unemployment 
or underemployment so they can 
successfully navigate the job market 
and improve the likelihood of 
accessing decent work. In 2021, we 
delivered 1,850 hours of volunteering 
and supported 4,210 people through 
resume reviews, job search strategies 
and career support. 

Community events 
We frequently run learning events 
for candidates as well as current 
and aspiring STEM professionals on 
new developments that candidates 
need to be aware of in order to 
excel in their chosen field. Bringing 
people together virtually, we facilitate 
roundtable discussions that build 
knowledge and insights to support 
STEM careers. 

As a STEM talent industry leader, it is 
our role to provide support for different 
minority groups facing prejudice or 
bias. Where we see this, we will often 
build a programme which provides 
ongoing support. 

Empowering talent and 
enabling people to reach 
their full potential is core 
to our business model.

In the US, data highlighted that 
women were not breaking through 
to more senior roles in the tech 
industry. Five years ago, we launched 
our Breaking the Glass programme 
dedicated to helping women in 
tech overcome barriers to career 
progression. We facilitate regular 
learning events, overcoming the 
issues and introducing tactics 
each community member can 
adopt. This structured programme is 
complemented by networking events 
where women can come together 
to learn, collaborate and share 
their experiences and approaches 
for progressing in the industry. Our 
recently appointed Senior Managing 
Director US, Sunny Ackerman sponsors 
the programme and role models, 
mentors and shares insights with 
our community members. In 2021, 
over 2,122 women participated in 
the Breaking the Glass community 
where we co-hosted events with Dell, 
Salesforce.org and many other STEM 
leaders who share our ambition to 
create a more inclusive workforce. 
Over 95% of our community members 
rated our speakers extremely or  
very insightful. 

Our long-term goal is to set up further 
community programmes so that every 
STEM professional feels there is an 
SThree community group for them 
and recognises it as an essential 
resource for helping them progress in 
their career. 

Responsible business continued
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Governance – Building  
on our business ethics 

Although not fully inclusive of everything we do in this area the following key themes demonstrate the policies we currently 
implement and monitor in this area.

Policy Key themes Implementation Due diligence Reporting

Anti-bribery 
and corruption 
policy

SThree has a zero-
tolerance approach to 
bribery and corruption.

The policy describes 
our values, business 
behaviours and 
our commitment to 
doing the right thing. 
It outlines measures, 
governance and 
controls to mitigate 
bribery and corruption 
risk and reporting of 
breaches to our policy.

Our policies are 
available to all 
employees and shared 
during on-boarding. 
Policy changes are 
communicated 
across the Group and 
in 2022 we will be 
implementing further 
training related to anti-
bribery and corruption.

We complete financial 
risk checks on key 
clients and suppliers 
which includes 
identifying any historic 
or current issues 
surrounding bribery 
and corruption.

All employees are 
required to accept 
and adhere to the 
policy. We also monitor 
the conduct of major 
contractors and 
suppliers and have a 
right of termination in 
the event that they pay 
or solicit bribes. Any 
areas for improvement 
in this area are shared 
with contractors or 
suppliers, based  
on audits.

Policy roll out and 
acceptance by email 
is reported back to the 
Group HR teams. Where 
appropriate, areas of 
non-conformance, 
measures to correct 
them, and any 
disciplinary actions, 
are included in internal 
audit reports.

No breaches of anti- 
bribery and corruption 
policy were reported  
in 2021.

Human rights

Related polices:

Code of Conduct

Global DE&I 
policy

Procurement 
Process

We respect the rights 
and dignity of all 
people. Our focus is 
on mitigating human 
rights violations from 
our full value chain, 
whether it be the 
clients we place talent 
in or the suppliers  
who provide services  
to our business.

Our policies set out 
clear values and 
principles for every 
stakeholder to  
adhere to.

Ethical recruitment 
is a key theme in 
the training and 
continuous learning 
of all of our people. 
Through our client 
and contractor 
engagements we 
ensure the right 
processes are in  
place to protect  
our candidates.

We conduct checks on 
new clients to ensure 
they meet our values 
and deliver regular 
check-ins with every 
contractor to ensure 
working conditions are 
as agreed.

In addition, we 
conduct checks 
on suppliers both 
during on-boarding 
and through our 
supplier relationship 
management platform.

We have processes 
to identify, measure 
and address potential 
and actual human 
rights’ violations across 
our business through 
people surveys, 
supplier questionnaires 
and risk assessments 
and through the 
whistleblowing service.

Employees, contractors 
or other third parties 
are required to 
immediately report any 
instances of unethical 
behaviour or suspicion 
of malpractice to a line 
manager or a member 
of the Group HR Team.

Any breaches in human 
rights are reported to 
our Chief People Officer 
and relevant authorities.

Responsible business continued

Providing ethical, 
compliant staffing 
solutions is an essential 
part of our business. 

We develop and implement policies 
and business practices that are 
underpinned by our operating 
principles and Code of Conduct. Our 
operating principles represent the 
values and behaviours demonstrated 
throughout our business practices:

• Build trust.

• Care then act.

• Be clear then aim high.

Our Code of Conduct sets out 
clear expectations of how to 
conduct business in an ethical 
and transparent way, without 
compromising integrity and 
professionalism. These promote:

• Ethical handling of actual or 
apparent conflicts of interest.

• Compliance with applicable 
governmental laws, rules  
and regulations.

• Complete, accurate, fair and 
balanced disclosure in reporting.

• Prompt internal reporting  
of violations.

Ethical business practices are 
embedded into every aspect of our 
operations and are demonstrated 
through respectful relationships 
with clients, candidates, suppliers, 
governments, communities and 
our people. Ensuring candidates 
are placed within fair and decent 
work is a fundamental pillar in the 
recruitment process. We have a 
responsibility to all candidates we 
place to ensure that they are not 
subjected to bribery, corruption, 
exploitation, forced labour or modern 
slavery at the companies they join. 

We implemented policies and 
procedures which are consistent with 
our Code of Conduct, including our 
Global DE&I policy, which ensures 
a working environment in which all 
individuals are treated with dignity 
and respect, free from discrimination 
or harassment, and in which all 
decisions are based on merit; our 
Anti-Corruption and Bribery Policy, 
which enforces effective systems to 
counter bribery; our Sustainability 
Policies which mitigate our negative 
impact on the environment; and our 
process to monitor the Group’s supply 
chain to mitigate risks of slavery and 
human trafficking.

Implementation of this is ensured 
through extensive training and the 
continuous education of our people. 
We also mandate that our clients  
and certain vendors undergo training 
on our policies and procedures  
and agree to permit us to audit  
their practices and compliance  
in accordance with our policies  
and procedures.

In the reporting period we have 
made significant progress in the 
following areas: 

• Human Rights – establishing and 
launching a new DE&I policy 
to ensure equality throughout 
our value chain. Implemented 
improved supplier processes to 
reduce the risk of modern slavery 
and human rights breaches in our 
supply chain. 

• Health & Safety – appointed a 
new Health & Safety Officer and 
agreed a strategy to build on our 
existing practices. 

• Data Protection – implemented 
new mandatory data protection 
training for all employees.

• Anti-bribery and Corruption – 
revised and refreshed our 
current policy.
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Policy Key themes Implementation Due diligence Reporting

Modern slavery 
and human 
trafficking

Related policies:

Modern Slavery 
and Human 
Trafficking 
Statement

Although the risk of 
modern slavery and 
human trafficking in 
relation to SThree is 
low, we do to an extent 
monitor our supply 
chain to ensure we 
fully understand and 
mitigate the risk.

In 2021, the Directors 
assessed the risk 
of modern slavery 
in our key areas of 
operation. We also 
made appropriate 
supplier checks around 
governance and 
financial standing and 
determined that the 
risk of slavery or human 
trafficking continues 
to be low within our 
supplier base.

We have processes in 
place to:

• identify and assess 
potential risk areas;

• mitigate risks 
occurring in our 
supply chains;

• continually monitor 
risk; and

• protect 
whistleblowers, 
via a confidential 
and independent 
reporting process.

All risks in this area are 
reported to our Chief 
People Officer and 
where required to the 
relevant authorities.

The Company’s Modern 
Slavery Act statement 
can be found on  
our website.

Health and 
safety (‘H&S’)

The Group is 
committed to the 
health, safety and 
welfare of all current 
and potential 
employees.

Key arrangements 
outlined in the  
policy are:

• risk assessment;

• work equipment;

• monitoring H&S 
procedures 
(inspection/audit 
regime);

• managing third-
party contractors;

• emergency 
procedures.

Employees are 
inducted to the 
business with an H&S 
briefing. There is an  
H&S lead in every office 
to ensure we continue 
to provide a safe  
place for our people 
and visitors.

Following the events of 
the last 18 months, we 
invested in this area 
by addressing the 
impact the ongoing 
health crisis had on 
our processes and 
ways of working. We 
increased the support 
for our people in areas 
such as dependant 
care, absence 
management, 
flexible working, and 
information sharing. 
A Group-wide 
leadership team was 
established covering 
all geographies to 
ensure a Group-led 
risk assessment and 
analysis process and 
setting minimum 
standards for local 
specific hotspots. We 
also extended SThree 
H&S arrangements to 
cater for employed 
contractor placements.

H&S concerns and 
incidents are reported 
to our H&S leads 
who promptly act 
on mitigating these 
risks with the local 
leadership teams.

Policy Key themes Implementation Due diligence Reporting

Whistleblowing 
policies (both 
employees and 
contractors)

Our whistleblowing 
line/service lets anyone 
who works for or with 
us to confidentially 
report anything that 
goes against our Code 
– including bribery, 
corruption, human 
rights’ violations, 
bullying or harassment.

SThree’s whistleblowing 
policy, as well as other 
relevant policies, 
such as Anti-Bribery & 
Corruption, the Code 
of Conduct as well 
as others are stored 
publicly on the internal 
intranet for employees 
to access, in addition 
to being included in 
each employee’s on-
boarding process.

SThree is committed to 
conducting its business 
with honesty and 
integrity, and we expect 
all staff to maintain 
high standards in 
accordance with our 
Anti-Corruption and 
Bribery Policy and our 
Code of Conduct. All 
employees are made 
aware of the policy 
and their obligations, 
as well as the 
internal and external 
whistleblowing hotlines 
being available 24/7 
for employees to use,  
if necessary.

SThree has a 
confidential 24/7 
whistleblowing hotline 
where employees 
are encouraged to 
report any instances 
of alleged fraud, 
corruption, illegal 
activity, bribery, criminal 
offences, damage 
to the environment, 
endangering 
someone’s health and 
safety and miscarriages 
of justice. SThree 
commits to providing 
support for both the 
data subjects and 
those who whistleblow, 
with a comprehensive 
investigation launched.

Data protection 
policy

SThree is committed to 
compliance with the 
requirements of data 
protection and other 
privacy laws relevant to 
its activities. In order to 
assist SThree to comply 
with the requirements 
of data protection 
laws, all employees 
must read and comply 
with the requirements 
set out in our Data 
Protection Policy when 
undertaking all data 
handling activities 
performed on behalf  
of SThree.

In 2021, SThree 
launched a Data 
Protection course 
to all employees to 
complete, which tested:

• understanding 
the purpose of the 
principles;

• requirements and 
liabilities;

• the key roles and 
responsibilities; and

• how we implement 
Data Protection  
at SThree.

Upon successful 
completion of the 
course, employees are 
accredited as Data 
Protection Certified 
Level 1.

SThree conducts  
regular audits of the  
systems and processes  
implemented across  
the Group to validate  
its business strategy  
for legal compliance  
and to determine  
whether changes  
in the way SThree  
handles personal  
data necessitate 
updating these systems 
and processes.

Policy roll out and 
completion of the 
mandatory course 
as part of the ‘SThree 
Academy’ is monitored 
internally. Any breaches 
in policy are required 
to be immediately 
reported to the  
Data Protection  
team to investigate.

Responsible business continued

74 SThree plc 
Annual Report and Accounts 2021 75Strategic report



Stakeholder engagement, including section 172 statement

How the Board 
complied with its 
section 172 duty
Section 172 of the Companies Act 2006 sets out a number of general duties 
that Directors owe to the Company. 

These include a general duty 
requiring Directors to act in a way in 
which they consider, in good faith, will 
promote the success of the Company 
for the benefit of the stakeholders as 
a whole. We believe that stakeholder 
engagement is vital to building a 
sustainable business and recognise 
the significance of strong relationships 
with all stakeholders. 

Our stakeholders include our 
employees, clients and candidates, 
shareholders, and local communities. 
As part of its decision-making 
and in consideration of the likely 
consequences of any planned 
actions, the Board seeks to 
understand the needs of each 
stakeholder group. The Board 
maintains dialogue through different 
communication channels, such as 
regular employee and customer 
satisfaction surveys, and investor 
presentations and meetings.

Through working collaboratively with, 
and listening to feedback from, the 
Company’s many stakeholders, the 
Board believes that SThree is well 
positioned to deliver our investor 
proposition, while responding to 
increasing stakeholders’ expectations. 

Section 172 statement
The Directors have acted in the way 
that they considered, in good faith, 
would be most likely to promote the 
success of the Company for the 
benefit of its stakeholders as a whole 
and this section forms our Section 
172 disclosure, describing how, in 
doing so, the Directors considered 
the matters set out in Section 172(1)
(a) to (f) of the Companies Act 2006. 
The Directors also took into account 
the views and interests of a wider 
set of stakeholders, including non-
governmental organisations.

Additional details of our key 
stakeholders and why they are 
important to us are set out in the 
Strategic report on pages 78 to 81 
and separately in the Our Board 
section of the Governance report on 
pages 105 to 109.

The Board has a well-established 
corporate governance framework 
with key principles outlining:

• the Board’s strategic leadership of 
the Group; 

• prudent and effective controls to 
enable proper risk assessment 
and management;

• Terms of Reference for conduct of 
the Board’s Committees; and

• the Board’s processes to create 
value for stakeholders, including 
approval of the Group’s long-term 
strategy and ambitions, whilst 
ensuring that necessary financial 
and other resources are in place 
to enable those objectives to 
be met. In undertaking this, the 
Board also reviews management 
performance and oversees the 
Company’s values and standards, 
with all Directors acting in a  
way that would most likely 
promote the success of the 
Company, consistent with  
their statutory duties.

Section 172 factor Reflected in Read more on page

Consequence of 
any Board decision 
in the long term 

Business model foundations that 
support the generation and 
preservation of the Company’s value.

How interests of different groups of 
stakeholders were considered.

Our business model on page 32

Stakeholder engagement on pages  
78 to 81

Interests of 
employees

How we engage with and reward  
our people. 

Stakeholder engagement on pages  
78 to 81 

Responsible business, including TCFD 
on pages 60 to 75
Employee engagement on pages  
107 to 109 

Our business 
relationships 
with suppliers, 
customers and 
others

Insight into how interests of different 
groups of stakeholders were considered.

Stakeholder engagement on pages  
78 to 81

Impact of our 
operations on the 
community and 
the environment

Main methods used by the Board to 
engage with stakeholders.

Stakeholder engagement on pages  
78 to 81 

Responsible business, including TCFD 
on pages 60 to 75

Maintaining 
high standard of 
business conduct

Insight into the role of culture as a basis 
for decision-making within our business.

Our business model on page 32 

Responsible business, including TCFD 
on pages 60 to 75 

Directors’ report on pages 146 to 148

Acting fairly 
between members 
of the Company

Principal decisions taken by the Board 
during the year.

Stakeholder engagement on pages  
78 to 81

Investment case on pages 14 to 15

Strategic progress: Our position on 
pages 36 to 39

Further information as to how the Board had regard to the s172 factors
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Stakeholder engagement, including section 172 statement continued

Why we engage

Our people play a vital role in SThree’s ongoing 
success. Their hard work and commitment to deliver 
standout customer experiences continue to strengthen 
SThree’s foundations and create sustainable value.

We recognise that employee engagement is essential 
to enhancing our Company culture, retaining our 
talent and ensuring the continued success.

Listening to our people’s views is critical to the  
Board’s decision-making, and the engagement of 
employees is a major factor in driving efficiency, 
strengthening customer relationships and driving  
a sustainable future.

How we engage

We maintain a constructive and ongoing dialogue 
with our people through regular employee-led forums, 
business resource groups, CEO Town Halls and Q&A 
sessions, as well as the Group intranet, social media 
channels, webinars and face-to-face meetings.

We organise frequent pulse surveys and eNPS 
surveys to measure employee engagement, and to 
understand matters important to our global workforce. 
The survey results allow the Board to develop relevant 
people priorities and carry out development plans 
and strategies.

The CEO and Chief People Officer also engage with 
the Senior Leadership Team in regular dialogues 
about people strategy and initiatives to promote and 
highlight inclusive leadership role models.

Since 2019 Denise Collis, the Senior Independent 
Non-Executive Director, has been a dedicated Board 
advocate for employee engagement. Every year 
Denise runs focus groups to hear about people’s 
experiences and perceptions on a range of topics.

In 2021, to ensure an ongoing dialogue between our 
people and the Board in times of limited face-to-face 
contact, Denise hosted a number of virtual events 
including on Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (‘DE&I’) and 
the Group’s ESG (environmental, social and corporate 
governance) strategy and commitments. These focus 
groups included people from across the  
global workforce.

The focus group’s conversation themes and outcomes 
feed into global strategies and directly contribute to 
future action plans.

Our response to key matters raised in 2021

Hybrid working: In close consultations with employees, 
we introduced a new hybrid world of work, with 
increased flexibility in work approaches including 
office schedules, approach to childcare, and 
reimbursement for home office expenses.

Learning: Alongside this we implemented a new 
digital-learning management system, SThree Academy, 
to provide learning on demand for all and certain 
mandatory training programmes.

Diversity: We created and launched our new DE&I 
Policy that is linked to our strategy, reinforcing the 
behaviours we expect from our people. 

In line with our ‘Care then act’ operating principle we 
have accelerated our diversity and inclusion plans 
and launched new incentives to support the well-
being and health of our people and help them to be 
more productive, resilient and adaptable under the 
new ways of working.

For more information on the Board governance 
activities and outcomes of key decisions see pages 
105 to 109.

Our people

Strategic pillars

Our position

Our platform

To read more go to Strategic progress on pages 
36 to 51, Market overview on pages 28 to 31 and 
Employee engagement on pages 107 to 109.

Our markets

Our people

How we engage and foster strong relationships with some of our key stakeholders

Why we engage

Our business plays a pivotal role in building a 
sustainable future for all. We source, nurture and 
connect STEM talent with clients who are solving 
complex world challenges and who contribute 
solutions to the UN Sustainable Development Goals.

Regular engagement with all our customers (clients 
and candidates) builds trust, strengthens business 
relationships, and helps our recruitment consultants 
develop a network that allows for wider reach of  
our brands.

Our better understanding of customers gives us a 
huge competitive advantage as it helps us adapt our 
business and strategy by investing in the right vertical 
niches and improving and developing a service 
proposition that is more relevant to evolving customer 
needs. Ultimately it helps us remain the STEM talent 
provider of choice in our markets and a sustainable 
value creator.

How we engage

Our recruiting consultants play a critical role in 
engaging with our clients and candidates.

They regularly communicate with customers through 
multiple channels, to understand issues, challenges, 
opportunities, changing demands and needs.

We also deliver thought leadership articles, issue 
videos, and organise virtual events and webinars 
directly with our clients and candidates. 

Our #STEMSeries virtual events with panellists from 
across the markets attract large audiences amongst 
our clients and candidates. In 2021, we delivered six 
#STEMSeries events with 2,709 participants. During 
these events, we shared industry experts’ advice and 
tips on multiple topics relevant to the present market 
environment, e.g. the future of the workplace, the role 
of technology, transitioning the energy sector, how to 
widen the talent pool to close STEM skill gaps; and best 
practices for cultivating DE&I in the workplace.

Our response to key matters raised in 2021

Today’s clients and candidates expect to be serviced 
through digital channels and effective processes.

Faced with the many difficulties related to lockdowns 
and coming out of the health crisis, our consultants 
transformed their relationships with clients and 
candidates into a new hybrid approach blending on- 
and offline contact. New remote formats of meetings 
were rolled out, using online collaboration platforms, 
messaging apps and webinars.

We continued to invest in our operational platform to 
provide frictionless service to our customers.

Our clients and the market are moving rapidly towards 
Employed Contractor Model (‘ECM’) as a preferred 
method of accessing temporary skilled STEM workers. 
We set a target to scale our ECM business and to 
develop robust systems and processes to help us 
benefit from this emerging opportunity.

Our clients and candidates

Strategic pillars

Our position

Our platform

To read more go to Strategic progress on pages 36 
to 51 and Market overview on pages 28 to 31.

Our markets
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Why we engage

We aim to instil confidence in our investors and win 
their long-term support of our business by providing 
them with complete, accurate and transparent 
information about evolving market trends, our  
strategy and key drivers of our operational and 
financial performance.

This in turn allows our investors to develop a full picture 
of the Company and helps them make informed 
investment decisions.

How we engage

We communicate regularly with our shareholders 
through our website, the Annual Report, results 
presentations, trading statements, webinars, and more 
directly through investor roadshows with one-to-one 
consultations and group meetings covering both 
larger institutions internationally as well as targeted 
sections of the UK private wealth and retail  
investor community. 

We also receive feedback on shareholder views 
through the Company’s stockbrokers and  
financial advisors. 

Throughout the year there is an ongoing dialogue 
between the Chair, Non-Executive Directors, and the 
investor community to address environmental, social 
and governance issues and our performance, with 
investors also met.

Our response to key matters raised in 2021

We continued to demonstrate our resilience and agility 
while delivering an exceptionally good performance 
this year. The benefit of SThree’s STEM and flexible 
working focus continued to resonate with the market.

The Board reinstated dividend following a review of the 
Group financial position and confirming the capacity 
of the Company to meet its current and future 
financial requirements.

Our business continued to selectively extend its 
global reach; substantially outperforming most of our 
benchmark competitors and winning market share in 
the US and Germany.

We are taking advantage of market shifts to ECM  
that complement our strategy and value proposition, 
and provide higher quality of earnings, while investing 
in the infrastructure needed to support and scale  
this opportunity.

In order to provide transparent disclosure to 
shareholders on the risk climate change poses to 
our business we carried out climate-related scenario 
analysis and tested our resilience within these 
scenarios. As a result, we have identified both climate 
risks and opportunities which inform our strategic 
and financial planning and are integrated into our 
risk management framework. Our commitment to 
transparent disclosure led to early adoption of the 
Taskforce for Climate-related Financial Disclosure 
(‘TCFD’) which we have disclosed alongside our 2021 
Annual Report. 

We also dealt with enquiries regarding the Group’s 
performance, and its sensitivity to emerging trends.

Our shareholders

Strategic pillars

Our position

To read more go to Strategic progress on pages 36 
to 51 and Market overview on pages 28 to 31.

Our markets

Stakeholder engagement, including section 172 statement continued

Why we engage

Our business model is built around communities. 
Our candidates, clients, and employees are 
instrumental within their local communities. It is within 
these communities that we source our business 
opportunities - when our community thrives, our 
business thrives, and vice versa. 

Delivering sustainable employment is fundamental to 
our business. Local communities provide a source of 
potential talent and in return, through our services, we 
provide quality inclusive opportunities for work and 
economic growth. 

We also recognise the importance of ensuring 
long-term value creation through concerted and 
transparent climate and environmental action. The 
clients we work with are at the forefront of solving some 
of the world’s most complex challenges. This includes 
solutions to overcome climate change. Our response 
to the changing environment, addressing the growing 
risk of climate change, is not only the right thing to do, 
but is also key to our resilience and continued growth.

How we engage

We bring skilled people together to build the future. 
Through our work we source, nurture and place talent 
who solve complex world challenges. 

We partner with clients to deliver the skills needed 
to work towards the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals. 

We nurture communities to ensure we can 
develop the skills needed for a sustainable future. 
This includes delivering a variety of employability 
initiatives to develop diverse talent and help reduce 
unemployment in underserved communities. 

We use our skills and knowledge to upskill partner 
organisations and prepare those at risk of 
unemployment and under-employment for the job 
market. For example, we deliver STEM Career Pathways, 
where we partner with education and non-profit 
organisations to ensure people from underserved 
communities have access to STEM careers.

Our response to key matters raised in 2021

We continued to evolve our approach to the environment, 
society and corporate governance under three key areas 
of focus: building a greener future, building an inclusive 
future, and building an ethical business for the future. 

We have set ambitious targets to hold ourselves 
accountable to all of our stakeholders and ensure  
we deliver positive outcomes for our communities and 
the environment. 

We remain focused on reducing our absolute carbon 
emissions and nurturing the STEM talent needed to 
assist the low-carbon transition. Since 2019 we have 
grown our renewables business by 46%. 

Career inequality continues to impact society and the 
STEM industries we partner with. Improving diversity 
in STEM will reduce the talent gap, improve business 
performance and tackle societal issues. In order 
to improve diversity in STEM we delivered a career 
support programme, a gender equality programme 
and learning interventions that positively impacted 
9,146 lives in 2021.

Our local communities

Strategic pillars

Our position

To read more go to Strategic progress on pages 36 
to 51 and Market overview on pages 28 to 31.

Our people
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Audit 
Committee

Group Risk Committee

Regional 
Risk 

Committee

Senior 
Leadership 

Team

Board

Function/
business 

leadership

Internal audit

Board Overall responsibility assessing the nature and 
extent of the principal risks and the Group’s risk 
appetite and to facilitate effective, 
entrepreneurial and prudent management of 
the business. 

Audit 
Committee

Responsible for reviewing the effectiveness  
of the Group’s risk management systems  
and processes. Reviews assurance over 
mitigating controls. 

Senior 
Leadership 
Team

Responsible for the review and assessment of 
the principal risks and recommending risk 
appetite to the Board. Develops Company 
strategy in line with Board appetite. 

Group Risk 
Committee

Responsible for monitoring principal and key 
risks and ensuring effectiveness of regional and 
function risk management. 

Regional 
Risk 
Committee

Responsible for reviewing key risks in region are 
being mitigated effectively and oversight of 
actions to reduce risks where required. 

Function/
business 
leadership

Responsible for identifying, assessing and 
mitigating both key and operational risks within 
their functions/business areas.

Internal 
audit

Provides assurance on key controls in place to 
mitigate identified risks and assurance that the 
risk management and internal control 
framework are operating effectively. 

Top-down risk 
management
Ongoing risk 

mitigation and 
control review

Bottom-up risk 
management

Regions and 
functions 
business 

leadership 
identify, assess, 

and control, 
monitor and 

escalate

Our principal risks

Risk management

Principal risks
1.  Macro-economic environment/cyclicality

2. Future growth 

3.  Commercial relationships and customer risk

4. Contractual liability

5.  People, talent acquisition and retention

6. Cyber security

7. Data privacy

8. Regulatory compliance

9. Strategic change management

10.  Health and safety 

Connecting risk, opportunity, and strategy
Risk mitigation helps SThree manage specific areas of 
the business. However, when brought into our day-to-
day activities, successful risk management helps us to 
maximise our competitive advantage and successfully 
deliver on our strategy. Whilst the ultimate responsibility for 
risk management rests with the Board, the effective day-
to-day management of risk is delegated to our leaders 
across the business, seeking at all times to maintain a 
prudent balance between mitigating risks and taking 
advantage of opportunities.

Covid-19
Navigating the uncertainties of the ongoing Covid-19 
pandemic continued to be a priority in 2021. Keeping 
operations going and the safety of our employees, 
candidates and clients remained paramount and our risk 
management helped to shape our approach. With well-
established policies and processes in place, management 
of the Covid-19 response moved from central control 
by the Group Crisis Management Team to regional 
oversight in the summer. Covid-19 metrics continue to be 
monitored by the Senior Leadership Team (‘SLT’) to ensure 
the Company can proactively respond to any significant 
changes in the trajectory of the pandemic and to any 
Government directed actions. The Company has assessed 
Covid-19 and does not consider it to be a stand-alone 
principal risk and instead we effectively manage its impact 
through articulating its impact, and any required actions, 
within each of the existing principal risks. 

However, we recognise that the pandemic is an evolving 
situation, and we continue to keep this position under review. 

Risk management approach
Our Enterprise Risk Management (‘ERM’) framework and 
processes help us to describe, analyse, report and monitor 
risks and controls at all levels in the Group. We believe that 
the effective management of risk is based on a ‘top-down’ 
and ‘bottom-up’ approach, which includes:

• our strategy setting process;

• the quality of our people and culture;

• established internal controls with assurance via self-
verification on the strength of controls;

• processes for reviewing, escalating and controlling risks; 

• independent assurance by internal audit and  
external audit;

• regular oversight by the relevant Committees; and

• reacting quickly to market conditions and the cycle.

Principal and key operational risks are considered and 
discussed as part of the strategic planning process and 
principal risks, including current controls and risk appetite 
statements, are reviewed twice a year by the Board and as 
part of relevant function or regional updates to the Board. 

What we review when assessing our principal and key risks:

• risk ownership: each risk has a named owner. In 
addition, each principal risk is sponsored by a member 
of the SLT, who drives progress;

• likelihood and impact: globally applied five-by-five 
scoring matrix; 

• gross risk: before mitigating controls; 

• net risk: after mitigating controls are applied; 

• risk appetite: defined at principal risk level and 
categorised into five levels; and 

• actions: key controls in place and activities required for 
further mitigation if required.

All principal and identified key risks are detailed in a 
standardised statement. This ensures effective review, 
understanding and monitoring throughout the Group, 
together with consistency, both in terminology and the 
underlying assessment itself. As part of the top-down 
process, an updated assessment was completed for each 

Risk management is a key part of our business, values and culture. Effective 
risk management enables us as a business to protect value and proactively 
manage threats to the delivery of strategic and operational objectives, while 
enhancing the realisation of opportunities.

principal risk by the relevant risk owner, working with the 
SLT risk sponsor and the Head of Risk Management. Draft 
statements were then challenged and reviewed in detail 
by the Group Risk Committee, SLT Committee and by the 
Board. The outcome of this work is a refreshed view of our 
principal risks, together with an updated annual review 
cycle. Principal risks will be reviewed regularly throughout 
the year, in alignment with the Board reporting agenda. 
Updates on effectiveness and progress of mitigating 
actions will be considered at the Group Risk Committee, 
with reporting to the Audit Committee to provide insight 
into controls and assurance.

Emerging risks
As part of our ongoing risk management process, 
emerging risks are reviewed yearly. An emerging risk is 
defined as a risk that materialises over a period of time, 
rather than at once, meaning the likely impact  
of the risk is difficult to evaluate at the time of assessment 
of the risk. 

Health and safety had previously been identified as an 
emerging risk, as the Company increased its volume of 
ECM business in different regions. Following substantial 
growth in volume and proportion of ECM business for the 
Group, this year health and safety has been elevated to a 
principal risk for the Group. 

Climate change risk, as reported in the 2021 Interim Report, 
continues to be an emerging risk for the Group. Further 
assessment on the emerging risk is shown on page 65 and 
more detail can be found in the separate TCFD Report. 

Climate change
SLT emerging risk sponsor: Andrew Beach, Chief 
Financial Officer. 

During 2021, climate-related scenario analysis was 
delivered across the Group to assess the emerging 
climate change risks and opportunities to SThree, directed 
by the Group ESG Committee. The ESG Committee 
defines and manages the approach to climate change 
risks and the Group Risk Committee has oversight of the 
risk through monitoring progress of risk mitigation plans, 
strength of current controls and key risk indicators.

SThree’s existing risk management framework assesses, 
and scores risks in terms of likelihood and impact. The 
timeframe used are shorter term due to material impact 
on strategy and existing performance targets. Climate 
change will typically impact SThree over a much longer 
time frame than the time frames considered by our risk 
management framework and therefore we established 
time frames aligned to the Network for Greening Financial 
Systems’ (‘NGFS’) scenarios. 

• Short term: up to 5 years. 

• Medium term: 5-15 years. 

• Long term: 15+ years.

Initial climate-related scenario analysis shows there are no 
current material risks and exposures that would impact 
strategy, performance or liquidity and due to the degree 
of uncertainty on timing and level of impact in a number 
of climate-related risk areas it remains an emerging risk 
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Risk management continued

for the Group. The importance of climate change on society 
and the wider markets in which we operate, is, however, fully 
acknowledged and we are therefore actively managing and 
mitigating climate risk, including our environmental impact and 
our role in providing talent to the low-carbon transition. 

Risks and opportunities 
During the year we undertook a detailed climate-related scenario 
analysis utilising Network for Greening the Financial System 
(‘NGFS’) Climate Scenarios, with an emphasis on the most 
material transitional risks and opportunities plus a risk assessment 
of the physical risks to SThree of climate change. The three key 
scenarios1 used to assess the implications of climate change on 
our business are:

1. Renewable-led growth (orderly);

2. Disruptive change (disorderly); and

3.  Fossil-fuelled future (hot-house world). 

Following the assessment and analysis, the following risks and 
opportunities have been identified. Further detail can be found 
on pages 64 to 66 and within our separate TCFD Report. 

1 Our scenarios, and the underlying data used in modelling, are based on the Network for Greening the Financial System’s (‘NGFS’) climate scenario framework.

Principal risks
Risks can develop and evolve over time and their potential impact or likelihood may vary in response to changes 
in internal and external circumstances. Risks and mitigation activities that are outlined below, whilst not exhaustive 
nor in any order of priority, are those which could have a material adverse effect on the implementation of our 
strategic priorities, our business, financial performance, cash flows, liquidity, shareholder value as well as on other key 
stakeholders, including employees, clients, candidates and reputation. 

Changes during 2021
Following the Board risk session, the Board believes that the 
risks presented are the correct assessment and the right 
principal risks for the Group. As a result, the ten principal 
risks, include one new risk, one reframed risk and eight 
previously disclosed risks, with one risk removed. Several of 
the risks have been renamed to ensure they accurately 
reflect the risk specific to the Group.

• The Competitive environment/business model risk 
has been reframed to a Future growth risk to reflect 
the importance of the strategy of the Group and the 
Capital Markets Day ambitions. 

• Removal of Foreign exchange translation as a principal 
risk. Following detailed assessment, it was concluded 
that this risk does not rise to the level of a principal 
risk as the potential impact of the risk materialising is 

assessed as not being material to the Group’s strategy 
or financial performance, due to the Group structure 
and controls on external reporting. The risk has been 
recategorised as a key risk, to be monitored in the 
appropriate functional risk register.

• Health and safety risk has been added as a principal 
risk, based on the increased risk profile as a result of 
our growing ECM business, where we have certain 
regulatory and contractual obligations and the  
profile of those roles into which individuals are placed, 
some of which are higher risk from a health and  
safety perspective.

• Brexit has been removed from the macro-economic 
environment principal risk as, following the UK’s 
departure from the European Union, the risk and 
impact are now understood and can be managed  
as part of business-as-usual risk management.

2021–2040 scenarios

Tr
a

n
si

tio
n

 r
is

ks

Physical risks

1.

Renewable- 
led growth

3.

Fossil-fuelled  
future

2.

Disruptive  
change

Risk type Risk Opportunity

Market • Fossil fuel sector net fees will likely reduce 
within scenario 1 and 2.

• Maintaining market share in  
rapidly expanding markets such  
as low-carbon transition.

• Dynamic and flexible services ensure 
SThree is agile and responsive to 
changing markets under each scenario.

• Growth of clean energy and associated 
technologies requires the specialist STEM 
skills SThree provides.

Reputation • STEM skills are required across multiple 
sectors with emerging trends such as 
green tech. Sector-aligned brand 
strategies and cross-selling opportunities 
may be missed. 

• Shifting candidate and client preferences 
to eco-brands will make service delivery 
to high emitting clients challenging.

• Growth in sustainable procurement; 
sustainable supplier credentials such as 
SThree’s climate leadership position (CDP 
and Financial Time Climate Leaders 2021) 
provides a differentiator to competitors. 

• The growing brand value of green 
companies provides an opportunity to be 
a staffing partner to the growing number 
of climate concise businesses.

Political • Exposure to changing Government policy 
and varying investment in renewable 
energy infrastructure projects.

Physical • Business operations and employee safety 
impacted by extreme weather events.

• Increased utility costs for offices due to 
rising temperatures.

Strategic pillars
1.  To be a leader in the markets we choose to serve
2.   Leveraging our position at the centre of STEM  

to deliver sustainable value to our candidates  
and clients

3.   Create a world-class operational platform through 
data, technology and infrastructure

4.  Find, develop and retain great people

Risk description
Rapid changes in the macro-economic 
environment result in SThree suffering financial 
exposure and/or loss.

SThree operates in a sector that is highly 
cyclical and sensitive to the economy and 
business sentiment. Mixed economic signals 
can delay identification of changes in market 
conditions and business decisions to respond, 
both on the upside and downside. The growth 
in the ECM models globally and fixed central 
support costs impact on the flexible cost base, 
so may exacerbate any time lag between 
financial performance impact and ability  
to cut costs and therefore impacts the ability 
to scale when economy recovers quicker  
than anticipated.

Mitigations 
• The annual strategic planning and budgeting 

process incorporate reviews of the broader 
market conditions along with quarterly reviews 
as part of the strategy cycle to help inform any 
changes that are required to react to changes 
in the economy. 

• The Group is a strategically diversified 
business, geographically, by sector and by 
product with a focus on STEM markets which 
are less sensitive to economic cycles.

• Strategic focus on Contract market which is 
more resilient in less certain economic 
conditions than Permanent and provides a 
counter cyclical cash hedge working capital 
release with each contract finisher.

• The Group has a flexible cost base that 
enables the business to quickly cut costs to 
react swiftly to changes in market activity. 

• The Group has a strong balance sheet  
with low levels of net debt through the year 
and committed debt facilities to support  
the business.

Change from 2020
Decreased due to the 
Group’s well 
diversified business 
and ability to respond 
quickly to changes in 
the market 
conditions, as 
evidenced by the 
Company’s robust 
response to the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

01 Macro-economic environment/cyclicality risk

SLT Sponsor: Andrew Beach, Chief Financial Officer.

Link to strategic pillar: 1, 2.

Principal risk interdependency: 2, 3, 5 and 9.
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Risk management continued

Risk description

Ineffective execution of our strategic initiatives 
and investments could lead to a failure to 
deliver planned growth and value creation. 

The Group has clear growth ambitions, as 
set out in the 2019 Capital Markets Day. To 
achieve these ambitions, the growth needs 
to be delivered through effective strategy 
and execution of strategic plans. SThree 
recognises that it is vital for the right strategy 
to be implemented and for this to be 
executed effectively.

Risk description

Working capital impairment or bad debt 
write-off occurs, causing SThree financial  
loss, due to customers or intermediaries  
being unable to fulfil their contractual  
payment obligations. 

The Group’s growing ECM business has 
increased the need for sufficient working 
capital to ensure payments are made  
to candidates whilst waiting for clients to  
settle invoices. 

Bad debt can impact future cash flow for 
operations when uncollectable debt is 
written off. 

Mitigations 

• Clear strategy, with regular planning  
and review meetings as part of strategy  
setting cycle.

• Oversight of strategic workstreams and 
technology investments through the project 
and programme governance committee.

• Corporate Development function and defined 
M&A processes in place to review any 
appropriate opportunities to complement 
organic growth opportunities. 

• Geographies and sectors are aligned with our 
core strategy and any new business model 
proposed is reviewed to understand market 
opportunity and strategic synergies, prior to 
adoption and implementation.

Mitigations 

• Regular reviews of high-risk clients managed 
by credit risk analysts.

• Regional oversight of debt through credit risk 
dashboard and monthly key performance 
indicator reviews.

• Effective end-to-end process for review of 
payment terms out of policy with Chief 
Financial Officer approval required.

• Continued focus on aged debt.

• High-risk customers form less than 5% of  
global client base.

Change from 2020
Newly identified risk 
following review of risk 
across the Group.

Change from 2020
Likelihood remains low 
but the impact is 
assessed as 
increased, due to 
growing ECM business 
across the Group 
which has a more 
significant impact on 
working capital cycles 
and contractual 
payment terms.

02 Future growth

03 Commercial relationships and customer risk

SLT sponsor: Timo Lehne, Interim Chief Executive Officer.

Link to strategic pillar: 1, 3.

Principal risk interdependency: 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9. 

SLT Sponsor: Andrew Beach, Chief Financial Officer.

Link to strategic pillar: 1, 2.

Principal risk interdependency: 1 and 4.

Risk description

SThree enters into unfavourable contractual 
terms with customers and, as a result, suffers 
significant financial loss. 

SThree operates in a highly competitive 
environment in which clients sometimes 
seek to assign significant contractual 
responsibilities and high financial liabilities 
to SThree. Where SThree acts as the 
employer of record (as with its ECM model) 
this expectation is generally heightened. 

Risk description

SThree’s profitability, long-term enterprise 
value, and ability to deliver our strategy to 
find, develop, and retain great people, will 
be detrimentally impacted if we cannot 
attract the talent we need to deliver against 
our ambitions; are unable to meet our profit 
productivity targets; and, fail to effectively 
manage retention. 

The Group are reliant on attracting and 
retaining people that can deliver against its 
growth strategy. Sales consultants take time 
to reach their productivity peak, and this 
therefore needs to be taken into account 
when considering timelines.

In line with other companies, as markets 
improve, the risk of attrition is likely to 
increase and the drive to attract talent 
becomes increasingly competitive. It is vital 
that SThree attracts and retains an engaged, 
productive, diverse workforce to ensure the 
future success of the Company.

Mitigations 

• SThree seeks to ensure that its contractual 
exposure to claims is effectively controlled 
through its contracts. 

• Contract approval processes are in place  
with defined escalation procedures for the 
proposal of contractual terms that do not 
align with standard negotiation parameters. 

• Well established in-house legal team, 
aligned to and working closely with the 
regional businesses, ensures a close 
understanding of business risks and 
associated contractual requirements.

• Risk Committee oversight of any changes in 
the external environment that should be 
incorporated into approach to contracting.

• The Company seeks to place the responsibility 
for supervision and control of contractors directly 
with the client, including the acceptance of 
liability for any acts, defaults or omissions. 

• Global insurance coverage in place to cover 
exposure where appropriate. 

Mitigations 

• Development of talent acquisition strategy 
targeted on recruiting the right level of talent 
into the business. 

• Improved employee engagement through 
new survey platform and feedback with 
actionable next steps.

• Introduction of flexible hybrid-working policy, 
following employee feedback on the success 
of working from home during the pandemic.

• Introduction of global grading system to 
provide a clearer organisational structure 
and the foundation for a core function 
career framework.

• Roll out of a new training platform to 
strengthen development of consultants 
throughout their career.

• Continuation of strengthening our wider focus 
on diversity and inclusion across gender, 
nationality, age and race.

• Continued focus on mental health  
and well-being.

Change from 2020
Impact remains stable 
but likelihood increased 
due to growth of 
SThree’s business and 
increased proportion of 
ECM contracts.

Change from 2020
Increased due to wider 
economic conditions 
and high demand for 
recruitment expertise.

04 Contractual liability

05 People, talent acquisition and retention

SLT Sponsor: Kate Danson, Group General Counsel. 

Link to strategic pillar: 1, 2, 4.

Principal risk interdependency: 3, 7, 8 and 10.

SLT Sponsor: Matthew Blake, Chief People Officer.

Link to strategic pillar: 1, 4.

Principal risk interdependency: 2, 9 and 10.
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Risk management continued

Risk description

SThree suffers a serious system or third-party 
disruption, loss of data or security breach 
that disrupts business-critical activities and 
its ability to meet its contractual and 
regulatory obligations.

Over the last 12 months the threat landscape 
has evolved, with an increase in cyber- 
crime, evolution of ransomware attacks and  
the continuation of remote working  
adding complexity. 

Secure data is at the heart of creating a strong 
culture and trusted brand for our candidates 
and clients; failing to protect our data and 
manage security across our services will 
directly impact our reputation and our ability 
to sustain and grow our business.

Risk description

Non-compliance with international data 
protection regulations and/or contractual 
obligations in relation to data protection could 
expose SThree to loss of revenue, reputational 
damage and regulatory sanctions.

Having solid data foundations is required for 
SThree to fulfil our business strategy. Great 
customer experience starts with accurate, 
complete, and timely data, and secure data is 
at the heart of creating a strong culture and 
trusted brand for our candidates and clients. 

Mitigations 

• Embedding SThree’s global information 
security framework, designed to ensure that 
SThree identifies and meets requirements 
relating to cyber security.

• Vulnerability scanning in place to early 
identify weaknesses across the estate 
alongside information security team actively 
monitoring for security incidents and 
remediating where necessary.

• Incident management plan in place with clear 
escalation in the event of a serious incident 
and linked to outsourced security event 
monitoring to assist.

• Insurance cover in place that provides access 
to expert helpline in the event of an incident.

Mitigations 

• Data privacy landscape continues to be 
monitored by our cross-functional privacy 
team to ensure compliance with GDPR and 
applicable data privacy legislation. 

• A global data protection framework is in place 
to ensure that the Group can identify and 
meet regulatory requirements relating to data 
protection within each jurisdiction. 

• The introduction of an international Data 
Protection Champion network.

• Enhancement of processes to manage and 
respond to Data Subject Rights requests, such 
as Right to be Forgotten.

• Roll out of updated mandatory data privacy 
training for all current employees and all new 
employees as part of the induction process. 

• Continued investment in our IT systems and 
technology controls.

Change from 2020
Increased due to 
growing external 
cybercrime threats.

Change from 2020
Increased due to 
evolving data privacy 
regulations and 
growing ECM business.

06 Cyber security

07 Data privacy

SLT Sponsor: Nick Folkes, Chief Technology and Information Officer.

Link to strategic pillar: 1, 2, 3.

Principal risk interdependency: 4, 7 and 9.

SLT Sponsor: Nick Folkes, Chief Technology and Information Officer.

Link to strategic pillar: 1, 2, 3.

Principal risk interdependency: 4, 6 and 8.

Risk description

The inability to effectively manage and 
implement strategic change, resulting in 
poorly implemented projects, could lead to 
wasted resource and/or adverse financial 
impact and ability to execute strategy 
impacting future growth of the Group. 

Effective strategic change management is 
inherently tied into the achievement of our 
strategy; change management is required for 
the effective implementation of parts of the 
strategy that require us to operate differently. 
Lack of oversight or the rejection by staff of 
change, would prevent SThree moving to the 
next level of revenue growth and profitability.

Risk description

Failure by the organisation to meet its 
regulatory obligations in respect of its business 
model would undermine our reputation,  
may result in legal exposure and regulatory  
sanctions and could negatively impact our 
ability to operate.

The staffing and recruitment industry sits 
against the backdrop of an increasingly 
stringent and complex regulatory 
environment. These regulatory changes 
bring commercial opportunities for SThree 
as companies seek staffing models which 
remove both the burden of administration 
and the risk of regulatory non-compliance 
through engaging with companies such as 
SThree. However, they also present risk to 
SThree in circumstances where we fail to 
manage those opportunities appropriately.

Failure to comply leaves SThree open to a 
range of risks, including fines, penalties, 
litigation, personal Director liability and loss 
of licence to operate. Additionally, the 
reputational impact and loss of stakeholder 
confidence could undermine SThree’s 
business in its entirety. 

Mitigations 

• Prioritisation of investment decisions, approval 
of business cases and oversight of the 
investment portfolio through the Portfolio 
Governance Group, with strong linkage into 
the annual budget cycle.

• Full SLT and Board visibility of the portfolio 
dashboard, showing RAG status, timelines, 
project spend and issues escalation. 
Implementation of a cloud-based 
planning tool to assist with project 
management and oversight.

• A formal digital demand process has been 
established to coordinate requests that place 
demands on our technology change 
resources. The forum ensures correct resource 
allocation against Company priorities.

• Monthly programme steering committees 
review programme status, risks and 
document decisions. 

Mitigations 

• Regular horizon scanning by Legal function 
with reporting to regional management 
boards and Senior Leadership Team.

• Regional Legal team involvement in the 
establishment of new products/services and 
entering new jurisdictions to ensure there  
is full understanding of regulatory compliance 
required and the processes to support  
the compliance. 

• Local internal processes designed to ensure 
regulatory compliance for each placement.

• Oversight of regulatory compliance risks and 
controls at Regional and Group Risk Committees. 

• Regional regulatory compliance training rolled 
out by legal department.

Change from 2020
Increased, to reflect the 
importance of 
implementation of core 
strategic transformation 
programmes and 
investments.

Change from 2020
Impact remains stable, 
with increased 
likelihood, due to 
growing global ECM 
business and complexity 
of regulation.

09 Strategic change management

08 Regulatory compliance

SLT Sponsor: Timo Lehne, Interim Chief Executive Officer.

Link to strategic pillar: 1, 3.

Principal risk interdependency: 1, 2, 5 and 6.

SLT Sponsor: Kate Danson, Group General Counsel.

Link to strategic pillar: 1, 2.

Principal risk interdependency: 4, 7 and 10.
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Risk management continued

Risk description

If an employee suffers injury where SThree 
has failed to meet its regulatory obligations 
or duty of care this could lead to an 
undermining of trust by our employees, 
candidates and clients, as well as 
reputational damage and financial loss. 

Health and safety (‘H&S’) management 
regulations contain a general requirement 
for organisations to monitor and review 
preventive and protective measures to 
protect the health, safety and well-being of 
our employees. As a responsible employer 
we strive to ensure all our people are safe in 
their working environment. During the 
ongoing pandemic the safety of our 
employees and candidates is a high priority. 

Our increasing volume and proportion of 
business under the ECM means we have 
heightened regulatory obligations towards our 
candidates, many of whom operate in higher 
risk environments than our internal workforce.

Mitigations 

• Appointment of a global Group Health and 
Safety Manager to build out further the 
Company’s health and safety framework.

• Adaption of H&S processes in light of continued 
working from home during pandemic.

• Monthly health and safety administration and 
communication meetings to discuss risks and 
any change in processes. 

• An updated Health and Safety policy rolled 
out across the Group.

• Processes and reporting in place for any 
accidents or incidents involving internal 
employees and ECM candidates.

• Regular horizon scanning of H&S regulations 
by both Group Legal and Health and Safety 
Manager to ensure policies and processes 
are updated accordingly.

• Communication with clients to ensure safety of 
a candidate on a client site and obligations 
are understood by both the client and 
candidate towards health and safety. 

• The review of health and safety obligations are 
a key part of the contract review process, to 
ensure any required processes are followed 
and are proportionate to the product being 
offered to the client.

• Insurance policies where required covering 
the Company and ECM contractors in the 
event of an accident.

Change from 2020
Added as a new 
principal risk for 2021 
due to the increased 
health and safety 
needs from the 
pandemic and the 
growing ECM business.

10 Health and safety 

SLT Sponsor: Matthew Blake, Chief People Officer.

Link to strategic pillar: 2, 4. 

Principal risk interdependency: 4, 5 and 8.

Compliance statements

Going concern statement
The Directors have undertaken a review of the Group’s 
forecasts and associated risks and sensitivities for at  
least 12 months from the date of approval of this year’s 
financial statements.

Although the global pandemic and its aftermath continue 
to create a moderate degree of uncertainty to economic 
conditions across all of our markets, the Group’s business 
model has proven to be effective and resilient. In 2021 
the Group delivered a very strong performance across 
key markets and sectors, with profit before tax surpassing 
the pre-pandemic levels of 2019, reflecting the continued 
strength of demand for the exceptional candidates we 
work with, their STEM skills and the growth trajectory of  
our business. 

In the assessment of going concern basis of preparation, 
the Directors considered the future financial performance 
based on current trading and its growth trajectory, 
expected operating cash flows, as well as people and 
capital resources required to implement strategic initiatives 
in response to identified market opportunities and 
emerging risks. The Directors also assessed the Group’s 
financial position, including accessible liquidity with 
committed borrowing facilities, as set out in note 17 to  
the financial statements. 

At 30 November 2021, the Group had £57.5 million of 
cash, with no debt except for IFRS 16 lease liabilities of 
£35.1 million. Debt facilities relevant to the review period 
comprise a committed £50.0 million RCF (facility expiring 
in May 2023 with all covenants met) and an uncommitted 
£20.0 million accordion facility, both jointly provided by 
HSBC and Citibank. A further uncommitted £5.0 million 
bank overdraft facility is also held with HSBC. The RCF is 
subject to covenants that are measured biannually in May 
and November, on a trailing 12-month basis, being (i) net 
debt to EBITDA of a maximum of 3.0x and (ii) interest cover 
of a minimum of 4.0x, based on measures as defined in 
the facilities agreements which are adjusted from the 
equivalent IFRS amounts. The ratio of net debt to EBITDA at 
30 November 2021 was nil, as no debt was drawn at the 
year end, and interest cover was 92.4 times.

The Group developed a base case that demonstrates the 
Board’s best estimate for the review period (to the end of 
Q1 2023), as well as a range of downside scenarios which 
may occur, either through further Covid-19 related impacts, 
general economic uncertainty or any of the Group’s 
principal risks. This assessment considered the Group’s 
potential responses to changing market conditions and 
business risks, resilience of its business model and overall 
level of Group funding and covenant requirements.

The key assumptions of the downside scenarios linked  
to certain principal risks are shown below.

Scenario 1 Downside scenario 
– economic downturn
The first scenario considers the downside impact of 
economic uncertainty triggered by the new Covid-19 
variants over the review period, reflected in reduced sales 
activity for the remainder of 2022 and into Q1 2023.

Under this plausible scenario, productivity is forecast to 
decline between 14% and 18% against the base case 
over 2022. While variable costs are forecast to reduce in 
line with net fees, all other costs are assumed to remain in 
line with the base case.

Link to risk: 

Risk 1: Macro-economic environment/cyclicality

Risk 3: Commercial relationships and customer risk

Scenario 2 Severe but plausible scenario  
– demand/operational shock
The second scenario, considered severe but plausible, 
includes further potential Covid-19 outbreaks and 
restrictions in all key markets throughout 2022 and 
into 2023, leading to demand at similar levels to that 
experienced in 2020 over that period. 

Under this severe but plausible scenario, the productivity 
is forecast to decline between 21% and 24% against 
the base case over 2022 and in Q1 2023. The impact of 
this severe but plausible downside is mitigated by the 
reduction in variable costs in line with net fees, together 
with further reductions in overheads resulting from the 
postponement of investment in additional headcount.

Link to risk: 

Risk 1: Macro-economic environment/cyclicality

Risk 3: Commercial relationships and customer risk 

Under both scenarios, the Group’s day-to-day working 
capital requirements are expected to be met through 
existing cash resources and cash equivalents and 
receipts from its continuing business activities, with 
sufficient cash headroom for the Group to continue 
trading throughout 2022 and into 2023. In each of these 
scenarios the Group is also forecast to be compliant 
with all covenants throughout the review period, with no 
requirement to utilise the existing credit facilities.

Through this process, together with their knowledge and 
experience of the recruitment services industry, STEM 
markets and the principal risks, the Directors have a 
reasonable expectation that the Group has adequate 
resources to continue in operational existence for at least 
the next 12 months and therefore the Directors continue to 
adopt the going concern basis in preparing the financial 
statements for the year ended 30 November 2021.
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Compliance statements continued

Viability statement
Assessment of prospects
In accordance with provision 31 of the UK Corporate 
Governance Code 2018, the Directors have reviewed the 
medium- to long-term prospects and viability of the Group.

In the assessment, the Directors considered the Group’s 
unique proposition, sitting at the heart of two long-term 
secular trends (demand for STEM skills and demand 
from clients for a flexible workforce), its resilient business 
model, strong financial position and high potential to 
continue delivering sustainable profitable growth and 
increase its market share in well diversified STEM markets 
across lucrative sectors, where demand for talent is 
rapidly accelerating. The Directors continue to believe that 
investments in selective strategic initiatives will further build 
the Group’s operational capabilities, not only improving 
customer experience but also effectively mitigating 
key risks associated with an increasingly competitive 
environment, rise in complex contractual arrangements, 
or potential breach in defences of information and 
technology systems.

Key assumptions and related viability period
The Directors conduct an annual strategic planning 
process, comprising a comprehensive reassessment of 
progress against the Group’s strategic targets, alongside 
an evaluation of the long-term opportunities and risks in 
the market in which the Group operates. 

Using scenario planning and bottom-up estimates of 
demand for STEM talent, the assessment of the Group’s 
viability was carried out over a five-year period to 
November 2026. The financial projections were based on 
assumptions, including the following: 

• key macro-economic data that could impact 
recruitment activity and demand for our services and 
consequently our revenues and net fees;

• expected headcount retention rates and our ability 
to dynamically change hiring decisions and other 
operational spend in the light of trading conditions;

• expected productivity of our teams (placements  
per head);

• changes in the Group’s working capital levels;

• movements in foreign currency rates, tax rates and 
interest rates; and

• dividends per share.

The Directors believe that a viability period of five years, 
to 2026, is appropriate. This is due to its consistency with 
the evaluated sustainability and resilience of the Group’s 
business model over the long term (including strategic 
factors detailed in our investment case on pages 14 to 
15, as well as longer-term market trends in areas such as 
digitisation and climate change). 

Furthermore, the viability period aligns to: 

• the impairment review process, where investments in 
subsidiaries are tested based on five-year forecasts; 

• the period over which the capital investment decisions 
are appraised; and

• the period over which the Group’s major strategic 
priorities and plans have historically been considered 
(in line with the long-term ambitions announced at the 
Capital Markets Day in 2019). 

The Directors therefore have reasonable expectations of 
the Group’s financial position and trading performance 
over the coming five-year period, allowing an appropriate 
assessment of principal risks, subject to the inherent 
macro-economic uncertainty and unforeseen events 
beyond the Group’s control.

Assessment of viability
Using the quantitative output of the Group’s long-term 
planning activity, the Directors also assessed qualitatively 
the established processes and operational capabilities 
across all Group functions, including the enterprise risk 
management framework and liquidity management. The 
assessment provided a robust basis for confirmation that 
the risks to the Group’s viability are understood and are 
being effectively managed.

The viability assessment focused mainly on the 
expected future solvency of the Group in the face of 
the macro-economic environment cyclicality in which 
the Group operates, being a key principal risk. However, 
also considered were the potential impacts of other 
principal risks related to customers, our people and 
strategic change management, particularly given 
the dependencies on our investment in people and 
infrastructure to deliver the Group’s growth and other 
strategic ambitions.

The key assumptions in the long-term plan, which comprises the next financial year plan used in the going concern 
assessment and projections for the following four financial years, were stress-tested against severe but plausible  
downside scenarios linked to certain principal risks as summarised below:

Assumptions, level of severity considered Link to risks

Scenario 1 Further Covid-19 outbreaks and lockdowns in 
some, but not all of our key markets through 2022 
impacting customer demand as well as sickness 
absences across sales team. Both these factors 
impact the Group’s sales productivity resulting in 
reduced net fees and profits.

Macro-economic environment/cyclicality

Future growth

People, talent acquisition and retention

Commercial relationships and customer risk

Scenario 2 Further Covid-19 outbreaks and lockdowns in all 
of our key markets through 2022 and extending 
into 2023 and with a slower recovery than 
experienced in 2021. Again, the Group’s sales 
productivity is impacted by both the reduction 
in customer demand as well as absences in our 
sales teams, resulting in reduced net fees and 
profits. This scenario also assumed that no benefits 
are delivered from the investments in infrastructure 
made over the review period, further impacting on 
both profitability and forecast growth.

Macro-economic environment/cyclicality

Future growth

People, talent acquisition and retention

Commercial relationships and customer risk

Strategic change management

The Directors considered the key factors that mitigate 
against these downside scenarios, including the strength 
of the Group’s balance sheet, the availability of credit 
facilities that remain undrawn, the diversity of the Group’s 
business across geographies and sectors as well as its 
ability to respond quickly to changes in market conditions, 
as evidenced by the robust response when the pandemic 
hit in 2020.

Viability statement
Based on the assessment of the Group’s prospects, 
resilience of the business model and strategy, the Directors 
confirm that they have a reasonable expectation that the 
Group will have adequate financial resources to continue 
in operation and meet its liabilities as they fall due over  
the five-year period ending 30 November 2026. 

In making this statement, it is recognised that not all 
future events or conditions can be predicted, and future 
assessments are subject to a level of uncertainty that 
increases with time.
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Compliance statements continued

Non-financial information statement 
The Group has complied with the requirements of sections 414CA and 414CB of the Companies Act 2006 by including 
certain non-financial information within the Strategic and Governance reports. The following table constitutes our non-
financial information statement. It outlines how our Annual Report complies with relevant regulation on non-financial 
information together with references where the key content can be found.

Our purpose
‘Bringing skilled people 
together to build the 
future’

See SThree at a glance/
Our purpose and 
strategy on pages 6 to 7.

Our culture, values, 
and policies
Culture and values

Our operating principles and Code of 
Conduct provide the foundations on which 
SThree’s standards are built. Our operating 
principles represent the qualities and 
behaviours we wish to see demonstrated 
throughout our business:
• Build trust.
• Care then act.
• Be clear then aim high.

See Feature spreads on page 8 to 13.

See Strategic progress: Our people on  
pages 48 to 51.

Our policies and procedures

Employees

• Code of Conduct.
• Health and safety policy.
• Bullying and sexual harassment policy.
• Gender Pay Gap Report 2020–2021.
• Whistleblowing policy.
• Data protection policy.

Human rights
• Code of Conduct.
• Global DE&I policy.
• The Company’s Modern Slavery Act 

Statement.

Social matters
• Code of Conduct.
• ESG Impact Report and ESG Statement.
• Volunteering guidelines.
• Corporate giving and fundraising policy. 
• Tax strategy.

Anti-bribery and corruption
• Code of Conduct.
• Anti-bribery and corruption policy.
• Corporate giving and fundraising policy.
• Gifts and hospitality policy. 

Environmental matters
• ESG Impact Report and ESG Statement.
• TCFD Report 2021.
• Sustainability policies.

See Responsible business, including TCFD  
on pages 60 to 75.

See our website; please note some of the 
policies are available on request from the 
Company Secretary

Governance and 
oversight
Our Board is responsible for the long-term 
success and the delivery of strategic and 
operational objectives.

It monitors the effectiveness and reviews the 
implementation of all our sustainability and 
operational policies, regularly considering 
their suitability, adequacy, and effectiveness. 
Any improvements identified are made as 
soon as possible.

This ensures our people have access to any 
additional information and support they may 
require, including regarding human trafficking, 
forced labour, servitude and slavery.

Internal control systems and procedures are 
also subject to regular audits to provide the 
Board with the assurance that the policies are 
effective in countering bribery, corruption, and 
any other examples of malpractice.

The Board is also supported by the ESG 
Committee, to whom certain responsibilities 
have been delegated, to safeguard the 
development, and adherence to the internal 
procedures and systems, developed to pursue 
the Group’s ethical, social and environmental 
goals. The Board also monitors and manages 
the Group strategy and risks in light of our 
plans and performance in tackling climate 
change, including progress made towards 
becoming a net-zero carbon-emissions 
business by 2025.

See Stakeholder engagement on 
pages 76 to 81.

See Our Board on pages 104 to 106.

See Directors’ report on pages 146 to 148.

See Responsible business, including TCFD  
on pages 60 to 75.

Our 
response
To build and deliver on 
our unique position as 
the only global pure-
play STEM specialist, 
we are ready to evolve 
in line with our markets 
and changing risks, 
and a wide range of 
stakeholder interests.

See Our business model 
on page 32 to 33.

See Market overview 
on pages 28 to 31.

See Stakeholder 
engagement on 
pages 76 to 81.

See Responsible 
business, including TCFD 
on pages 60 to 75.

See Risk management 
on pages 82 to 90.

Delivering on 
our purpose
Our strategic pillars serve as guideposts 
of how we drive the business forward and 
reflect how we will build upon our unique 
position in the market.

1. Leveraging our position 
at the centre of STEM to 
deliver sustainable value  
to our candidates  
and clients.

2. Create a world-class 
operational platform 
through data, technology,  
and infrastructure.

3. To be a leader in the 
markets we choose  
to serve.

4. Find, develop, and retain 
great people.

See SThree at a glance/Our purpose 
and strategy on pages 6 to 7.

See Strategic progress on pages 36 to 51.

Driving value  
creation
Continue to achieve business efficiency, 
establish long-term and sustainable 
market position.

Ensure remuneration and long-term Group 
ambitions are closely linked.

See Directors’ remuneration report 
on pages 121 to 145.

See Responsible business, including 
TCFD on pages 60 to 75.

See Key performance indicators  
on pages 52 to 55.

See Chair’s statement on pages 18 to 21.

See Chief Financial Officer’s review  
on pages 22 to 27.

See Business review on pages 56 to 59.
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