
  

 

 

Nuclear Skills 2019 - Staying at the Cutting Edge: Growing our 
Subject Matter Experts – Workshop Feedback 
Does the aging SME population provide us with a challenge, or is the need for their skills in decline 
anyway? 

• Depends on topic area – important to appreciate the shift in expertise needed  
o Reprocessing (?) 
o Plutonium (Y) 

• Current SMEs can act as role models/mentors 
• Important to document knowledge in order to ‘grow’ SMEs 
• Important to invest in younger generation for long term gain 
• Correct management of knowledge – responsibility of company and current SMEs 

o Reassure SMEs of job security and sharing knowledge will not create competitors 
o Encourage knowledge discussion  

• Positive to share – need to start a culture change  
o Performance objectives/ bonuses 

• Need to manage knowledge through the generations 
• Companies shouldn’t be afraid of people leaving  
• Need SME training for upcoming technical issues  

YES it is a challenge, new skills are needed along with a culture change to share knowledge  

• 100 year Sellafield programme – maintaining dormant programmes 
• SMEs need to develop skills 

o Digital competency 
o Ways of thinking  
o Have depth of knowledge  
o Need to improve depth of skills 

• Programme development for SMEs 
o Force catalyst  
o Fractured supply chain  
o Annual programmes – difficult to predict SME needs 

• SMEs are lifelines to businesses 
• Independent licencing body to ensure the standard of SMEs is kept high  
• Both ‘grow’ and experience hire SMEs 

o Need a programme/ strategy – is this possible? 
• Whose responsibility is it to respond to challenge  
• Expertise will always be needed – skills need to be developed  

YES it will be a challenge, will always need the expertise of SMEs however question was raised as to 
who’s responsibility it is to respond to this challenge. 

 

 



  

 

• Both – people are retiring.  
• Technical knowledge plus experience – applying it. 
• Knowledge sharing. 
• SME – people go to SMEs for advice and guidance. 
• Gap – SMEs concentrated on a specific area 
• Mentors trying to identify gaps. 
• Pass an `accelerated experience’ programme. 
• Making knowledge accessible/available. 
• Making knowledge corporately available. 
• Knowledge should be applied to the tools, techniques, capability available at the time. 
• Demand vs obsolescence – forever developing people. 

Summing-up statement: Knowledge needs to be readily available and accessible to SMEs to reduce 
the reliance on individuals. 

Can apprenticeships provide an effective route to SME status and do we need a level 8 
apprenticeship to achieve this? 

• Personal finance issue – no student loan 
• Good to have lots of routes to SME status 

o Different learning experiences, skills and ideas  
• Need examples of apprenticeships – a certain route shouldn’t be needed  

o Other routes should be explored 
• More awareness of apprenticeships needed 

o Credibility/ change perceptions of apprenticeships 
• Not always beneficial to split time between study and work – hard to gain depth of 

knowledge  
• Apprenticeships provide a reliable, dedicated and loyal workforce 
• Standard PhD could keep more options open  

YES apprenticeships could provide an effective route, but shouldn’t be the only route    

• More awareness of apprenticeships levels needed 
o Institute for Apprenticeships: level 8 had never been looked into before 
o EngD equivalent 

• Further into education you go, more specific the role becomes 
• Do you need an academic backing in apprenticeships/CDT 
• Equality in vocational and academic routes  
• More time spent in industry is always a benefit  
• Level 8 apprenticeships encourages another route into nuclear sector – another pool of 

students 
• Clients are buying in – narrower band of SME expertise – core business is shrinking 
• PhD or Level 8 apprenticeships shouldn’t be needed but they help 
• Both routes are needed to meet SME number demands 

Important to change perceptions of apprenticeships as they can be an extremely viable route to 
SME status  
 



  

 
 
• UCAS points for qualifications – cross-development – open up more opportunities. 
• Multiple routes to lifelong learning to allow academic and vocational learning and vice-versa. 
• Approach people who have knowledge in the field irrespective of status. 
• Experience required/emphasis. 
• Adaptability – knowledge transfer. 
• Developing skills rather than accrediting them – promotes accessibility. 
• Setting criteria for the entry level of apprenticeship. 

Summing-up statement: Experience is equivalent to being an expert in the field. 

Do we know who our Subject Matter Expert population is and can we reasonably predict if they 
are right for our future needs?  

• SMEs are more recognised in academia; the population is more obvious than in the industry. 
• Technology is developing, which means that expertise will also develop and our future 

specialists will need to be identified. 
• It is easy to be blinded by what is needed today rather than future needs. 
• SME development needs direction but defining the future can be difficult.  
• Government must make decisions on future requirements, but organisations should support 

government. 
• Decommissioning and waste management is important. 
• Our SME population provides advice on current capability and future needs. 
• The SME population struggles with prestige and ‘head of the pack’ mentality. 
• Industry tends to recognise the collective expertise: breadth vs. depth. 
• Technical leadership in SME groups is needed. 
• Government horizon scanning steers the direction of future needs. 
• Listed competencies? 

o In absence of specific educational qualifications, what metrics might you use to 
quantify the number of SMEs? Specific listed competencies on job profiles? 

• SMEs not planned. 
o An individual doesn’t plan to be an SME, and a company often won’t have planned 

for an individual to become an SME. Sets a limit on responding to the future. 
• Do SMEs have attributes that are intangible, and cannot be quantified? 
• Can we not only pre-empt the needs for SMEs, but also pre-empt what needs will be placed 

on the SMEs / what competencies a future SME will require? 
• Transient capability needs. 

o The areas in which SMEs are most needed will change over time  
• Specifics of company. 

o SME might also be defined by the organisation they’re in. 
• Personality matrix/soft competencies. Another way of identifying factors to quantify SME 

population. 
• 2-types of needs: known and unknown. We know that certain jobs will be required in the 

future, but if looking 15+ years into the future, we might not even know what the jobs will 
be/the jobs of the SMEs might not even have been invented yet. The proverbial unknown-
unknown. 

• An SME is also a delivery expert. 
  



  

 
 

• Local level vs national level. 
o We know well within our teams/groups/organisation who the SMEs are but not 

who’s out there at a national level. 
• Less emphasis on factual-knowledge. 

o For an SME population resilient to future changes, the requirement of an SME might 
need to shift away from having a large factual knowledge, and more towards being 
adaptable and being able to learn a new area quickly. 

 

Can you be an effective SME if you can’t communicate to a wide variety of people of different 
backgrounds?  

• Poor communicators tend to find an ‘interpreter’ to communicate well on their behalf. 
• SMEs can benefit from communication skills, just as anyone would. 
• There are different roles of an SME so it is important to choose the right skills for the role. 
• Academic SMEs with teaching experience tend to be better communicators. 
• Knowledge capture is important and requires effective communication. 
• Industry must enable SMEs to become better communicators. 
• SMEs have varied roles. 
• An effective SME needs core competencies in communications. 
• Academic SMEs tend to have had more opportunities for comms development. 
• SMEs run lunchtime talks and seminars for knowledge transfer. 
• There are different ways of communicating – speaking and listening effectively. 
• Listed competencies? 
• In absence of specific educational qualifications, what metrics might you use to quantify the 

number of SMEs? Specific listed competencies on job profiles? 
• SMEs not planned. 
• An individual doesn’t plan to be an SME, and a company often won’t have planned for an 

individual to become an SME. Sets a limit on responding to the future. 
• Do SMEs have attributes that are intangible, and cannot be quantified? 
• Can we not only pre-empt the needs for SMEs, but also pre-empt what needs will be placed 

on the SMEs / what competencies a future SME will require? 
• Transient capability needs. 
• The areas in which SMEs are most needed will change over time  
• Specifics of company. 
• SME might also be defined by the organisation they’re in. 
• Personality matrix/soft competencies. Another way of identifying factors to quantify SME 

population. 
• 2-types of needs: known and unknown. We know that certain jobs will be required in the 

future, but if looking 15+ years into the future, we might not even know what the jobs will 
be/the jobs of the SMEs might not even have been invented yet. The proverbial unknown-
unknown. 

• An SME is also a delivery expert. 
• Local level vs national level. 
• We know well within our teams/groups/organisation who the SMEs are but not who’s out 

there at a national level. 



  

 

• Less emphasis on factual-knowledge. 
• For an SME population resilient to future changes, the requirement of an SME might need to 

shift away from having a large factual knowledge, and more towards being adaptable and 
being able to learn a new area quickly. 

Staying at the Cutting Edge: Growing our Subject Matter Experts - Workshop Summary 

Workshop Theme NSDSG Theme 
Culture change to share knowledge. 
Management of knowledge through the 
generations. Making knowledge corporately 
available 

Reduced in priority in SME-HLS WG on 
assumption that it is individual organisation’s 
responsibility 

Need to develop new skills, depth and ways of 
thinking 

Tasks to improve diversity and innovation.  

Independent licencing body to ensure the 
standard of SMEs is kept high 

Learning from UK/ Fr SME Committee? 

Change perceptions of apprenticeships as they 
can be extremely viable route to SME status.   

1.4 A sectoral communication strategy should 
‘shine the light’ on apprenticeships 

Equality in vocational and academic routes.  
Multiple routes to life long learning to allow 
academic and vocational learning and vice-
versa 

2.1.3 L8 Technical Nuclear Specialist 
Apprenticeship Standard Trailblazer 
development 

Government (through horizon scanning) should 
steer the future requirements but supported by 
industry. 

3.2 Clarification of future SME demand through 
technical questionnaire/ horizon scanning 
informed by NIRAB report 

Technical leadership of SME groups is needed SME-HLS Working Group 
Local versus national – do teams/ groups 
organisations know who’s out there at a 
national level? 

? 

An effective SME needs core communication 
competences. Industry must enable SMEs to 
become better communicators ‘interpreter on 
their behalf’. Academic SMEs tend to have 
more opportunities for comms development 

? 

 


