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THE AI-LED
HR REVOLUTION

AT VICTRE

Victrex’s Group HR Director Jilly Atherton has brought together
talent planning, leadership development and digital innovation to
support a fast-changing global business, using Al where it adds
real value without losing sight of people. In this conversation with

Criticaleye Senior Editor Bridgette Hall, she reflects on her own

career moves and how HR can lead organisation-wide change




V ictrex’s materials are used in
planes, electric vehicles and the
acoustic components in smartphones,
to name just a few. In healthcare, it
partners closely with surgeons, key
opinion leaders and customers on
implantable devices like heart pumps,
a clinical trial for replacement knees

and the ‘science of the future’.

Jilly Atherton, Group HR Director at
Victrex, faces a neat paradox: how

to accelerate digitalisation across

an international manufacturer while
keeping “the human in the loop”. From
a new enterprise resource planning
(ERP) rollout to agentic artificial
intelligence (Al) pilots, she’s helping
to reshape how work gets done.

Jilly didn't set out to work in HR.

A sports science graduate who
joined British Airways, she learned
about people and performance in
an unusual fashion. She started
with specialisms — such as graduate
development programmes, rewards,
industrial relations and M&A — then

moved to a more generalist remit.

“I did a couple of deep disciplines

before the generalist role,” she explains.
“Reward gave me both a strategic and
tactical perspective, because you need
to understand the size and scope of a
business... But equally, there's somebody
with a warm beating heart in that job,

so any change really matters. It gave

me a perspective across the whole
business — how you reward people, how
you evaluate the role and where they

fit in the true business context. At BA
there were 60,000-plus employees, so

it helped me with the jigsaw puzzle that
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is an organisational structure and the
organisational design that sits within it.”

The experience serves Jilly well in

her role at Victrex, which is a publicly
listed company and constituent of the
FTSE 250. She enjoys linking people
and places with the strategic goals of
the business. “We review our business
strategy and then we take time to form

the people strategy together,” she says.

Future capability is being shaped at both
ends of the pipeline. “We're looking at
our graduates and apprentices when
we're hiring, and we already do a lot of
outreach via our STEM programme to
support our future; we want to make
sure that they come with that digital
awareness and that change mindset.” At
the senior level, the horizon stays wide:
“As an executive, we're talking about
stars of the future and how we can make

sure we develop them... So, they're the
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kind of conversations we're having about
both ends of the spectrum. People who
are joining us for the future and people
who are changing or upskilling now.”

Demystifying Al

Jilly describes how HR chose to leverage
Al by turning curiosity into capability.
She started with the function gathered
in a room. “So, we had the whole HR
team together, and we did some real-
time training... We asked: ‘What are you
interested in? Why are you afraid of this?’
We did the fun stuff first to take the
sting out of it... You know, tell it what'’s
in your fridge and make a recipe. Or,

if you go on the trip of a lifetime, ask

it to help you make the plans, write a
story or a poem for your child... some

of the team had never even thought

of using Al for any of those things.”

The next stage was more serious,
creating working groups to consider
what was needed from an employment
law point of view, licensing and what
value could be added if HR could move
faster. The principle was to remove
friction in order to focus on what
matters. “We did a pilot and a 100-
day plan,” she explains. “We logged
how progressive we were, and we had
a team who were really encouraging

us and tracking what we were doing

and sharing new best practices.”

The outcomes are both pragmatic and
strategic. For one role, Jilly received over
100 applications and used Al to define
four must-have criteria and a scoring
approach in minutes — then spent her
freed-up time reading the filtered CVs
herself. There's another >
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example where each year the HR
function looks at the organisation’s
capabilities, skills and challenges for
the future, and uses Al to identify

trends when analysing the outcomes.

Jilly Atherton:
Career Snapshot

1996 - 2008:

HR Business Partner &
Reward Manager, British Airways
2009 - 2012

Group HR Director - Offshore
Trelleborg Group

2012 - 2014

HR Director, Saica Group
2014 - 2017

Group HR Director

National Nuclear Laboratory
2017 - Present

Group HR Director, Victrex

Growing People by Design

Jilly says she wants employees to
grow their capabilities and feel they
can develop. “Whenever there is an
organisational or structural change, we
are able to move talent to try and fulfil
the development opportunities that
perhaps take employees out of their
comfort zone,” she says. “I've probably
done it five or six times since I've been
here. We call it leave-to-stay; we retain
tacit knowledge and rotate roles.”

When looking at talent, Victrex tries
to respect individual pace as much
as ambition: “There are some people
who are very happy and don’t want
to be developed, so | try and respect
that as well,” she comments.

That emphasis on breadth is matched
by sponsorship and shared ownership.
“l work with the team because | can't do

it without their expertise, and | enjoy
that, and | would hope it would be

more fulfilling for them,” she says.

The proof is in where people go next
(internally or externally). “Quite a
few have gone on to have their own
HRD seats,” she says, grinning at
what that signals about the system
she’s built (but is humble to admit).
“So, I'm sort of like a proud mother
hen, because for me, that’s what

HR colleagues have wanted, and

maybe | helped on that journey.”

In the end, her advice to aspiring
CPOs is deliberately unfancy. “I think
if | look back, | took risks, took a few
secondments and | was very hungry
to learn. | was always volunteering to
take stuff on, which | did think was
irritating for my boss, as | was always
asking for more. | am happy to say
we're still friends 30 years on.” m

Our 360-degree support is designed to accelerate leaders in the CPO role.

Criticaleye supports aspiring and current CPOs to accelerate their development

as CPOs and become broader enterprise leaders in the C-suite.

Building a world-class HR
function and strengthening
leadership capabilities
within teams

Accessing global, cross-sector
reference points and peer
connections that support
the execution of strategy

Stepping up as a CPO and
being a strategic partner to
the CEO, CFO and ExCo

Building resilience and
managing the extreme
pressure that comes
with a leadership role

Click here to find out how we support CPOs and other executives.
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