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S
ince AESSEAL was established 30 years 
ago, the company has grown to become 
the world’s fourth largest manufacturer 
in its sector. With direct representation in 
more than 30 countries, the company ser-

vices a diverse customer base. This consists of original 
equipment manufacturers and the petrochemical, man-
ufacturing, chemical, textile, food and beverage, power 
generation, mineral and paper and pulp industries. The 
company’s core products, mechanical seals, are used in 
pumps and other rotating equipment to prevent liquids 
and gases from escaping into the environment.

In the face of increasing and intense competition, 
AESSEAL recognises that it is essential to offer market-
focused innovative products and services that distin-
guish it from the crowd. With this in mind, the company 
has concentrated on developing a portfolio that has an 
emphasis on high-end technology and reliability. 

To grow from humble beginnings and successfully 
compete against the world’s largest competitors, AES-
SEAL has always aimed to deliver absolute excellence. 
Only by improving at a faster rate than the competition 

will it continue to grow its market share. AESSEAL at-
tributes its sustained success to:

• customer service excellence
• innovation and learning
•  improvement and organisational agility, including 

managed growth and investment
•  a deep commitment to highly ethical behaviour for 

the benefit of all stakeholders, including society and 
the environment

The Excellence Model 
Although the pursuit of excellence has always been in-
grained within the organisation’s fabric, it wasn’t until 
2001 that the Excellence Model was selected as the sole 
mechanism to review and benchmark the organisation, 
which is essentially gap identification. This was a board-
led initiative, championed directly by the group manag-
ing director, Chris Rea OBE, and chief operating officer 
Jonathan Wilkinson. 

Since adoption of the Model, the company has un-
dertaken two self-assessments and two external assess-
ments. The first external assessment took place in 2007, 
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which led to 4-star Recognised for Excellence certifica-
tion from EFQM and a Special Achievement Award for 
Sustainable Future presented by the BQF. 

The comprehensive feedback report which followed, 
coupled with results from the company’s ongoing pro-
gramme of review, was acted upon throughout the last 
year. Specific initiatives have included the widening of the 
benchmarking regime to include non-manufacturing or-
ganisations as well as the implementation of a high-level 
balanced scorecard. Following a review of the significant 
strides made earlier this year, the company felt sufficient-
ly confident that enough progress had been made to at-
tempt the UK Excellence Award again.

The following are areas in which AESSEAL focuses 
its efforts in order to continuously improve and move it 
closer to achieving its goal of becoming the worlds num-
ber one mechanical seal manufacturer.

Adoption of best practice
AESSEAL has adopted a variety of business improvement 
systems and standards, such as the Excellence Model, 
Investors In People, ISO 9001, ISO 14001 and OHSAS 
18001. The company maintains flexible, lean operational 
practices to deliver and satisfy the requirements of its cus-
tomers. Numerous kaizen-based productivity enhance-
ment tools are deployed throughout the company, in-
cluding 5S, process mapping and poka yoke − a Japanese 
term for mistake proofing. 

The company has adopted a project management 
methodology that is championed and used by a dedicated 
continuous improvement projects team, which is chaired 
by the chief operating officer. 

Service excellence
An ethos of unconditional service excellence is mirrored 
in the company’s purpose statement: ‘To give our cus-
tomers such exceptional service, they need never consider 
alternative sources of supply’. Testament to the successful 
deployment of this ethos is a customer satisfaction rate of 
99.4 per cent. The ability to satisfy customer orders in the 
shortest possible time is a prime driver.

To meet this aim, and contrary to textbook best prac-
tice, AESSEAL maintains extensive levels of inventory, 
although these are held at minimum value-added com-
ponent level. Cartridge seal orders are subsequently built 
to order from component stock. This strategy enables the 
company to provide a rapid response, guaranteeing deliv-
eries of standard products within 48 hours.

In the face of a shrinking home market, strategic im-
portance is placed on knowledge of international markets. 
The company’s territory sales units are headed by locals 
who intimately understand the native culture, the me-
chanical seal industry, and share the company’s passion 
and tenacity. To further eliminate any potential barriers 
to sales, the company has a policy of employing linguists: 
nine languages are spoken directly from the UK alone.

Manufacturing diversity
AESSEAL has established a development process that 
is able to offer complex, non-standard designs and up-
grades. All products, from enquiry to despatch, are con-
trolled via an integrated product data management sys-
tem. This assures transparency and efficiency with robust 
revision and cost control. A key feature of the process is 
the ability to create the machine tool cutting programme 

using computer aided manufacture directly from 3D 
computer aided drawings.

The company has three UK manufacturing workshops 
that are split predominantly by volume. One workshop is 
entirely dedicated to delivering urgent, bespoke customer 
orders. Workshops operate 24 hours per day, 363 days a 
year with machines consistently operating at five sigma 
process capability, despite low volumes and a diverse 
work mix.

Making approximately 500,000 individual compo-
nents per year, but with an average batch size of 12 and a 
forward order book measured in hours, the company ef-
fectively makes to order. This requires meticulous atten-
tion to detail and some unique approaches to production 
management. A £5m investment over the last two years 
has lowered the average age of a production plant to six 
years. Machine tools are generally ordered against stan-
dardised corporate specification from a single supplier to 
ease and simplify processes, training and maintenance.

Knowledge development
AESSEAL has developed numerous tools and applica-
tions for its stakeholders in order to optimise its service. 
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Providing customers with application-based tools, such 
as the company’s knowledge-based environmental soft-
ware suite, helps to identify plant issues and reduce 
mean-time-between-failure. This internally developed 
application provides access to 30 years of amassed in-
dustry-based knowledge, coupled with the ability for 
customers to analyse plant and process reliability.

AESSEAL’s knowledge strategy is 
to ensure that all the relevant infor-
mation that is required to sustain and 
develop the operation is identified, 
available, managed and shared with 
all staff. Given the company’s geo-
graphic spread around the world, this 
is almost totally IT-based. The im-
portance the company has placed on 
IT to fuel growth, efficiency and ag-
ile development is recognised by the 
company’s top-level IT strategy docu-
ment, which states: ‘Our ability to col-
laborate within projects that span de-
partments, offices and countries will 
be increasingly important if we are to 
remain a dynamic and agile organisa-
tion’. The creation and deployment of 
new applications, alongside enhance-
ments to existing ones, is undertaken 
by internal IT specialists, supported 
by supplier-partners. 

A corporate enterprise resource 
planning system was first implement-
ed by AESSEAL in 1996. This has since 
been the subject of continuous devel-

opment based on current and future needs analysis. 
Recent IT developments include the implementation of 
an integrated procure-to-pay solution to automate pay-
ment for suppliers, inventory management systems to 
improve the stock management process and the imple-
mentation of a virtual-private network based on fault 
tolerant multi-protocol label switching technology. 

Product innovation 
A programme of continuous innovation and a growing 
global footprint are essential. The company has invested 
more than six per cent of sales in research and develop-
ment over each of the last five years and closely monitors 
emerging technologies. This level of investment coupled 
with the strategic management of intellectual property 
has enabled the company to develop products rapidly. 

Until recently, AESSEAL was known primarily for 
its ability to design, manufacture, supply and refurbish 
mechanical seals and related products. Keen to broaden 
the reliability horizon, the company identified a global 
opportunity with the development of a bearing protec-
tion range. A mechanical seal can be likened to a fuse, 
in that it will invariably fail before anything else in the 
case of equipment or process problems. Another sub-
sequent component of similar susceptibility to this is a 

bearing. This therefore presented the perfect develop-
ment opportunity. By 2012, the company expects sales 
of its bearing protection range to be the highest of all its 
product families.

Cutting lead times and developing new products are 
both useful and welcomed by customers, but saving 
money is more so. Reliability conscious, the company is 
committed to the reduction of customers’ whole life-cy-
cle costs. This requires the maximisation of mean time 
between failure, which means increasing equipment up-
time. This is achieved by selecting the optimum prod-
uct for each specific requirement, coupled with onsite 
training and support. 

Green credentials
In 2002, AESSEAL sought to benchmark its environ-
mental management and performance by joining the 
environment index organised by Business in The Com-
munity, Yorkshire and Humber region. This tested the 
company’s environmental policies, strategies, proce-
dures and performance against its peers thus identify-
ing gaps and driving improvement. Performance im-
provement subsequently became a corporate objective 
and it followed a plan-do-check-act principle. In 2007, 
AESSEAL was one of the top five businesses in the index 
that achieved the targeted Platinum Award, which it has 
retained for the third consecutive year. For the second 
consecutive year, the company also received the Climate 
Change Champion Award.

Leading by example and demonstrating that environ-
mental excellence is not just product or process related, 
in 2005 AESSEAL opened the Wetlands at its Rother-
ham headquarters. This has the dual role of diverting 
water during flash flooding and providing a sanctuary 
for local wildlife. The development consists of a series 
of reed beds and swales, which feed a balancing pond.

People make it happen
AESSEAL fervently considers that its people and their 
collective intellectual capital are the company’s most 
prized assets. Testimony to a high level of employee 
satisfaction, 56 per cent of AESSEAL’s UK employees 
have spent more than five years of service with AES-
SEAL, despite an increased headcount. The company is 
committed to being regarded as an employer of choice. 
In support of this, 96 per cent of responses to the an-
nual employee satisfaction survey stated that they were 
‘proud to be part of the success of AESSEAL’.

Business and stakeholder requirements drive HR 
strategy. The company’s HR policies are deployed to en-
able the company to meet or, preferably, exceed its com-
mitment toward stakeholders and ultimately to corpo-
rate objectives.

Looking to the future, AESSEAL is on-track to 
achieve its long-term objective of becoming the world’s 
number one in its sector. The company’s unremitting 
commitment to excellence is a key strategic mechanism 
to help get it there 
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