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As The Pandemic Continues, Supporting Frontline
Workers Becomes A Competitive Advantage
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Much has been made of the contributions of doctors and other health care workers during

the Covid crisis, and very rightly so. But for some reason, the only time manufacturing

workers seem to get much attention is when bad news happens, as with the coronavirus

outbreaks among workers at meatpacking plants a few months ago. That’s a grave injustice,

given that these essential workers have shown up day in and day out since the whole thing

began, keeping our groceries and other essentials flowing almost without interruption.

So in addition to a hearty thank-you from every one of us to these tireless contributors, their

manufacturing leaders in particular should be looking at what support they need to be

providing. Many have done an admirable job, providing temporary pay increases, additional

time off benefits, and extra health care support to help their workers with the added burdens

the pandemic has thrown their way. But now, as society slowly reopens and the crisis severity

eases up, it would be convenient to assume the worst is over and back off that support. That

would be a mistake.

“It’s a unique time with particular risks with respect to the workforce,” explained Brett Lutz,

VP of Global Communications at ADM, the Chicago-based global human and animal

nutrition company. “ADM workers have been on the job throughout. We continue to focus on

three main things for them: keeping them well-informed, doing everything we can do to keep

them safe and healthy, and making sure they feel thanked for all they do.”

Those things are critical. As the severe part of the crisis fades, workers still have worries

about their health and that of their families, along with continuing economic concerns.

WorkStep, a Bay Area company that helps large industrial companies improve hiring and

retention of their hourly workforce, recently conducted a survey of manufacturing workers. It

showed that 56% of those workers feel Covid has negatively impacted their jobs, and nearly

40% believe that their health and safety aren’t being adequately protected. Those worries

translate into retention risks; 58% of those workers have sought employment elsewhere.

“What the report shows is that Covid-19 remains a dark cloud over the workforce,” said Dan

Johnston, WorkStep’s co-founder and CEO. “It’s a particular concern to the workers who

keep food on our tables or packages on our doorsteps. Prior to March, low unemployment
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was seen as the primary cause of staffing challenges. It made sense for the candidate pool to

be tight and for employees to move on frequently when job openings outnumbered job

seekers. Today, even with the country operating well below full employment, recruiting and

retention is still a top challenge for industrial employers. Companies will have to continue to

invest in their frontline workforce to ensure they can compete.”

For Nicole Alvino, co-founder and Chief Strategy Officer at SocialChorus, a San Francisco-

based firm that provides a digital workforce communications platform for ADM as well as

other industrial companies such as Whirlpool, Dow, and Ford, for example, there has been a

positive element to the pandemic with respect to workers. “I’ve been proud of what our

customers–some of the largest manufacturers in the world–have done for their employees,”

she said. “When the crisis hit, they led with empathy and integrity to take care of their

workers, making sure they had access to things like health checks, new workplace practices

and procedures, and safety reviews on our platform. It was a wake-up call for leaders on the

importance of being connected to their frontline workers. They’ve made efforts to reach out

and get feedback, and to make workers feel heard and seen.”

The Global Longevity Economy: CreatingOpportunity For Everyone

Johnston agrees with that. “There’s been a silver lining to all this,” he added. “It’s been a

forcing function to make employers prioritize the health, safety and satisfaction of frontline

workers like never before.”

The approach by SocialChorus is similar. “There’s an acute need to reach every worker with

the information they need to feel connected to their companies,” Alvino said. “The only way

to reach every worker is to meet them where they are, whether on a shared computer, kiosk,

digital screen or personal mobile device.”

That access can be a challenge in various ways, from safety to IT. “We worked with HR and

Operations to relax our personal device usage rules,” Lutz said. “We still make it safe–there’s

no usage while operating–but people can access it otherwise. That gives them the freedom to

comment or ask questions.”

Direct contact with key leaders is also critical, and not just in apps. “We used to post long-

form notices on bulletin boards for communication,” said Lutz. “Those became just one more

piece of paper on the wall. Now we can engage our colleagues directly with Juan [Juan

Ricardo Luciano, ADM’s CEO], via video through SocialChorus, where people can ask

questions in real time. People see him and connect. After we’d done a few of those calls, we

did a survey to see how people were reacting. 94% said they communicated in a way they

could understand, and 96% said they felt like their health was being taken into account.”

Many companies, then, are off to a good start – but they’ll have to continue to focus and

invest. “The big challenge going forward is resilience – being ready for future uncertainty,”

Grossmann said. “Digitalizing the workforce becomes even more critical. Connected workers
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with the right tools in place opens up whole new possibilities. Those will be core components

of creating overall supply chain resilience. The big message is that the frontline worker is one

of the main competitive advantages. We need more focus on how to maximize that potential.”

Follow me on LinkedIn. 
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