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Manufacturing employers contend with industry-specific retention hurdles: physically demanding 
conditions, shift scheduling, safety concerns, automation requirements, and competitive 
labor markets. While manufacturers have historically focused on compensation as a primary 
retention tool, research shows modern manufacturing workers seek meaningful work, growth 
opportunities, recognition, and environments where they feel valued and safe.

This action plan presents a framework for manufacturing organizations seeking to develop 
a workplace culture that drives retention through meaningful connection and purposeful 
development. 

All data cited in the action plan comes from Brandon Hall Group™ research data.

Introduction

Traditional manufacturing retention approaches have proven inadequate as worker expectations 
evolve. Brandon Hall Group’s research highlights a concerning disconnect between retention 
efforts and outcomes:

 X 92% of organizations believe their top talent is at risk of leaving.

 X An equal percentage is investing in improving employee experience.

 X Leadership remains divided on optimal work arrangements for support functions.

For manufacturers, these challenges manifest in specific ways. Production knowledge often 
resides with experienced workers. When these individuals depart, the impact extends beyond 
recruitment costs to include disrupted schedules, quality inconsistencies, reduced output, and 
diminished competitive capability.

The operational impact includes extended training periods for complex equipment, safety risks 
with inexperienced workers, production bottlenecks, quality control issues, and delivery delays. 
Manufacturing organizations must recognize that retention is not merely a human resources 
concern but a fundamental business imperative directly tied to operational performance, quality, 
safety, and profitability.

The Strategic Imperative
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Call to Action

Current State

Creating an engaging work environment in manufacturing requires a fundamental shift in 
how organizations approach talent retention on the production floor. This shift must occur 
simultaneously at multiple levels, involving production leadership commitment, systematic 
operational changes, and cultural transformation.

Key areas requiring immediate attention in manufacturing environments include:

 X Development of shop floor listening channels: Standard employee surveys often fail to 
capture production realities. Manufacturers must implement listening mechanisms that work 
within shift schedules, noisy environments and limited computer access, including production 
huddles, feedback kiosks, and supervisor-led conversations.

 X Implementation of production-focused recognition: Recognition in manufacturing 
must acknowledge contributions that often go unnoticed — process improvements, safety 
initiatives, quality enhancements and production milestones.

 X Creation of skill-based career pathways: Manufacturing workers need clear visibility into 
growth opportunities with mapped progression paths connecting entry-level positions to 
advanced technical roles.

 X Establishment of safety-centered psychological safety: Workers must feel comfortable 
reporting concerns, suggesting improvements, and participating in problem-solving without 
fear of reprimand.

Success requires securing production leadership buy-in, developing cross-functional 
implementation teams, creating production-linked metrics and establishing shift-specific 
feedback loops.

Brandon Hall Group’s research reveals several critical insights into the current state of employee 
retention in manufacturing environments:

 X Divided leadership perspectives: While 35% of manufacturing leaders support location 
flexibility for non-production roles, another 35% prefer partial office presence, creating 
inconsistency between production and support functions.

 X Limited supervisory development: Only 40% of manufacturing organizations provide 
formal leadership training for production supervisors despite 70% believing it’s necessary for 
effective employee engagement.
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Before launching manufacturing retention initiatives, organizations must develop a clear 
understanding of their current workforce situation through:

 X Production-specific retention analysis: Examine turnover patterns by department, 
shift, job classification, tenure and supervisor to identify specific manufacturing retention 
challenges.

 X Manufacturing skills inventory: Map critical skills against current capabilities and 
requirements to identify vulnerability points and development priorities.

 X Production worker feedback: Gather input through methods that work in manufacturing 
environments — shift meetings, supervisor one-on-ones, digital kiosks and focus groups.

These steps establish the foundation for setting specific retention targets, identifying operational 
performance indicators that will improve with increased retention, quantifying expected financial 
impact and creating implementation timelines aligned with production cycles.

Process Enhancement and Optimization

Manufacturing retention strategies must integrate with production processes rather than disrupt 
them. Key enhancements include:

 X Shift transition communication: Establish structured information transfer between shifts to 
ensure continuity, recognition of contributions and shared problem-solving.

Implementation Framework
Strategy Development and Goal Setting

 X Increasing pressure on employee experience: Manufacturing organizations struggle to 
create cohesive experiences when production workers must be on-site while others may 
have flexible arrangements.

 X Growing emphasis on safety and wellness: Forward-thinking manufacturers recognize 
the connection between physical safety, psychological well-being, and retention, but many 
struggle to implement integrated approaches.

These challenges are compounded by accelerated automation requiring digital skills, evolving 
worker expectations for input and work-life balance, rising competition for skilled talent, and the 
growing importance of inclusive production environments.
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Process Enhancement 
and Optimization

Partnership Building and 
Community Engagement

Manufacturing retention strategies must 
integrate with production processes rather 
than disrupt them. Key enhancements 
include:

Manufacturing retention strategies benefit 
from strong partnerships across multiple 
dimensions:

X Shift transition communication: 
Establish structured information transfer 
between shifts to ensure continuity, 
recognition of contributions and shared 
problem-solving.

X Production-integrated feedback: 
Incorporate worker input opportunities 
into existing processes — standups, 
quality circles, improvement events, and 
safety meetings.

X Streamlined advancement 
applications: Simplify how production 
workers express interest in development 
opportunities, cross-training, or 
advancement positions.

Focus on removing barriers to 
engagement, standardizing recognition 
practices across shifts and departments, 
simplifying idea implementation, and 
balancing standard work with appropriate 
opportunities for worker discretion and 
problem-solving.

X Internal cross-functional
collaboration: Establish partnerships
between production, maintenance,
quality, safety, human resources and
training functions.

X Education institution relationships:
Develop connections with technical
schools and community colleges
to create talent pipelines and
advancement opportunities.

X Industry association engagement:
Participate in manufacturing
associations for benchmarking data,
best practice sharing and workforce
development advocacy.

Effective partnerships require clear 
mutual benefits, formal structure, resource 
commitment clarity, and shared success 
metrics.

X Production-integrated feedback: Incorporate worker input opportunities
into existing processes — standups, quality circles, improvement events, and
safety meetings.

X Streamlined advancement applications: Simplify how production workers express interest 
in development opportunities, cross-training, or advancement positions.

Focus on removing barriers to engagement, standardizing recognition practices across 
shifts and departments, simplifying idea implementation, and balancing standard work with 
appropriate opportunities for worker discretion and problem-solving.
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Training and Capability Development

Measurement and Accountability Systems

Manufacturing retention initiatives require robust measurement focused on production-relevant 
metrics:

Manufacturing retention directly correlates with worker capability development through:

X Skills-based progression systems: Create defined paths based on demonstrated skills 
rather than solely tenure or credentials.

X Cross-training programs: Develop systematic approaches for production workers to learn 
multiple positions, increasing both their value and workplace flexibility.

X Technical mentor development: Equip experienced workers to effectively transfer 
knowledge through structured approaches.

Implementation success requires integrating training with production schedules, emphasizing 
hands-on learning, ensuring immediate skill application opportunities, and recognizing 
achievement through both certification and peer acknowledgment.

X Production-linked retention metrics: Connect workforce stability directly to key 
performance indicators like quality, safety, efficiency, and on-time delivery.

X Supervisor accountability: Establish clear expectations for front-line leaders regarding 
team retention and engagement.

X Leading indicator development: Identify early warning signals specific to manufacturing 
— attendance patterns, safety reporting behaviors, participation in improvement activities, 
and voluntary overtime acceptance.

Effective measurement requires integrating retention metrics into production area visual 
management, establishing regular review schedules alongside operational metrics, creating 
standardized action planning processes and acknowledging retention improvements with the 
same emphasis as production achievements.
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Manufacturing retention strategies must operate within specific legal frameworks while 
maintaining high ethical standards:

X Collective bargaining compliance: Ensure initiatives align with labor agreements regarding
seniority, promotion and working conditions.

X Safety regulation adherence: Maintain strict compliance while creating engagement
opportunities that enhance rather than compromise safety.

X Wage and hour regulation: Carefully structure development activities and recognition
events to comply with working time requirements.

X Equal opportunity: Ensure all retention and advancement opportunities are accessible
across diverse production populations — different shifts, departments, language groups and
demographic categories.

Legal and Ethical Considerations 

Beyond compliance, manufacturers must address shift equity, transparent advancement 
processes, fair performance evaluation and ethical approaches to automation and workforce 
transition that provide existing workers opportunities to adapt rather than simply being replaced.

Future Trends and Predictions
The manufacturing environment continues to evolve rapidly. Key technological trends 
reshaping retention include:

X AI-enhanced operator support: Applications that augment rather than replace human
decision-making, changing skill requirements and creating new development needs.

X Predictive retention analytics: Advanced data systems identify at-risk employees
based on behavior patterns, enabling proactive interventions.

X Immersive training technologies: Virtual and augmented reality applications accelerate
skill development while reducing risk and equipment downtime.

Manufacturing organizations should develop technology adaptation roadmaps, establish 
skills evolution projections, create flexible policy frameworks, and build change readiness 
capabilities to navigate these trends successfully.
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Ensuring Sustainable Success 
Creating lasting change in manufacturing retention requires embedding new approaches within 
operational systems and production culture:

Cultural integration requires aligning retention practices with established manufacturing 
methodologies, incorporating retention indicators in production area information displays, 
integrating recognition into shift meetings, and creating structured approaches for welcoming 
new workers into established teams.

Recommendations
To successfully implement ethical AI and data governance in retail learning environments, 
organizations should prioritize the following actions:

Build Production-Integrated Listening Systems

X Establish worker input opportunities within normal production rhythms.
X Create feedback channels that work across shifts and departments.
X Ensure supervisors have skills and accountability for gathering perspectives.
X Demonstrate responsiveness by communicating action on input.

1

2

X Production leadership
engagement: Ensuring
supervisors and
department managers
understand retention
as a key performance
factor rather than just an
HR concern.

X Resource allocation
within constraints:
Dedicating appropriate
time and funding
while working within
production schedule
requirements.

X Performance review
integration: Incorporating
retention metrics into
regular operational
discussions alongside
quality, efficiency and
safety.

Enhance Frontline Leadership Capabilities

X Provide supervisors with concrete tools for recognition and development
conversations.

X Create peer learning opportunities for sharing effective retention practices.
X Establish clear accountability for retention outcomes at the department level.
X Ensure leadership development reaches all shifts and production areas.
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4 Implement Meaningful Recognition Systems

X Create recognition mechanisms effective in production environments.
X Ensure equity across shifts, departments, and job classifications.
X Incorporate peer recognition to complement supervisor acknowledgment.
X Connect recognition to specific manufacturing values and priorities.

5 Create Psychological Safety in Safety-Critical Environments

X Create recognition mechanisms effective in production environments.
X Ensure equity across shifts, departments, and job classifications.
X Incorporate peer recognition to complement supervisor acknowledgment.
X Connect recognition to specific manufacturing values and priorities.

Conclusion
As manufacturing organizations mature in their retention capabilities, focus should shift toward 
more sophisticated initiatives while maintaining production excellence—skill-based progression, 
technical mentorship, cross-training opportunities and involvement in continuous improvement 
beyond immediate work areas.

Looking forward, manufacturers must prepare for evolving production technologies, workforce 
expectations and competitive pressures by developing flexible work arrangements where 
feasible, creating adaptation pathways for technological change, building stronger connections 
between production and purpose and establishing sustainable talent pipelines.

Manufacturing organizations that successfully navigate this journey will gain competitive 
advantage through workforce stability, accumulated expertise, operational continuity, and 
innovation capability. 

Develop Manufacturing Career Advancement Clarity

X Map specific skill development paths for key production roles.
X Create visual tools illustrating progression opportunities.
X Establish clear, objective criteria for advancement.
X Provide regular career development conversations.

3
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About Brandon Hall Group™

With more than 10,000 clients globally and more than 30 years of delivering world-class research 
and advisory services, Brandon Hall Group™ is focused on developing research that drives 
performance in emerging and large organizations, and provides strategic insights for executives 
and practitioners responsible for growth and business results.

SOME WAYS 
WE CAN HELP

Membership 
Individual and Enterprise Membership 

options: Includes research assets, 
advisory support, a client success 

plan and more.

Excellence Awards
Four annual programs 
recognize the best 
organizations that have 
successfully deployed programs 
to achieve measurable results.

Professional Certifications
Self-paced certification 
programs. Virtual group 
sessions for companies. 
In-person conferences 
and summits.

SMARTCHOICE® PREFERRED 
PROVIDER PROGRAM

Uniquely places HCM service and 
technology companies at the top of 
organizations’ consideration list of 
vendors. It adds an unmatched level 
of credibility based on BHG’s thirty-
plus years of experience in evaluating 
and selecting the best solution 
providers for leading organizations 
around the world.

ENTERPRISE EXCELLENCE 
CERTIFICATION PROGRAM

Recognizes the best HCM programs 
that transform their organization and 
achieves breakthrough results. This 
designation is a step above the HCM 
Excellence Awards® which focuses 
on one program within a company. 
Enterprise Excellence is a hybrid of 
award winners who are also members.

AGENCY!
BY BRANDON HALL GROUP™

Provides comprehensive marketing 
solutions for human capital 
management solution providers. 
We offer strategic services to 
establish a strong foundation for 
your marketing efforts. 

Organizational
Excellence
Program

Organizational
Excellence
Program

Organizational
Excellence
Program

Advisory Offerings
Custom research projects, 
including surveys, 
focus group interviews 

and organizational 
needs assessments for 

transformation, technology 
selection and strategy.


