
 

 

   

THE LABOR FACTOR 
The Missing Link in Building Resilience and 

Competitive Advantage 

James A. Tompkins, Ph.D. 
Chairman, Tompkins Solutions and Tompkins Ventures 

Mike Halsey 
Vice President, Tompkins Solutions 

Tony Del Cid  
Vice President, Tompkins Solutions 

Chuck Moyer 
President, Task4Pros 

Agnes Watkinson 
Chief Organizational Development Officer, Tompkins Ventures 

 

tompkinsventures.com  tompkinsinc.com 

https://tompkinsventures.com/supply-chain/supply-chain-finance/
https://www.tompkinsinc.com/


Page | 1  
 

Contents 
1. Reframing the Labor Challenge as a Human-Centric Crisis ..................................... 2 

Rethinking Capacity Beyond Headcount ................................................................ 2 

Productivity as a Leadership Responsibility ........................................................... 3 

2. Labor Shortages in Manufacturing, Logistics, Supply Chain ................................... 4 

Manufacturing: Skills Gaps and Capacity Friction .................................................. 4 

Logistics Volatility and Workforce Instability ......................................................... 5 

Supply Chain Planning Under Constraint .............................................................. 5 

Why Traditional Responses Fall Short ................................................................... 6 

3. Making Productivity a Strategic Lever Goes Beyond Headcount ............................. 7 

Methodology Refinement Develops Sustainable Capacity ....................................... 7 

Lean Principles, Six Sigma Improve Flow without Adding Labor ............................ 7 

Process Mapping and Simplification Reveal the Hidden Burden ............................. 8 

Cross-Training and Modular Workflows Build Workforce Flexibility ...................... 9 

The Cultural Imperative for Engagement and Productivity ................................... 10 

The Automation Augmentation – Pitfalls and Possibilities ................................... 10 

4. Operationalizing Workforce Agility with Task4Pros ............................................. 12 

Embedded Skill Development Adds Higher-Value Work ...................................... 13 

5. Aligning Workforce Capability to Build Your Talent Engine ................................. 14 

Building Capability through Workforce Development .......................................... 14 

Retention Protects Your Strategic Asset – Capability ............................................ 15 

Alignment Turns Capability into Consistent Execution ......................................... 17 

Bringing the Talent Engine Together ................................................................... 18 

6. Recasting Labor as a Strategic Advantage ............................................................ 18 

 

 

 



Page | 2  
 

1. Reframing the Labor Challenge as a Human-Centric Crisis 
 

By Jim Tompkins 

 

Across the globe, business leaders are operating in a labor environment marked by 

persistent shortages, rising wage pressures, and increasing volatility. In manufacturing, 

logistics, and supply chain operations, disruption is the new normal – these conditions 

define the operating baseline, not blips on the radar. Many organizations have 

responded with familiar tactics – more aggressive recruiting, higher wages, expanded 

automation, or outsourced capacity. While necessary in the short term, these responses 

rarely address the underlying imbalance between workforce capability and operational 

expectations. 

 

Others maintain the advent of artificial intelligence, including generative AI and agentic 

AI, will solve the labor problem. While such advanced technologies can help, it’s 

doubtful they will completely eliminate humans from production and supply chain. 

 

Examining the overall landscape, in fact, reveals a different premise. The labor challenge 

confronting industry is not only a problem of availability. It is a human-centric 

productivity problem. Organizations continue to ask more of their operations, yet the 

systems that shape how work gets done – processes, roles, decision flows, and 

supporting technologies – have not evolved at the same pace. As a result, leaders often 

experience labor scarcity even when people are present and engaged. 

 

We are reframing the labor discussion. Instead of asking how to replace workers or 

reduce dependence on labor, organizational leaders should ask how they can enable 

people to do more valuable work – consistently, sustainably, and at scale – within the 

realities of today’s labor market. 

 

Rethinking Capacity Beyond Headcount 
 

Workforce planning has long relied on a straightforward equation: forecast demand, 

calculate labor standards, and hire to fill the gap. When labor tightens, organizations 

add more people, sometimes supplementing with technology and automation. This 

approach assumes that capacity rises or falls primarily with headcount. In practice, it 

rarely does. 

 

Capacity depends just as heavily on how companies design and manage work. Poorly 

structured workflows, fragmented responsibilities, unclear handoffs, and excessive 

variability quietly consume labor hours. Adding technology, AI and automation simply 
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locks in bad processes. On the other hand, in these environments, larger workforces 

often increase coordination costs rather than throughput.  

 

Conversely, when leaders design work intentionally, existing teams can absorb more 

demand without additional strain. 

 

This distinction matters. Organizations that treat labor shortages as a numbers problem 

pursue tactical fixes. Organizations that treat them as a system design problem unlock 

strategic options. 

 

The same goes for automation and artificial intelligence. These tools offer real benefits, 

but leaders often deploy them with unrealistic expectations. Automation and AI do not 

eliminate work; they reshape operations. They shift demand toward different skills, 

different roles, and different management disciplines. 

 

When organizations implement technology primarily to reduce headcount, they often 

introduce new vulnerabilities. Skill gaps emerge. Operations become less flexible. 

Managers struggle to plan and rebalance work in more complex systems. Employees 

grow uncertain about their future role, which undermines engagement and retention. 

 

This paper does not position automation as the problem. It positions automation 

deployed in isolation as the problem. Technology delivers durable value only when it 

strengthens the people doing the work – by reducing friction, improving flow, and 

supporting better decisions. 

 

Productivity as a Leadership Responsibility 
 

Reframing the labor challenge requires leaders to rethink productivity itself. 

Productivity is not a mandate to work harder or faster. It reflects the organization’s 

ability to remove obstacles that prevent people from performing at their best. 

 

Those obstacles often appear mundane: redundant approvals, unnecessary variation, 

outdated rules, poorly designed interfaces between people and systems. Over time, they 

accumulate. They invisibly absorb capacity. They also increase frustration, error rates, 

and turnover – further tightening the labor market from within. 

 

Organizations that address these issues treat productivity improvement as a leadership 

responsibility, not a technical exercise. They invest in clarity, simplification, and 

workforce enablement. They recognize that better-designed work benefits both 

performance and retention. 
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The remainder of this paper builds the case for this human-centered productivity 

approach. 

 

Section 2 examines labor shortages across manufacturing, logistics, and supply chain 

operations. It focuses on how these shortages affects operations and why conventional 

mitigation strategies struggle to keep pace. 

 

Section 3 forms the analytical core of the paper. It demonstrates how productivity – 

through better-designed processes, disciplined execution, and thoughtful use of 

automation – can expand capacity without relying solely on additional headcount. It 

also underscores the cultural and leadership conditions required to sustain these gains. 

 

Sections 4 and 5 translate these principles into practical systems and workforce 

practices that support agility, development, and alignment. 

 

Labor market conditions are unlikely to return to prior norms. Organizations that wait 

for relief will continue to struggle. Organizations that redesign how work gets done – 

and how people contribute – position themselves for resilience and long-term 

competitiveness. 

 

2. Labor Shortages in Manufacturing, Logistics, Supply Chain 
 

By Jim Tompkins 

 

Labor shortages across manufacturing, logistics, and supply chain operations shape 

daily execution, strategic planning, and long-term investment decisions. While the 

severity and form of these shortages vary by industry segment, geography, and role type, 

their operational consequences are broadly consistent: constrained throughput, reduced 

flexibility, rising costs, and increasing strain on frontline teams and management alike. 

 

This section examines how labor shortages affect operations, putting practical limits on 

what organizations can reliably deliver. 

 

Manufacturing: Skills Gaps and Capacity Friction 
 

In manufacturing environments, labor shortages most often appear as skills mismatches 

rather than absolute absence. Many facilities can staff entry-level roles, but struggle to 

recruit and retain experienced operators, technicians, and maintenance personnel. As 
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production systems grow more complex, these roles become central to stability and 

output. 

 

When skilled positions remain unfilled, manufacturers experience cascading effects. 

Equipment uptime declines. Changeovers take longer. Supervisors divert time from 

improvement efforts to daily firefighting. Production schedules become more 

conservative, not because demand weakens, but because managers lose confidence in 

the workforce’s ability to execute. 

 

These challenges compound when experienced workers retire or exit faster than 

replacements can reach proficiency. In response, organizations often increase overtime 

or redistribute work across fewer qualified individuals. While this approach preserves 

short-term output, it accelerates fatigue, increases error rates, and heightens attrition 

risk – further tightening the labor constraint. 

 

Logistics Volatility and Workforce Instability 
 

Logistics operations face a different but equally disruptive dynamic. Demand volatility, 

seasonal surges, and tight delivery windows place heavy emphasis on flexibility. Labor 

shortages undermine that flexibility first. 

 

In transportation, driver availability constrains routing options, increases reliance on 

premium capacity, and reduces tolerance for disruption. In distribution and fulfillment 

centers, staffing variability creates uneven workflows. Some areas remain overburdened 

while others wait idle for work to arrive. Supervisors spend disproportionate time 

rebalancing labor instead of improving flow. 

 

The cumulative effect is operational fragility. Facilities operate closer to their limits, 

with fewer buffers to absorb variability. When unexpected events occur – weather, 

system outages, late inbound shipments – the organization struggles to respond without 

escalating cost or compromising service. 

 

Supply Chain Planning Under Constraint 
 

Across the broader supply chain, labor shortages increasingly affect planning, 

coordination, and execution. Roles responsible for forecasting, scheduling, inventory 

planning, and exception management often remain understaffed or overloaded. These 

functions sit upstream of physical execution, but they significantly impact labor 

efficiency. 
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When planning teams lack capacity, decisions default to rules of thumb rather than 

data-driven analysis. Schedules become rigid. Inventory positioning grows less 

responsive. Workers then compensate manually, adding workarounds and expediting 

activities that consume additional labor downstream. 

 

This dynamic creates a feedback loop. Labor shortages in planning increase labor 

demand in operations. Labor shortages in operations further strain planning accuracy. 

In practice, organizations normalize this imbalance and accept inefficiency as inevitable. 

 

Why Traditional Responses Fall Short 
 

The traditional responses – hire more, increase wages or add automation and 

technology – address the symptoms. But none of them, in isolation, resolve the 

underlying issue. 

 

Recruiting pipelines struggle to keep pace with turnover and skill requirements. Wage 

increases attract more people but do not guarantee retention or productivity. 

Automation initiatives often take longer to deploy than anticipated and introduce new 

skill demands that prove equally difficult to fill. 

 

More importantly, these responses assume that labor demand itself is fixed. They rarely 

question whether the way work is structured unnecessarily inflates labor requirements. 

As a result, organizations expend increasing effort to sustain performance levels they 

should achieve with fewer tradeoffs. 

 

Operating amidst sustained labor shortages imposes costs that extend beyond payroll. 

Leaders make more conservative commitments. Improvement initiatives stall. 

Employees spend more time compensating for system shortcomings than performing 

value-added work. 

 

Over time, this environment reshapes organizational behavior. Teams prioritize survival 

over improvement. Labor shortages become self-reinforcing, not because people lack 

willingness, but because the system consumes more effort than it should. 

 

The conditions described in this section point to a central insight: labor shortages do not 

originate solely outside the organization. They also emerge from within, shaped by how 

organizations design, plan, and manage work. 

 

Addressing these challenges requires a disciplined focus on productivity as a strategic 

lever – one that expands capacity by enabling people to work within systems that 
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support consistency, clarity, and flexibility. One that adds productive capacity without 

relying on unsustainable increases in headcount. 

 

3. Making Productivity a Strategic Lever Goes Beyond Headcount 
 

By Mike Halsey and Tony Del Cid  

 

To go beyond headcount, recruiting incentives, automation and outsourcing, 

organizational leadership must resolve the imbalance between workforce capacity and 

operational expectations. A more sustainable approach lies in working smarter. 

Productivity gains through refined methodologies, streamlined processes and targeted 

automation offer a path to resilience and extracting greater value from existing teams. 

 

However, companies must pursue these gains with clarity and commitment. Technical 

interventions must not be viewed as a panacea, as their limitations are real. Automation 

may reduce total labor requirements, but it also requires a significant shift in the type of 

labor required. 

 

Methodology Refinement Develops Sustainable Capacity 
 

Labor shortages have pushed organizations to rethink how work gets done – not by 

stretching people thinner, but by refining the methodologies that drive daily operations. 

Across manufacturing, logistics, and supply chain sectors, companies are rediscovering 

that capacity depends not just on headcount, but on the design of the processes and 

information flows themselves. 

 

Successful organizations don’t simply push workers harder. Instead, they focus on the 

disciplined practice of eliminating complexity, reducing variation, and decreasing the 

unnecessary. This approach relies on three interconnected strategies: Lean principles 

and Six Sigma, process mapping and simplification, and cross-training supported by 

modular workflows. 

 

Lean Principles, Six Sigma Improve Flow without Adding Labor 
 

Lean and Six Sigma have long delivered productivity gains, but in the context of labor 

shortages, their value is especially pronounced. They both help teams see the “hidden” 

labor inside their processes – motion workers don’t need to take, approvals that add no 

value, waiting time, rework, errors, and unneeded variation. In real operational settings, 

these inefficiencies often consume more labor hours than the value-added component of 



Page | 8  
 

the task. When companies refine methodologies using these principles, they typically 

discover:  

 

• Operators searching for needed tools or SKUs dozens of times per shift 

• Idle employees due to unbalanced workflows 

• A lack of standard operating procedures hides unproductive tasks  

• Processes and machines producing defective products that require rework  

 

Lean’s focus on removing non-value-added activity and streamlining workflow enables 

organizations to operate with more effectiveness. Six Sigma’s structured problem-

solving reduces variation and errors that would otherwise consume scarce labor hours in 

rework, troubleshooting, or firefighting. 

 

The critical insight is that Lean and Six Sigma are not about “working harder” or 

demanding more from already strained teams. Instead, they create simplicity and 

predictability in daily operations. Workflows become smoother. Frustration declines. 

The same team, without additional effort, can handle higher throughput simply because 

the system surrounding them supports consistent performance. 

 

Yet the success of these principles depends on culture. Organizations must embrace 

transparency, encourage questioning of entrenched practices, and empower frontline 

employees to identify inefficiencies. The process requires cross-functional teams of 

designers, engineers, management, and operators questioning everything from the 

design of the product or process to the timing of frontline employee breaks.  

 

Leaders must model humility by inviting scrutiny of processes that may have existed 

unchanged for years. Without this cultural foundation, Lean tools are reduced to short-

lived projects rather than engines of long-term workforce resilience. 

 

Process Mapping and Simplification Reveal the Hidden Burden 
 

Process mapping is one of the most underused yet powerful methodologies for 

addressing labor constraints. By visually documenting a process from start to finish, 

organizations expose the hidden complexities, redundant steps, outdated approvals, 

unclear handoffs, overly complicated decision-making, unbalanced workload, and 

undocumented workarounds that quietly erode capacity. 

 

Simplification – not just documentation – is the goal. Standardizing workflows helps 

eliminate unnecessary steps, consolidate responsibilities, or redesign tasks to reduce 

cognitive load, dramatically reducing labor demand. In many cases, process maps reveal 
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that the bottleneck is not insufficient staffing but the outdated assumptions: tasks that 

no longer serve a purpose, reviews that address long-resolved risks, or manual 

interventions maintained out of habit, not necessity. 

 

A cultural willingness to challenge “the way we’ve always done it” is essential. Effective 

simplification requires leaders to listen to frontline employees, who often hold the 

clearest understanding of where waste occurs. This inclusive, inquiry-driven 

environment fosters both efficiency and engagement – two elements vital to thriving 

amid labor shortages. 

 

Cross-Training and Modular Workflows Build Workforce Flexibility 
 

As workforce availability becomes unpredictable, organizations benefit significantly 

from designing modular workflows – systems that structure tasks in interchangeable, 

easily transferable units. Cross-training then helps employees move flexibly across these 

modules based on daily operational needs. 

 

Modularity and cross-training reduce dependence on specific individuals, mitigate the 

impact of absenteeism, balance workstreams, and strengthen team resilience. More 

importantly, they support employee growth and engagement, often improving retention 

during tight labor markets. 

 

The traditional siloed approach to staffing operations inherently inflates labor 

requirements. When labor demand is calculated strictly from individual work 

requirements and production standards, the result seldom aligns neatly with whole-

person allocations. Consequently, staffing levels are routinely rounded up to the next 

full headcount – creating operational inefficiencies. This results in unbalanced 

workflows: leaving some operators idle while others must slow their pace to match the 

constraining cycle time. The more fragmented and fine-grained the task divisions, the 

larger the distortions in staffing levels. By contrast, adopting a cross-training strategy – 

even with a small subset of the workforce – and enabling real-time movement between 

tasks (often referred to as “water spider” roles) help smooth these imbalances. The 

outcome is a more stable workflow and a significant reduction in overall labor 

requirements. 

 

However, cross-training initiatives and modular process redesigns achieve their 

intended benefits only when supported by a conducive organizational culture. Without 

such cultural buy-in, the demand to learn new skills may overwhelm operators, causing 

resistance. Therefore, leadership commitment is fundamental: cross-training should be 

viewed not as a cost, but as a strategic investment in employee capability, flexibility, and 
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autonomy. A prudent approach begins by selecting a small cadre of trusted operators, 

then gradually expanding the program as additional frontline personnel express interest 

and demonstrate aptitude. Furthermore, involving frontline operators directly in the 

design of cross-training pathways and modular workflows helps ensure that the 

resulting system reflects real operational requirements – not just theoretical concepts. 

 

The Cultural Imperative for Engagement and Productivity 
 

Organizations frequently misinterpret process refinement as a technical exercise – 

deploying tools, redesigning flowcharts, or implementing software. In reality, 

addressing labor shortages through process improvement is fundamentally cultural: 

 

• Leadership commitment ensures that process improvement is not episodic 

but embedded into daily operations. 

• Frontline engagement ensures that solutions reflect the realities of the work 

and that employees feel ownership of the improvements. 

• Challenging legacy assumptions ensures that the organization remains 

adaptive rather than constrained by history. 

 

When this cultural foundation is present, Lean principles, Six Sigma methodologies, 

process mapping, and cross-training become powerful levers for operational stability 

and workforce sustainability – even in the face of persistent labor scarcity. 

 

The Automation Augmentation – Pitfalls and Possibilities 
 

Automation, employed thoughtfully, has its place in Lean, Six Sigma, process mapping 

and cross-training. But the mentality that automation will solve labor shortages is both 

misleading and dangerous. Automation pitfalls include: 

 

• Shift in labor: Automation doesn’t always replace labor; it sometimes shifts the 

skills and roles your operations need. Many systems require highly skilled and 

highly trained operators, analysts and maintenance technicians to keep the 

system optimized and running. These can sometimes be the more difficult 

resources to find in certain labor pools. 

• Leadership skills: When a facility automates, not only do their operators need 

to learn valuable skills, but their management, supervisors and planners do too. 

The staff that works behind the scenes to plan each day’s workflow, area staffing, 

outbound trailer needs, etc., also needs to develop their abilities to get the full 

benefit out of the new solution they’ve implemented. These roles can sometimes 

be more challenging to fill than a typical laborer. 
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• Automation reliance: Depending on the automation implemented, it can be a 

very rigid and fixed layout, which limits an operations’ options to adjust or 

“throw labor” at a problem area. If work isn’t properly planned through an 

automated facility, an area can easily get buried and the operations find 

themselves in a never-ending catch-up mode. A rigid solution leaves a facility 

highly vulnerable to system failures, volume fluctuations, or a change in market 

conditions. 

• Financial hurdles: Automated systems typically have significant upfront costs, 

longer ROI periods, and ongoing expenses associated with software licenses, 

maintenance or specialized staffing. 

• Technological hurdles: Integrating with legacy systems, lack of flexibility or 

scalability with new equipment, data integrity and an increased dependence on 

technology can all be unexpected challenges. 

• Human hurdles: Despite automating, operations will still require human 

operators to run their operations, and this could lead to additional challenges. 

The first is a skills gap required to operate, monitor and troubleshoot/maintain 

the new systems. Employees’ fear of losing their jobs or not being able to keep up 

with technology is a very real issue. 

 

This is why strategic automation beats a one-size-fits-all. Some of the more common 

automation options to help improve productivity across supply chains include: 

 

• Logistics: AI/ML route optimization and transportation management (TMS) 

systems, AI/ML models tied to supply chain visibility platforms for predictive 

analytics around demand forecasting, inventory planning, and more. 

Autonomous vehicles are also affecting logistics outside of the four walls of the 

warehouse. These solutions can help bridge the information gap between nodes 

in the system and reduce delays and waste. 

• Manufacturing: AI/ML driven advanced planning and scheduling (APS) 

systems, robotic automation for repetitive and high-precision tasks, and 

automating inspection and defect detection with advanced computer vision 

systems. All these combined not only help drive up productivity, but also help 

reduce fatigue, waste, and error rates. 

• Warehousing: Automated receipts utilizing ASNs, real-time inventory tracking 

tied to demand planning for optimized and dynamic slotting, autonomous mobile 

robots and guided vehicles (AMR/AGV), automated picking systems such as 

goods-to-person (GTP) picking or automated storage & retrieval systems 

(AS/RS), and high-end sortation, both unit and container sortation. These 

technologies help operations receive products faster so they can be allocated, 

picked, and shipped to meet today’s highly demanding consumers. 
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These systems and solutions often overlap and integrate to create a seamless end-to-end 

supply chain that is highly automated.  

 

Automation, in general, should increase overall productivity. But that only happens 

when organizations carefully plan and manage the process. Automation is a tool and not 

an end-all be-all answer to improving facility productivity. Automation should never be 

about replacing workers, but about making those resources you have more effective. It 

must be executed within a broader framework of overall workforce development and 

operational excellence. Careful consideration must be made around evaluating the true 

root issues of the operation and addressing any shortfalls that are not easily met with 

operational improvements alone.  

 

A well-thought-out solution should be one that is highly flexible and scalable, and that is 

implemented in manageable sized phases.  

 

4. Operationalizing Workforce Agility with Task4Pros 
 

By Chuck Moyer 

 

The interconnected strategies detailed in Section 3 go a long way toward helping 

facilities adjust to changing business requirements. But finding labor at a moment’s 

notice still can be extraordinarily difficult. 

 

Put simply, demand variability will always be a factor in manufacturing and logistics 

environments. No matter how well-tuned, fixed staffing models often need help. 

 

Task4Pros was developed to address this specific gap by enabling workforce agility while 

maintaining operational discipline. Rather than treating variable labor as a 

transactional input, the model integrates flexibility directly into the operating system. 

 

Traditional fixed staffing models struggle in volatile environments shaped by seasonal 

volume swings, promotional events, transportation delays, and weather disruptions. In 

the absence of a structured alternative, overtime becomes embedded in daily execution. 

 

Task4Pros introduces a variable labor layer designed to complement core teams rather 

than replace them. This structure allows organizations to scale capacity when demand 

spikes without exhausting experienced employees or degrading standards. 
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Because variable labor is integrated into the operating model, managers gain visibility 

into availability, assignment, and performance. Capacity flexes predictably, and 

overtime returns to its intended role as an exception rather than a default. 

 

Flexibility without compliance introduces risk. Regulatory scrutiny around worker 

classification continues to increase, and misclassification exposes organizations to 

financial and reputational consequences.  

 

Task4Pros addresses this constraint by assuming responsibility for employment 

compliance, including payroll, taxes, workers’ compensation, supervision, and training. 

Organizations retain operational flexibility without inheriting legal exposure. 

Compliance becomes an enabling condition rather than a limiting factor. 

 

Variable labor models succeed only when continuity exists. High turnover and 

unfamiliar workers undermine productivity and increase supervisory burden. 

 

Task4Pros emphasizes repeat engagement by enabling managers to request proven 

associates consistently. Over time, familiarity with site-specific processes, systems, and 

expectations improves productivity and reduces onboarding friction. This continuity 

supports both operational stability and workforce retention. 

 

Embedded Skill Development Adds Higher-Value Work 
 

As automation and data-driven systems expand, labor challenges increasingly reflect 

skills gaps rather than headcount gaps. Task4Pros pairs workforce flexibility with job-

relevant skill development delivered inside the operation. 

 

Short, focused training modules and stackable credentials support progression into 

equipment operation, coordination, and automation-adjacent roles. For higher-risk or 

higher-complexity tasks, training aligns with recognized safety and compliance 

standards. Skill development occurs without removing associates from daily operations 

for extended periods. 

 

When workforce flexibility, compliance, continuity, and skill development operate 

together, organizations gain a labor system designed for volatility. Trained capacity 

becomes available on demand. Core employees shift toward higher-value work. 

Automation initiatives stabilize because the workforce can support them. 
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Task4Pros does not replace internal workforce strategies. It operationalizes them. In 

doing so, it demonstrates how labor systems can flex with demand while remaining 

aligned with the human-centric productivity principles outlined throughout this paper. 

 

5. Aligning Workforce Capability to Build Your Talent Engine 
 

By Agnes Watkinson 

 

Labor scarcity in supply chain operations rarely appears as a single, isolated problem. 

Leaders experience it as missed capacity, delayed onboarding, uneven execution, and 

constant rebalancing to keep operations running. It also shows up in less visible ways – 

slow proficiency ramp-up, inconsistent supervisory capability, and increasing 

dependence on a small number of experienced employees who carry operational 

knowledge that is difficult to replace. 

 

Sections 1 through 4 establish a clear premise: labor constraints cannot be solved 

through hiring or automation alone. Productivity gains endure only when organizations 

strengthen human capability alongside process and technology. Section 5 extends that 

logic. Process discipline matters, but so does the organization’s ability to build, retain, 

and align the skills required to execute those processes under real operating conditions. 

Productivity improvement and workforce strategy are not parallel efforts. They are 

mutually reinforcing. 

 

A practical way to frame the agenda is to treat talent as an operating system – a talent 

engine – built around three interdependent requirements: 

 

• Workforce development: building skills and proficiency at the pace 

operations require 

• Retention: keeping capability in place long enough to compound 

• Alignment: ensuring expectations, leadership behavior, and incentives 

reinforce the work system the organization is trying to run 

 

Each requirement is straightforward in concept. Each becomes difficult when leaders 

treat it as a collection of programs rather than an operating discipline. 

 

Building Capability through Workforce Development 
 

In many supply chain environments, development still occurs in bursts –  onboarding at 

hire, periodic training during system rollouts, and informal shadowing when a vacancy 

appears. This model cannot keep pace with persistent labor scarcity and evolving skill 
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requirements. Leaders need a development approach that builds proficiency 

continuously, without pulling workers out of production or forcing managers to 

improvise training during peak demand. 

 

Effective development platforms share several characteristics. 

 

They focus on a small set of critical roles: Not all roles carry equal operational 

risk. Development efforts should start with the positions that most directly affect 

throughput, quality, safety, and stability –  planners, maintenance technicians, 

equipment operators, warehouse leads, quality roles, and key coordination functions. 

For these roles, leaders should define what proficiency looks like and which skills truly 

drive performance. 

 

They make pathways visible and credible: Employees develop faster and stay 

longer when they can see a realistic path from entry roles into higher-skill positions. 

Pathways do not require elaborate frameworks. They require clarity –  which skills come 

next, how those skills are learned, how readiness is assessed, and what progression 

looks like in time and responsibility. 

 

They embed learning into daily work: 24/7 environments limit classroom time. 

Scalable development relies on structured on-the-job learning – cross-training 

rotations, peer mentoring, standardized work instruction, and short digital modules tied 

to real tasks. This approach also supports knowledge transfer from experienced 

employees to newer hires, which becomes critical as tenure shortens and retirement 

accelerates. 

 

They measure time-to-competence, not course completion: Training 

completion is not the outcome. Proficiency is. Leaders should track how long it takes 

employees to perform safely, independently, and consistently in key tasks. When time-

to-competence improves, supervisory load declines, quality stabilizes, and productivity 

becomes more predictable. When it does not, leaders should treat the result as a system 

issue rather than an individual failing. 

 

Leaders must build the skills that allow people to operate, troubleshoot, and improve AI 

and technology-enabled systems. Development becomes the bridge between technology 

investment and realized productivity. 

 

Retention Protects Your Strategic Asset – Capability 
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Recruiting remains necessary, but retention determines whether development 

investments compound or evaporate. In high-velocity environments, turnover creates 

direct costs through replacement and onboarding. It also creates hidden costs through 

quality variation, safety exposure, and reduced capacity for improvement. When 

experienced supervisors, technicians, and planners leave, organizations lose tacit 

knowledge that stabilizes performance under disruption. 

 

Retention improves when leaders treat it as an operating discipline, not a morale 

initiative. 

 

Many organizations describe opportunity without operationalizing it. Retention 

improves when employees can see –  and access –  concrete progression tied to skill 

development, mentoring, and readiness criteria. Without this credibility, employees 

often assume they must leave to grow. 

 

Likewise, employees tolerate demanding work when the system feels fair and 

manageable. They disengage when schedules become unpredictable, overtime becomes 

chronic, and workloads feel structurally misdesigned. Section 4 described workforce 

agility as an alternative to overtime dependence. Retention benefits when leaders reduce 

forced overtime, improve schedule predictability where feasible, and treat fatigue as an 

operational risk. 

 

Supervisors shape daily experience more than policies do. They set expectations, 

allocate work, and encourage or discourage improvement. Frontline leaders must be 

equipped to coach, communicate, and develop people – not simply manage labor 

coverage and output. Effective leader development focuses on practical behaviors: 

running effective huddles, giving clear feedback, reinforcing standards, and involving 

employees in problem-solving. 

 

Targeted interventions outperform generic programs. Retention drivers vary by site, 

role, and manager. Organizations benefit from identifying retention hot spots and 

critical roles, selecting one or two likely drivers, running focused interventions, and 

measuring results. This approach acknowledges that workforce challenges often have 

local causes even when they appear enterprise-wide. 

 

The principle is simple: organizations cannot treat trained capability as disposable and 

still expect stable productivity. Since hiring “ready-made” capability at scale is 

impossible, retention protects the investment leaders make in development and allows 

productivity gains to persist. 
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Alignment Turns Capability into Consistent Execution 
 

Development builds capability. Retention preserves it. Alignment determines whether 

capability translates into performance. 

 

Alignment is not a slogan. It reflects whether people understand what matters, know 

what success looks like, and experience consistent reinforcement from leadership and 

operating routines. Misalignment creates hidden waste –  workarounds, inconsistent 

standards, uneven decisions, and quiet disengagement that later appears as quality 

issues, safety incidents, and missed throughput. 

 

One of the challenges leaders face is that misalignment rarely announces itself directly; 

it shows up in patterns of behavior, decision-making, and interaction that are easy to 

miss without deliberate visibility. 

 

Several elements shape alignment in supply chain environments. 

 

Clear operational direction: Leaders should translate strategy into a small set of 

operating priorities that sites can act on –  safety, quality, service, and cost –  and clarify 

expected trade-offs under pressure. When direction remains abstract, local teams fill the 

gap with informal norms. 

 

Role clarity and decision rights: Employees cannot take ownership when 

responsibilities are ambiguous. Clear definitions of “what good looks like” reduce 

friction and enable faster decisions. This clarity also supports cross-training and 

modular work design by making expectations transferable. 

 

Consistency between values and incentives: If leaders say “people first” but 

reward only short-term output, employees will follow the incentives. Alignment 

improves when metrics, recognition, and consequences reinforce the operating system 

the organization wants –  including safety, standards adherence, and participation in 

improvement. 

 

Closed-loop listening: Effective organizations use structured forums to surface issues 

and ideas, then close the loop. This practice builds trust, improves problem 

identification, and increases willingness to engage in change –  including technology 

adoption. 
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Alignment acts as a multiplier. When employees understand expectations and trust 

leadership consistency, they adopt new processes faster, contribute to improvement 

more readily, and sustain performance under variability. 

 

Bringing the Talent Engine Together 
 

The practical conclusion: organizations need a talent engine that matches the 

complexity of modern supply chain operations. That engine does not require a massive 

program. It requires deliberate design and a focused sequence of actions: 

 

• Identify critical roles and define the skills that drive performance today and over 

the next several years. 

• Build visible internal pathways for a small number of high-impact role 

transitions. 

• Embed learning into daily work through structured cross-training, mentoring, 

and short modular instruction. 

• Use people data to identify retention hot spots and test targeted interventions. 

• Equip frontline leaders with practical coaching and communication routines tied 

to operating discipline. 

• Align incentives and daily management systems so expectations remain 

consistent under pressure. 

 

None of this replaces process improvement, technology investment or flexible labor. 

They make all initiatives more effective. When organizations invest in development, 

protect retention, and build alignment, they create the conditions where technology 

strengthens human performance and where productivity gains become durable rather 

than episodic. 

 

In a constrained labor market, the most reliable advantage is not access to more people. 

It is the ability to build capability, preserve it, and deploy it within a work system 

designed for consistent execution. 

 

6. Recasting Labor as a Strategic Advantage 
 

By Jim Tompkins 

 

The labor challenges facing supply chains are not temporary disruptions. They reflect 

structural shifts in demographics, skills, and workforce expectations that will continue 

to shape operations for the foreseeable future. Organizations that respond by pushing 
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harder on hiring, overtime, or isolated automation will find diminishing returns. Those 

responses manage symptoms, not systems. 

 

This paper has argued for a different approach. Productivity is not a function of 

headcount alone. It is a function of how work is designed, how variability is absorbed, 

and how effectively people are enabled to perform within increasingly complex systems. 

When leaders focus on eliminating unnecessary work, simplifying flow, and reducing 

avoidable variation, they uncover capacity that already exists. When they pair those 

efforts with thoughtful use of automation, productivity improves without intensifying 

labor. 

 

That same logic applies to the workforce itself. Labor becomes a strategic advantage not 

when it is minimized, but when capability is built, retained, and aligned to the operating 

system the organization is trying to run. Workforce agility reduces dependence on 

overtime. Development shortens time-to-competence. Retention preserves hard-won 

knowledge. Alignment ensures that leadership behavior, incentives, and daily routines 

reinforce the way work is designed to function. 

 

None of this requires a wholesale transformation. It requires leadership discipline. 

Productivity improvement, workforce capability, technology deployment and building 

your talent engine must be treated as interconnected responsibilities, managed with the 

same rigor as network design, capital investment, and financial performance. When 

leaders take that view, people are no longer the limiting factor in execution. They 

become the stabilizing force within it. 

 

The path forward is not about replacing workers with machines. It is not about replacing 

human minds with artificial intelligence. It is about designing systems that allow people 

to do their best work, consistently and sustainably. Organizations that make that shift 

will find that labor, properly enabled, is not a constraint to be managed – but a source of 

resilience, adaptability, and competitive advantage. 


