
Protect. Transform. Sustain. 

Part of article series: Empowering growth through operational resilience in the F&B sector

People power:
How to transform performance 
through employee engagement



03

	

02

Articles in this series explore:

	 Empowering growth through 

operational resilience: How to grow 

and thrive in a complex regulatory 

landscape;

	 Supply chain resilience: Mitigating 

risks and ensuring uninterrupted and 

cost-efficient production;

	 Embracing data-driven digital 

transformation: Harnessing 

data and technology to optimise 

efficiency;

	 The future of operational efficiency 

in F&B: Integrating lean, agile and 

digital transformation

	 People power: how to 
transform performance 
through employee engagement;

	 Continuous improvement mindset: 

Fostering a culture of constant 

improvement.

About the article series: 
Empowering growth through 
operational resilience
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The food and beverage (F&B) industry is a 
significant and dynamic sector of the European 
economy. However, it now faces increasing 
challenges relating to an evolving regulatory and 
compliance landscape, digital transformation 
requirements, complex supply chain risks, and 
rapid innovation deployment needs. 

dss+ provide pragmatic guidance outlining and 
explaining these challenges, their impacts on 
production, and the opportunities they create. 
Aimed at the C-suite, each article in this six-part 
series will take a deep dive into the latest issues, 
exploring solutions and practical steps that 
businesses can take, while assessing trends that 
can unlock market access.

Our goal is to explore proven strategies and 
operational resilience that enable F&B companies 
to not only survive but thrive in volatile markets 
and gain a competitive advantage.



The rapid introduction of automation, artificial 
intelligence (AI), and other emerging technologies 
provides F&B companies with the tools to improve 
operational efficiency and enhance performance. 
However, technology alone isn’t a silver bullet – 
the workforce must be empowered and equipped 
to use these tools effectively. As companies 
introduce advanced manufacturing equipment, 
AI-driven demand forecasting, digital inventory 
management, or even customer-facing tech like 
self-service kiosks, employees at all levels need 
new capabilities. 

Beyond technology, employee expectations for growth and purpose 

are rising. Many frontline F&B employees are from Gen Z or younger 

Millennials, who often have different expectations for their work 

environment and development opportunities. In fact, recent surveys 

indicate that 79% of Gen Z employees and 75% of Millennials 

would look for a new job if their employer didn’t offer upskilling 

opportunities.1 Besides generational expectations, factors like the 

post-pandemic shift in work attitudes, labor shortages in F&B, or 

factors like diversity and inclusion are also relevant to employee 

engagement and motivation.

Leading companies understand that it’s 

not simply about addressing the skills 

gap; it’s about understanding the cultural 

and operational link between employee 

engagement and performance. At a deeper 

level, employee engagement cements 

a company’s ability to comply, enhance 

supply chain resilience, deploy agile and lean 

manufacturing disciplines, and embrace 

digital transformation.

So how can companies pivot upskilling 

programmes to drive engagement and 

performance, effectively turning the 

disruption of new tech into a business 

opportunity that offers F&B companies a 

competitive advantage?

So what are the key thinking points when 

embracing such a strategy, and what  

real-world examples are currently on the 

table that help shine a light on the impact 

of such an approach?	
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79% of Gen Z employees and 75% of 
Millennials would look for a new job if 
their employer didn’t offer upskilling 
opportunities.1

1.  https://www.seismic.com/blog/millennials-gen-z-demand-skill-development/ 

https://www.seismic.com/blog/millennials-gen-z-demand-skill-development/


Engaged, motivated and ready! 

To capture workforce-driven performance means looking 

beyond engagement as a human resources (HR) metric to a 

key driver of operational success. Engaged employees are more 

attentive, proactive and committed to quality and efficiency. 

Keeping staff motivated and loyal in a high-turnover industry 

like F&B can significantly boost consistency and productivity on 

the front line. Engaged employees are more likely to suggest 

a change in the production line to reduce waste or find a 

clever solution to speed up service during a rush. This kind of 

grassroots continuous improvement is only possible in a culture 

where people are motivated and feel their ideas matter. This 

fuels innovation on the shop floor that complements formal, 

lean and agile initiatives.

Employee engagement also has a direct impact on operational 

performance. When workers feel valued, informed, and involved 

in decision-making, they go above and beyond in their roles. 

In manufacturing plants, distribution centers or restaurant 

kitchens, engaged employees tend to spot issues early, suggest 

improvements, and maintain high safety and quality standards. 

This level of care makes a big difference in an industry where a 

single mistake can result in spoilage or bad customer reviews. 

In addition, it costs a lot of money. Recent studies from Gallup2 

show only about 23% of employees worldwide are engaged 

at work2, which means 77% are disengaged. In terms of the 

global cost of disengaged employees, estimates show it has 

skyrocketed to an eye-watering $8.8t2 annually.3

Research also shows that companies with highly engaged 

teams achieve significantly better results. Teams with top-tier 

engagement improve profitability by 23%, reduce turnover 

by at least 18% and can achieve 14% higher productivity 

compared to those with low engagement​3. This translates 

into lower absenteeism and attrition rates​, which means 

less disruption and lower hiring and training costs. By 

understanding and, crucially, believing in the company’s mission 

and operational goals, employees make everyday decisions that 

support key objectives such as reducing downtime, improving 

yield and enhancing customer experience. Importantly, leaders 

who communicate the “why” and involve employees in goal-

setting see stronger buy-in, turning frontline staff into partners 

in executing strategy rather than just passive workers.

??

CASE STUDY

Engaging employees to improve 
safety performance

Engaging employees isn’t just about 

boosting productivity or morale – it’s also 

a critical lever for safety performance. 

One of dss+ core services, Safety Cultural 

Transformation, is built on the premise 

that high employee engagement leads 

to safer behaviours and better safety 

outcomes. Based on our long experience 

in cultural transformation programmes, 

it’s clear that organisations progressing 

to the higher maturity levels of safety 

culture that follow the Independent and 

Interdependent stages on the dss+ Bradley 

Curve™  often see dramatic improvements 

in key safety KPIs. 

At the highest maturity stage, where 

employees actively look out for one 

another, injury rates approach zero and 

safety becomes truly sustainable. For 

example, in the F&B sector, a global 

leading food producer partnered with 

dss+ to instill a “zero-loss” safety culture 

– over six years they achieved a 52% 

reduction in injuries, with their recordable 

incident rate dropping from 2.2 to 0.774, 

which is the safest in the company’s 

history - demonstrating a commitment 

to continuous improvement with a future 

target of below 0.5. 

These results underscore that when 

employees are deeply engaged and take 

ownership of safety, lives are protected. 

Ultimately, improving safety translates 

into better operational performance and 

improves business outcomes.

content_id:1239634232
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2. https://www.gallup.com/workplace/321725/gallup-q12-meta-analysis-report.aspx?

3. https://www.forbes.com/sites/karadennison/2024/07/16/gallup-says-88-trillion-is-the-true-cost-of-
low-employee-engagement/ 

4. https://www.consultdss.com/content-hub/general-mills/?utm_source=BusinessReporter&utm_medi-
um=link&utm_campaign=FB_GTM_A5_article_series_2025 

https://www.gallup.com/workplace/321725/gallup-q12-meta-analysis-report.aspx?
https://www.forbes.com/sites/karadennison/2024/07/16/gallup-says-88-trillion-is-the-true-cost-of-low-employee-engagement/ 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/karadennison/2024/07/16/gallup-says-88-trillion-is-the-true-cost-of-low-employee-engagement/ 
https://www.consultdss.com/content-hub/general-mills/?utm_source=BusinessReporter&utm_medium=link&utm_campaign=FB_GTM_A5_article_series_2025 
https://www.consultdss.com/content-hub/general-mills/?utm_source=BusinessReporter&utm_medium=link&utm_campaign=FB_GTM_A5_article_series_2025 


Gain a competitive edge

People empowerment pays off. Companies 

in the F&B sector have tried various 

approaches to empower their people – 

from education benefits to new training 

technologies – with notable success. Such 

approaches improve outcomes and help 

F&B companies achieve faster results to 

gain a competitive edge. Starbucks, for 

example, reduced its employee turnover to 

58 per cent in the US and Canada in 2023 

and to 49 per cent in 20245 – significantly 

lower than the typical fast-food industry 

average, which often exceeds 70 to 80 per 

cent and can be well over 100 per cent for 

many quick-service restaurants, according 

to the National Restaurant Association 

and Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). 

Starbucks’s College Achievement Plan, 

tuition reimbursement and emphasis on 

internal career mobility have built a more 

stable, adaptable workforce that’s eager 

to embrace new technologies and ways of 

working.

One of the world’s largest F&B companies, PepsiCo, recognised that 

frontline employees needed opportunities to grow for the business 

to thrive. With over 100,000 frontline workers in manufacturing and 

distribution, they launched comprehensive upskilling programmes. 

PepsiCo now offers employees everything from high school 

completion to digital skills courses to college degrees at no cost.6

This investment builds an internal talent pipeline and shows workers 

that the company is committed to their career development. In 

return, PepsiCo benefits from higher retention and a more skilled 

workforce ready to adopt new technologies in its plants.

These examples demonstrate the link between engaged employees 

and improved performance and provide practical insights that F&B 

leaders can draw on whether they run a food factory, a restaurant 

chain, or a distribution network. By developing tech-savvy team 

members internally, organisations build a pipeline of talent that 

understands both the technology and the business context. This 

reduces reliance on hiring externally in a tight labour market and 

ensures that institutional knowledge isn’t lost. In the F&B sector, the 

ability to quickly train your existing staff to excel with new digital 

tools improves efficiency and agility to give a clear competitive 

advantage.

Focus on leadership

Creating a performance-driven culture means shaping an 

environment where employees are motivated to meet and exceed 

operational goals and have the support to do so. Culture is the glue 

that binds strategy and execution. In practical terms, this involves 

leadership behaviours, communication practices and values that 

promote better engagement. 

Culture is the glue that binds 
strategy and execution - this 
involves leadership behaviours, 
communication practices and values 
that promote better engagement. 

05

5. https://www.starbucks.fr/sites/starbucks-fr-pwa/files/2024-10/2023-Starbucks-Global-Impact-Report.pdf 
6. https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/case-study-upskilling-for-career-mobility-at-pepsico/

https://www.starbucks.fr/sites/starbucks-fr-pwa/files/2024-10/2023-Starbucks-Global-Impact-Report.pdf
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/case-study-upskilling-for-career-mobility-at-pepsico/


	

By applying a structured leadership 

coaching model rooted in operational 

routines, we facilitate mindset and 

behaviour shifts that drive sustainable 

change. This approach leverages the 

Socratic method, which encourages leaders 

and frontline teams alike to reflect critically, 

ask powerful questions and take ownership 

of outcomes. 

This methodology supports companies as 

they progress along the dss+ Bradley Curve™ 

– from reactive or dependent behaviours 

to an interdependent culture, where 

teams hold each other accountable, and 

performance is driven collectively. 

Building this kind of culture requires 

deliberate effort from leadership at all 

levels. Managers need to practice open 

communication, give regular feedback 

and recognition, and involve employees in 

decisions. If a production line worker spots 

an issue, they should feel comfortable 

bringing it up. Some companies institute 

formal mechanisms to ensure employee 

voices are heard. Leaders who show that 

they value ideas from the ground up create 

a culture of trust and engagement, which 

translates to people going the extra mile to 

meet performance goals. This transforms 

metrics from abstract numbers into a team 

mission, fuelling engagement as people see 

the direct impact of their efforts.

It’s a strategic investment

To transform performance through engagement, leaders should 

treat it as strategically as any other capital investment. That 

means setting targets for engagement and tracking indicators 

like engagement survey scores, training hours per employee and 

internal promotion rates. Holding managers accountable for team 

engagement and continually benchmarking and sharing best 

practices can keep targets on track. Just as we would monitor 

throughput or waste percentages, monitoring engagement levels 

and their correlation with operational metrics can guide where to 

focus improvement efforts.

Finally, fostering engagement and upskilling is not a one-off project 

but an ongoing journey. Workforce dynamics and technologies will 

continue to evolve. The companies that thrive will be those that make 

learning, development and recognition a continuous cycle. In doing 

so, they not only unlock the full potential of their current employees 

but also become magnets for talent who seek growth – creating a 

self-reinforcing cycle of improvement. 

In conclusion, transforming performance in F&B operations is as 

much about hearts and minds as it is about machines and metrics. 

By engaging employees as true partners in the enterprise, F&B 

leaders can achieve operational transformations that are both 

impactful and sustainable. The roadmap to efficiency and innovation 

runs directly through an empowered workforce.

An empowered frontline becomes your competitive edge. Upskilling 

and engaging people is not just HR – It’s your next transformation 

strategy.
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The companies that thrive will 
be those that make learning, 
development and recognition a 
continuous cycle
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