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A changing industry

The food and beverage (F&B) industry is under Several key questions remain:
pressure from all sides. Rising costs, unpredictable How should businesses measure
supply chains, stricter regulations, growing and justify flexibility when cost

. ipye control remains a priority?
competition, and shifting consumer demands s /

are making it harder for companies to remain Can sustainability become a

competitive. Traditional strategies focused on competitive advantage rather than

o o o H Pl
cost-cutting and efficiency alone are no longer a compliance burden:

enough to guarantee long-term success. I e Fre e sy foasing crerel an

long-term workforce development
or still treating labour shortages
with short-term hiring fixes?

At the dss* event in Frankfurt, industry leaders discussed the
biggest challenges facing the industry today.

While many of these challenges are well known, the discussions i el (el e s e o e

made one thing clear: companies need to rethink their approach By s duriing Hhe cvam, ey

by balancing efficiency with flexibility, integrating sustainability, explores these challenges.
investing in their workforce, and strengthening safety and

resilience to be in a stronger position for the future.

This may not sound new, and in fact, it isn't. It highlights that many
leaders already have the tools they need to navigate uncertainty.

But if that is the case, why are so many companies still struggling?



Operational excellence and
the limits of efficiency

For decades, efficiency has been the
foundation of business success. Companies
have focused on streamlining operations,
reducing waste, and standardising processes

to remain competitive.

Many of today's biggest risks, supply chain
breakdowns, inflationary pressures, and
evolving regulations are unpredictable. While
cost-cutting improves margins in stable
conditions, it can leave companies exposed
to sudden disruptions when conditions shift.
The industry saw this first-hand during the
COVID-19 pandemic, when businesses that
had minimised supplier redundancy found
themselves unable to respond when critical

materials became unavailable.

‘ ‘ Operational excellence is not just
about reducing costs and driving

efficiency,” said Prof. Dr. Jochen
Schlapp, Frankfurt School of Finance
& Management. "The question leaders
should be asking is: how adaptable is your
organisation when faced with uncertainty?”

This shift from static efficiency to dynamic
resilience requires companies to rethink
how they define and measure operational
success. It is no longer enough to optimise
for cost savings; businesses must ensure

they build agility into their operating models.

Prof. Dr. Jochen Schlapp, Frankfurt School of Finance & Management

Developing workforce adaptability

Beyond supply chain improvements, workforce agility is crucial.
Companies still rely on rigid procedures that limit frontline

employees' ability to respond to disruptions.

‘ ‘ An organisation that doesn't invest in its people's
ability to think independently is an organisation that

will struggle to adapt,” said Schlapp.

Businesses must train their workforce not just in technical
skills, but in critical thinking, problem-solving, and decision-
making. Employees must be empowered to identify risks and
make real-time adjustments, rather than waiting for top-down

instructions.

There are a few considerations we need to reflect on:

m How can flexibility be integrated into operations without
driving up costs? Are companies using predictive modelling,
scendario planning, or real-time data analytics to strike the
right balance?

m Are resilience metrics being tracked alongside efficiency?
Many businesses still measure success based on cost
reduction; should they also track response times to
disruptions and adaptability metrics?

® Are automation strategies increasing or decreasing
flexibility? If systems fail, do employees have the skills to
step in?
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Sustainability: a business
decision above regulation

Consumers, investors, and regulatory bodies
are demanding greater transparency,
making carbon reduction, ethical sourcing,
and waste reduction critical business

priorities.

However, many businesses still see
sustainability as a cost rather than a
business asset. Investments in renewable
energy, sustainable packaging, and waste
reduction come with upfront costs, and
while large companies can absorb these,
smaller businesses often struggle to

integrate sustainability without harming

profitability.
‘ Why does this matter today, not
in five years?" asked Tina Van

Hoecke, Arla Foods. “Because the
pressure is mounting from all directions,
from governments, investors, and most
importantly, consumers. Those who don't
act now will be forced to catch up later, at
a much higher cost.”

Companies that delay action may find
themselves forced into reactive, high-cost
transitions later, rather than integrating
sustainability strategically and cost-

effectively.

Tina Van Hoecke, Global Senior Channel Manager Organised Chains,
Arla Foods

The challenge of measuring sustainability
progress

One of the most urgent challenges is proving sustainability’s
impact. Many companies publicly commit to carbon reduction
targets, but measuring Scope 3 emissions, which account
for the entire supply chain's environmental impact, remains
difficult.

Companies need measurable and claimable data
‘ ‘ to support their sustainability journey," said

Van Hoecke. "You can't just say you're reducing
emissions. You have to prove it."

Many businesses rely on estimates and assumptions rather
than real-time, auditable data. This creates risks, not just in
regulatory compliance, but also in reputational damage if

companies are found to be overstating their environmental

impact reductions.




Labour shortages and workforce transformation

Perhaps it is not a challenge exclusive to one specific industry, but
the food and beverage industry is struggling to attract and retain
skilled workers, a challenge that is becoming increasingly difficult
to manage. Across Europe, businesses report persistent shortages,
particularly in technical and production roles. While automation
and digitalisation are often discussed as solutions, these
technologies do not eliminate the need for a skilled workforce.
Instead, they shift the type of skills required, making workforce

transformation as crucial as recruitment itself.

Companies are too focused on finding people to fill
‘ ‘ vacancies when they should be thinking about how to
equip their current workforce with the skills they'll need
for the future,” said Prof. Levente Szabados, Deep Tech Leader, Al
Consultant & Manager, and Cognitive Science Specialist.

One of the critical issues is that many companies address
workforce shortages reactively, focusing on filling vacancies rather
than building long-term capabilities. This short-term approach
does not solve the underlying problem: employees need continuous
development to keep up with new technologies and evolving
industry demands. The discussion at the dss* event emphasised
the importance of businesses treating their workforce as an
investment rather than a cost, ensuring that employees have the
tools and training necessary to adapt to an increasingly digital and

automated industry.

Prof. Levente Szabados, Deep Tech Leader, Al Consultant & Manager, and
Cognitive Science Specialist, Frankfurt School of Finance & Management

Automation is often presented as a way to

reduce dependency on human labour, but

this is only partly true. While automation

can streamline repetitive tasks, it does not
eliminate the need for skilled operators who
can maintain, optimise, and troubleshoot
these systems. Without parallel investment

in workforce development, companies risk
replacing one type of labour shortage with
another, one that may be even harder to fill.
The reality is that technology does not replace
human expertise; it enhances it. Businesses
that fail to integrate upskilling programs
alongside automation strategies may find
themselves with highly advanced production
lines but insufficient personnel capable of
managing them effectively, or employees that
are unhappy with a relatively low-cognitive-

demanding process.

Beyond technical training, we must also
consider the cultural and leadership aspects
of workforce transformation. High turnover
rates are often a reflection of deeper
organisational issues, such as a lack of career
development, disengagement, and/or poor
leadership. Salary is an important factor in
retention, but it is not the only one. Employees
who see clear career progression, feel valued,
and work in an environment where their
contributions matter are far more likely to
remain with a company. If we fail to invest

in leadership development and workplace
culture, we will continue to struggle with
retention, regardless of how much we improve

wages or recruitment efforts.
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Health, safety, and the cost of
poor risk management

Health and safety are often regarded as
regulatory necessities, but their impact
extends far beyond compliance. Weak
safety cultures tend to deliver lower
employee engagement, higher turnover,
and increased operational costs due to
accidents, downtime, and inefficiencies.
The event discussions reinforced that a
proactive approach to safety should ensure

operational resilience and workforce stability.

‘ ‘ A company with a weak safety
culture is a company with

a weak business strategy,” said Fuat Binisik,
Ferrero. “If your people don't feel safe,
they won't be engaged, and if they aren't
engaged, your operations will likely suffer.”

Fuat Binisik, Global Head Health & Safety, Ferrero

A compelling statistic shared during the event revealed that
workplace accidents cost the global economy 4% of its GDP
annually. While many companies track productivity and efficiency
metrics in extreme detail, fewer businesses apply the same level
of scrutiny to safety-related costs. Absenteeism due to injuries,
reduced morale, and operational disruptions caused by poor
safety management all contribute to financial losses that many
businesses fail to quantify. There is not only reputational damage
risk but also increased insurance premiums, legal liabilities, and

reduced workforce retention.

While compliance-driven safety measures establish a baseline, the
best-performing organisations go beyond regulatory requirements.
These companies integrate safety into their leadership
expectations, operational decision-making, and employee
engagement strategies. The shift from a compliance mindset

to a prevention-focused culture requires strong leadership, clear
communication, and engagement at all levels of the organisation.
Employees must feel empowered to report hazards, suggest
improvements, and take proactive steps to maintain a safe
working environment. When safety is treated as an afterthought
or merely as a set of rules to follow, it often leads to higher

incidents, disengaged workers, and inefficient operations.




The complexity of change

Traditional business models built on cost-cutting
and operational efficiency are being challenged
by forces that demand greater adaptability,
resilience, and long-term thinking. The event
discussions reinforced that today's biggest
industry challenges, supply chain vulnerabilities,
sustainability pressures, workforce
transformation, and risk management cannot
be solved in isolation.

While companies recognise these challenges, many are
struggling to implement effective change. Awareness alone is
not enough, and perhaps the real test is how well businesses

prepare for future disruptions.

The companies that will lead the industry

in the coming years will not necessarily be
the largest or most cost-efficient, but they
will be the ones that can adapt faster than
their competitors. Those that continue to
operate under traditional cost-driven models
without integrating resilience, sustainability,
and workforce development into their core
strategy will find themselves increasingly
vulnerable. On the other hand, others that
take proactive steps to embed flexibility
into operations, view sustainability as a
business advantage, invest in workforce
transformation, and treat safety as a core
value, not as a priority, will gain a significant

competitive edge.

Marcos Salla, Global Director of Agri, F&B and Consumer Goods industry, dss*
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How *can help

At dss*, we support food and beverage companies in building resilience, strengthening
operations, and creating sustainable competitive advantages. Our approach goes
beyond optimising processes. We focus on engaging people, shifting mindsets, and
embedding a culture of adaptability and continuous improvement.

We help organisations navigate uncertainty, integrate sustainability into decision-making, develop future-ready
workforces, and ensure safety is a driver of operational excellence, enabling teams to take ownership of change and

ensuring that transformation is not just implemented but sustained.

Operational excellence requires a holistic approach. We work with organisations to develop adaptable operating
models, ensuring they can respond to supply chain challenges, shifting regulations, and evolving market conditions

without sacrificing performance.

Through leadership engagement, frontline capability-building, and cultural transformation, we help companies
move beyond static efficiency, creating environments where employees are empowered to make informed

decisions and autonomously drive improvements, continuously.

Sustainability is most effective when it is embedded into decision-making, not treated as a separate initiative.
We help businesses integrate sustainability into their culture, operations, and leadership approach, ensuring that

environmental and social responsibility align with business objectives.

We support companies in moving from commitments to action, ensuring that sustainability becomes a value
driver, not just a compliance requirement.

Technology and automation are reshaping the food and beverage industry, but transformation depends on people. We

help businesses develop the skills, leadership, and engagement needed to succeed in an evolving environment.

Our approach focuses on building capabilities at all levels, ensuring employees are equipped to manage and
optimise new systems, while fostering a culture of adaptability and continuous learning. We help leaders create
workplaces where people feel valued and invested, reducing turnover and building long-term workforce resilience.

A strong safety culture is essential for operational stability, workforce engagement, and brand trust. We help
organisations embed safety into leadership behaviours, decision-making, and day-to-day operations, ensuring that

risk management is not just about compliance but a key factor in performance.

We support businesses in reducing incidents, improving operational efficiency, and ensuring a safer working
environment for all.
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About dss*

At dss* we work with food and beverage companies to strengthen
resilience, improve operations, and ensure strategies translate into
real impact. To explore how leading businesses are taking action,

visit www.consultdss.com
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