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1.0 Executive summary 

The retention project identified potential causes of high turnover rates in meat processing plants and provided retention 

solutions  through the creation of a comprehensive and integrated retention framework. Underlying this framework is 

the principle that the right people need to be placed in the right roles, conducting the right work. The project was 

undertaken in in phases: research, followed by development and adoption. In the research phase, over 740 meatworks 

employees from 25 plants were interviewed to gather over 16,000 qualitative data points. Quantitative information was 

concurrently collected from the HR division to assess a range of general and retention specific characteristics. For 

example, the plant profile (location, size etc.), turnover in the 2019 calendar year and how long employees remained 

employed. Turnover rates in meat processing plants were considerably higher than those of the wider manufacturing 

industry. The average turnover rate (employee exits/total plant employees) across the participating plants was 62%. 

For comparison, in the same period, the Australian Bureau of Statistics reported that 6.4% of people in the 

manufacturing industry left their job. The variation in turnover was quite high with turnover rates varying from 22% to 

108%. Location (remote, rural, metropolitan) had no effect on retention but plant and company size did with larger 

plants and parent companies reporting lower turnover. The qualitative research identified key practices that were 

associated with increased and decreased turnover and employee satisfaction and guided the development of the 

Retention Framework of Excellence. The framework was developed by identifying the key areas within the employee 

lifecycle—such as initial work, induction and ongoing development— and providing clear and practical advice on how 

to help employees and employers better navigate each stage. The short-term objective of the project was to identify 

retention issues and develop targeted extension programs for individual plants. The longer term objective of the project 

is to deliver these insights industry-wide through targeted interventions and general training. The research team 

believe that adoption of the principles in the retention framework will deliver sustainable improvements in retention 

across the meat processing industry.   

2.0 Introduction 

A strategic planning project with Australian meat processor members of the AMPC identified labour to be the number 

one industry priority, particularly in respect to employee attraction and retention. Meat processing is a manufacturing 

process that is difficult to automate and requires a human factor to flexibly handle animals of varied sizes and shapes 

that are converted into a multitude of assorted products. Because it is a labour-intensive process the management of 

the labour force has a predominant influence on productivity and profitability. Retention costs can be both monetary 

and non-monetary in nature and can include: costs associated with attraction, employment, training costs and 

productivity losses; loss of company knowledge and leadership; changes in external and internal relationships; 

negative behaviours and culture (Akila, 2012; Cordery, 2006; Locher Human Resources, 2014). The annual cost of 

staff turnover has been estimated at $650,000 – $1.3 million for a medium-sized plant (Cordery, 2006). Calculated 

across the entire meat processing industry this is an annual cost over $30 million. 
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Staff turnover is not a new problem in the meat processing industry. The latest statistics from the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics found 5.1% of people in the manufacturing industry changed jobs in February 2020 – February 2021 period 

(Fig. 1). This figure was slightly lower than the preceding year (6.4%) that captured data in the pre-pandemic period 

of February 2019 – February 2020.  

The high staff turnover in the meat processing industry limits meat production productivity and profitability. Retention 

is a persistent and multi-causal industry problem that has economic, psychosocial, medical and organisational 

influences. Both MLA and AMPC have produced reports on retention in meatworks, and agriculture more broadly, 

(Cordery, 2006; Locher Human Resources, 2014; Perkins, 2005; The Centre for International Economics and The 

Ryder Self Group, 2008). Collectively, these reports identify the reasons employees stay in their job, the reason they 

leave, and address the employer perspective of turnover. Examples of why employees leave their job include: lack of 

future certainty; poor leadership; lack of communication; uncompetitive wages; better career opportunities elsewhere; 

poor working conditions and lack of training. All reports agree that a labour-intensive industry must focus on the people 

working on the floor to sustain the industry.  

 

Figure 1: Percentage of people who changed jobs during the year (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021) 

While these reports provide a solid foundation for further research there has been little proof of industry adoption of 

the report outcomes. No practice models or training were provided to improve workforce systems. Furthermore, little 

to no research has taken a whole industry view or provided specific industry-wide data on what practice models have 

proven successful. Thus, the aim of the project was not just to develop a research-based Retention Framework of 

Excellence but to ensure the findings were implemented on an individual plant and industry-wide basis. The Retention 

Framework of Excellence (RFE) developed in this project, has been underpinned by the data collected from the 25 

participating plants across Australia. Each plant management team evaluated their performance against the RFE to 

identify plant-specific priorities. Hence, the findings were embedded into individual organisational practices by adoption 

and educational services delivered as part of this project. Appropriate elements of the RFE have also been embedded 

into workplace training practices to ensure the widespread and long-term adoption of project outcomes. Essential to 
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the success of the project was the close relationships between Response Consulting Australia (now known as 

Response Group International - RGI) and plant staff. Engagement with plant staff allowed the use of action-based 

methodologies that encouraged ownership at a business and plant level. This project was underpinned by and viewed 

through the lens of System Leadership as detailed below. 

3.0 Project objectives 

Whilst the retention project had several objectives; the main aim was to create changes in behaviour. Behavioural and 

cultural change comes from how an organisation integrates the three cultural components of symbols, systems, and 

behaviour (SSB). These components of culture should be easily identifiable for employees. When an employee comes 

to work, they should be able to clearly identify the symbols, systems, and behaviours (SSBs) which form their 

workplace culture. Once the employee’s SSBs are developed and identified through mythologies, the behaviours of 

the workplace will start to change. Organisations need to gain an understanding of the mythologies driving behaviour, 

and vice versa. Once they are identified, the organisations can deliberately alter and change the SSBs to address 

retention. 

These concepts are central to the “Systems Leadership” that presents “a coherent approach that explains why people 

behave as they do in organisations. This in turn can guide leaders of such organisations along the path of creating the 

conditions that encourage genuinely constructive and productive behaviour.” (Macdonald, Burke and Stewart 2018).  

Research phase behaviours, understand: 

• What behaviours are affecting employee retention 

• The site culture as experienced by recently employed and as predicted leaders 

• The effect of leadership and teamwork on individual plant and the industry turnover 

Research phase systems, understand: 

• The quality of design and integration of the systems utilised in plants to manage retention 

• The productivity, profitability and quality outcomes associated with retention 

• The effect of systems on individual plant and industry turnover 

Research phase symbols, understand: 

• The identification of obvious and subtle symbols and symbolism and their effect on turnover 

• The non-verbal demonstration of the organisation’s culture in relation to retaining employees 

• The effect of symbols on individual plant and industry turnover 

Development phase: 

• Data for analysis by participating Plant Management teams to compare individual results with other 

participating plants 
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• Development of an evidence-based Retention Framework of Excellence (RFE)  

• Development of a Retention Evaluation mechanism 

• Opportunity for participating Plant Management teams to identify priority improvement areas using the 

Retention Evaluation mechanism 

Adoption and education phase: 

• Develop information sharing system to facilitate the knowledge delivery to the participating Plant Management 

teams (Community of Practice) 

• Facilitate workshops for participating Plant Management teams (at all levels) 

• Develop retention inputs into current training packages offered by Response Learning. 

A fundamental model within systems leadership is what is known as Levels of Work. This model details the work that 

is required in an organisation; the model posits that this work is required to be performed effectively at each level for 

an organisation to function. If an organisation has not considered assigning work at the appropriate level, then the risk 

of that work not being done is high.  

Table 1: Levels of Work 

Level Theme Characteristics 

Level 1  
Certificate 2 
Certificate 3   

Direct 
Output 

• Hands on 

• Solve problems with known routines 

• Understand they are not machines 

• Empower employees to be able to predict their environments and build 

relationships 

Level 2 
Certificate 4   

Diagnosis • Overview of and diagnose processes and problems 

• Monitor and improve systems 

• Gain an understanding of their role in the environment 

• Provide the foundation of an understanding on the culture constructs 

and people forming culture based on mythologies 

• Change as a result of dissonance 

• Foundation of the 3 tools of leadership (SSB) to outline changes in each 

tool to enable cultural change over time 

• Building relationships based on authority rather than power 

Level 3 
Diploma  
Advanced 
Diploma  

System 
Design 

• Develop options for systems 

• New ways to connect trends in a single area/field 

• Build on Cert 4 knowledge and apply 

• Complexities involved in multiple cultures across multiple systems 
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• Explains how it is important to integrate systems 

• The impact that poor systems design has on the demonstration and 

application of the 6 principles of human behaviour 

Level 4 
Graduate 
Certificate  

Integration • Pull together systems and Integrate for Optimal Solution 

• Anticipate issues and set in place actions 

• First Level of Strategic Thinking 

• The knowledge and application of the integration of multiple systems 

across the organisation to create a common positive culture across 

multiple different systems 

• i.e., from a meat processing perspective, ensuring that there are the 

same SSB’s at all levels and stages of the business to provide a 

common thread that the organisation wants to achieve. 
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4.0 Methodology 

4.1 Research phase  

4.1.1 Plant selection and participation 

To build a longitudinal data set that was representative of retention issues in the meat processing industry over 30 

plants were contacted from July 2019 onwards to discuss their participation in the retention project. After initial interest 

was gauged, an expression of interest form was distributed. This form detailed the project and the level of commitment 

required from participating plants. A project inception meeting was then undertaken via conference call to discuss the 

project participants, the selected participants in each group and the project outcomes. The plants were put into five 

groups of five to six plants. Members with multiple sites were distributed across all five groups for a broad range of 

data and, where possible, geographical proximity was taken into account.  

4.1.2 Quantitative analysis 

With each plant the research team commenced with the collection of turnover data and asked questions so they could 

understand the workforce. The quantitative data requested from the participating plants in the 2019 calendar year 

included:  

• Employee exits (turnover) 

• Length of employment (of employee exits)  

• Plant room in which employee worked (e.g. kill floor, boning room)  

• Employee visa status (visa holder or Australian resident) 

• Plant size  

• Plant location  

4.1.3 Qualitative analysis 

Plant managers were briefed on the outcomes of the required plant visits including the organisation of interviews with 

plant leaders and focus groups with plant floor employees. All interview and focus group questions were semi-

structured and moderated by the extended research team to allow for open questioning. A written survey was also 

provided to each project participant to gather an additional set of quantitative data using the Likert scale (1-5).  

The project team conducted detailed interviews with plant management and the human resource teams at each of the 

individual plants to understand the current human resource systems. Focus groups were then conducted with 

employees on the plant floor (3 to 6 employees per group).  

The qualitative interviews were conducted to better understanding the symbols, mythologies, behaviours and systems 

associated with retention in the individual plants. The interviews lasted between 20 and 45 minutes and all interviews 

were recorded and transcribed. It was a requirement that the meeting room be private to ensure confidentiality between 
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the participant/s and the interviewer. The open-ended responses were analysed using the qualitative data analysis 

computer software program, NVivo, to isolate research themes and trends.  

We interviewed focus group participants who had varied employment durations; however all have been referred to as 

‘recently employed’. This also applied to visa holders who continued their employment until there natural visa 

expiration.  

4.2 Development and adoption phase  

We implemented the development phase after analysing the quantitative and qualitative research. This data 

highlighted plants with high and low turnover and gave insight into why plants were under or over-performing. The 

development phase of the project used a non-linear approach to engage with each of the 25 plants to discuss these 

findings. The focus was on discussion of the individual and common needs of the plants and how these needs could 

shape the development of a Retention Framework for the industry.  

A crucial part of this process was not only to consider Systems Leadership and retention but to develop a model that 

has situational awareness of the practicalities of meat processors. Essential to the completion of this process was the 

involvement of both Systems Leadership specialists and industry systems specialists. On the completion of these 

meetings a meat processor Retention Framework of Excellence (RFE) was developed.  

The aim of the adoption phase was to provide an industry Retention Framework for over-arching systems guidance. 

Areas of focus within the Retention Framework were tailored toward the different environments of the plants. 

Integration of the Retention Framework into current plant systems and whole business structures (for larger 

organisations) was assisted by the development of reports for individual plants and larger organisations and this were 

discussed in person to facilitate effective communication of the results. To further assist the plant staff to implement 

sustained improvement in their retention practices real-world learnings from the particiapting plants were shared in the 

form of short case studies.   

5.0 Project outcomes  

5.1 Research phase  

5.1.1 Plant selection and participation 

In total, 25 plants participated in the project. These were placed in groups of 5 and analysed in subsequent groups. 

The groupings, and other key details of the plants are shown in Table 2 and Figure 2. Members with multiple sites 

were distributed across all five groups for a broad range of data and, where possible, geographical proximity was 

considered. Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected from 24 participating plants. Plant 24 did not provide 

staffing and turnover data and thus were excluded from the quantitative analysis. Over 16,000 data points were 

collected from the 24 participating plants.  
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The participating plants reflected the diverse nature of the industry. Key descriptive statistics of the plants are shown 

in Table 2. Processors were represented in every Australian state (Figure 2d) with higher representation in states with 

higher beef production (e.g. QLD, NSW). Small, medium, and large plants (and parent companies) were represented 

in metropolitan, rural and remote regions. The most common plant structure was a medium or large plant located in a 

rural area (defined as a town with a population of 10,000-100,000; Figure 2a,b). Finally, in the 2021-2022 reporting 

period AMPC had 106 members who operated 135 processing establishments across Australia (AMPC, 2022). Thus, 

the study analysed approximately 14% (19/135) of current AMPC member plants.  

Table 2: Description of the 25 participating plants  
Organisation Group Plant size  Location class Company size 

Plant 1 1 Large Metropolitan Large 

Plant 2 1 Medium Rural Medium 

Plant 3 1 Large Metropolitan Large 

Plant 4 1 Medium Metropolitan Medium 

Plant 5 1 Medium Remote Large 

Plant 6 2 Large Rural Small 

Plant 7 2 Large Rural Medium 

Plant 8 2 Small Rural Small 

Plant 9 2 Large Rural Medium 

Plant 10 2 Medium Remote Large 

Plant 11 3 Medium Remote Medium 

Plant 12 3 Medium Rural Medium 

Plant 13 3 Small Remote Small 

Plant 14 3 Medium Rural Large 

Plant 15 3 Large Rural Large 

Plant 16 4 Large Metropolitan Large 

Plant 17 4 Large Remote Large 

Plant 18 4 Large Rural Large 

Plant 19 4 Large Rural Large 
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Plant 20 4 Medium Rural Large 

Plant 21  5 Large Metropolitan Medium 

Plant 22 5 Large Metropolitan Large 

Plant 23 5 Medium Rural Large 

Plant 24 5 Large  Rural Large 

Plant 25 5 Medium Rural Large 
 

(*Note there was no quantitative data provided by plant 24) 

 
Figure 2: Descriptive statistics of the 

of the 25 participating plants. a) The 

number of plant employees was 

used to classify the plant as small (0-

100), medium (100-500) or large 

(500+) in size. b) The population of 

the plant location was used to 

classify the plant as being in a 

remote (0-10,000), rural (10,000-

100,000) or metropolitan (100,000+) 

area. c) The number of employees of 

the plant parent company was used 

to classify the company as small (0-

300), medium (300-1000) or large 

(1000+). d) The plant location was 

used to designate the state. 

5.1.2 What does the quantitative data tell us about retention?  

The key findings and trends from the quantitative dataset are detailed below:  

1. Turnover rates in meat processing plants are considerably higher than those of the wider manufacturing 

industry   

The average turnover rate (employee exits/total plant employees) across the 24 participating plants was 62%. Because 

this study assessed a sizeable proportion (14%) of the meat processing industry and included plants that reflected the 

diverse nature of the industry it can be assumed that this is representative of turnover rates across the entire meat 

processing industry.  
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In the same period—the pre-pandemic calendar year of 2019—the Australian Bureau of Statistics found 6.4% of 

people in the manufacturing industry changed jobs (Figure 1) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021). This means the 

turnover rate in the meat processing industry is nearly 10-fold higher than the general manufacturing industry. With 

figures this high it is no wonder that 60% of meat processors surveyed in a prior strategic planning project listed labour 

are their number one priority.  

2. Turnover rates vary considerably between plants.  

Despite all plants showing high turnover compared to other industries (Figure 1) there was also extreme variation in 

turnover rates between the plants. The lowest turnover recorded was 22%, at Plant 22, and the highest was 108%, at 

Plant 13. Table 3 shows individual plant data and Figure 3 highlights the wide spread of values found. For the purposes 

of this study these differences provided an opportunity to analyse factors that may help or hinder employee retention 

and to use these factors to develop a robust framework to improve retention across the industry. 

 

Figure 3: The turnover rates of the 24 plants were highly variable 

Table 3: Turnover in 24 plants  

Plant Turnover (%) 

Plant 1 26 

62 

35 

86 

49 

98 

99 

74 

65 

Plant 2 62 

Plant 3 35 

Plant 4 86 

Plant 5 49 

Plant 6 98 

Plant 7 99 

Plant 8 74 

Plant 9 65 

Plant 10 48 

Plant 11 51 
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Plant 12 73 

Plant 13 108 

Plant 14 77 

Plant 15 26 

Plant 16 30 

Plant 17 73 

Plant 18 46 

Plant 19 54 

Plant 20 62 

Plant 21  107 

Plant 22 22 

Plant 23 86 

Plant 25 23 

 

3. More than half of new employees exit before 6 months in meat processing plants and over two-thirds exit 

before a year. To improve retention, measurement and reporting tools should focus on the number of 

employees leaving in the 30-180 day period.  

The length of service of exiting employees was analysed to determine at what period most employees were exiting 

plants. Of those that left in the 2019 calendar year, 52% left in first 6 months and 68% left in first 12 months. However, 

the length of service of the entire plant averaged a respectable 758 days, or just over two years. This confirms the 

suspicions of leaders in meat processing organisations that employees fall into one of two camps: early leavers or 

long stayers.  

The period in which the employees left was grouped to assess the effect of different lengths of service on retention. 

Figure 4 shows all 24 plants sorted by the amount of people who leave in the first 30 days (represented in black in 

Figure 4). This figure shows that plants with relatively low total exits can have quite high exits in the first 30 days. For 

example, Plant 1 has the 5th highest exits in 0-30 days but the lowest turnover over the entire year.   
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Figure 4: Representation of the contribution of length of service for short-term exiting employees.  
Plant number corresponds to Table 3. 

 
This effect was confirmed with a correlation analysis (Table 4) which found that exits before the 30 day mark were not 

correlated with total exits (at day 360). This means that if there are a high number of exits before the 30 day period it 

does not cause a high number of exits by the end of the year. In fact, the number of exits in the 0-30 day period was 

negatively correlated (-0.4808; <0.05) with exits in the 180-360 day period. This suggests that a greater number of 

early exits results in a lower number of later exits. This effect is not in line with mythologies in the Australian meat 

processing industry that early exits is the largest problem. In fact, on average, only 15% of exiting employees left 

before the 30-day mark.  

Collectively, the data highlights the importance of retention practices that quickly assess the suitability of new starters 

for work in a meat processing environment. Early employee assessment allows for the quick exit of individuals who 

are not well-suited to working in a meat processing plant. Meat processing is hard, manual and often confronting work. 

It is not suited to everyone, and new starters not suited to the conditions should be supported to leave quickly before 

they can negatively impact the culture of the organisation. Early exits also reduce the amount of time and money spent 

on training and onboarding and free up resources to re-invest in supporting suitable candidates.    

Table 4: Correlation of length of service of leavers  

0-30 days -     

30-90 days 
0.51 

(<0.05) 
-    

90-180 days 
-0.04 

(ns) 

0.60 

(<0.05) 
-   

180-360 days 
-0.48 

(<0.05) 

0.15 

(ns) 
0.47 -  

Total* 
0.33 

(ns) 

0.88 

(<0.001) 

0.82 

(<0.001) 

0.50 

(<0.05) 
- 

 0-30 days 30-90 days 90-180 days 180-360 days Total* 

(Note: -1 or +1 is the strongest negative or positive, respectively, correlation possible. 0 is no correlation. Significance 

is shown in brackets.)   
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In contrast, exits in the 30-90 day (0.88; <0.001) and 90-180 day (0.82; <0.001) periods were highly correlated with 

total exits and exits in the 180-360 days period showed a low, but significant, correlation (0.50; <0.05). These results 

suggest plants should focus on providing better long-term support to help new starters that are well suited to the job 

to thrive in the plant environment. On average 40% of all leavers exited in the first 90 days. Staff interviews identified 

some plants where new employee support systems were withdrawn after about a month and the new starters felt they 

then had to fend for themselves. In comparison, on sites where new starter care was perceived to continue beyond 

the 30-day mark termination numbers were not as problematic. Thus, we felt the implementation of long-term 

onboarding procedures that support new staff over the first six months of their employment is an important component 

of the Retention Framework of Excellence (Figure 7). Such processes that can help new employees settle into their 

roles, gain confidence and feel part of the team. If staff are happy and settled by six months, then they are likely to 

stay on longer term. Examples of practices that support staff during initial introduction and ongoing development are 

discussed in Section 5.2.7 and 5.2.8.   

4. Retention is strongly correlated with company size  

Of all the factors analysed, the size of the plant parent company showed the highest correlation with turnover. High 

turnover was negatively correlated with low company-wide employee numbers (-0.73; P < 0.001). This means that 

small companies that had fewer plants, and thus fewer employees, had the highest turnover, and that large meat 

processing corporations that have large market share in the meat processing industry had the lowest turnover rates. 

A significant correlation between the number of plant employees and plant turnover was also found. Although this 

correlation was not as strong as that of plant size (-0.46; P < 0.05), this may be due to larger enterprises having 

economies of scale to implement user-friendly and comprehensive systems to measure, report, and respond to, 

employee turnover. In support of this theory is the finding that the top 5 performing plants in this study had robust 

retention measurement and reporting systems. This concept can be summed up by the words of the management 

guru Peter Drucker “If you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it” and will be further discussed in Section 5.2.12.  
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Figure 5: The effect of plant and company size on turnover. The number of plant employees was used to classify the 

plant as small (0-100), medium (100-500) or large (500+) in size and the number of employees of the plant parent 

company was used to classify the company as small (0-300), medium (300-1000) or large (1000+).  

Finally, plant location—determined by the population of the town in which the plant resided—had no effect on turnover 

with remote (62%), rural (63%) or metropolitan (57%) regions showing similar turnover rates.  

5.1.3 What does the qualitative data tell us about retention? 

Over 750 interviews were conducted with plant managers, human resource teams and floor staff across the 25 plants. 

The responses to these semi-structured interviews were used to inform the development of the Retention Framework 

of Excellence (Section 5.2.1). The qualitative data analysis computer software program, NVivo, was also used to 

identify positive and negative sentiments of managers and recently employed employees (floor staff who have been 

at the organisation for at least 6 months). The percentage of positive experiences reported by managers or recently 

employed employees as new starters progressed through the employment onboarding process significantly (P < 0.05) 

diverged over time (Figure 6). Managers consistently reported a high number of positive sentiments (70-76%) from 

the Application to Interview stage through to the Ongoing Development stage. In contrast, recently employed 

employees reported a high level of positive sentiment for the Application to Interview stage (82%) but this dropped to 

67% for the Induction stage and then fell to 52% by the Ongoing Development stage. This suggests that new 

employees are quite positive, open and willing at the start of the recruitment process and this changes over time.  

There was a negative and significant correlation between the number of positive experiences reported during the 

Ongoing Development stage (P < 0.05) and the number of staff exits after 90 days of employment. This means that 

as employees who terminated their employment in either the 90-180 days period or the 180-360 days period reported 

less positive experiences in the Ongoing Development stage. This may suggest that maintaining ongoing development 

past the 30-day mark of employment is a crucial factor that may contribute to improved retention of staff. These 

qualitative results are similar to those found in the quantitative analysis that compared overall turnover with day of exit 

(Figure 4 and Table 4) and further re-iterate the importance of long-term onboarding procedures that support new staff 

over the first six months of their employment. Practical ways plants can implement such procedures are detailed in 

Section 5.2.8 and 5.2.9.  
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Figure 6: Positive experiences of floor staff decline over time. Managers hold managerial positions in the plant. 

Recently employed employees are floor staff who have been at the organisation from approximately 3 months to 2 

years.  

5.2 Development and adoption phase  

In the development phase the qualitative and quantitative research was analysed to develop an industry-wide, 

comprehensive and integrated Retention Framework of Excellence (herein referred to as the Retention Framework).  

The framework is a set of broad-based retention practices that address common issues occurring at the twenty-five 

participating plants. Common areas of improvement identified in the study included:  

• workforce strategy design 

• human resource systems development at the plant and organisation level 

• accountability and authority for plant leaders 

• attraction processes as an employer of choice 

• induction processes for new employees 

• clarity of initial work assignment 

• employee development 

• leadership behaviours 

• measurement and reporting of the individual systems.  

The plants in this study have different retention needs and not every element of the framework was relevant to every 

plant. Adoption meetings were held with individual plants (17 of 24) to discuss how the Retention Framework related 
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to the needs of their individual plant and/or larger corporation. A tailored Retention Framework was then provided on 

a plant-by-plant basis that focused on the needs of the individual plant and wider organisation (where applicable).  

The plant management teams were open to the analysis of these systems and eager to implement changes for 

improvement. Many plants have implemented changes after receiving the results from the development phase, 

however the ongoing issue of staffing has impeded these changes being implemented at some plants. Overall, there 

was genuine enthusiasm to improve these systems to improve staff retention and we have had an exceedingly positive 

response to the Retention Framework. 

The second major element of the adoption phase was the creation and implementation of the Community of Practice 

(CoP). The CoP is an online community for plant managers to discuss best practices for retention, or other plant 

improvement areas, as well as a place for the research team within RGI to communicate results from the retention 

project. The online Canvas platform is broken down into 12 modules that are based on the principles of the Retention 

Framework. The modules contain videos, case studies outlining plant exemplars and worksheets to explain the 

principles underlying the module in simple and practical terms. The platform also has a discussion board to foster 

discussion between plants and the research team and will be a central site to host future webinars. A discussion of 

each module and a case study (where available) are provided below to provide a single resource that explains all the 

Retention Framework principles in one document.  
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Table 5: Module overview  

Module  Framework focus Resources Produced  

0 Orientation Video, site map, testimonials 

1 Retention Framework Video, Retention Framework graphic  

2 Workforce Strategy Video, case study, worksheet 

3 Integration of Systems Video, case study, worksheet 

4 Attract Video, case study, worksheet 

5 Prepare Video, case study, worksheet 

6 Select Video, case study, worksheet 

7 Induct Video, case study, worksheet 

8 Employee Integration 2 x Videos, 2 x case studies, 2 x worksheets 

9 Develop Video, case study, worksheet 

10 Advance Video, case study, worksheet 

11 Lead Video, case study, worksheet 

12 
 

Measurement and Reporting  Video, case study, worksheet 

 

5.2.1 The retention framework of excellence 

Module 1 provides a detailed overview of the Retention Framework and how the different elements work together 

across the organisation to improve systems, symbols and behaviours that affect employee retention. 

 
Figure 7: The Retention Framework of excellence 
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Workforce plan and structure are placed at the top of the Retention Framework to highlight the importance of having 

an effective workforce structure and strategy. The process is future-focused and must assess the needs of the plant 

to meet future technical requirements and adapt to changes from new markets, supply chain or products produced. 

The process must be managed by someone in the organisation who determines the quantity and type of skillsets 

required by the organisation in the present and future, as well as the likely source(s) of those new employees. An 

effective workforce strategy will be detailed and accurate, whilst being simple, easily understood, and effectively 

communicated to all levels of leadership.  

Integrated systems in the framework represents the need for systems to work together in a sensible, controlled way. 

The process should seamlessly flow from attract through to lead. If systems are not integrated, it can create conflict 

within the organisation. For example, if it is not clear who has authority and accountability for retention it is easy for 

HR staff to blame operations leaders and vice versa. Clear delegation of responsibility in a cooperative environment 

will achieve the best results. Then next step is to make sure goals are measured and reported on to assess if goals 

are being met and, if not, why not. A common feature of the top performing plants was the measurement and discussion 

of retention with HR, Training and Operational leaders all involved in the discussion to address shortfalls and celebrate 

successes. In some plants, this went further than simple data analysis but discussion of who has left (staff named, not 

just a number) and why.   

Leadership behaviors was included in the Framework because of the importance of leaders in influencing systems, 

symbols and behaviours that affect employee retention. An interesting outcome of the employee interviews was the 

broad identification of “leaders” as people in the organisation that exist outside of people direct line of employment. 

Positive leadership behaviours were identified in room managers, plant managers, laundry staff, trainers, induction 

trainers, payroll staff and buddies. For this reason, company culture should be thought of as everyone’s responsibility. 

Key to the development of strong retention systems will be the development of a strong leadership culture, across all 

levels of work, that promotes the establishment of connections in the workplace and values its staff.   

A workforce strategy video has been provided on the CoP platform to assist plants to understand and implement the 

Retention Framework of excellence in their plants in an extensive and integrated manner.  

5.2.2 Strategy: workforce strategy  

Strategy and structure have been placed on the top of the framework because high functioning workforces are 

underpinned by clear workforce strategies. The workforce strategy process assesses the future social technical 

requirements of the plant to adapt to changes in animal source and supply, technological changes, products produced, 

markets served, or other potential supply chain changes. The process must be managed by someone in the 

organisation who determines the quantity and type of skillsets required by the organisation in the present and future. 

An effective workforce strategy will be detailed and accurate whilst being simple and easily understood. In this study 

some plants appeared to have no workplace strategy at all or were not able to clearly articulate them. Whereas other 

plants had clear and comprehensive plans that assessed future needs and detailed strategies to meet those needs. 
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A workforce strategy video, case study and worksheet were developed to assist plants to implement and improve 

simple and effective workforce strategy and structure processes.  
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5.2.3 Structure: accountability and authority 

It is important that it is made clear who oversees implementation of the different systems/processes highlighted in the 

Retention Framework, to clarify who (what role) has been assigned authority to make decisions throughout the various 

stages of operation. As well as this, there should be clarity about the limits of that authority and under what 

circumstances escalation should occur.  

For example, it is important to clarify what is the domain of human resources (HR) and what work is operational line 

managers. In this study we found that better results were achieved when operational line leaders developed clear 

workforce requirements and HR uses these requirements to recruit the best available candidates.  

As mentioned earlier, Operational line managers (e.g., department superintendents) should then be assigned selection 

authority for their team. Apart from the obvious ‘ownership’ that comes with selection, the leader and the new employee 

become familiar with each other early in the employment process, leading to a smoother introduction to the 

department.  

It is also important to be clear about accountability for retention; that is who should be held to account for the retention 

rates. It is our contention that the Operational Leaders are to be held to account for the turnover/retention in their 

team/room/department. This is very clear in the high performing plants, where retention outcomes are regularly 

discussed and plans for improvement are formulated / reviewed with senior leaders from all parts of the leadership 

team. 

An accountability and authority case study was developed to provide exemplars and practical information on the 

implementation of well-designed accountability and authority systems.  
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5.2.4 Systems integration 

A well designed system is productive and authorised, clearly articulated, and as simple as possible. Essentially it 

should be designed with the user (the employee) in mind and meet its purpose: to make the working life easier rather 

than harder. However, even well designed systems can cause problems is they are not well integrated with dependent 

sideline, upline or downline systems. An example of this is when key owners of systems design them to meet the 

needs of their department (e.g. HR, training, operations) but do not communicate with the wider organisation. Data 

silos can lead to miscommunication and inter-departmental blame and produce numerous clunky organisational 

systems for employees to navigate. The Retention Framework was designed as one overarching system that follows 

employees in a predictable and integrated fashion as they move between systems. In essence, better systems create 

a better environment for the employee and, in term, better results for the employer.  

In this study we founds plants often had little to no integration of systems to retain employees. We recommend that 

the purpose of each system is clearly stated, and the interconnectedness of processes (with appropriate authorities) 

is considered. Examples include assessment of the:  

• desired behavioural outcome in terms of strategy and leadership 

• effects on other systems 

• effects on reputation 

• the desired social process and the reality 

In addition, the systems should be known and understood by people across the operation so people can tell you how 

what they do impacts another area. Key factors include:  

• visibility and control 

• retention rates are measured by roster and department (team or leader) 

• KPI’s are set and leaders are expected to be aware of them 

• reputation management is front of mind 

• leadership understand mythologies and their work in achieving them 

• systems are measured, reviewed and adjusted 

An integration of systems video, case study and worksheet were developed to assist plants to implement and improve 

well-designed and integrated systems.  
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5.2.5 Attract 

The research project identified two key factors that attract new employees to your plant and make you an employer of 

choice. The first key factor is the plant’s reputation. If your plant is viewed as a business that treats it people and 

livestock in a humane way to produce high quality, hygienic food you will be in a much stronger position to attract 

employees. The main reason for this is that most new recruits are often referred by family or friends. Therefore, your 

existing employees either become and excellent source of recruitment to attract the right employees or they become 

excellent critics who impede the attraction and recruitment process. This is particularly important when plants are 

located in regional or remote areas where labour markets are very tight, and mythologies can easily develop and be 

highly persistent.  

The second key factor is the importance of strong linkages to community groups. Government agencies (local, state, 

federal) are keen to engage with plants to assist with job recruitment, particularly in regional areas where jobs are a 

key focus and processors are often the largest employer in town. Government agencies are well funded and connected 

and thus provide an excellent free resource (e.g. employment agencies) to assist in employee attraction. The final 

suggestion to improve attraction is foster close relationships with recreational clubs, sporting groups and schools. 

Close connections with high schools create a pipeline for school leavers who do not wish to find a trade or complete 

further study. One plant created linkages with teaching staff at 2 local high schools to conduct a school-based 

traineeship program. The teaching staff were familiar with the needs of the plant and identified appropriate students. 

The students were prepared for work in a plant while still at school and received on the job care through the program. 

Over a 5 year period this program has converted over 90% of student trainees into full-time employees.  

Close relationships between the plant and other community groups also facilitates a strong understanding of the needs 

of meat processors and improves the attraction of suitable candidates. For example, you could invite the local 

employment agent to visit the plant so they have a better understanding of the physical, mental and social capabilities 

required for plant work.  

  



 

 

AMPC.COM.AU 35 
 



 

 

AMPC.COM.AU 36 
 



 

 

AMPC.COM.AU 37 
 



 

 

AMPC.COM.AU 38 
 



 

 

AMPC.COM.AU 39 

5.2.6 Prepare 

The “prepare” section of the Retention Framework refers to the need to prepare new employees for work in the meat 

industry. Meat processing work is quite physically demanding. Employees often have to stand for long hours, walk for 

long distances, carry or push heavy objects and perform highly physical, repetitive and precise activities with knives. 

The physical environment can also be challenging due to high noise levels and thermally challenged environments 

(warm and cold conditions). The facilities have many moving parts (people, machines, animals) and the process can 

also be quite psychologically overwhelming for new employees. In this study new employees commonly reported they 

were ill prepared for work. Words such as “chaotic, confronting, daunting” were commonly used by respondents. It is 

also important that long-term employees and training staff treat new staff with patience as they navigate their way in 

their first 6 months on the job. It can be easy to forget how overwhelming it can be to learn multiple new systems, 

people and procedures when someone has worked in the facility for an extended period of time.  

A comprehensive employee preparation program will physically and mentally prepare employees for the reality of 

working in a meat processing facility. A good case study is a program developed for the long-term unemployed. This 

program invested considerable effort to prepare participants for regular work (including setting regular exercise 

routines) and had excellent results (100% of participants remained employed at the 10-month mark). The program 

consisted of the following components:  

• A preparation phase (physical fitness, timeliness/routine management, income management etc.) 

• Extended inductions (plant familiarisation, work requirements etc.) 

• Regular in job care (buddy, training, supervisor contact) 

• Pastoral care (group meetings, discussions, problem solving etc.) 

We recommend that parts of this program be extended across the industry as a routine measure for all new employees, 

not just the long-term unemployed.  
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5.2.7 Select 

Selection processes were commonly considered to be more positive than other processes by new employees 

responding in this project, as were most Human Resource processes. However, the key feature of selection processes 

in the high performing plants, was the inclusion of Operational Leaders (most commonly Room/Department Managers) 

who were vitally involved in the selection processes. This practice meant that the Operational Leaders perceive some 

ownership of the new employees and were more likely to be concerned for their welfare, particularly in the early stages 

of employment. This practice, coupled with meeting new employees at Inductions (see induction section) provides 

familiarity for new employees and forms an important part of their soft landing. 
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5.2.8 Induct 

Induct is similar to prepare (Section 5.2.5) but can be differentiated from this process by the fact that it is a discrete 

on-boarding process. Conversely, practices associated with prepare should start before the first day on the job and 

extend beyond the first few months in the workplace.    

The plants participating in this study had diverse induction systems. At one end of the continuum the induction process 

was very cursory and mainly consisted of tick the box exercises (e.g. SOP sign off, work instructions, compliance 

measures). At the other end of the continuum the induction process was well thought out and designed to familiarise 

new employees with people and practises in the workplace. Such systems identify the team members and supervisor 

of the inductee and provide some context of what happens in their department and how their department fits in the 

operations of the whole plant. Thorough inductions may take two or three days and should  include classroom 

instruction, a tour of the plant and in situ training on the plant floor. One plant provided lunch during induction and 

invited the inductees’ supervisors so they could get to know them in a relaxed environment. These practices help to 

make new recruits feel more comfortable in the plant and forms an important part of the soft landing of staff into meat 

processing plants.  

A video, case study and worksheet have been developed to assist plants to improve their induction process and 

improve the retention of their workforces.  
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5.2.9 Employee integration 

If the preparation, selection and induction stages of the Retention Framework are implemented then new employees 

should be familiar with the workplace by the integration phase. For this reason employers often withdraw support at 

this stage. Our research has highlighted that this lack of ongoing support is directly contributing to high turnover in 

meat processing plants (see Figure 4 and Table 4). During the first few months of employment staff are focused on 

trying to fit in, develop skills quickly and understand the systems and behaviour of their new workforce. This can be 

quite a stressful process and good integration system will help new recruits to settle in quickly, find their place and fit 

into the team.  

Our research uncovered some excellent integration examples that typically involved robust mentoring programs or 

“buddy systems”. These systems assign an individual, or buddy, to help new staff settle into the workplace. Well-

designed systems do not focus solely on the individuals’ tasks but help new staff navigate the entire workplace. For 

example, they might provide guidance on how to efficiently conduct breaks so the staff member is back on deck when 

work starts again (e.g. what are the social processes in the dining room and washroom?). Mentors should have a 

positive attitude towards their work and the company and be friendly, interactive, enthusiastic and experienced.  

Finally, employers should look for opportunities to rotate new employees through different job roles. This provides the 

employee an opportunity to develop new skills while they are open to learning and gain a greater understanding of the 

operations of the different parts of the plant. The benefits include increased employee engagement and the production 

of multi-skilled employees that can be moved around to fill in for staff members on late notice absences.  

An employee integration video, case study and worksheet has been developed to provide exemplars and practical 

information on the implementation of well-designed integration systems.  
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5.2.10  Develop 

The provision of development opportunities are critical to work satisfaction as pathways that support employee  

development foster employee engagement. In the current study, the plants with most the highest retention rates had 

well designed plans to develop their workforce. These plans were communicated, executed and progress towards 

goals was reviewed on a regular basis. Typically, a team member was responsible for the coordination of this process 

and this individual and integrated the information into the workforce strategy and succession plans of the plant.  

An effective way to develop leadership qualities in people is to provide opportunities for employees to “step-up” while 

they are still inside the comfort of the team. Examples of this are more nominal roles such as mentoring, first aid 

training, QA operative or occupational health and safety officer. These pathways allow team members to develop and 

display leadership traits and provides a smooth transition from team member to salaried leader. It also helps to keep 

employees that wish to extend themselves interested and engaged. Typically this is not well implemented across the 

industry with promotions occurring in an ad hoc manner without much forethought. Thus, improvements in the number 

and quality of development pathways in meat processing plants is a way we can improve retentions rates across the 

industry.  

A development video, case study and worksheet has been developed to provide exemplars and practical information 

on the implementation of well-designed development systems.  
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5.2.11 Advance 

Some employees will be happy to stay at their level of work. Others will want to take the next step into higher order 

leadership roles. Leaders at all levels of the organisation—from supervisors to CEOs—require a set of social process 

skills to complement their technical and commercial skills. Advancement refers to the understanding and development 

of these social skills in interested employees, who demonstrate the capability to effectively perform more complex 

work (in short On Merit). 

An advance video and worksheet has been developed to provide exemplars and practical information on the 

implementation of well-designed advancement systems.  
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5.2.12 Leadership Behaviour and Development 

How people perceive they are treated is one of the most important factors influencing employee wellbeing. In turn,  

wellbeing is one of the most important aspects of retention because the more valued people feel the more likely they 

are to stay. Leadership behaviours are vital to create social cohesion in the workplace and encourage a calm, 

controlled and humane work environment. Clear leadership behaviours can be created by:   

1. setting the standard: what is acceptable and not acceptable? 

2. providing opportunities to model desired behaviours.  

3. holding employees to account for unacceptable behaviour. 

A really interesting finding of this study was that many people in the organisation are viewed as leaders by new 

employees. Trainers, HR, laundry room staff and security were identified as leaders by respondents. Thus, it is 

important that practices to encourage positive leadership behaviours are not just directed at frontline leaders but 

modelled across the entire plant. As all staff can guide, motivate and inspire each other to make the workplace a more 

caring and constructive environment.  
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5.2.13 Measurement and reporting  

Even well-designed systems will eventually fail if they aren’t regularly reviewed using robust measurement and 

reporting techniques. The effectiveness of systems needs to be assessed to ensure they are still meeting the needs 

of dynamic, and ever evolving meat processing plants. The measurement and reporting of retention was cursory and 

ad hoc in many of the plants studied in this project. This is surprising, considering the importance of retention to plant 

production and profitability. In support of this theory is the finding that the top 5 performing plants in this study had 

robust retention measurement and reporting systems. This concept can be summed up by the words of the 

management guru Peter Drucker “If you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it”. Larger corporations have greater 

resources to devote to systems that measure, report, and respond to, employee turnover. We found a strong 

correlation between company size and turnover, with large meat processing showing the lowest turnover rates. 

However, even rudimentary data can be helpful in employee retention management if it is provided in an accessible 

and timely way to operational line managers. HR systems capture and report data and trends. 

A video, case study and worksheet has been developed to provide exemplars and practical information on the 

implementation of well-designed measurement and reporting systems.  
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6.0 Conclusion 

Australian Meat Industry leaders should be concerned about turnover. The average turnover rate found in this study, 

in the 2019 calendar year, was a remarkably high 62.2%, with a range across plants from 21% - 108%. New employees 

comprised most of the turnover in the industry with more than half leaving within six months and more than two thirds 

leaving within 12 months of engagement. 

A new employees perception of how they are treated by the organisation and their leaders within the organisation has 

a profound effect on whether people stay with their employer. All people expect to be treated with respect and dignity. 

It is important for organisations to design systems, and mandate leadership behaviours, that treat people humanely. 

The overuse of short-term employees, and some labour hire practises, have been disastrous for retention rates in the 

industry. They have created animosity due to different pay rates, laziness in the development of new employees, and 

negative perceptions of treatment by possible longer-term employees. Practices after the data period for this project 

demonstrate employers focusing more attention on longer term employment options, for example the Pacific Labour 

Scheme (PLS). In addition, the labour market at time of writing, in mid-2022, is fraught and the future is identifying  a 

problematic labour market. Notwithstanding, there are, and will still be, locals who would fit in the meat industry 

perfectly. Whilst Australian employers continue to look for labour solutions from outside of our shores, they should 

also be very mindful to employ locals from their area as well. Not all school leavers will go on to further study or 

complete a trade.  

As word of mouth is still a very important factor in the attraction of new employees to the Australian Meat Processing 

industry, success comes to those plants and employers who encourage their current employees to recommend new 

employees. Further to this, attraction processes should be highlighted as there is a variable focus across the industry. 

Industry bodies have a part to play because the general perception of meat processing work is in many cases poor, 

and local reputation is very important. As a result many employers could benefit from local community engagement. 

During the development and adoption phases of this project numerous plants made significant changes to their 

practises and have reported improvements in retention rates. It will be important to continue developing new materials 

and assisting plants across the industry in developing better practises to improve their retention outcomes. Education 

programs, especially leadership development programs, such as the Certificate IV, Diploma, Advanced Diploma, and 

Graduate Certificate programs now include reference to the findings in this programme thereby providing the 

sustainable building blocks for the industry to continue to benefit from this project. Continued measurement and 

reporting for comparative analysis purposes is also recommended so that all plants habitually measure their 

performance and have a vehicle to compare their performance to other plants in the industry. 
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7.0 Future recommendations 

Continued reporting on plant retention  

The research team recommend that a continuous process of data collection be implemented, especially for the 25 

sites involved in this process, so that comparative analysis can be conducted on a continuous basis. The site managers 

in this project commonly reported that the comparative analysis was a key part of the positive aspects of this project. 

Ongoing Community of Practice that is open to all plants  

It is recommended that the Community of Practice continue well into the future to allow for a ongoing sharing of 

information, not only from the project team but also amongst plant managers to aid in the continuous improvement of 

their retention practices. 

Industry wide reputation development 

The research team recommend that AMPC and other industry bodies work together on a campaign to lift the public 

perception of working in the meat processing industry. Reputation is an important factor in the attraction of employees 

into the industry. This research project has highlighted the perception of people, before they join the industry, is 

characterised by the work. Improving the reputation of the meat processing industry will attract more employees on a 

local and national level.  

Focus on leadership development  

It is recommended that employers in the industry continue to focus on developing good leadership practices within all 

levels of the industry, from in team leadership through to senior leadership. The perceptions of leadership behaviours 

and how people feel they are treated has a profound effect on the retention of new employees. 

Develop “in team” leaders  

The research team recommends that employers in the industry introduce and enhance the delivery of “in team” 

leadership skills to provide further pathways for employees and to prepare the next leaders (Supervisors, 

Superintendent, Managers, etc). Opportunities for advancement and to build leadership skills including mentoring, 

training, quality assurance, work health and safety, leading small teams have all been identified as positive factors for 

retaining employees. Furthermore, developing in team leaders also provides a pathway for those who seek higher 

duties (e.g. supervisor). 

HR officer development 

The research team recommend that HR Officers should be chosen from within the employee ranks and be provided 

with development opportunities to learn technical human resources processes. Throughout this research it was 

identified that the most effective human resource officers have experience of working on plant. This makes sense as 
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they understand exactly what happens on a day-to-day, hour by hour basis in the plant and can apply that knowledge 

when dealing with human resource issues. 

Workforce strategy development – industry and local 

It is recommended that AMPC and other industry bodies work towards a more strategic view of workforce 

management. Strategies for the management of workforce and the development of new employee pipelines are very 

important factors in the attracting of the best employees for the meat industry, however they are poorly done in general. 

The engagement of government departments at state and federal level should also be a priority in understanding the 

workforce strategy for the industry. As this strategy is disseminated across the industry employing organisations can 

develop their own local plant-based workforce strategy with the larger industry strategy in mind. 

Absenteeism data can be used to inform retention 

The research team recommends that AMPC encourage research organisations such as RGI use and analyse data 

from the absenteeism project to inform the retention project work moving forward. Both sets of data will be invaluable 

for the industry moving forward and it is highly encouraged that the data be used more regularly so that more helpful 

comparative analysis can be done between the plants. 
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