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Introduction

Step inside almost any food manufacturing plant today, and you’ll hear
familiar objectives echoing across the production floor: “We need to boost
throughput, cut costs, scale faster.” Yet despite the drive and the investment,
the numbers tell a harder truth: Manufacturing productivity in the U.S. has
not kept up with that objectives.

Labor productivity in U.S. food manufacturing, measured as output per hour,
has declined by roughly 6% since 2011 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics),
even as companies have poured billions into automation, analytics, and
efficiency programs. Incremental automation and lean initiatives have
delivered small gains, but these are often erased by rising complexity, supply
chain volatility, and an increasingly fragile workforce.

This stagnation extends across nearly all major food manufacturing sectors.
Only Grain and Oilseed Milling achieved relatively consistent
productivity gains, while Bakeries, Dairy, and Other Food Products
trended downward. Seafood Processing remained volatile year by year,
reflecting variable inputs and seasonal labor pressures. Overall, the
food industry’s productivity has not improved, underscoring how
technology adoption has far outpaced operational impact.
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The industry faces a widening talent gap. Almost half of food
manufacturers (47%) say the lack of qualified candidates is their top
challenge, and 40% report more overtime due to labor shortages (Impact
Staffing, 2024). One in five facilities (20.6%) cannot run at full capacity
because of missing skills (SCMR, 2024). Turnover keeps climbing, hitting
26.3% across manufacturing and 27.3% in food manufacturing
(Manufacturers Alliance, 2024).

As experienced operators retire, they take critical knowledge with them.
Younger workers often step in lacking problem-solving or cross-functional
coordination, largely because many facilities still rely on outdated onboarding
or job-shadowing models that fail to transfer that knowledge effectively.

Artificial intelligence (Al) and robotics promise to reshape food production.
Yet for most manufacturers, large-scale adoption remains years away as
integration across production environments proves more complex than
expected. Al is improving planning and coordination, but without robotics its
impact on the shop floor remains limited. Robotics, in turn, remains confined
to narrow, task-specific roles rather than full production-line automation,
leaving much of the sector’s automation potential unrealized.

Robotics capable of true end-to-end execution, replacing complex
human tasks across production environments, may still be 5 to 10
years away, but it is the direction the industry must move toward, and one
the U.S. will need to lead to shape its Next Industrial Revolution.

These trends point to two clear realities: first, food manufacturers must
strengthen efficiency and process stability today; second, they must free up
capital and capability to invest in the future systems that will define the Next
Industrial Revolution.

At Value Gene Consulting, we see every day how much opportunity exists to
build that foundation. Even in well-run plants, substantial gains are hidden in
the details of daily execution. Across our projects, we consistently uncover
ways to cut material waste by 30-50%, raise OEE by 10-20 percentage
points, and unlock 10-30% additional capacity, often with little to no new
capital investment. These results don’t come from large-scale or expensive
automation; they come from improving how work is structured, executed, and
governed on the factory floor.
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Misconceptions

The real question, then, is not what food manufacturers are struggling with;
we know the challenges well, but why do these problems persist despite so
much effort, investment, and innovation. The answer lies beneath the
misconceptions.

Misconceptions aren’t operational errors; they’re errors in understanding.
They’re the assumptions, habits, and legacy mental models that define how
work is managed, measured, and improved. Over time, these beliefs harden
into “the way we do things,” even when the environment, workforce, and
technology have moved on.

We see it every day:
e Process improvements raise line speeds without adjusting staffing,
driving overtime and burnout.
e New equipment is launched without proper retraining, creating
instability and frustration.
e Targets are set on wishful thinking rather than data, prompting
shortcuts and finger-pointing when performance slips.
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Each of these seems like a small operational glitch, but together they form a
pattern, a cycle of short-term improvement followed by long-term
stagnation. Companies invest, reorganize, and automate, yet productivity
barely moves because the underlying logic hasn’t changed.

At Value Gene, we’ve learned that behind every persistent inefficiency,
unplanned downtime, waste, or unstable throughput, there is always a
misconception driving it. These misconceptions act like hidden filters,
shaping decisions across six dimensions of manufacturing
performance: Process, Physical Assets, People, Governance, Systems
& KPlIs, and Planning.

Manufacturing
Excellence

Each dimension interlocks to drive measurable
improvements in productivity, quality and continuity
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What’s Next: Breaking the Misconception

This is why we created Breaking the Misconceptions, a series dedicated
to exposing hidden assumptions that quietly limit performance across the
food manufacturing. Operational excellence doesn’t fail for lack of
commitment, tools, or technology. It fails because the teams keep solving
symptoms instead of causes.

The path forward isn’t another initiative or system. It’s clarity. By identifying
and reframing these misconceptions, food manufacturers can reveal the
capacity, resilience, and efficiency already sitting within their operations.

Over the coming articles, we’ll dive into the six dimensions that shape every
manufacturing system: Process, Physical Assets, People, Governance,
Systems & KPIs, and Planning. Each hides its own set of false beliefs that
stall improvement and dilute results.
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About Value Gene Consulting Group

Value Gene Consulting Group is a distinguished boutique consulting firm
specializing in delivering strategic business solutions that yield significant,
swift, and sustainable outcomes. Our dedicated team collaborates closely
with C-level executives, providing expert guidance tailored to mastering
business challenges within the Food and Consumer industries.

In the ever-evolving landscape shaped by our clients' needs, we prioritize
sound strategy and decision-making as cornerstones of enduring success.
Our approach is grounded in fact-based quantitative and qualitative analysis,
fostering positive change in the best interest of our clients and their
stakeholders.

As a boutique management consulting company, we stand out by leveraging
the unique skills of our enthusiastic team. Our consultants, with prior
experience in top-tier strategy firms, bring a result-oriented focus to decision-
making and business management.

Embodying our ‘'boutique service principle,Y’ we ensure heightened
responsiveness, a long-term commitment from our team, and high-quality
advice with direct involvement of our senior team in day-to-day operations.
Remarkably, over 90% of our business originates from longstanding client
relationships, showcasing our dedication to our clients.

At the core of Value Gene Consulting Group is a consulting team comprising
top-educated and globally experienced members. With more senior
involvement than industry standards, we consistently produce immediately
applicable results. Our deep subject expertise, coupled with pioneering
industry knowledge, guarantees impactful and quality work.

Our distinctive approach involves working collaboratively with client
organizations, fostering a partnership that goes beyond traditional
consulting. We are catalysts for change, driving transformation within our
clients' businesses by connecting analytics understanding to actionable
business insight.

Our success is measured by our ability to maintain enduring client
relationships, exhibit client responsiveness, and demonstrate unwavering
dedication. Value Gene stands apart in the industry, delivering the content-
driven insights that our clients seek from their strategic advisor.
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Disclaimer

This report, prepared by Value Gene Consulting Group, is intended for
informational purposes only and is based on the data available up to the date
of its publication. The analysis and insights provided are subject to change
without notice and may not be exhaustive. While every effort has been made
to ensure the accuracy of the information presented, Value Gene Consulting
Group makes no representations or warranties of any kind, express or
implied, about the completeness, accuracy, reliability, suitability, or
availability with respect to the report or the information, products, services,
or related graphics contained in the report for any purpose.

The content of this report is proprietary to Value Gene Consulting Group, and
unauthorized use, reproduction, or distribution of any part of this report is
strictly prohibited. Any reliance you place on the information presented in this
report is at your own risk. Value Gene Consulting Group shall not be liable
for any loss or damage, including without limitation, indirect or consequential
loss or damage, or any loss or damage whatsoever arising from loss of data
or profits arising out of, or in connection with, the use of this report.

This report does not constitute professional advice, and users are
encouraged to seek independent professional advice before making any
business decisions. Value Gene Consulting Group disclaims any liability for
actions taken or not taken based on the content of this report.

Value Gene Consulting Group reserves the right to update or revise the
information contained in this report at any time without notice. Any changes
made to the report after its publication will be considered as part of the
ongoing analysis and research process.

By accessing and using this report, you agree to these terms and conditions.
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