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How to Lead During the COVID-19 in a 

Manufacturing Plant 
This article addresses the dilemma of running a manufacturing plant while maintaining good health 

and safety of your workforce and turning a profit during the COVID-19 pandemic.  It introduces Safe 

Lean Six Sigma Manufacturing methods that can support the health and safety of all employees while 

motivating and strengthening a positive culture during this challenging critical journey.  Also, it 

provides real-world examples of contrasting leadership styles at Smithfield plant, The Connor Group, 

and Ford Ventilator plant with different outcomes that you can learn to avoid and enhance your results. 

When I realized that COVID-19 had entered the U.S., it was like someone hit me with a two by four 

from behind and dazed me for a day or two. When I woke-up and refocused, it was still here, and I 

thought, “How do you run a manufacturing plant with COVID-19?”  The first thing a leader should do 

is: don’t panic.  Focus on the long-term, getting your workforce safely to “the other side” while 

producing the highest possible quality products and services for the customers. The other side comes 

when a cure or treatment for COVID-19 is disseminated throughout the U.S. and the world.  By 

focusing on the health and safety of your workforce, you will make the best decision during this 

dreadful critical journey.  Plus, you may be the only one in your organization that is focusing on the 

long-term.  Most of your workforce will be paying attention to day-to-day production and survival 

activities.  These things will be on your mind also, and you have an additional load of making money.   

That is the dilemma: How do you maintain the good health of your workforce and turn a profit with 

COVID-19?  You can ignore COVID-19 and attack execution as usual, like the leaders at Smithfield 

Foods plant in Sioux Falls, South Dakota.  The plant employs 3,700 workers, processing about four to 

five percent of the U.S. pork production or 130 million servings of pork per week.  It was declared a 

"critical infrastructure industry" by the Trump administration, so it continued to run at full production.  

On March 26th, the Argus Leader, Sioux Falls’ daily newspaper, published "Smithfield Foods 

employee tests positive for coronavirus."  By April 11th, Governor Kristi Noem and Mayor Paul 

TenHaken sent a letter to Smithfield to close the plant for 14 days.  South Dakota Department of 

Health said, “238 of Minnehaha County's 438 COVID-19 cases involve individuals who work at 

Smithfield Foods."  The virus spread like wildfire through the plant and community.  The Smithfield 

plant was shut down for more than three weeks, and more than 800 employees and several hundred 

more friends and family members were infected with COVID-19.  Worst yet is the fact that two 

Smithfield employees died from COVID-19 as of April 21st.  The Smithfield case is what happens 

when leadership’s priority is making money over the health and safety of their employees during the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  The plant reopened on May 7th.   
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Smithfield Plant Sioux Falls (AP Photo/Stephen Groves)    

 
Inside Smithfield Plant with cardboard dividers in a cafe (Photo from Jessica Lussenhop BBC News) 

The Smithfield leadership did not do enough to maintain the health and well-being of its employees 

from COVID-19.  As a leader, you must have the vision and fortitude to do the right thing and know 

the best way forward.  It is time to revisit your company’s guiding principles or core values.  That is 

precisely what Larry Connor, CEO of Connor Group, did when he split his stock investment earnings 

of $1.6 million among employees.  During one of Larry’s bi-weekly all employees' virtual update 

meetings, he said, “I started to think about, probably our two most important core values. Do the right 

thing, and people count, so I am taking $1.6 million and dividing it up among all of you.  In my view, 

this is not a gift, but you earned it.  And again, I want to thank each and every one of you.  Thanks to 

you, we will move through this adversity and turmoil.  I hope I have demonstrated my belief and 

appreciation.”  The $1.6 million was distributed as a bonus that ranged from $2,000 to $9,000 to about 

90% of the 400 employees that made less than $150,000 per year.   
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The Connor Group Dayton, OH (Photo from WDTN) 

 
Larry Connor (Photo from Olivia Cross, Yahoo Finance) 

“Honestly, to be a part of a company that really does care about the people, it’s just part of our core 

value," one employee said. "People count and do the right thing and I’m honored.” 

“That means the world to me," another employee said. "I feel like there is so much I can do, I can help 

my family out.” 

Larry not only walks the walk of his core values, but he motivated and increased the loyalty of his 

employees during a crisis, which builds a long-lasting culture in his company for future generations.  

The Connor Group is an essential business that operates 13,000 apartment units through the U.S. with 

headquarters in Dayton, Ohio.  Great leadership or the lack of great leadership is exposed during a 

crisis.  For example, the administrations of Presidents Franklin D. Roosevelt and Harry Truman, who 

led the “Greatest Generation in the U.S.” They displayed great leadership, getting Americans out of the 

Great Depression, and winning World War II.  You do not have to be Franklin D. Roosevelt, but 

exceptional leadership is required for leading a manufacturing plant during COVID-19.   

In both case studies, the companies are essential businesses with contrasting approaches to leading 

their companies during COVID-19.  The opposing methods yielded a shut down for Smithfield, and 

The Connor Group produced a strong and positive culture for a long time. Whether you are a small 
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manufacturing owner, general manager, plant manager, or department manager, here are some 

recommendations that might help you start down the right path to a strong and positive culture with 

better results during COVID-19. 

Leadership for COVID-19 

1. Do not panic because this is a pandemic, and everyone in the world is in the same boat, 

meaning your competitors are dealing with the same issues that you are facing moving forward.  

Focus on the long-term of getting your workforce safely to the other side and producing quality 

products and services for the customers.  Besides, customer expectation has shifted since 

COVID-19, and the entire world has been shut down.  Many customers do not expect a quick 

turnaround or next day shipping.  Some products are unavailable to purchase.  Therefore, 

customers are happy to get them whenever they can buy them, like hand sanitizers or Clorox 

wipes. 

2. Rely on scientific analysis and recommendations on how to prevent COVID-19 spread in your 

plant when making team-based decisions on the health and safety of your employees.  In this 

pandemic, there is no time to lead from “your gut” or operate as usual before the virus.  Your 

gut decision can cause the life of one of your employees or their family members.   

3. Review your company’s core values and determine if you are going to live by them as you 

move forward with COVID-19, because your employees are aware of them and know when 

you are not applying them.  If you lead by “Do what I say, but not what I do,” then many 

employees will not follow you or cooperate fully.  They will continue to work, but they will not 

give the extra that is needed during this crisis. 

4. You and your leadership team should provide a consistent, concise, and honest messaging to 

your employees on a regularly scheduled time.  One of the worst things you can do is provide 

mixed messaging from your leadership team.  That confuses the employees, and during a crisis, 

this only adds to the problem and slows down productivity. 

5. Set high expectations for health, safety, and quality during production on the factory floor as 

well as transactional work in the office.  Do not sacrifice health, safety, and quality for speed 

and making more money.  Remember what happened to the Smithfield Foods plant.  They were 

shut down for three and a half weeks because of COVID-19, with more than 800 employees 

infected with two deaths.  If Smithfield does not make the necessary health and safety 

improvements, then they will be shut down again.  During the COVID-19 pandemic, it is a 

“tortoise versus the hare” scenario for running your plant.  No one knows how long this 

pandemic will last. Therefore, the longer your plant is running without a shutdown, the more 

money it can make in the long run. 

Health and Safety for COVID-19 

1. You and your leadership team should provide a guideline for being tested for COVID-19 at 

qualified local locations if an employee feels like they have contracted the virus.  Your 

company should pay for COVID-19 testing because knowing who is infected and who is not 

infected is the key to successfully keeping your plant operating. Ideally, if your plant was shut 

down during the national shut down, then you should have all employees tested before they 

return to work in the plant. 

2. The leadership team should provide an official clearance procedure to return to work for any 

employee infected with COVID-19. 
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3. Temperature screening is encouraged by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(“CDC”).  A daily temperature screening procedure should be installed as each employee enters 

the plant: 

a. That maintains the privacy of each employee. 

b. Utilizes a method that accurately and quickly measures the temperature of each 

employee, like thermal imaging or handheld thermometers.   

c. A Screening Team should be established that consists of company/contract nurses, 

human resource representatives, shop floor team leaders, and floor supervisors.  All 

team members must be trained on the proper standardized technique to take temperature 

readings and record them while wearing appropriate personal protective equipment 

(“PPE”). 

d. The Screening Team must determine the temperature range for a “fever.” The CDC 

recommends a temperature of 100.4° F or higher. 

e. The company must provide instructions to an employee who is sent home due to fever 

and follow-up procedures for the employee to return to work. 

4. The leadership team should provide face masks and other PPE where needed throughout the 

plant. For example, a face mask should be provided at the entrance before temperature 

screening. 

5. Social distancing should be practiced from entering, throughout the plant, and when leaving the 

plant.  Safe Lean Six Sigma Manufacturing staggered start and end times should be 

implemented to reduce long lines when entering and exiting the plant to avoid large crowds at 

the entrance doors; for example, 10-minute interval start times for different teams (see below 

for more details).  Manufacturing plants with two or more shifts should not have employees 

entering and exiting at the same time.  There should be at least a 45-minute gap between two 

shifts plants. 

6. The leadership team should install cameras in strategic locations for COVID-19 Contact 

Tracing in the office and on the factory floor.  The cameras provide accurate data on who had 

contact with a COVID-19 employee.  You and your leadership team must communicate to all 

employees that the cameras are only for contact tracing and not for “big brother” purposes.  

Ford is experimenting with Samsung watches using Bluetooth technology that vibrates when 

employees get closer than 6 feet with contact tracing capabilities.  Apple-Google is working on 

an app for COVID-19 contact tracing, and hopefully, it will be available soon. 

7. The factory floor and office airflow should be continuously moving and monitored to prevent 

air stagnation.  A case study in China found that COVID-19 spreads faster and further during 

air stagnation in an enclosed building. 

Safe Lean Six Sigma Manufacturing for COVID-19 

1. You and your leadership team must be united and committed to “Safe Lean Six Sigma 

Manufacturing for COVID-19,” the new norm for operating a manufacturing plant.  A Safe 

Lean Six Sigma Manufacturing plant operates under the following top four priorities: 

a. Health and safety of all employees 

b. Quality of products and services with six sigma level of quality 

c. Delivery with safety and quality to customers 

d. Profits increase in 2021 and beyond 
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2. Safe Lean Six Sigma Manufacturing is operating the plant like you are running in the 2021 

Olympic Marathon, a world-class race that is steady and a long run, not a sprint.  Note: The 

Olympic record times are 2:06:32 hours, Samuel Wanjiru of Kenya, and 2:23:07 hours, Tiki 

Gelana of Ethiopia.  The world’s average time was 4:32:49 hours in 2019 for all runners 

around the globe, as posted on March 30, 2020, by Jens Jakob Andersen, Run Repeat. Olympic 

marathon runners outperform average marathon runners by almost 100%.  

3. You and your leadership team must communicate Safe Lean Six Sigma Manufacturing as the 

new norm for operating the plant to all employees.  You will have to transfer from traditional 

manufacturing or Lean Manufacturing to Safe Lean Six Sigma Manufacturing. 

4. Office employees that can work from home should be encouraged and given that option, for 

example, buyers, sales, and marketing.  Some employees may want to come to the office 

because they are more productive there.  That is okay if social distancing is maintained. 

5. The Plant Engineering (PE) team must update all existing plant layout drawings for future use 

on the other side.  The PE team will re-layout the factory floor and offices to accommodate 

social distancing of six feet or more between each workstation and operation.  When a process 

has two or more operators working side by side for long periods during the day; an operations 

analysis needs to be performed to reduce the number of operators.  Where possible, use 

plexiglass to separate workstation as Ford did during the manufacturing of ventilators (see 

photo below).  Ford has been producing ventilators since mid-April with no employee infected 

with the virus.  Do not use cardboard as Smithfield did in their dining area (see picture above), 

because scientists from UCLA conducted studies that detected the virus up to 24 hours on 

cardboard, and up to two to three days on plastic and stainless steel. It is hard to disinfect 

cardboard and maintain its structural integrity.  Plastic and stainless can be wiped off with 

disinfectant. 

 
A Ford Plant making medical ventilators for COVID-19 (Photo from CBS 60 minutes) 
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Social distancing office layout for COVID-19 (Photo from Fast Company.com) 

6. Running production is where you need to use the 2021 Olympic Marathon analogy.  You may 

have to slow down the speed of a line to achieve social distancing and six sigma quality.  Six 

sigma quality is required because the line pace is slower; it eliminates waste, and every product 

is needed during a pandemic (especially medical devices and supplies).  What is six sigma 

quality?  It means: if your company manufactures one million units, then only three units are 

defective for a 99.9997% first-time quality record.  Another way to look at it is: if your 

company produces 50,000 units per year, then there should be no reject until 20 years from 

today.  Six sigma quality is near perfect or 100% good products for most companies.  Six sigma 

quality level should be the goal and expectation of each employee and supported by the 

leadership team as part of the culture. 

7. If your plant was shut down, then you and your leadership team should sanitize the offices and 

factory for a fresh start with no known contamination.  Next, if you have not implemented Lean 

5S visual management systems, then this is the best time to do it. Lean 5S visual management 

provides five ways to keep your office and factory cleaned and organized: 

a. Sort – No unnecessary items at the workplace: “When in doubt, throw it out!” 

b. Set in Order – Anyone can instantly find, take, and return any needed item: “A place 

for everything, and everything in its place.” 

c. Shine – Maintaining a clean office and factory environment always: “clean = quality; 

cleaning while inspecting; cleaning with meaning” 

d. Standardize – Visualize work procedure in the workplace at point of use: “Make the 

best way the easiest way.” 

e. Sustain – Apply and practice sort, set in order, shine and standardization daily in the 

workplace: “Stick to it!” 

8. In addition to the daily 5S shine, each employee in the office and factory should apply the CDC 

recommended cleaning to their workstation. The CDC recommends the following to prevent 

the spread of coronavirus on surfaces: “If surfaces are dirty, they should be cleaned using a 

detergent or soap and water before disinfection.  For disinfection, most common EPA-

registered household disinfectants should be effective.”  This 5S and CDC system will keep 

your office and factory from the rapid spread of the virus. 
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9. Some of the most critical times for social distancing in a manufacturing plant are during the 

start of a shift, shift breaks, lunch breaks, and end of the shift.  As a remedy for a Safe Lean Six 

Sigma Manufacturing practice, you and your leadership team should develop a productive 

staggered start and end times for all workers so that social distancing can be accomplished.  For 

instance, if you were leading a balance assembly, then start the worker that works downstream 

of the line first and stagger other workers moving upstream, as illustrated in the Safe 

Manufacturing example below.  Also, breaks and end of shift would be done the same way.  

This staggered procedure maintains Lean Pull Systems, i.e. Kanban systems.  Below is a simple 

example, and of course, you would use teams instead of one worker at a time. If you have an 

unbalanced line, begin with the bottleneck first and then downstream of the bottleneck.  

Floating bottlenecks are more difficult but start with the vital few or top 80% of customer 

demand products and the bottlenecks that produce those products. By starting up bottleneck 

workstations, then fill downstream workstations, and last upstream workstations will maintain 

the highest possible daily productivity of the plant. 

a. Safe LSS Manufacturing staggered start-up before 1st shift begins. 

 

b. Step 1 – Safe LSS Manufacturing staggered start-up for 1st worker

 

c. Step 2 – Safe LSS Manufacturing staggered start-up for 2nd worker 10 minutes later 
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d. Step 3 – Safe LSS Manufacturing staggered start-up for 3rd worker 10 minutes later 

 
e. Step 1 – Safe LSS Manufacturing staggered break and shift end for 1st worker 

 
f. Step 2 – Safe LSS Manufacturing staggered break and shift end for 2nd worker 

 
g. Step 3 – Safe LSS Manufacturing staggered break and shift end for 3rd worker

 
h. Step 4 – Safe LSS Manufacturing staggered break and shift end 
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In summary, this article is not a comprehensive document on how to run a Safe Lean Six Sigma 

Manufacturing plant during COVID-19. Still, it provides a leadership approach that can motivate 

and strengthen a positive culture during this challenging critical journey.  Like personal adversity 

builds character, a crisis enhances the bonding of team and culture within the company when 

leaders do the right thing.  This type of leadership shows “respect for every individual,” which is 

the first guiding principle in the Shingo Model for Operational Excellence that yields a high 

performing culture with long-term profits. 
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