
1

Man  vs 
Machine
How to Maximize Human 

Productivity Before the Next 

Wave of Automation

By Paul Baker



2

Introduction: Let’s do a 3x on Human 

Productivity

A MINDSET SHIFT FROM REDUCING LABOR 
COST TO INCREASING THROUGHPUT

In the 1990s, 2000s and 2010s, technology in 
manufacturing has been about how to cut labor 
costs. Everything from replacing humans with 
machines to replacing full time employees with temps 
was implemented. In the 2020s and beyond, we have 
an opportunity to change the story to be about how 
technology is driving output and enabling creativity. 
This change of perspective in our expectation is 
of usage of technology is going to come down to 
whether or not humans and robots can operate 
together in a collaborative environment or not.  

And this isn’t about whether Robots and Humans can 
get along in the HR sense of the word. This is about 
whether ROI’s are higher for purchasing collaborative 
robots or replacement robots. In that equation, there 
are a few variables that we can plot with certainty. On 
the robots side - they will become cheaper and their 
performance will improve. On the human side - we 
will become more expensive. The only variable that 
we aren’t sure what will happen to is whether or not 
human performance will improve, stagnant or decline. 
So our goal is to drive human performance up and in 
doing so, make the case for collaborative robots over 
replacement robots. Robotics has the opportunity to 
become a great employment generator.

TURNING WASTE INTO PRODUCTIVITY

The good news is that whether you believe that or 
not, there is no downside to increasing productivity 
today. This book is about how to increase 
productivity in order to bring the cost of man down. 
Whether you are pro or anti-robot, we all will benefit 
from turning waste into productivity.  In the this book, 
we will show ways to double, triple and in some 
cases 10x human productivity without robotics. So 
whether we stand a chance against the robots or not, 
we will at least make it an epic fight.

Corporate HQ around the world are in a constant 
evaluation of how quickly the ROI payback can be of 
purchasing machines to replace employees. As soon 
as the cost of a machine equals that of an employee, 
the machine will likely win. So the cost of robots is 
going down and with minimum wage hikes and the 
skills gap in the manufacturing workforce, the cost of 
man is going up. 

So if we hope to avoid a mass dislocation in the 
manufacturing workforce, or at least push it off into 
the future as far as possible, then we must bring 
the cost of man down. If wages are going up - then 
our only option is to increase productivity which we 
have lagged at doing in our current business cycle as 
Productivity has lagged beyond prior periods.

As Aragon in Lord of the Rings says “A day may 
come when the courage of men fails, when we 
forsake our friends and break all bonds of fellowship. 
But it is not this day. An hour of wolves and shattered 
shields when the age of Men comes crashing down! 
But it is not this day! This day we fight!” So yes, the 
day will come when robots replace most or even all of 
our workers. But it is not this day!
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Part 1
We Broke 

the Labor Model



4

Chapter 1: How Did I End Up Managing a Plant 

Full of Temps?

Overheard at your company:

The General Manager: “We have to order 30 

temps just to get 15 to show up”

Department Manager: “Our temps typically 

only last 2 or 3 days before quitting”

Supervisor: “The new temp never returned 

from lunch”

Purchasing: “We are now approved to add a 

4th staffing agency to our vendor base.”

SOUND FAMILIAR?

Do any of these situations sound familiar to you?

 » You and your leadership team have reduced 
the requirements for new hires down to “we 
just want someone who is dependable, will 
show up every day and isn’t lazy”

 » You have contracts with two or more staffing 
agencies and still have trouble getting 
people

 » You no longer have trainees on each piece 
of equipment ready to take the place of a 
retiring operator and worry a little more each 
year the problem is getting worse

 
If so, then you may also have made a similar transition 
that many companies made coming out of the Great 
Recession away from hiring employees and instead 
using temporary labor to keep labor expense to a 
minimum. 

HOW WE GOT HERE

Corporate HQ was preaching the need to match 
revenues and expenses and therefore GMs at plants 
had to move to a temp labor staffing model in order to 
flex with production on a weekly, or even daily, basis. 

And as they matched daily revenue and costs, it was 
having the unintended consequence of driving up the 
long term costs in a complete shift of altering the cost 
profile of the plant as the lower productivity of temp 
labor extended change-overs and run lengths and 
created bottlenecks in finishing of which the impacts 
reverberated throughout the production cycle. Temp 
labor becomes a crutch and once in place, it becomes 
very difficult to go back to hiring full time employees 
at the entry level.

When referring to ‘bringing in temps’ I am excluding 
‘temp to perm jobs.’ Many companies successfully use 
temp programs to ‘test drive’ new employees for 90 
days and then promote to full time. What I am referring 
to are the usage of large amounts of temporary labor 
for both one-time projects and ongoing unskilled work 
that is characterized by seasonality, demand surges, 
manual labor and uncertain customer order patterns. 
The types of temp jobs where there is no full time job 
at the end of the road. 
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STAFFING AGENCIES AND MISALIGNED 
INCENTIVES CAN PERPETUATE THE  
BROKEN SYSTEM

There are 20,000 staffing companies in the US that 
operate 39,000 offices in the US alone, and the staffing 
industry doubled from $81 billion in sales in 2009 to 
$161 billion in 2017. 

The model of using temporary employees is increasing 
while within this growing market is a decline in 
employer-employee loyalty going in both directions. 
Companies don’t commit to temps and temps don’t 
commit to companies. It’s a broken system where the 
most vulnerable members of our workforce, temps 
without experience, enter into a workplace where there 
is no training, no valued work, no upward mobility and 
in many cases, no one takes the time to learn their 
name. 

Remember your first day of work, and how nervous 
you might have been, imagine going through that 
experience monthly at the entry level. And while some 
staffing agencies do a great job servicing clients and 
developing employees, the norm is a commoditization 
of our entry level workforce doing a disservice to all 
involved in many cases. 

The staffing agency temp model charges a fixed 
mark-up on top of the hourly wage of the placed temp. 
This model is a misalignment of incentives between 
the staffing agency, client and employee as shown 
through common scenarios in this table:

SCENARIO CLIENT IMPACT STAFFING AGENCY IMPACT

Not Enough Temps Show Up

 » Production throughput 
declines

 » Work schedule shifts

No impact

Temps moving at slow pace

 » Labor costs rise 

 » Production throughput 
declines

No impact

Temp Quits After 5 Days

 » Operators get frustrated

 » Retraining new person 
begins

Send in next Temp

And where misalignment is the most severe:

More Temps Needed Labor expenses rises Revenue and Profits rise

At the end of the day, a staffing agency increases their 
revenue and their profit by placing more temporary 
workers with their clients. This unfortunately is 
misaligned with clients who are trying to reduce their 

labor costs by using less input per unit of output. And 
caught in the middle is the temporary employee who 
is looking for a full time job where they can build skills 
that are valued in the labor market.
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NO GOOD OPTIONS

Even with robotics and automation, Operations 
Managers are still going to have a need for manual 
labor. Traditional options are to hire full-time employees 
(FTEs) or to use temps. Both options come with pros 
and cons:

1. FTEs

a. Market (challenge): government 
subsidies tighten labor market, 
competition like Amazon (hiring 100k), 
rural plant locations, crackdown of 
illegal workers

b. Cost: ACA, sick leave, supervisory 
commitment, training, exhausted labor 
pool, fast food and other services 
industries offering higher pay and easier 
work (shrinking industrial labor force) 

2. Temps

a. Market: $ billions spent for light 
industrial workers

b. Model: companies make more money 
hence the more people you use, more 
hours, and OT or rush hours demand a 
premium price

c. Cost Challenges: paying for foot 
soldiers / worker bees and no leaders or 
supervisors 

d. Summary: You’re not invested in these 
worker’s development and they’re not 
invested in increased performance or 
the quality of your products

In this book - we will talk about alternative options: 
3. Alternative Options

a. Intro: Demand (1) unit rate, (2) quality 
warrants, (3) no overtime 

b. Do it yourself: The Productiv Way

c. Outsource it

Sure, some of these ‘cons’ could be due to economic 
factors such as the unemployment rate, but for the 
company doing it right -- the Employer of Choice in 
an area, finding good people is seldom a challenge.

Empathy for Temps: 
Would you Take this Job?

Wanted: Packers
Job: Temporary

 » Compensation: At or near minimum wage

 » 40 hours per week not guaranteed

 » Won’t be called in if there is no work but 
must be willing to show up every day just in 
case there is

 » Job responsibilities will include anything 
that the full time employees do not want    
to do

 » Onboarding program will consist of 
showing you where the bathroom and 
break rooms are

 » Won’t bother to learn your name

 » No training program for future advancement

 » Will be work directly with an annoyed 
operator who no longer will take an interest 
in you since the last 3 people quit after 
he/she spent a week training them on the 
process

Oh, and:

 » Must demonstrate pride for the company, 
can’t make quality mistakes and must show 
strong work ethic
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SUMMARY

 » Manufacturers must be able to match 
revenue and labor costs in order to stay 
profitable and competitive

 » Manufacturers have relied on staffing 
agencies providing low skilled temporary 
labor to do this

 » The costs of using temporary labor can far 
exceed the hourly wage charged by staffing 
agencies

 » Staffing agencies are incentivized to place 
as many people and work as many hours as 
possible whereas manufacturing companies 
are trying to use as few people as possible

 » There is a better way for manufacturing 
companies to match their revenue and labor 
cost

TAKE AWAY TOOL: TEMP TURNOVER      
RATE CALCULATOR

Most of us can calculate our turnover rate for FTEs. 
And depending on the economy, it typically ranges 
from 5% - 15%. 

For a plant with 100 employees, we usually have 5 - 
15 employees leave voluntarily and be replaced each 
year. While this is an important metric as replacing 
key employees can be both expensive and difficult, 
have you ever thought about calculating your Temp 
Turnover Rate? Sometimes we don’t think of this as 
important as our employee turnover. 

And while typically temps are doing jobs that are 
easier to replace, and have a shorter learning curve, 
our TTR might surprise you as it may be even more 
disruptive to your operation than you’d expect.

TEMP TURNOVER RATE (TTR) CALCULATOR

Average # of Temp Positions in Plant (X) 30 positions

# of Temps That Worked in Plant past 12 months (Y) 280

Temp Turnover Rate (TTR) = X / Y * 100 = Temp Turnover Rate % 

Yes, if you just did this exercise now, you may realize 
that your TTR might be over 500% and even over 
1,000%. And yes, that rate might be 100x your full time 
turnover rate. Can you imagine if that were your full 
time turnover rate? Let me help you. For those same 
30 positions, using your full time turnover rate of 10%, 
you would have had 3 people leave and be replaced. 
Compare that to the 280 in our example. That is 93x 
worse. We’ve become so accustomed to the broken 
labor model that we operate our sites and entrust our 
customer’s products to a major part of our workforce 
that has a 1,000% turnover rate.

Our full turnover calculator can be found at  http://
www.uptimeworkforce.com/?project=turnover-rate-
calculator  which includes breakdowns by shift, skill 
and tenure.
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