	
	
	



 “Learning How to Let People Do Things is Very Hard”: A Collective Case Study of Employee Training in Small Meat Processing Plants 
Abstract
Meat processing facilities require labor in various facets including slaughter, fabrication, and customer service roles. The unpleasant and potentially dangerous working conditions make it difficult to attract and retain employees. In 2022, roughly 62% of Missouri meat processing plants operated at full capacity. The purpose of this case study research was to describe the onboarding and training processes of employees in small Missouri meat processing plants. We were particularly interested in training structures, support, and roadblocks to learning. Findings suggest meat processing plants in Missouri are training their employees to do the work through hands-on learning, checking for understanding, and allowing them to make small mistakes. Supervisors often train new employees by pairing them with more experienced workers to support technical skills development. A few processors also emphasize employability skill development in their workers. Roadblocks to learning include time constraints, lack of owner-operator technical skills, and concerns about sharing control. We recommend the design of training programs specifically for meat processing plant owner-operators to help them understand how to better help inexperienced employees successfully complete tasks within their Zone of Proximal Development. To be adopted, programming needs to be flexible, practical, and adaptable to the different constraints within processing plants.

Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk201131435][bookmark: _Hlk219187027]	Meat processing plants account for nearly 10% of the 1.2 million small business jobs in Missouri (United States Small Business Administration Office of Advocacy, 2022; Missouri Agricultural and Small Business Development Authority, 2021). In addition to contributing to small business employment, the meat processing industry contributes $5.9 billion dollars to Missouri’s economy (Missouri Agricultural and Small Business Development Authority, 2021). While the meat processing industry contributes to employment and economic output, these contributions are largely dependent on its workforce. Employees can be a valuable company asset; an employee can make or break a company’s reputation or adversely affect the company’s profit (Elnaga & Imran 2013). Meat processing is a hands-on, labor-intensive process, and requires labor in various facets including slaughter, fabrication, and customer service roles.

[bookmark: _Int_S75ns7K5]Unfortunately, Missouri meat processing plants face serious labor issues (Syukron & Su, 2022). The unpleasant and potentially dangerous working conditions in processing plants (e.g., knives, saws, blades, cold temperatures, etc.), make it difficult to attract and retain employees (Syukron & Su, 2022). Additionally, the rurality of many processing plants puts them in direct competition with other industries in these communities, creating yet another obstacle to finding qualified labor (Syukron & Su, 2022; White & Rahe, 2020). In 2022, only 61.54% of Missouri meat processing plants operated at full capacity (Syukron & Su, 2022). 

 Processing plant employees are typically responsible for the necessary work in slaughter, fabrication, and packaging to ensure customer satisfaction when it comes to product quality. However, if employees are not properly trained and equipped with the information needed to do these tasks, they may be unable to accomplish them at their maximum potential (Elnaga & Imran 2013). Although an advanced degree is not always required, meat processing work does require significant on-site training (Syukron & Su, 2022). Employee training and development reduces absenteeism and increases the commitment and satisfaction of employees (Anis et al. 2010). 
Onboarding is described as “all formal and informal practices, programs, and policies enacted or engaged in by an organization or its agents to facilitate newcomer adjustment” (Klein & Polin, 2012, p. 268). Onboarding new employees is one of the six human resource practices, which differentiates companies performing at a high economic level in comparison to those at a lower level (Strack et al., 2012). Research suggests the first 90 days at a new job are crucial and determine the success of a newcomer in the role (Watkins, 2013). While onboarding focuses on organizational concerns and relevant information for newcomers to know, training programs focus on building employees’ knowledge and skills so they can perform the job they are hired to do (Saks & Gruman, 2012). Employee training allows businesses to enhance new or current employees’ competencies, and it can also boost personal growth and performance (Lwin & Rivai, 2025). 
Training and onboarding programming and practices can be valuable assets to businesses when hiring new employees. An American Association of Meat Processors (AAMP) survey indicated that 66% of processor respondents faced up to 25% of employee turnover in the previous 365 days, while 15% reported 25% to 50% employee turnover in the past year (Burriss et al., 2024). Syukron and Su (2022) found that Missouri meat processors are also facing labor issues. Although processors may invest valuable time into training their employees, those employees often leave shortly after being trained; which impacts the productivity of the processing plant (Syukron & Su, 2022).
Although this research was informed by previous literature, the research team chose to conduct our inquiry without a predetermined theoretical framework. This decision was made due to concern that locking ourselves into a theoretical frame at the beginning of the study might limit critical issues from emerging. This approach aligns with Stake’s approach to case study design, where the focus is on the case itself (Mott & Haddad, 2025). This case study aimed to better understand how small Missouri meat processing plants onboard and train employees and describe barriers that stand in the way of training. Insight into this phenomenon may be useful in the development of resources and training programming for meat processing plants.
 Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this collective case study is to describe the onboarding and training processes of employees in small Missouri meat processing plants. This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do owner-operators train employees in small meat processing plants in Missouri? 
2. How do owner-operators support learning in small Missouri meat processing plants?
3. What roadblocks to employee training exist in small meat processing plants in Missouri?
Methods

[bookmark: _Int_NcAOFnG4][bookmark: _Int_gAbjAERv]This qualitative research used a collective case study design (Stake, 1995) to describe onboarding and training processes in small meat processing plants. A case study approach is utilized to gain a deeper understanding of the complexity of a singular case, and a collective approach allows multiple cases (participants) to be analyzed simultaneously to understand a general phenomenon (Stake, 1995). The bounded system for this case study was 6 small family-owned meat processing plants in Missouri. Each plant had between 5 and 55 employees, including family members. Owner-operators were all middle-aged individuals, and four of the six plants were co-owned and operated by husband-wife teams. Two plants were operated by individuals who left a prior career, and four were multi-generational family businesses. 
Participants were purposefully selected from the Missouri Association of Meat Processors' member list. We considered the number of years in business as well as operation size to ensure maximum variation in the sample in making decisions about participants. Six Missouri meat processing plant owner-operators were invited and agreed to participate in this study.
 It is important that we acknowledge our own previous experiences, as they influence research design, findings, and implications. This manuscript’s lead researcher is a graduate student in agricultural education who works in a meat processing plant and is a livestock producer. Co-authors are agricultural education and meat science faculty who raise, and market animal products raised on their family farms. Throughout the duration of this case study, we operated under social constructivism, allowing for the co-construction of ideas to provide insight about the complexity of education within the meat processing industry (Vygotsky, 1978b). 
Data sources for this case study included an hour-long observation at each processing plant, a 1-2 hour loosely structured interview with owner-operators at their place of business, document analysis of 6 company websites, and field notes from the lead researcher. Stake (1995) outlines each interviewee should have their own unique experiences to share and potentially short stories to tell. The purpose of an interview is to get more than a yes or no answer, but rather a description of an episode, a linkage, or even an explanation (Stake, 1995). The interviews were semi-structured with a set of opening questions guiding the conversation, which were: Tell me about the origin story of (business name); Walk me through a day in your life as meat processing plant owner-operators; and Tell me about some of the challenging aspects of working in a family business. Follow-up questions were only used if the conversation naturally went that way, or to gain a deeper understanding of something the participants mentioned. While conducting interviews, field notes were taken to account how the owner-operators interacted while talking to the researcher, their body language during the interview, and interactions that were not recorded in a narrative. After completing interviews and observations, the lead researcher spent time memoing about each visit.  Prior to each site visit, the lead researcher explored each business’ website to gain a basic understanding of the background of the business and owner-operators. Websites provided details about the origin of the business, time in operation, and products produced. Each of the six plants had an existing website, although detail and depth of information varied. 
Our research team engaged in simultaneous data collection and analysis as recommended by Stake (1995). We analyzed all data using Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) three stage coding process. First, each member of our research team open-coded all data sources, tagging relevant data from interviews, observations, websites, and field notes. Next, we worked together using axial coding to relate categories of data to one another. Finally, during the selective coding process, we identified core categories of data and transformed categories into themes (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). We also designed a vignette based on our interviews and observations to help provide context and insight into the setting of the case (Stake, 1995). The team engaged in reflective memoing throughout all phases of the data collection and analysis process.
We established credibility through engagement in the field and triangulation of data sources and investigators. The manuscript text includes a rich description of findings to promote transferability to other contexts. Processes have been outlined in detail creating an audit trail, establishing dependability. Establishing author positionality and reflective memoing support confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Findings
The Case
This collective case study included six small meat processing plant owner-operators in Missouri. Within the state, processing plant owner-operators have the opportunity to become members of the Missouri Association of Meat Processors (MAMP). MAMP was founded in 1939 by a small group of processors looking for a way to promote their businesses and products. The association currently helps members expand into new markets and learn new skills. There are currently 127 members of the Missouri Association of Meat Processors, and 6 of them were participants in this collective case study. 
Figure 1.
Case Study Participants

	Plant Name
	Owner-Operators
	Owner-Operator Demographics

	Prairie View Meats
	Michael and Dedre
	Husband and wife team; both worked in previous careers; have owned the plant for two years. Employs between 5 and 15 full and part-time employees, depending on seasonality.

	Long River Locker
	Freddie and Nate
	Brothers taking over plant their parents started; one brother has worked in a different field and has returned to the plant; do not retain ownership in the plant currently. Employs between 50 and 60 full and part-time employees, depending on seasonality.

	County Line Locker
	Shirley and Tyler
	Husband and wife team; both have worked in the processing industry; four decades of experience. Owner-operators only; no additional employees.

	Mid-Missouri Specialty Meat Co. 
	Charlie and McKenzie
	Husband and wife team; McKenzie has worked in the plant for 25 years and Charlie pursued a full-time career in a different field; Currently transitioning into ownership. Employs between 10 and 20 full and part-time employees, depending on seasonality.

	Prime Cut Locker
	Harold and Margaret
	Husband and wife team; became owner-operators with no prior experience; two years of plant ownership. Employs between 5 and 15 full and part-time employees, depending on seasonality.

	Red Oak Custom Meats
	Jackie and Parents
	Parent and daughter team; Plant has been operating for nearly 50 years; Jackie came back to the plant after leaving a full-time career in another field. Employs between 5 and 15 full and part-time employees, depending on seasonality.



Vignette: In the middle of the afternoon, I walk into a traditional processing plant and nearly bump into a couple in their 70s peering in coolers and carefully choosing meat for the week. A middle-aged woman wearing a t-shirt and jeans with glasses on her head and bags under her eyes is attentively listening to a young technician for the point-of-sale company who is installing the plant’s new credit card machine. Her husband and co-owner of the plant walks out of the fabrication room with his arms full of new product for the display case, donning a meat and blood-splattered apron. Throughout my visit, the phone rings continuously, the busy owners continue to help customers while learning how to operate the new credit machine under the technician’s guidance, and try to carve out time to finish the last of the meat cutting for the day.
Research Question 1: How do owner-operators train employees in small meat processing plants in the state of Missouri?
Theme 1: Hands-On Training to Develop Technical Skills
	Interviews with owner-operators suggest the main way small meat processing plants in the state of Missouri train new employees is through hands-on training, which begins with basic, fundamental steps. Jackie starts by allowing employees to start on low-cost cuts to trim out so they can “learn what it feels like to do knife work.” Letting employees experience knife handling is vital to the job, and this is a challenging concept to teach without hands-on experience. “They can start learning safety of where their hand is versus where their knife is. They can learn the difference between cutting through fat versus muscle tissue.”
Some processors prefer to hire new employees who have previous experience with cutting meat. Others prefer to start training from scratch so they can develop their employees according to their own preferences. Shirley informed researchers, "I do not have the patience to hire somebody that's never cut meat before and teach them, there’s way too much to learn. Somebody has to come in with a little skill set, otherwise it’s not gonna work.” However, she added, “Bringin’ somebody in that’s an experienced meat cutter and trying to convince them to do it your way, even if it’s not their normal way, is hard.” Even when new employees come in with solid technical skills from experience in another plant, there is extensive training to be done since every business has its own unique facilities, equipment, processes, and procedures.
Theme 2: Allowing Employees to Make Small Mistakes
	Owner-operators are training employees by allowing them to make small mistakes and learn from them. Cutting and processing meat isn’t something all new employees know right from the start. Jackie told researchers, “We’ll start them on soup bones or cross-cut shank...it’s not a super costly cut of meat, so if we have to replace or refund somebody, if we mess something up.” She added, “Learning how to transition into letting other people do those things, it’s very hard. Letting them fail in places where are not going to be detrimental so that they learn better is really hard.” Over the years, Jackie has helped her parents understand the value of allowing their employees to fail when it is not a crucial step to allow them to grow as employees by learning from these mistakes. At first, new employees “don’t understand the structure, they don’t understand why am I doing this. But once they do things a few times, then it clicks.”
Harold, the least experienced owner-operator, understood mistakes happen and are part of the learning process. “The hardest part to deal with, though, is when the employees come and say, ‘hey, we made a mistake’. The worst is when they've made a mistake and they don't tell us and the customer shows up says, ‘hey, this is not the way I wanted to have my beef cut. You know, you ground this, and I was supposed to have steaks’. Those are bad days.”
Theme 3: Checking for Understanding
Checking employees’ understanding to see if they can perform tasks at the expected level throughout the training process is a critical step for processors. Checking understanding looks different across plants. For example, Michael and Dedre check for understanding at Prairie View Meats by having their employees write out the steps of doing necessary functions for processes in the plant. The employees are required to write a direction set for prompts such as: “This is how I call the trailer log for the week for farmers”, “This is how I clean up the kill floor”, “This is how I assemble the captive bolt”, and “ This is how I stock retail in the morning”. When Michael and Dedra read these directions, they can see exactly where gaps in understanding are.

At Mid-Missouri Specialty Meat Co., all employees look over each other’s work to ensure the final product is correct before going to the consumer. Charlie explained, “We call it checks and balances…because there’s a lot of different eyes going on (the product).” Having employees who know the ins and outs of products allows multiple opportunities for any cutting, trimming, packaging, or labelling errors to be addressed before the product is put on the shelf. New employees who are still learning participate in this process too, so it is important to give them grace and understanding as they learn. The system of checks and balances allows continuous learning for less experienced employees but also decreases careless mistakes, and ensures a high-quality product goes out the door to customers.
Theme 4: Responding to Employee’s Individual Needs When Learning 
Over the years of training new employees, several participants in this study have come to understand that not every employee learns the same way or at the same pace. In Jackie’s interview, she said “It’s just determining, this person’s strengths are this way, or this person is a very visual learner versus this person, you can tell multiple things then they can retain it and go do it. This person needs to see it.” Jackie added, “Through the years we have learned that this person can respond this way, these people respond this way…you know, it doesn’t always work the first time. Sometimes we have to try another way and so, it’s not a cookie cutter.” 

Owner-operators acknowledge many employees they hire do not have a livestock background. New employees come in thinking they want to and can do this kind of work but have never been in close proximity of livestock. This creates a need for owner-operators to respond to individual training needs. Jackie explained, “A lot of them do not understand you have hogs, and you could be standing there and they might squeal. It’s not going to come at you...but getting them to understand that”. She elaborated, "One of the more difficult things than fabricating is getting employees comfortable with an animal dying in front of them... I am going to be straightforward with you, so you need to be straightforward with me”.

Charlie explained that at times there are some jobs that are simply not an appropriate fit for an employee. For example, some employees may not have the eye-hand coordination to be safe and efficient using a knife to bone out product.  He stated, “We do appreciate the folks that are already somewhat skilled with a knife (when they come to us)...but there are different jobs, like the freezer, if they’re not.”

Research Question 2: How do owner-operators support learning in small Missouri meat processing plants?
Theme 1: Partnering with a Seasoned Employee

A common way for processing plants to support learning in new employees is by pairing them up with a seasoned employee to walk them through the specifics of their work station. It is typically up to the seasoned employee to share the knowledge they think the new employee will need, so the training falls solely on one employee. While this model allows training to be personalized to the individual and prior experience they may have, it does not ensure new employees are getting all the information they may need to be successful in their position. While Charlie and McKenzie partner a seasoned employee and new employee to support learning, they are a stand out from other plants because they want their employees to be “acclimated to a little bit of everything...because you can kind of understand what goes on. And that makes you perform your job better.”

Red Oak Custom Meats is intentional about taking a step back to look at what they are teaching from the new employees’ perspective. Jackie explained she always tried to think to herself, “If I’m looking at it and I have no idea what’s happening and know nothing about anything going on here, how am I going to perceive this?” Jackie also shared that she struggles to allow new employees to work independently. “I still pretty much do all the stuffing and sausage stuffing. I've got a boy that has been working with me for a while. And then a younger lady that...well, she's my age. But if I have to walk away, they can keep going. So I'm gradually working them into that a little bit.”
Theme 2: Providing Support to for Technical Skill Development
Technical skill development is essential for employees to be successful, and these skills do not develop overnight. Processors understand that their new employees will continue to improve in time. Michael and Dedre, who previously worked in other fields and bought their plant from a previous owner, were committed to obtaining technical understanding themselves so they would be capable of supporting their employees. Dedre explained, “So we worked from the ground up. Learning everything from back of the house production to front of the house, and did that for about 18 months.” Dedre admits that she spends the bulk of her time doing “training, training, and more training”. 
My goal and his goal for me has always been to train myself out of a job...It’s not healthy 	for this place, and it certainly wasn’t healthy for me to always be the one to handle the 	highs and the lows and everything in between. So that has been key to investing in the 	hours and training of each of my team members that I work with here up front. Making 	sure everybody’s confident in how to take orders, how to handle problems, how to dish 	out the praises, and how to communicate with each other and with customers/farmers. 	That is certainly a big-ticket item that has been invested in and will continue to be 	invested in.
Michael and Dedre believe it is critical to support their employees. Dedra explained, “at the end of the day, we were never going to excel at this place and we still won’t to this day if it wasn’t for having a team...having people be skilled enough to step up and own that at the end of the day. It is not just Michael and Dedre just like it wasn’t just the previous owners.”
Other participants, however, had different opinions about technical skill development.  Shirley talked about how she preferred people to come in with a skill set because she “does not have the time or patience to teach them everything”. Other owner-operators, however, were more concerned with the candidate’s willingness to learn and their reliability than the existing technical skill levels at the time of the hire.
Theme 3: Emphasizing Employability Skills  
Working in a processing plant requires employees to be technically skilled in their roles. However, in some plants, we saw evidence that owner-operators were focused on helping their employees learn much more than cleaning, butchering, fabrication, packaging meat and checking out customers at the cash register. Michael and Dedre were so invested in employability skills of their workers that they started a book club to support employee growth. “We spent the last year with a voluntary book club for our team members that was centered around business, communication, and leadership”, Dedre explained. 
In Long River Locker large red and blue signs with words like sustainability, food safety, integrity, and honesty hang on a sign in each production area, reminding new and experienced employees of the company’s core values. These core values are also regularly discussed in meetings and expressed in written communications with employees. Freddie and Nate explained they had recently met with employees to establish a production goal for the plant’s future. In this meeting, several employees expressed concerns about prioritizing “quantity over quality.” As a result of this discussion, Freddie and Nate worked with the employees to set a new ten-year goal: make the processing plant the best place to work in the entire community.
Research Question 3: What are roadblocks to employee training in small meat processing plants in the state of Missouri?
Theme 1: Choosing Not to Invest Time Now to Be Efficient Later

Processing plants are driven by seasonality and schedules. As Freddie said, “We’re essentially manufacturing…, but everything you’re manufacturing is going rotten with extremely short shelf-lives…Working with meat is just a lot different.” With a short timeline and short shelf life for certain products, plants need to be extremely efficient to ensure a top-quality product is going out the door. Processing plants aim to be efficient all the time; no matter if they are working with new employees or seasoned ones. 

Shirley revealed to researchers that the plant she owns and operates with her husband doesn’t have any employees. They need employees fiercely because they are chronically behind on getting beef cut in a timely manner, and Shirley is "trying to do the retail, the bookwork, and help cut up." However, they do not have employees because of Shirley. She revealed she has zero patience to train and she doesn’t want to deal with it. Instead of hiring additional employees, Shirley and her husband, Tyler, utilize their three children to help around the plant whenever they are there, whether it is after school, on the weekends, or whenever they may be there. Growing up in and around the meat shop, they have picked up how to cut beef, run the sales floor, or perform any other tasks asked to do by just being around it. They have not needed further instructions or further guidance because they have learned by osmosis, making them easier to “train” than new employees. Training is an investment requiring time and patience, which some owner-operators lack.
Theme 2: Failing to Know How to Do the Work so Others Can Be Trained
Although most owner-operators within this collective case came in with prior experience processing meat, several started their plants with little hands-on experience or training in the meat business. Harold revealed to researchers he bought his processing plant with the idea that the existing employees would continue working there while he focused on another business he already owned. However, most of his experienced employees left with the transition of ownership. Those who were “ready to step into bigger roles” were not prepared. Harold commented, “It is hard to find good, seasoned help who knows what they are doing.” He shared that he was unprepared to teach others how to do the work, and leaned heavily on one employee who had worked at the plant when he purchased it. Owner-operators who were raised in the business frequently knew how to do certain tasks within the business, but not others. This creates challenges when a plant loses an employee or even an owner-operator unexpectedly due to serious illness or death. This had, unfortunately, occurred within one of the plants during the previous year. Shirley reminded interviewers, “We’re all just one high blood pressure away from a stroke or a heart attack”. 
Theme 3: Struggling to Share Control
Owner-operators who have grown their business and hired additional employees are in the habit of doing everything themselves. Jackie mentioned how her dad often overcorrected when an employee used a different approach but still could create a consistent product. Transitioning to utilizing employees instead of relying on their own abilities is challenging for small plant owner-operators. Shirley told us her family’s plant relies on a model that “no one else wants to use” because she and her husband do all the work themselves. Facing the struggle of giving up control when training employees, Shirley commented, “We’re about to drown and die down here, but it’s okay...we’re going.” Shirley and Tyler's retail sales have taken off due to COVID, and Shirley told researchers in her interview, "We need employees in a bad way. We are way too big for the two of us...we’re aging beef 28 days plus right now because we can’t get them worked up fast enough.” However, she does not want to hire any new employees because she “doesn’t want to deal with it”. Shirley commented, “But I know I have to”.
Recommendations/Discussion/Conclusions/Implications 
Case study research focuses on a bounded system and is not to be generalized. We are limited to what we can explore, explain, and define beyond the bounds of this case (Mott & Haddad, 2025). However, readers may gain insight from our lessons learned by reading about this particular case (Stake, 1995). 
Harold described the life of a meat processing plant owner-operator as “being a fireman"; constantly dealing with unexpected situations that surface throughout the day. The opening vignette reminds us of the organized chaos that small meat processing plants operate in. Operators juggle answering the phone, helping customers, calling technicians to work on broken equipment, handling payroll, and more. Yet amidst this organized chaos, owner-operators must find time and resources for training and guiding new and inexperienced employees. 
Overall, owner-operators in this study were open to hiring inexperienced employees who are reliable and willing to learn. This finding supports Wicks et al. (2025) data from Virginia and Nebraska meat processing plants. An implication of this finding is extensive training is required in small meat processing plants for new employees to become competent at their jobs. 
Findings suggest meat processing plants in Missouri are training their employees to do the work through hands-on learning, checking for understanding, and allowing them to make some mistakes. Owner-operators have learned through experience that not all employees learn the same way, and that directions may need to be individualized for maximum understanding. Owner-operators' understanding of differentiated instruction is a great asset when training new employees. According to Nda & Fard (2013), a workforce is only efficient and effective if appropriate training and development is provided.
We saw learning supported in a variety of ways throughout the various small meat processing plants included in this case study. Several plants heavily rely on a seasoned employee partnering with a new employee as they learn the ropes. This seasoned employee serves as a trainer of sorts, often selecting which skills and responsibilities the new employee should learn. This individual is primarily responsible for helping the new employee learn technical skills such as breaking down carcasses or trimming. Employees should be gradually empowered to complete the tasks as they gain the knowledge and skills needed to accomplish tasks independently. More seasoned employees should still check progress, uphold expectations, and assist if necessary.
While each of the plants involved in this case study was concerned about continued support of technical skill development, several also prioritized employability skills (also called “soft skills” such as communication, adaptability, critical thinking and analysis, problem solving, collaboration, and initiative). Freddie and Nate encouraged their employees’ critical thinking and communication skills by occasionally scheduling meetings off site to hear the voices of their employees and used that information to help guide business decisions. Prairie View Meats scheduled daily meetings to “build company culture and morale”, along with promoting technical and employability skills. It should be noted that the plant most heavily invested in employability skill development is run by owner-operators who both first had industry careers in another profession. Blue collar workers define career success differently; the traditional criteria of earnings, promotion, and prestige are ineffective measures of jobs in a meat packing plant (Hennequin, 2007; Korman & Korman, 1980). Instead of upward mobility, workers measure success through task enrichment, continuous training, and status recognition (Hennequin, 2007). Career success is operationalized through recognition, quality work, meaningful work, influence, authenticity, personal life, growth and development and satisfaction (Shockley et al., 2016). Plants operating with margin invested their extra time in employee development and meaning making, thus filling in career success measures and facilitating retention and satisfaction. We recommend scheduling non-production work activities to facilitate feelings of career success to improve production and workplace efficiency.    

We recommend the design of training programs specifically for meat processing plant owner-operators to help them understand how to better help employees successfully complete tasks within their Zone of Proximal Development. The Zone of Proximal Development refers to the gap that occurs between the tasks learners can do independently and those they can complete successfully with guidance (Vygotsky, 1978a). Trainings could be facilitated by extension personnel in cooperation with other university faculty and local processing plants or butcher shops. These trainings could show owner-operators how to break information into chunks to present at a time, how to provide necessary background information to new employees, how to appropriately demonstrate the task to new employees, what guided practice during employees attempting the task at hand, how to support and correct employees as they learn in the guided practice stage, and how to gradually release them into independent practice (Wood et al., 1976). Offering scaffolded training for new employees would allow them to learn in an environment where they are able to accomplish the task but also improve their future performance (Davis, 2015). In Missouri, one of the benefits of being a member of MAMP is that processors can invite university technical advisors to their plant for assistance and advice. However, this model does requires extensive trust between owner-operators and university technical advisors. While it is not known how other state associations operate, this is a model to be considered when developing programming and technical assistance for processors. 
This study provides insight into how training occurs in small meat processing plants. However, without understanding the perspectives of the employees who are being trained there, it will be challenging to design interventions that fully address the problem. Future research should further explore the onboarding and training needs of employees in meat processing plants through the perspective of the employee. It would also be beneficial to identify learning strategies and techniques new employees in the meat processing industry find to be most effective in helping them gain knowledge and skills. Turning new employees into competent and skillful workers costs valuable dollars and time (Brum, 2007). Gaining insight into strategies that are effective (and ineffective) in training programs could save both.
Some owner-operators lack the knowledge and technical skills to train new employees. Several participants came to the meat processing industry from other careers, and while some learned every aspect of the business, others did not. This lack of foundational knowledge becomes problematic for the training process because at times owner-operators are the only people available to answer questions or demonstrate a process. However, this research suggests that experienced owner-operators who were raised in the industry didn’t know how to do every job or understand every aspect of plant processes either. It is tempting to have certain employees or family members “specialize” in certain parts of the operation in the name of efficiency. While this is positive in some ways, it can also present challenges at times. When key individuals in a plant become seriously ill or pass away unexpectedly before someone else fully learns the roles that person was responsible for, it can leave gaping holes in the business. While occupational deaths are rare, the risk in the food industry is 9.5 times higher than other industries (FoodProcessing, 2015). Therefore, small meat processing plants should consider implementing procedures to ensure that at least two people at the plant know how to do every job in case an unexpected tragedy should occur. 
Sharing control of responsibilities and operations, whether that be with family members or employees, is challenging for owner-operators. Jackie explained that her parents, who had started the plant, found it hard to remember they need to utilize employees. Years of self-reliance may make delegation especially challenging for owner-operators. Entrepreneurs are often reluctant to delegate of important tasks, and not all employees are comfortable being empowered to act (Renko, et al., 2015). Specific challenges for agricultural entrepreneurs include conflict avoidance, workaholic nature, and communication issues (Ulvenblad & Cederholm Björklund, 2018). Although many large processing facilities have moved to more of a chain-based system, most smaller plants still utilize teams dressing whole carcasses. This type of fabrication is more complex and requires more training. Training advancements in Australian meat plants have focused on how to communicate, resolve conflicts, workplace skills, and culture, have led to a ‘softening’ of a tough and adversarial culture (Norton & Rafferty, 2010).  For employees to add value to a business, they need to have sufficient understanding to accomplish tasks in an efficient manner. Training is a never-ending process; employers should emphasize the skills and behaviors associated with training, as focusing on certificates and endorsements does little to ensure food safety (Gomes-Neves et al., 2011).  
As we conclude this paper, it is important to act with humility and openness. None of the work performed by small meat processing plants is easy; it can be both physically and mentally tolling on those who work within the industry. Literature suggests slaughterhouse workers experience depression at a rate four times higher than the national average (Lander et al., 2016). A 2025 USDA study reported that about 46% of line-workers in a pork processing plant were at high risk of musculoskeletal disorders (Harris-Adamson, 2025). Processing plant owner-operators are attempting to do it all, and the chaos is everywhere and in everything. When making recommendations, it is important for practitioners to reflect on the reality of the environment within a small processing plant. Programming needs to be flexible, practical, and adaptable to the different constraints within processing plants. Otherwise, even the most intentionally designed recommendations can become impractical solutions. 






































References 

[bookmark: _Hlk200540647]Anis, A., Nasir, A., & Safwan, N. (2011). Employee retention relationship to training and 
development: A compensation perspective. African journal of business management, 5(7), 2679-2685.
Brum, S. (2007). What impact does training have on employee commitment and Employee 	turnover? Seminar paper.
Brum, S. (2207). What impact does training have on employee commitment and employee 	turnover?. Seminar Research Paper Series. Paper 45. 			
https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/lrc_paper_series/45

Burriss, K., Maddock, R., Gazdziak, S., Watson, S., & Eickman, T. (2024). American
Association of Meat Processors meat and poultry processing industry data 
collection and 	analysis. American Association of Meat Processors. https://www.aamp.com/Files/AAMP-	Data-Collection2024.pdf
Davis, E. A. (2015). Scaffolding learning. Encyclopedia of science education, 21(2), 362-364.
Elnaga, A., & Imran, A. (2013). The effect of training on employee performance. European 
journal of Business and Management, 5(4), 137-147.
What’s New in Food Technology and Processing. (2015, June 26). Food industry workers have 	higher risks of death, 	injury and illness. 
https://www.foodprocessing.com.au/content/processing/news/food-	industry-workers-	have-higher-risks-of-death-injury-and-illness-707891784

Gomes-Neves, E., Cardoso, C. S., Araújo, A. C., & da Costa, J. M. C. (2011). Meat handlers training in Portugal: a survey on knowledge and practice. Food Control, 22(3-4), 501-507.
Harris-Adamson, C., Harrison, R., Afterman, M., Barr, A., Gandhi, S., Gribble, M. O., Houghton, F., Houlroyd, J., & Rempel, D. (2025). Swine processing line speed evaluation study (PULSE – SWINE). U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food Safety and Inspection Service. https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/documents/PULSE_SwineStudy_250109_Final.pdf

Hennequin, E. (2007). What “career success” means to blue‐collar workers. Career development international, 12(6), 565-581.

Klein, H. J., & Polin, B. (2012). Are organizations on board with best practice 
onboarding? In C. R. Wanberg (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of organizational 		socialization (pp. 267–287). Oxford University Press.
Korman, A.K., & Korman, R.W. (1980). Career success, personal failure. Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs, NJ
Lander, L., Sorock, G.S., Smith, L.M., Stentz, T.L., Kim, S.S., Mittleman, M.A. & Perry, J.J. (2016). Is depression a risk factor for meatpacking injuries? Work, 53(2), 307-311. https://doi.org/10.3233/WOR-152147
Lincoln, Y. S. & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Sage Publications.
Lwin, T. C., & Rivai, H. A. (2025). Impact of Job Stress, Psychological Well-Being, 
and Employee Training on Job Performance. AMAR (Andalas Management 	
Review), 9(1), 104-124.
Missouri Agricultural and Small Business Development Authority. (2021) Economic 		Contributions & Impact of Missouri Agriculture and Forestry. Missouri Department of 	Agriculture. https://agriculture.mo.gov/economicimpact/

Mott, R., & Haddad, B. (2025). A Call to Better Qual: A Philosophical and Methodological 
Examination to Advance Case Study Research. Journal of Agricultural Education, 66(1), Article 41. https://doi.org/10.5032/jae.v66i1.2762

Nda, M. M., & Fard, R. Y. (2013). The impact of employee training and development on 
employee productivity. Global journal of commerce and management perspective, 2(6), 91-93.
Norton, K., & Rafferty, M. (2010). Work, Skills and Training in the Australian Red Meat Processing Sector. A National Vocational Education and Training Research and Evaluation Program Report. National Centre for Vocational Education Research Ltd. PO Box 8288, Stational Arcade, Adelaide, SA 5000, Australia.
Renko, M., El Tarabishy, A., Carsrud, A. L., & Brännback, M. (2015). Understanding and measuring entrepreneurial leadership style. Journal of small business management, 53(1), 54-74.

Saks, A. M., & Gruman, J. A. (2012). Getting newcomers on board: A review of 
socialization practices and introduction to socialization resources theory. The
Oxford handbook of organizational socialization, 27-55.
Shockley, K. M., Ureksoy, H., Rodopman, O. B., Poteat, L. F., & Dullaghan, T. R. (2016). Development of a new scale to measure subjective career success: A mixed‐methods study. Journal of organizational behavior, 37(1), 128-153.
Stake, R.E. (1995). The art of case study research. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.
Strack, R., Caye, J.-M., von der Linden, C., Quiros, H., Haen, P., & The Boston 
Consulting Group. (2012). From capability to profitability: Realizing the value of 	people 	management. Boston Consulting Group.
Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. M. (1990). Basics of qualitative research: Grounded theory procedures 
and techniques. Sage Publications
Syukron, M., & Su, Y. (2023). Understanding small-and very-small-scale size meat processors 
in Missouri to strengthen the local supply chain. Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, 	and Community Development, 12(2), 185-200.
Ulvenblad, P., & Cederholm Björklund, J. (2018). A leadership development programme for agricultural entrepreneurs in Sweden. The Journal of Agricultural Education and Extension, 24(4), 327-343.
United States Small Business Administration Office of Advocacy. (2022). 2022 Missouri small 
business profile. [PDF]. https://advocacy.sba.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Small-Business-Economic-Profile-Missouri.pdf
Vygotsky, L. S. (1978a). Mind in society. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press
Vygotsky, L. S. (1978b). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes. 	Harvard University Press.
Watkins, M. (2013). The first 90 days, updated and expanded: proven strategies for 
getting up to speed faster and smarter. Harvard Business Review Press.

White, M., & Rahe, M. (2020). Characteristics of Missouri’s food, agriculture and forestry 
workforce. University of Missouri Extension.
https://extension.missouri.edu/publications/mx52

Wicks, J. C., Wivell, A., Archibald, T., & gerrard, d. (2025). Small Meat Processor 
Needs Are Similar Across Region. The Journal of Extension, 63(3), Article 8. https://open.clemson.edu/joe/vol63/iss3/8

Wood, D., Bruner, J. S., & Ross, G. (1976). The role of tutoring in problem solving. Journal of 
Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 17(2), 89–100. http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-	
7610.1976.tb00381.x.	
	
	1
	



