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Your strategy doesn't fail in the
boardroom. It fails on the floor.

You see it in ways that are hard to ignore once you look closely.

Overtime does not spike randomly at the end of the month. It builds quietly across shifts. A
gap in coverage here. An extra hour there. No one flags it early, so it compounds.

The same incidents show up again, often with slightly different details. The report gets filed.
The root cause stays untouched.

Managers spend most of their day keeping things from slipping. Following up. Checking

status. Fixing what should have already been handled. By the time they are done, there is no
time left to improve anything.

This is where execution actually breaks.

Operational consistency depends on aligning systems on the floor

Overtime is pushed to scheduling.

Turnover is pushed to hiring.

Safety is pushed to compliance.

Adoption is pushed to technology.

Each gets treated separately, which is why none of them stabilizes. And the reason? Because
they are not separate problems. They are outputs of the same system.



WHAT DO WE MEAN BY “FRONTLINE OPERATING SYSTEM"

A frontline operating system is not a layer. It is not a framework sitting on top of work. It is how
work actually runs every shift.

It shows up in a few concrete things:

» Who owns this task right now?

+ What happens when something goes wrong?

« What does a manager look at first at the start of a shift?

« How quickly does an issue move from being noticed to being acted on?

If those answers change depending on the manager, shift, or the site, there is no system. There is
variation. And variation is where instability begins.

A working system is visible in everyday execution:

Schedules are known in advance, not negotiated last minute.
Tasks are assighed with ownership, not assumed.

Issues move to the right person without chasing.

Managers spend time improving performance, not tracking it.

When this holds, performance becomes predictable. When it does not, performance depends
on effort. And effort does not scale.



The failure patterns behind
iInconsistent execution

Most operations are not failing randomly. They are following a pattern.

Different companies, different tools, different industries. The breakdowns look almost
identical.

If you trace them back, they come from a few decisions that seem reasonable at the top, but
create friction on the floor. That friction does not disappear. It lands on the manager.

And over time, that becomes the system.

Pattern 1: Adding technology without changing how work runs

A new system goes live. Dashboards improve. Reports get cleaner. Leadership sees more.

But if you look at the floor, not much has changed.

Managers are still following up manually. They have access to more data, but not more clarity.
e They check the system, then confirm over messages.

» They review reports, then validate the same information again.

» They move between tools just to understand what is actually happening.
The effort did not go down. If anything, the complexity increased.

This is where most technology investments stall. The issue is not whether the system is being
used. It is whether it removes work from the manager’s day. A working system should make it
obvious what is incomplete, what is at risk, and what needs attention. If that still requires
follow-up, the system is not part of the workflow.

Managers end up acting as the connector between tools. That is where delays and repeated
work begin.

Pattern 2: Designing processes that do not hold under real conditions

On paper, the process works. Steps are defined, ownership is clear, and the flow makes
sense.



On paper, the process works. Steps are defined, ownership is clear, and the flow makes
sense.

In reality, work does not follow that sequence. Tasks overlap, priorities shift, and interruptions
are constant. The process starts bending almost immediately.

Managers step in to keep things moving. They decide what matters in the moment, adjust
ownership, and fill gaps the process did not account for. This happens continuously, often
without being formalized.

Over time, the process becomes whatever each manager can sustain. That is where
inconsistency shows up.

A process that depends on interpretation will not scale. Work on the floor is time-bound and
unpredictable. If the process cannot handle that, it will be rewritten during execution. Once
that happens, there is no standard, only variation across shifts and locations

Pattern 3: Treating turnover as a hiring problem

When attrition rises, the response is to hire more, improve onboarding, or expand training. It
works briefly, then the same pattern returns.

The issue sits inside daily operations.

What employees experience every day drives whether they stay. Schedules change without
notice, ownership is unclear, and work requires constant follow-up. Feedback is inconsistent,
and improvement is not structured.

Managers operate in the same conditions. Their time goes into coordination, not
improvement. They deal with repeat issues and have limited control over how work actually
runs.

They deal with repeat issues and have limited control over how work actually runs.

This is not a stable system.

Retention follows stability. If the day-to-day experience is fragmented, people leave. Hiring
replaces them, but does not fix the system they are leaving.




The Integrated Frontline
Operating System

Execution stabilizes when a few core elements work together consistently. On the floor, this
comes down to how work is structured, how managers operate, and how clearly decisions
can be made in the moment.

These elements are not separate initiatives. They define how work runs every shift.

Pillar 1: Process Design

Work is structured so execution does nhot depend on follow-up

Scheduling, task ownership, and incident handling are clearly defined. Work moves with
visibility and accountability, not reminders and assumptions.

Pillar 2: People Architecture

Managers have the time, clarity, and capability to run the shift

The role is designed around decision-making and improvement, not coordination. Coaching,
prioritization, and control are part of the daily rhythm.

Pillar 3: Technology Enablement

Managers have clarity on what needs attention, without digging

Systems surface what is incomplete, at risk, or delayed in real time. Data does not need
interpretation before action.

The Multiplier: Workflow Automation

Repetitive coordination is removed from the system

Tasks, reminders, and escalations happen automatically. Managers are not holding the system
together manually.



Process Design

The rules that decide how work moves
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Take overtime. It never spikes overnight. It builds across shifts. An hour of coverage gap on
Tuesday. An extra hand kept late on Wednesday. A swap that absorbed someone else's load
on Friday. By the time it lands in payroll, the cost is locked in. Everyone saw pieces of it. No
one saw the trajectory.

This is what process design is for. Not to remove variability, operations have variability built
in. To make variability visible while it can still be corrected.

Three things sit inside process design: scheduling, task ownership, and incident handling.

These are the moving parts of a shift. Loosely defined, the shift runs on negotiation and
improvisation. Tightly defined, the shift runs on its own.

(
1. Scheduling sets the boundary

A schedule is a commitment, not a draft. It is published with enough lead time for the team to
plan around. Workload is distributed before the week begins, not adjusted hour by hour.
Overtime is monitored as it accumulates, while the pay period is still open and a correction is
still possible. Swaps follow a clear path so they do not become quiet renegotiations of the
entire shift.
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2. Task ownership removes the question of who

A schedule is a commitment, not a draft. It is published with enough lead time for the team to
plan around. Workload is distributed before the week begins, not adjusted hour by hour.
Overtime is monitored as it accumulates, while the pay period is still open and a correction is
still possible. Swaps follow a clear path so they do not become quiet renegotiations of the
entire shift.
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3. Incident handling closes the loop

Reporting is fast enough that it happens while the problem is still fresh. Ownership is assigned
at the moment of report, hot in a triage meeting the next morning. Resolution is time-bound
and visible. And patterns matter. The same incident appearing in three locations is not three
incidents. It is one design flaw the system has not yet learned from.

Process design is what makes a shift legible. Without it, every other layer of the operating
system is reacting to noise.

People Architecture

The frontline manager is where strategy becomes output

Every operating system runs through one role: the frontline manager. Output, retention,
safety, cost, all of it is shaped by what this person spends their day on. No other role has the
same leverage. None.

The data backs this.

A worker is 12 times more likely to be fully engaged if they trust their team leader (Hayes,
Chumney, Wright and Buckingham)

The frontline manager is not the support layer of the operation. They are the execution layer
of the business

That makes the next question the most important one in the playbook: What are they actually
doing with their time?

1. Most manager time goes to the wrong work

McKinsey's research on frontline managers finds they spend 30 to 60 percent of their time on
administrative work. In many operations, less than 10 percent of their week goes into coaching.

Watch a frontline manager for an hour and you can see it. They check the dashboard, then message a
supervisor to confirm what the dashboard says. They scroll through three apps to figure out who is on
the floor right now. They walk over to the line because the safety log has not been filed and they need
to know whether it was missed or not entered. They reconcile two reports that should have matched.

They follow up on a task that should have moved on its own.

None of this is leading. It is connective tissue between systems that were never built to connect. And
it is the single largest constraint on how a frontline operation performs.



The constraint is not how hard managers work. It is what they are forced to spend that work on.
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2. Recovered manager time is the highest-leverage input in the operation

When manager time shifts away from coordination and into coaching, prioritization, and early
intervention, the entire operation moves with it.

The outcomes are not soft. In manufacturing the numbers are sharper: 51 percent lower turnover, 63
percent fewer safety incidents, 32 percent fewer quality defects. These outcomes do not happen
because the workforce changed. They happen because the manager was finally able to lead it.

The math compounds quickly. A supervisor managing 25 people who recovers six hours a week from
coordination puts roughly 300 hours back into the role per year. Across a 50-site operation with three
supervisors per site, that is 45,000 hours redirected into the work that actually moves output and
retention. No headcount added.

This is where most organizations underinvest. They try to improve frontline outcomes without
changing how manager time is used. It does not work, because the constraint was never effort. It was
allocation.

3. Manager capability is a property of the system, not the person

The instinct, when manager performance is uneven across sites, is to train harder. Run a leadership
program. Send the underperformers through a workshop. Hire better.

None of that fixes the underlying problem. Capability is not the gap. The gap is that the role itself is
designed to fail.



A manager whose day is consumed by coordination cannot coach, regardless of how skilled they are.
A manager who has to assemble the state of their shift from four tools cannot intervene early,
regardless of how attentive they are. A manager who never sees a pattern across incidents cannot
prevent the next one, regardless of how experienced they are.

Capability shows up when the role is supported every day. The system shows where work is
slipping, where pressure is building, and where attention is required. Coaching happens in the flow of
work, tied to actual performance, not to quarterly reviews. Al-guided prompts surface what the
manager should focus on first, before the day's noise takes over.

This is the difference between hoping for good managers and producing them at scale. Operations
that depend on the former cap out. Operations that design for the latter compound.

4. What a well-run manager role actually looks like

The manager does not chase status. The system shows it. The manager does not assign
tasks one by one during the shift. The plan does that, and the manager intervenes when
reality diverges from it. The manager does not reconcile data across tools. The data is already
reconciled. The manager does not catch up on what happened yesterday. They are already
shaping what happens today.

What is left is the work only a person can do. Prioritization. Coaching. Intervention. Judgment
in the moment. Decisions about who needs help, who needs stretch, who needs recognition,
and who needs a different conversation entirely.

This is what the role is for. Everything else is the system's job.

Technology and Workflow
Intelligence

What the system absorbs so people do not have to

A manager checks four screens to find out what one screen already shows. This is the failure
mode of most operational software. It was bought to give leadership a view, not to take work
off the floor. That distinction is the whole game.

More data is not the answer. Clarity is.

Three things have to work, in this order- Visibility, Automation, and Prioritization.



Visibility

The state of the shiftis
obvious without anyone
asking. What is complete,
what is open, what is at risk,
readable in a glance, not

assembled from four screens.

Visibility fails the moment a
manager has to confirm what

the dashboard already shows.

Automation

Once something needs to
happen, the system makes it
happen. Tasks assign
themselves. Reminders fire
before deadlines. Late items
escalate without anyone
tapping a shoulder.
Certification renewals trigger
before they lapse. Automation
is the line between a system
that reports and a system that
runs.

How the three pillars relate

Prioritization

When everything is visible,
the next problem is filtering.
The right system makes it
obvious where attention goes
first, not by listing twenty
things, but by surfacing the
two that matter today. This is
where Al earns its place. Not
by adding another summary
or another dashboard. By
reducing cognitive load in the
flow of work so the manager
decides faster.

The test is simple. After a
manager uses the system for
a week, does their day have
more decisions in it, or just
more notifications? If it is the
second, the technology is
adding work, not removing it.

Process Design makes the shift legible. People Architecture makes the manager effective.
Technology makes both possible at scale.

None of them work alone. A well-designed process collapses if managers are too overloaded
to run it. A capable manager hits a ceiling if the technology forces them to act as a connector
between tools. Strong technology produces noise instead of clarity if there is no process

underneath it.

The three pillars are how the operating system holds. Together.



The Operating System ROI

Why this is a margin strategy, not a culture initiative

An integrated frontline operating system does not produce soft benefits. It produces
measurable financial impact, and the math is direct enough to model.

The case is built on a single causal chain. Reduce the time managers spend on coordination.
Redirect that time into coaching, prioritization, and early intervention. Frontline engagement
rises. Turnover, safety incidents, overtime, and rework all move in the right direction. Margin
improves.

The rest of this section shows the work.
Five levers move when execution stabilizes.

Each lever has a defensible cost basis from public benchmarks. Combined, they make this a
margin strategy, not an engagement initiative.

Manager productivity Each lever has a defensible cost basis from public
benchmarks. Combined, they make this a margin strategy, not an engagement
initiative.

Overtime reduction Overtime clusters where visibility is weak and scheduling is
reactive. Manufacturing benchmarks put healthy overtime at 5 to 7 percent of payroll.
Many operations run at 12 to 20 percent. Earlier visibility closes that gap before
payroll closes.

Attrition stabilization SHRM puts the replacement cost of an hourly frontline
employee at roughly 40 percent of their annual salary. For a workforce of 1,000
employees at $45,000 average, a five-point reduction in turnover saves roughly
$900,000 a year. Frontline turnover is not a hiring problem. It is the symptom of an
unstable operation.

Safety and incident reduction Gallup's meta-analysis of 183,000 business units
shows top-quartile-engaged operations have 63 percent fewer safety incidents.
Recurring incidents are workflow failures, not isolated events. Earlier detection cuts
both direct cost (workers' comp, downtime) and indirect cost (productivity, morale).



IMPACT

Compliance and administrative efficiency Automated reminders, structured
escalation, and audit-ready records cut both audit risk and the administrative
overhead of staying compliant.

These five levers are how the operating system pays back. To make that concrete, the rest of
this section walks through a single worked example.

A worked example: a 50-site manufacturing operation
The example is deliberately conservative. Every assumption is stated so it can be stress-

tested. The numbers transfer with minimal adjustment to logistics and retail operations of
comparable scale

The operation:
50 sites
3 supervisors per site = 150 frontline supervisors

5,000 frontline employees

Average frontline wage: $45,000

Supervisor fully-loaded cost: $90,000 per year (based on BLS median of ~$70,000
plus benefits and employer taxes)

Effective supervisor cost per hour: $43

Step 1: Quantify the wasted time

Use the midpoint of McKinsey's frontline manager range: 40 percent of a 45-hour week
on administrative work. That is 18 hours per supervisor per week sitting inside
coordination, reconciliation, and follow-up.

Across 150 supervisors:
» 18 hours x 150 supervisors = 2,700 hours per week of administrative work
» Over a year: ~140,000 hours
o At $43 per hour: roughly $6 million per year in supervisor capacity tied up in work that
produces nothing on its own

This is not a small number. It is also not the return. It is the input. The return is what those
hours produce when redirected.



Step 2: Recover a third of that time

A well-designed operating system does not need to recover all of it. Recovering a third is
sufficient and defensible.

« 18 hours per week becomes 12 hours per week

e That is 6 hours per supervisor per week returned to the role

» Across 150 supervisors: 900 hours per week, ~47,000 hours per year
« At $43 per hour: ~$2 million per year in supervisor capacity freed

If the operation did nothing else with those hours, $2 million is the cost basis for
inefficient supervisor time alone.

Step 3! Redirect that time into coaching and intervention

This is where the leverage shows up. Six hours a week of coaching and prioritization per
supervisor is not a minor change. It is the difference between a manager who reacts and a
manager who leads.

Gallup's research is unambiguous. Top-quartile-engaged teams (the teams that get
coached) are:

» 18 percent more productive

» 51 percent lower in turnover

« 63 percent lower in safety incidents

Apply that to the 5,000-person frontline workforce. Model a five-point drop in annual
turnover, from 35 percent to 30 percent (well below Gallup's modeled ceiling of 51
percent).

« 5 percent of 5,000 = 250 fewer separations per year

« At SHRM's replacement cost of 40 percent of annual wage on $45,000: $18,000 per
separation

e 250 x $18,000 = $4.5 million per year in avoided turnover costs

Step 4: Add the levers that have not been modeled yet

The numbers above account for two of the five levers. Three more remain.



« Overtime: Closing the gap from 15 percent of payroll to 8 percent on a frontline payroll
of $225 million (5,000 x $45,000) represents a swing of roughly $16 million in
overtime exposure. Even a partial recovery is material.

« Safety: Gallup's 63 percent incident reduction translates to fewer workers' comp
claims, less downtime, fewer OSHA exposures. For a 5,000-person manufacturing
operation, this is typically a seven-figure annual cost line.

« Compliance: Audit risk reduction and administrative time savings are harder to size,

but consistent across customer reports.

From Reactive to Predictive

Every frontline operation sits somewhere on a maturity curve. Most leaders place themselves
higher than they actually are

The curve has four stages. The first two are where most operations live today. The last two
are where the work is going. The shift from one to the next is not a matter of effort. It is a
matter of where the work goes.

5
> Stage 1: Reactive

The default state. Managers firefight. Tasks are tracked in heads, on whiteboards, or in
disconnected spreadsheets. Overtime is discovered after payroll closes. Incidents are
reviewed after damage is done. Performance depends on which manager is on shift.

Reactive operations are not lazy operations. They often work the hardest. The cost is

structural. Margins are unpredictable because execution is unpredictable.
\
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- Stage 2: Coordinated

Structure exists. Schedules are published. Tasks are assigned. Dashboards exist. But the
system still runs on human glue. Managers chase status, reconcile data across tools, and
decide what matters in the moment. Escalation is inconsistent across shifts and sites.




Reactive operations are not lazy operations. They often work the hardest. The cost is
structural. Margins are unpredictable because execution is unpredictable.

p
- Stage 3: Anticipatory

The operation begins to see ahead. The system surfaces risk before it materializes. Overtime
trajectories flag mid-week instead of mid-month. Coverage gaps show up the morning of, not
the afternoon of. Repeat incident patterns trigger reviews before the next event. Certification
expirations are caught weeks ahead, not after a lapse.

Humans still act on every signal. But they act early. Decisions move from the end of the cycle
to the beginning. Managers spend less time reacting to events and more time shaping them.

This is the first stage where margin becomes predictable. The system is not yet running itself,
but it is no longer running on follow-up either.

\_
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- Stage 4: Autonomous

The system handles routine risk on its own. Task reassignment when someone calls out.
Reminders before deadlines. Escalation when work stalls. Certification renewals. Schedule
adjustments inside defined guardrails. All of it running without manager input.

Humans handle exceptions, judgment calls, and the work that genuinely needs a person. The
manager's day shifts almost entirely to coaching, prioritization, and improvement. The role
finally looks like what it was always supposed to be.

Operations do not jump from Coordinated to Autonomous. Anticipatory has to work first,
because it produces the data and the trust that make autonomous action safe. Trying to skip
the stage is how automation projects fail.

\

What actually changes between stages

Effort is not what changes. Reactive operations often work harder than Autonomous ones.
What changes is where the work goes.



Stage Where the work goes

Reactive Firefighting
Coordinated Coordination

Anticipatory Early intervention

Coaching, improvement,

Autonomous .
judgment

The destination is not a system that does everything. It is a system that handles everything
routine, so the people closest to the work are free to do the work only people can do.

Making It Real

A practical sequencing roadmap

Frontline transformation does not require disruption. It requires disciplined sequencing. Each
phase moves the operation up one stage of the maturity curve. Skipping phases is how
transformation programs stall.

Phase 1 Visibility

Moves the operation from blind to honest

The state of the shift is obvious without anyone asking. What is complete, what is open, what is at
risk, readable in a glance, not assembled from four screens. Visibility fails the moment a manager
has to confirm what the dashboard already shows. \‘

Phase 2 Stabilize |
Moves the operation from Reactive to Coordinated |

Clarify shift handoffs. Assign task ownership explicitly. Define escalation paths. Publish scheduling
guardrails. Remove ambiguity. This phase produces no new technology. It produces a system that
can actually be improved, because for the first time it is consistent enough to measure.



Phase 3 Elevate Managers
Moves the operation toward Anticipatory.

Reduce administrative coordination through workflow structure. Establish a coaching cadence.
Provide real-time visibility so managers act earlier in the cycle. This is the phase where the
manager's role is redesigned around the four arguments in Pillar 2: time, capability, leverage, and
consistency.

Phase 4 Automate Friction
Moves the operation fully into Anticipatory.

Embed automation into recurring coordination. Task assignments. Reminders. Escalations.
Certification tracking. Incident routing. This is where the system begins absorbing the work that
used to live on the manager's day.

Phase 5 Add Intelligence

Moves the operation into Autonomous.

Layer Al-powered prioritization and pattern detection. Surface what needs attention first.
Trigger routine decisions inside defined guardrails. Direct manager attention to the exceptions
only a person can resolve. This is where the operating system finally runs itself, and the
manager finally leads.

Transformation fails when everything is attempted at once. It succeeds when discipline
builds in layers.

The Leadership Question

Frontline transformation does not require disruption. It requires disciplined sequencing. Each
phase moves the operation up one stage of the maturity curve. Skipping phases is how
transformation programs stall.

Or you can fix the system that produces them.

The difference between high-performing and average operations is not effort. It is structural
alignment. Execution advantage compounds. The floor is where it begins.



Frontline Operating System Self-
Assessment

Where does your operation stand?

Use this diagnostic to pressure-test your current operating system. Answer honestly. Gaps
here often explain volatility elsewhere.

Process Stability

1. Are schedules published with consistent lead time across all shifts and locations?
2. Can you see overtime risk before payroll closes?

3. Are tasks assigned by role and shift with visible ownership?

4. Are shift handoffs structured and documented?

5. Are recurring incidents reviewed weekly for pattern detection?

If more than two answers are no or inconsistent, process discipline is driving instability.

Manager Leverage

6. Do managers spend more time coaching than chasing updates?

7. Is there a defined weekly coaching rhythm?

8. Can managers see tasks, overtime, and incident risk in one place?

9. Are manager performance metrics tied to team stability and safety, not just output?

10. Is administrative coordination largely automated?

If managers are overloaded with coordination, system performance will remain reactive.



SELF ASSESSMENT

Workflow Intelligence

6. Can you see incomplete work in real time across shifts?
7. Are overdue tasks escalated automatically?
8. Are certification expirations proactively flagged?

9. Do you receive summarized insights instead of raw reports?

10. Can leadership identify emerging risk patterns before they become financial or
safety events?

If insight is delayed or fragmented, decisions are lagging behind events.

Scoring your system

If insight is delayed or fragmented, decisions are lagging behind events.

| Stage on the curve | What it means

The operating system is
working. Focus on autonomous
capabilities and intelligence
layers.

| Anticipatory or beyond

Structure exists but managers are still

Coordinated S : -
: holding it together. Phase 3 is the priority.

Coordinated, with The system runs on individual effort.
structural risk Phases 2 and 3 must happen together.

Coaching, improvement,

12 or more Reactive :
judgment

Most operations discover that 20 percent of their workflow gaps create 80 percent of their
volatility. The starting point is not fixing everything. It is finding the few gaps that are
producing most of the instability, and addressing those first.

That is where the operating system begins.



Built for this

The operating system described in this paper is not a framework that gets handed to a
workforce and hoped into existence. It runs through daily decisions, manager behavior, and
how work is structured at the shift level. That requires software built for the floor, not adapted
from it.

EngagedIlyFX runs process design, communication, and performance in one platform.
Managers are not switching between tools to understand what is happening on their shift.
Marissa, the platform's Al agent, works across every module. She tells a manager what to
focus on at the start of a shift, identifies patterns before they become incidents, and reduces
the volume of decisions that consume the coordination hours modeled earlier in this paper.

The self-assessment is a useful starting point. A demo is where it becomes operational.

Reach out to Simon Rakosi on simon.rakosi@engagedly.com or book a call with him.

Schedule call with Simon

rJ engagedly®



