Best Practices in Manufacturing
for Military Veteran Hiring
Helping Our Heroes at Smithfield Foods

Company Overview
Smithfield Foods is a major protein producer in the United
States and the world’s largest pork processor. Employing
tens of thousands of Americans across 32 states,
Smithfield is committed to responsible food production
with a focus on animal care, community involvement,
diversity, equity and inclusion, environmental stewardship,
food safety, health and wellness, and worker health and
safety. In 2020, they were recognized by Military Times as
a Best for Vets Employer for the second consecutive year.
2018: The first Heroes MAKE America class tours Smithfield’s
Junction City, KS facility.

Program Summary

On Veterans Day in 2016, Smithfield Foods announced a company-wide commitment to honoring veterans
and their families. This program was designed from the ground up around three focus areas: prioritizing
veteran employment and career development, helping power veteran-owned businesses, and strengthening
the community and family support systems that veterans rely on every day. In the years since, Smithfield
has made important strides in their veteran hiring and retention practices leading to the 2020 launch of
the Helping Our Heroes initiative, a renewed commitment to veteran employment and the entire military
community.
A major component of Helping Our Heroes focuses on changing the mindset of hiring managers to think in
new ways about veteran hiring practices. In a break from more traditional programs, Smithfield’s recruiters
understand that many veterans have interests and skill sets that go beyond jobs in maintenance or line
production. Matching veteran applicants to jobs in business management, recruiting, supply chain, and sales
benefits the organization just as much as it does the veterans and their families.
Beyond these hiring initiatives, the Helping Our Heroes program includes an Employee Business Resource
Group (EBRG) called Smithfield Salutes. Built on the three pillars of recruitment, outreach, and internal
engagement, Smithfield Salutes involves a concerted effort to encourage their veteran employees to
participate in the company’s outreach into the military community. This includes volunteering company
time and resources to participate in charity drives and other projects with veteran-owned businesses and
organizations.
As a part of its commitment to internal engagement, Smithfield is also dedicated to having an open
conversation about what creates a good working environment for veterans. After listening to their employees,
they expanded efforts around veteran recognition in the workplace and began offering camouflage hardhats
to veteran employees as a way to show support for their commitment and service.
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Smithfield owes a tremendous debt of gratitude to the men and women who
have selflessly served America. Helping our Heroes exemplifies our gratitude
through expansive support networks and exciting career prospects for
veterans and service members who have sacrificed so much for our nation’s
freedoms.”
– Keira Lombardo, chief administrative officer for Smithfield Foods

For an employee to join an ERG, they sign up directly and attend activities as they are able. To make sure that
programming fits most people’s schedules, HR tries to schedule ERG events over the lunch hour or at the end
of the day.
In the years leading up to the Helping Our Heroes launch, Smithfield increased the number of veterans they
employ by 50 percent. While these are meaningful metrics, they only begin to tell the story. Smithfield’s focus
on hiring and recruiting a diverse workforce has led to significant changes and improvements across the
company, creating a dynamic environment that not only benefits the workplace culture but also paves the way
for being a better and more inclusive company.
One of the most significant outcomes from Smithfield’s veteran and diversity initiatives has been the
recognition and development of nonlinear career pathways. HR professionals at Smithfield have been able
to broaden and redefine what they look for in successful candidates for hiring and promotion. Shifting focus
away from degrees and more traditional hiring guidelines, the company has changed the way that they look at
transferable skills, experiences, and soft skills. This has led to a broader understanding of ways that workers
can grow their careers and help the company as a whole and will pave the way for further developments in
company culture and allow Smithfield to recognize talents in different communities across the country.

Lessons Learned
Smithfield empowered a full-time manager, himself a veteran, to lead and develop strategies for
meeting the company’s hiring and retention goals. Appointing a knowledgeable and motivated person
to spearhead these initiatives has proven to be a best practice, allowing small or large manufacturers to
innovate and succeed in their hiring and recruiting strategies.
In addition to collecting data and researching best practices, Smithfield also completes a thorough
evaluation of their existing practices and assumptions around veteran hiring. Doing so allowed them to
explore concepts they had not considered and identify approaches that were limiting their ability to track
their own progress.
Smithfield recently developed an executive council for their EBRGs, so these separate support groups
could benefit from the experiences and lessons learned from their colleagues. This allows newly-formed
EBRGs to avoid some of the difficulties associated with beginning a support system from scratch.
Challenging HR professionals to expand the list of jobs for which military experience might prepare
a person has led to a broader recognition of non-linear career pathways throughout all areas of the
company. This shift in perspective has expanded and deepened hiring managers’ assessments of
transferable skills, experiences, and soft skills beyond traditional hiring criteria, paving the way toward a
more inclusive approach to hiring and recruitment for all positions within all communities.

