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Why Doesn't Everybody Nucor? 

A Working Manager™ Series by Helen Kelly 

 

 

Article Five 
How Human Resources Funds the Culture 

 

Nucor production teams earn the lowest 

base pay on the market yet are the highest 

paid hourly employees on the planet. Meleah 

Reynolds tells us how experience, judgment, 

practicality and wisdom guide decisions. 

Why would I need a budget? 

Human Resources - people - are precious at Nucor yet there is less formal human 

resources policy than you find at most small- and medium-size companies.  In fact, 

when you read about Nucor‟s approach to hiring, induction, pay and benefits, you‟ll 

see that clearing the way for an individual‟s contribution is at the heart of policy 

and practice.  

Speaking of her decision-making responsibility, for example, HR Supervisor 

Meleah Reynolds makes it all clear.  She told me that she hasn‟t a budget and that 

this isn‟t unusual at Nucor; many administrators and managers don‟t have formal 

budgets.  

We want to turn out the lights, recycle paper, and use natural 

light as much as possible. Things like that that help us run the 

mill efficiently,   

We want nourishing delicious food in the cafeteria. So we don‟t 

waste money or spend it on frills; we don‟t save money where we 

need to spend it. Every little thing matters in the big picture. I 

want to contribute to the best bonus possible and  

I know my job better than anyone else. I spend what I need to 

spend to do the job right – no more and no less.  Why would I 

need a budget?  

Meleah‟s observations tell us a lot about Nucor‟s approach to human resources 

policy and practices.    
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You can see that Nucor‟s Human Resources policy aim is for 

employees to be competent and to feel trusted and appreciated.   

 

Decision making is decentralized, and delegated principally to 

front line management.  Teams manage themselves.  Production 

workers get the resources they need for improvements, 

experiments and innovation.   

Management handbook? not on your life  

Despite expansion including external acquisitions,  

Nucor mill managers continue to be autonomous.  

There are no formalized HR systems across plants in the 

Company. Individual plants create their own systems. 

There is an HR administrator or supervisor in each plant, 

though it is a decentralized practice in many aspects.   

Still surprised? Nucor says this about leadership policy and practice:   

The way to lead is to give up authority and serve the people you lead. 

Of the manager‟s path to success, Nucor says:  

You can’t be successful; lead your team and they’ll make you successful. 

Nucor‟s statement on improving performance is also short:  

Good equipment, good training and a good environment; no hassle, no 
distinctions in jobs of value, and the opportunity to manage how much you 
earn and to earn a lot.  

Corporate HR policy relates to pay, benefits, insurance, and education provision 

for children of Nucor employees.  More recently, with the addition of many new 

mills, Nucor has begun to provide employee professional and leadership training.   

Production workers do twelve-hour days on one of two shifts 

for four days. 

Their job is to know the processes so well they are free to 

look out for innovation and plan experiments. Managers 

work Monday to Friday on open hours and are frequently on 

the job in the evenings and on weekends.  

 



3 
  

 

Hiring  

 “Our culture is keep it lean,” Sue Wayne, Controller at the Vulcraft Division in 

Florence, South Carolina said, “and we seldom fire anyone.  So we take a long 

time to hire.”  

      

 

 

 

 

... articulate, curious, open to learning... 
self-sufficiency and a strong sense of common purpose. 

 

Nucor screens for people who have a strong work ethic, 

a high degree of intelligence and willingness  

to learn and grow mechanical ability...  

 

 

  

 ... a deep and genuine commitment to the environment...self-

sufficiency and a strong sense of common purpose. They hire 

people who are team players and willing to help even if things 

don‟t go your way.  They hire people who are articulate, curious, 

open to learning, and good listeners - and basically, good 

natured.  The company often recruits engineers by offering an 

internship program and by recruiting at Universities.   
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Interviewing at Nucor - a programmer's story  

Paul Watson, a programmer at Vulcraft South Carolina in 

Florence, said this of interviewing with Nucor.   

From the first moment you know about Nucor because the 

people are so friendly.  But that friendliness doesn‟t preclude an 

impressive, professional, interesting and surprisingly extensive 

interview process.   

Before they brought me here, we had two hours on the phone.  They‟d been 

looking for the right person for eighteen months, as it turned out, and they 

wanted to be sure.  Once I‟d been for the interview, I liked what I saw and I 

wanted to know more.  In other words, I wanted the job.  The divisions are 

run independently, the company is very decentralized and the salary was 

adequate.  What really got me was the answer to a question I asked.  „What 

would make me successful at Nucor?‟  Their reply was, 'Whatever it takes.'  

"And since I‟ve been here, I‟ve seen that they meant it. I‟ve seen more forgiveness 

than anywhere I‟ve been. If you screw up, they ask, „How do we improve from 

here?‟ In the mills they‟re always working to raise that bar and keeping people 

focused on little improvements. Someone noticed lime on the conveyor belt 

blowing away. Someone figured out how to stop that happening.  It saved a few 

cents a ton. That was celebrated.  

"So, back to my story...  We did the phone interview."   

The Nucor plant manager interviewing me was warm, polite, 

and down to earth.  He wanted to get to know me, and after a 

time I wasn‟t cautious about speaking my mind.  

Then they brought me here and we talked more about my background. I could see 

in retrospect that he really wanted to know me; to know what I‟m made of.  I would 

have a lot of responsibility to supervise the mill‟s accounting, purchasing, credit 

and collections, HR, and Information Systems functions.  They were looking for 

mill controllers who are general managers.   

The next day I met Jim Coblin and Jim Frias and I thought: 'I‟m done.' On the way 

home I thought: 'the job is mine, and how great that is. But I wasn‟t done yet.'  

 

 

http://www.albany.edu/psc/psychotherapy.htm
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The next day the plant manager called. „We‟d like to get to know you a little bit 

better,‟ he said. Better? What more is there? I asked myself. „And we‟d like your 

wife to have a chance to see the area. If we consider you 

for a position with this mill, we want to know that your family 

would feel content to be in this area.‟ So I went out again, 

this time with my wife, and while she went with the Real 

Estate agent I had another half day of interviewing and then 

met with some long time employees and some who were 

relatively new to the company.   

He encouraged me to ask any questions I wanted to ask, and he told me that the 

employees would have no compunction about answering frankly.  

After a few days, the plant manager called and offered the job. Since then I‟ve 

enjoyed the endless possibilities, entrepreneurial spirit, and the wide open spaces 

attitude – a kind of reflection of the old American value system.   

Yet what I like best of all is the knowledge sharing.  

We benchmark – at Nucor we call it BESTmarking – and consolidate results.  

Out of that we identify problems and opportunities for improvements.  Each of my 

colleagues does that. Once we‟ve shared our reports, we send people to see 

where things are strong. There‟s no penalty for having more to work on than some 

others because that balance is always in flux. No one looks down on anyone and 

asking for help is about the best thing you can do around here.  

“I worked in Spain before I worked for Nucor,” Matt continued. “There the base pay 

is better than at Nucor. But the workers wait for instructions and do exactly what 

you tell them to do – no less but no anymore. The government has a say and the 

unions have a say. In Spain, employees got more vacation time and more leisure 

time off. Still, management at Nucor is by common decency and common sense. 

People have the most amazing insights and that‟s exciting. It‟s a trade-off, sure, 

and Nucor isn‟t everyone‟s cup of tea, but if it‟s for you, there‟s nowhere better.”  

 “What‟s greatest about Nucor,” Brandon Gurley said, “is that 

Nucor shows respect.  It doesn‟t matter who you are, where you 

came from, or who you know.  What matters is whether you‟re 

up to the job.” 
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Training by follow-me-around  

  

All new hires train on the job.  They are invited to 

observe, ask questions, think about improvements and 

share their views.  The company has found that 

investing in time to watch, talk, experiment and learn 

produces big a big returns. 

  

To make sure people learn the job first hand, Nucor operates a follow me around 

induction practice.  New employees have a notebook for questions, and they are 

encouraged to start asking questions on Day One about things that produce 

improvements.   

New Hires learns by joining teams and pitching in, clarifying along the way.  

They hear the unspoken and learn the invisible norms about the twined threads of 

initiative and team work. They discover the unspoken personal credo:  

Don‟t tell me it‟s not possible.  I may have to invent new rules but I‟ll get it done 

and make it work.  

There are weekly and monthly Safety meetings. Recently the corporate office 

made an orientation program. Each mill is free to use it whole cloth, adapted or not 

at all.   

Termination 

Nucor does not have a termination policy. They have a practice of not laying off 

people that they have adhered to for forty years and that they hope to continue.  

Pay and benefits 

Nucor production teams earn the lowest base pay on the market yet are the 

highest paid hourly employees on the planet. Individual production workers receive 

a base hourly rate – one that is below US market rates – that pays for a base level 

output. After that, each team - not each individual - may earn a production bonus.  

A team may be seven or eight people or eighty, and in some cases a team is 

several hundred people comprising an entire shift.   
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Here‟s how the base pay and bonus system works at Nucor.  We‟ll use as an 

example pay and bonus basis for a straightening team.   

A straightening team operates a machine that can 

straighten ten tons of steel per hour. Base pay is 

$9.00 per hour per team member and that covers 

eight tons of steel the team produces per hour. There 

is a 5% bonus for every ton produced over 8 tons per 

hour. Bonus rises substantially as the number of tons 

per hour rises. The average straightening production 

is currently 33 – 42 tons per hour, thanks to 

innovations the teams have created over time.   

 

The company calculates the bonus on prior week‟s quality tons produced and 

shipped. There is a strong incentive to figure out how to get more tons per hour. 

Where a team in one mill earns a higher bonus than the same team in another 

mill, everyone wants to know why and how to do it too and sometimes sends a 

delegation to find out.    

Teams take great pleasure and pride in sharing innovation with other teams and 

Not Invented Here doesn‟t cross anyone‟s mind. Meleah Reynolds told me...  

 

There‟s meaning beyond the pay check, There may be 100 on a team yet each 

and every one is proud: I made the product happen; I‟m part of the big picture.  

Supervisors earn a modest base salary, but participate in the same bonus system 

as the teammates that they work with.  Supervisors view each team as a small 

business. Their job is to serve the hourly worker by scheduling production, spot 

checking quality, and coaching.   

 

 



8 
  

 

Department Managers supervise team shift Supervisors. They manage the 

business, such as melting or casting, rolling and finishing, maintenance, etc.  They 

are responsible for creating a focus safety, quality, cost, productivity environmental 

and human resources.  Their bonuses are based on the profits (Return on Assets) 

of their specific plant not company-wide profits.  

Vice Presidents earn their bonuses based on Return on shareholder equity of the 

entire Company.   

 Randy Beard, Vice President and General Manager  

at the Vulcraft joist plant in Florence, South Carolina 

Virtually all Nucor Vice Presidents are plant General Managers.  

Their offices are at the mills or plants they manage.  

 

The company pays bonuses weekly to production employees. There is no limit to 

the size of the production bonus. Customer returns are deducted from it. If an 

employee is late to work, he loses his bonus for the day. If an employee is absent, 

he loses his bonus for the week. Production workers can earn $75,000 or more in 

a good year. Jim Coblin explained why this is so successful.  

Nucor production teams are the highest paid hourly employees on the planet. In 

return, they try hard, they‟re on time, they learn fast, they‟re up to speed and 

they‟re on the go with innovations.  People are in charge of their own success.  

For other than production workers, bonus depends on overall profitability at the 

mill.  

In many plants there are no punch clocks.  That is just one example of Nucor‟s 

federated system; plants make individual decisions about many policy areas.  

In addition to pay and bonus the benefits are  

 Life, Health and Disability Insurance  

 Funeral leave  

 One personal day  

 Eight paid days for national holidays and one floating holiday day.  

The company pays vacation on this schedule:  

 Up to 10 years  10 days  

 11 – 15 years  15 days  

 15 or more years  20 days  
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Higher education for every child of every employee 

 

The Nucor Foundation 

  $3,000 per year for any year in education beyond 

high school to a limit of four years for each and 

every child of every Nucor employee 

 

Employees benefit from the Nucor Foundation which is Nucor‟s way of 

encouraging young people to become self sufficient and self-reliant - a specialist at 

something which one can pursue and about which one might feel an extra sense 

of pride. The Foundation provides $3,000 per year for any year in education 

beyond high school to a limit of four years for each and every child of every Nucor 

employee.  Ken Iverson started the program in 1974 when four employees died in 

a mill.  The men took up a collection to honor the men and raised money to put 

their children through school.  In 2005 The Nucor Foundation paid out $3.8 million. 

(Senior officers of Nucor are exempt from this benefit.)   

Unions   

 “We don‟t need unions in order to 

be fair,” Sue Wayne, Controller at 

the Florence, South Carolina 

Vulcraft Division said.  “We have the 

policies, procedures and culture that 

bring us hundreds of applicants for 

every position advertised.   

Everyone knows it‟s a great place to work, so unions wouldn‟t add anything.”                   
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 “Unions happen when management doesn‟t listen to 

employees and there‟s no real communication,” Mike Gurley,  

a Nucor VP said.  “As long as you‟re genuinely interested in 

people making improvements, people keep improving and 

there‟s no reason to call in a union.”   

 

“Another reason Nucor employees don‟t need unions is that we provide the 

equipment that makes it easier to achieve the bonus.   We don‟t offer bonuses 

people can‟t earn.  The offer is genuine and our people know we‟ll do all we can to 

help them be successful."  

    Mike continues,  

My job is to hire good people, let them know we 

encourage them to ask questions, make mistakes 

and learn from them.  Then I point them in the 

right direction and the people running production 

take over. Our people have the opportunity to 

make a difference, to lead, to have an impact and 

to influence their own pay. They carry the ball.  

Also, we remind one another not to read our own press clippings. We want to keep 

that balance between ambition and being driven. We want to be all we can be; 

that‟s about the bottom line.  

How Nucor introduces the culture to a new team 

Welcome to Nucor; here‟s your pay cut. 

At the outset that isn‟t likely to be welcome news, so when Nucor acquires a mill, 

they maintain the existing pay and bonus arrangements. Typically that means 

production workers earn a base rate higher than Nucor, but little or no bonus pay. 

Nucor adds an information sheet to the pay packet: what the worker would have 

earned under Nucor‟s pay and bonus system. In every case the work force has 

elected to switch over to Nucor‟s pay and bonus plan. The transition to Nucor‟s 

pay and bonus improvement incentive system typically/on average takes three to 

six months.  

Nucor has grown domestically in part by acquisition. So how do they introduce the 

Nucor culture?   
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Ricky House, a Production Team Lead at the Melt Shop, Joan Chalfont, Payroll 

and Benefits Administrator and David Wagg, Division Controller tell the story of 

their concerns, surprise and then delight when Nucor came along. Read the story 

of a takeover from British Steel in the Tuscaloosa, Alabama.    

More on Nucor's hiring practices ...  

Build Yourself a Job, Fast Company, Issue 4, August 1996, Page 76 
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