
Growing with 
Supplier Scouting
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

Manufacturers as well as federal, state and 
local agencies need critical products that 
are in short supply to ensure our nation’s 
health and safety as well as our national 

and economic 
security. 
Small and 
medium-sized 
manufacturers 
(SMMs) have 
been especially 
challenged 
with sustaining 
operations 
in light of 

current conditions. There is a widespread 
struggle to find domestic manufacturing 
suppliers to meet present needs.* I 
recently participated in the live-stream 
viewing of a Senate Commerce Committee, 
Subcommittee on Manufacturing hearing, 
“Examining the American Manufacturing 
Industry’s Response to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic,” with 
testimony from several small 
manufacturers, who again 
highlighted these ongoing 
challenges. Chairman Jerry 
Moran, U.S. Senator from 
Kansas, convened the meeting 
with the purpose of hearing 
first-hand how manufacturers 
have responded to needs 
caused by the pandemic, and 
also focus on the ways manufacturers have 
adapted to new demands and related 
international competition issues. These are 
familiar stories we have been hearing for 
months, regarding companies that pivoted 
to make personal protection equipment 
(PPE) products they were not producing 
before. A manufacturer of football training 
equipment cited the halting of sales due to 
college and high school sports programs 

being shut down. They easily started 
making gowns for a local hospital, but 
there were challenges…the hospital 
wanted them fast and they wanted 
them cheap. They were able to ramp 
up production pretty quickly, but they 
couldn’t get close to the price the hospital 
was paying for their gowns imported from 
China (that they could no longer get). 
The company owner stated during his 
testimony that, “We’re not looking for a 
hand-out. What we want, to use a football 
term, is a level playing field so we can 
compete with China.”  Tiffany Stovall, 
CEO of Kansas Manufacturing Solutions 
(a Manufacturing Extension Partnership 
center like NWIRC), also provided 
testimony at the hearing. As part of 
the MEP National Network, she spoke 
of assistance their center provides to 
manufacturers across Kansas, mirroring 
many of the ways NWIRC has provided 
support to companies in our region. 
She spoke of the supply chain issues 
that have been heightened because of 

the pandemic and gave examples, such 
as how they helped match a company 
making hand sanitizer with a regional 
bottle manufacturer versus buying 
overseas. NWIRC has also been involved 
with similar conversations over the last 
several months.  

Listening to this Subcommittee hearing, 
and reflecting on the challenges we’ve 
heard from companies participating 
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in the COVID-19 Recovery Program, 
reinforced for me the importance 
of an available resource. It’s the 
MEP National Network’s Supplier 
Scouting program. With Centers like 
ours, who work with manufacturers 
across the entire country, we are able 
to match manufacturers that have 
relevant production capabilities and 
capacities with other manufacturers – 
enabling them to fulfill current market 
needs. This assistance is applied on 
a national, regional, and local scale. 
By leveraging a communications 
tool that is monitored by all MEP 
Centers, we can match companies that 
have specific product or capability 
needs. Our staff of business advisors 
monitor this activity should there be 
an opportunity to refer one of our 
regional companies, and we also have 
the ability to post information about 
our local manufacturers needs. We 
can support your vendor, materials, 
or technical search by identifying 
technical and process capabilities, 
and production capacities. Supplier 
scouting is just another way NWIRC 
can help manufacturing grow in 
northwestern PA.
*Source: https://www.nist.gov/mep

Bob Zaruta
President/CEO, NWIRC



(814) 217-6060     |     8425 Peach Street Erie, PA     |     www.nwirc.org 2

Traditional Lean  
vs. 2 Second Lean 
by Craig Corsi,  
Lean/Continuous Improvement Expert  
and Lean Together Faciliator

As a lean practitioner for nearly 23 years, I was taught the 
practices, techniques, and methodologies 
of lean manufacturing through a large OEM. 
Even beyond my professional experience at 
GE, I was continuously exposed to only one 
approach. An approach that, today, I consider 
to be ‘traditional’ lean.  

A few years ago, I began facilitating the 
NWIRC’s new Lean Together program. It was 
my first glimpse into the book, 2 Second 
Lean, by author and manufacturer, Paul 
Akers.  His book was the most refreshing 
and entertaining approach to lean I had ever 
read. It re-invigorated me because I felt he 
was someone who really got it. 

I resonated with his thinking because I have 
seen many companies fail by approaching a 
lean or continuous improvement initiative in a traditional 
way. From my experience, the companies challenged the 
most are the ones who seek the wrong primary objective. 
Traditional lean subscribers are typically bought in for the 
cost savings aspect of lean. The initiative is usually driven 
from the top down, is conducted in the conference room, 
and minimal training and education is provided to their 
employees. Advising employees on how to perform their 
job better does not gain their support and the necessary 
buy-in to allow for any efforts to be sustained.

In his book, Akers acknowledges that he too made these 
same mistakes. He admits that he felt it was exhausting 
and overwhelming to keep any momentum going. It only 
seemed to gain traction when he was leading the effort. As 
his schedule became more demanding, that momentum 
waned. He struggled for a while trying to jump-start 
things. His epiphany moment came when he recognized 
two things: 1) the most important aspect of your business 
is your people and 2) “lean is simple to the core, you’ll 
increase your odds of failure if you over-complicate it”. He 
developed the concept of 2 second lean in response to 
his attempts at getting people involved and engaged. His 
philosophy is, “the more you train, educate, and empower 
your employees, the easier it gets”. When employees are 
given the opportunity to be trusted, respected, and treated 
like a co-worker, regardless of any position within the 
organization, they don’t have to ‘buy-in’, at that point, they 
are ‘all-in’.

So, what is the primary objective of the Paul Akers’ 
philosophy versus the traditional one of those cost-cutting 
measures? His company is 100% invested in their people to 
create a thriving culture of continuous improvement. It is 
not driven from the top-down but from the bottom-up.  His 
motto, “Keep it simple and have fun!”.  

The most common question I field from business leaders 
is, “How do we sustain the gains and make 
our efforts stick?” My answer is to embrace 
your people. Teach them, train them, and 
give them the opportunity to be a part of 
the solution. And if that is too short of an 
answer for you… pick up the book, 2 Second 
Lean, as a starter and then consider a future 
Lean Together program offered by NWIRC.  
Lean Together means, not only does your 
organization and team take the journey 
but they are taking the journey with others 
pursuing the same outcomes. There is no 
substitute for learning from another and 
having others learn from you, the reason why 
the Lean Together plant tours are the most 
popular element of the program.  

 

Weather the Storm by 
Developing Strong Roots
by Lisa Pustelak, NWIRC Employee Development Specialist 
and Strategic Business Advisor 
Last month, NWIRC’s President, Bob Zaruta, spoke about 
the “Roots of Resiliency” and said  to think of  “employees 
of a company as being the roots of a business in order to 
live, grow, and prosper.”

While we all know our employees are the ‘roots’ of our 
company, we typically focus on other parts of the business 
versus ensuring these roots are strong and able to endure 
the storms that will come along.

One way to strengthen the roots of your team is to create 
Individual Development Plans.  Here are a few steps to get 
you started:

1. Work with your employees. Learn more about what 
they want to learn and discuss what you need them to 
learn.  Together, come up with a plan to ensure they are 
getting the opportunity to learn what they want and  
need to.  

2. Determine best sources of learning. First, consider 
each employee’s learning style.  Everyone is different.  
Webinars may work great for one but another may need 
hands on one on one type training.  

Continued on Page 3
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There are many options for learning.  Webinars and virtual 
trainings are abundant, saving time and travel costs.  
In-person training is still an option, usually with smaller 
class sizes. Don’t forget to tap into the tribal knowledge of 
your employees. Utilize the strengths of others on the team. 
Asking others, helps builds confidence and gives them a 
sense of pride. If the cost of trainings is a barrier, WEDnetPA 
may be able to help (see more details on WEDnetPA later in 
this newsletter). 

3. Document the plan. 
Accountability is key here.  
Write or type out the plan 
you and your employee 
has come up with.  
Determine if budget is an 
issue and establish limits if 
necessary. Then, assign 
timelines for both 
research and completion.  
As a leader, you have a 
lot on your plate.  It’s ok to put some of the research on the 
employee, let them go out and find what they think will work 
for them and come back to review it with you.

4. Follow-up. A plan is only good if it is reviewed and 
followed up on.  For larger companies that have HR 
departments, they can certainly help with this.  But if you are 
HR for your team, then schedule regular check-in’s to review 
progress such as what has been found through research, 
what is scheduled, and what is completed. 

Bonus tip. During the follow up sessions also ask the 
employee to share what they learned and how they applied 
the learning.  Let them know in advance you will be asking 
these questions.  They will be much more likely to follow 
through and apply the learning if the accountability is 
established up front.

As a year with many storms comes to an end and we look 
forward to starting anew next month, plan to strengthen 
the roots of your team, ensure you are providing them the 
opportunities to learn, grow, and prosper for themselves and 
the company.  As a Malay Proverb says:  “A tree with strong 
roots laughs at the storm”.  When you develop your people, it 
will be much easier to weather any storm that comes along.

 

Help with Training Plans
NWIRC recently published a catalog with continuous 
improvement and quality-related training sessions to educate 
and engage employees for your company’s journey in 
operational excellence. 

We know today’s competitive environment requires 

manufacturers to be agile, efficient, and responsive to 
customer needs. So, NWIRC also continues to respond by 
offering the programs we hear companies need the most, 
and offer sessions in both in-person 
and virtual environments for the 
convenience and safety of your 
employees. 

This information can help as you 
develop training plans for the first 
half of 2021. Having a plan ensures 
training content aligns with the 
goals of your company, addresses 
knowledge gaps in employees, 
and provides a framework for 
effective results from your training 
investment. The courses in the catalog, as well as other 
NWIRC offerings, are job skills training topics that build skills 
for current positions or advancement and the PA WEDnet 
program can help companies with reimbursement for this 
type of employee training.  NWIRC also offers leadership 
development and  business growth workshops, in addition to 
having business advisors available to assist with training plan 
development.

If you didn’t receive the catalog in the mail, you can 
access a digital copy at www.nwirc.org/events or send us 
a request and we’ll mail you a hardcopy (lknoll@nwirc.org). 

 

Employee Development 
Series: Critical Thinking
NWIRC Employee Development Specialist, Lisa Pustelak, 
is facilitating a webinar series focused on critical thinking. 
The three virtual 
sessions are designed 
to help participants 
progress through 
thinking differently, 
understanding the root 
cause of a problem, 
and creating long-term 
sustainable solutions. 

The program kicks 
off with How We Think (Jan 13), followed by Develop a 
Problem-Solving Mind-Set (Jan 27), and wraps up with 
the DDI program, Making High-Quality Decisions (Feb 10). 
Development Dimensions International (DDI) is a human 
resources and leadership development firm, and Pustelak is a 
DDI Certified Facilitiator. 

Find more details at www.nwirc.org/events
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 YOUR STRATEGIC BUSINESS ADVISORS

If you have questions, or would like to speak with someone from NWIRC about services, please 
contact your Strategic Business Advisor (SBA): 

Scan for more details

 UPCOMING EVENTS

IATF 16949:2016 Internal 
Auditor 
Dec 7: St Marys
This 3-day training for the  
IATF 16949 automotive standard 
will provide understanding of
quality management principles
in context with ISO 9001:2015,
along with techniques of
process-based audting with
hands-on activities. 

Geometric Dimensioning & 
Tolerancing 
Dec 9:  Erie
Manufacturing engineers,  
production operators, and 
quality technicians will gain 
skill in the interpretation and 
application of geometric 
controls. Emphasis will be on 
interpreting and measuring 
geometric tolerances, and 
selecting and applying the 
proper geometric controls to 
satisfy design requirements.

Food & Beverage 
Manufacturer Webinars 
Dec 8: Improving Food & 
Beverage Inspection with 
Automated Machine Vision

Dec 9: Implementing a Food 
Safety Culture Aligned with 
Operational Excellence

ISO 9001:2015 Internal 
Auditor 
Dec 15:  Erie

The 3-day course provides
a detailed review of the  
ISO 9001:2015 quality 
standard. Participants will learn 
how to conduct an audit, write 
the audit eport, take corrective 
actions and more.

Tom Weible
814.590.5202

Cameron, Clearfield, Elk, 
Jefferson, McKean & Potter 
Counties

2 EAST LONG AVENUE
DuBOIS, PA 15801  
tweible@nwirc.org

William Rupert
814.227.9350

Forest, Mercer,  Venango, 
Clarion Counties & Titusville

FRANKLIN, PA
wjrupert@nwirc.org

Lisa Pustelak
814.683.1034

Crawford, Warren Counties, 
Corry & Edinboro

764 BESSEMER STREET, # 105 
MEADVILLE, PA 16335 
lpustelak@nwirc.org

Andrew Idzik 
814.217.6068

Erie County & Bradford

8425 PEACH STREET
ERIE, PA 16509 
aidzik@nwirc.org

*Special Note: In-person training has a contingency plan of online 
virtual sessions via Zoom. Registered participants will be notified 
should this change be necessary.


