
MEP: Resources for 
Rapidly Changing 
Marketplace 
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

Every March, manufacturers from across 
the country visit Capitol Hill along with 
representatives from the Manufacturing 

Extension 
Partnership 
(MEP) Centers. 
Their mission: 
to emphasize 
the importance 
of U.S. 
manufacturing, 
and the National 
Institute of 
Standards and 

Technology’s MEP program, to our national 
and regional economy. Via individual 
meetings and public hearings, the message 
from manufacturers is typically focused on 
how their businesses have been positively 
impacted by the assistance received from 
MEP centers across the country. 

Last year’s Hill Day was abruptly halted due 
to the rapid spread of the 
new virus that we are all very 
familiar with now. COVID-19 
continues to impact events 
everywhere, but Hill Day 
2021 will go off next month 
– in a virtual way – and is 
planned as a week instead of 
a day – from March 1-5. As in 
previous years, the event(s) 
will be coordinated with the help of the 
American Small Manufacturers Coalition 
(ASMC), a trade association who advocates 
for legislative and programmatic resources 
that allow small and medium-sized 
manufacturers to better compete in the 
global marketplace. This year, the focus of 
the meetings is sure to be how companies 
have endured through challenges of 
the pandemic, how their innovation and 
resilience has helped them pivot in the 

‘what’ and ‘how’ they manufacture, and the 
COVID-19 resources and support provided 
by their regional MEP center. As a program 
of the U.S. Department of Commerce, 
the nationwide network of MEP centers 
served over 27,574 small and mid-sized 
manufacturers last year. Those companies 
reported, via a third-party survey, $13 
billion in new or retained sales, $2.7 billion 
in cost savings, and $4.9 billion in regional 
investment and expansion as a result 
of their MEP engagements. In addition,  
those companies added and maintained 
105,748 full-time manufacturing jobs as 
direct impacts of the MEP services they 
received. 

Regional manufacturing executives, as 
well as staff from NWIRC, will be part of 
a delegation to meet with Pennsylvania’s 
Congressional members during this 
year’s Hill Week. They will  promote 
the value of the MEP program and 
cite the impact that NWIRC, the MEP 
Center that serves manufacturers across 
13-counties of northwest and north 
central Pennsylvania, has had on their 

businesses and the local 
industrial economy. Over the 
last twelve months, NWIRC’s 
completed projects with 
manufacturing companies 
resulted in reported impact 
of $15.6M in new sales, 
$71.6M in retained sales, 
$9.5M in cost savings, and 
581 new or retained jobs. In 

addition, companies reported $19.3M 
of investment in new technology, 
expansion and innovation. 

We thank the numerous manufacturers 
in our region who have supported 
the MEP program over the years, by 
participating in Hill Day events and 
most recently by offering letters of 
support to our PA State Senators and 
House Representatives. We are always 
looking for more voices to join our 
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manufacturing advocacy efforts. 
This year, the call-to-action is more 
convenient than ever. Without the 
burden of traveling to Washinton DC, 
the virtual sessions over the course of 
a week offer a flexible opportunity for 
you to participate. Because of this, it’s 
anticipated that more manufacturers 
than ever will be participating from 
across the country- companies from  
all sizes, sectors, and facing the same 
and perhaps unique challenges. 
Lending your voice during these 
advocacy activities helps, not only 
NWIRC, but U.S. manufacturing as a 
whole. If you would like to participate 
with Hill Day (Week) this March or 
another time in the future, please 
reach out to me or our staff to help 
get you connected.

This is the time to rebuild the 
competitive advantage for 
manufacturing, and the MEP program 
is a tool to get this done. The benefits 
of the MEP are far reaching, not just 
for manufacturing companies and 
their employees, but for communities 
at large. 

“Client reported impact comes from surveys  
conducted by a NIST MEP third-party

 

Bob Zaruta 
President/CEO, NWIRC
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Toyota Kata:  
A Lean Strategy for Keeping 
Up with the Pace of Change 
 by Brian Lagas, Technical Manager, NIST MEP 

“Why are our changeovers taking so long?” If you’ve asked 
this question on the shop floor, more than likely you were 
met with blank stares by your employees. Open-ended 
questions like this are overwhelming, so employees try to 
find quick answers that don’t really address the problem. 
They don’t have a starting point to form an answer. 

But what if you asked a question with a specific, achievable 
goal? “What steps can we take to reduce changeover time 
by 15 minutes?” You’ve then provided your employees 
with a measurable goal in the form of a question. Your 
workers may feel empowered to answer with some hands-
on suggestions for incremental changes, such as reducing 
setup steps or combining workstations. This in turn could 
not only reduce changeover time, but significantly eliminate 
wait times and inventories. 

This approach is often described as Kaizen, or “continuous 
improvement,” which serves as the backbone for lean 
manufacturing. Kaizen uses the Plan, Do, Check, Act 
(PDCA) problem-solving cycle to encourage manufacturers 
to use small ideas to solve big problems, such as costly, 
time-intensive changeovers. These methodologies are the 
building blocks of Toyota Kata, an innovative, lean way 
of thinking described in the book by Mike Rother, Toyota 
Kata: Managing People for Improvement, Adaptiveness 
and Superior Results. In essence, Toyota Kata goes beyond 
problem-solving to teach management, engineers, and 
operators a new mindset to develop their creative and 
scientific-thinking skills to make them more effective, lean 
manufacturers. This approach looks at lean manufacturing 
as a culture, rather than a single process. 

With the world of manufacturing evolving at a breathtaking 
pace thanks to developments such as Artificial Intelligence 
(AI), labor skill gaps, and the Industrial Internet of Things 
(IIoT), Toyota Kata gives smaller manufacturers a lean 
strategy to help them grow with these developments. 
It empowers employees with the skills they can use to 
continuously improve, adapt, and generate ideas for a 
strategic, competitive advantage. 

While smaller manufacturers may not have the level of 
strategic resources like the behemoth Toyota, they can 
apply the same methodologies of Toyota Kata, including:

•	 Developing new habits and allowing people to think 
differently about problems and goals

•	 A way of working, and of working together

•	 Using scientific thinking as an ingredient to make teams 

and organizations more effective and successful

•	 Developing a culture of continuous learning and 
improvement at all levels through deliberate practice

Implementation of Toyota Kata begins with the aptly-
named Starter Kata. Starter Kata focuses on small protocols 
and processes that, when practiced early and often, help 
manufacturing employees learn faster and teaches them to 
work more collaboratively. The two main elements of Starter 
Kata are Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata.  

The Improvement and 
Coaching Kata help 
employees  
1) understand the 
direction or challenge; 
2) grasp the current 
condition; 3) establish 
the next target 
condition; and 4) 
experiment toward the target condition. By integrating 
Toyota Kata as part of your manufacturing best practices, 
your employees can successfully overcome obstacles and 
develop more confidence and scientific thinking to solve 
problems.

Brian Lagas manages NIST MEP’s Continuous Improvement, 
Toyota Kata, Sustainability and Export initiatives.

Side Note: NWIRC is offering an Improvement and Coaching 
Kata Workshop, for training employees to overcome 
obstacles, on February 10 & 11 with TWI Certified Facilitator, 
Tom Weible. Registration includes a 2-hour onsite coaching 
session. See more details at www.nwirc.org/events. 

 

Triangle Suspension 
Amazing Transformation  
with 5S 
Since 1919, the Triangle Suspension Systems name has 
been synonymous with steel leaf springs.  Originally the 
company was located in the “Golden Triangle” section of 
Pittsburgh, and in 1927 the base of TRIANGLE’s operations 
moved to DuBois, PA. TRIANGLE’s market share increased 
through steady organic growth thru the years. A series of 
strategic acquisitions, focusing on their workforce, and 
rigorous continuous improvement activities put TRIANGLE 
firmly on the road to becoming a leader in undercarriage 
products for heavy, medium & light duty trucks and 
trailers in the North American market.

During NWIRC’s discovery meeting with the management 
team, the discussion focused on performing Kaizen events
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involving 5S for particular areas on the shop floor. Although 
the company has done numerous Kaizen events in the past, 
they were not seeing sustainability and continued discipline 
utilizing the program. With a mixture of older and younger 
workers, ideas for improvements were often varied. The 
company wanted to conduct the Kaizen 5S events to clean 
and organize the work cell areas inclusive of input from 
workers within the designated area.

NWIRC connected the company with continuous 
improvement expert, Craig Corsi, to facilitate on-site working 
sessions with a team of company employees. The first session 
provided a training overview on the discipline of 5S. The 
team later observed the sequence of work by participating 
in a ‘waste walk’ to identify non-value-added activities within 
the process. Subsequently, the group moved through each 
process of Sort-Shine-Set. The final sessions of Standardize 
and Sustain would determine how the project will continue 
momentum.

Productivity and efficiency at Triangle Suspension have 
improved, and the company took before and after photos to 
document the transformation. The project should result in 
a potential $1.5M impact to the top line, and will also retain 
vital full-time employees with the anticipated addition of 
up to 10 more jobs. Sustainability of the program through 
checklists and an internal audit program will ensure improved 
safety, efficiency, profitability, and customer service. “It was 
obvious early on in the project that NWIRC and Craig Corsi 
had the right hands-on experience and willingness to directly 
participate in the project,” said George Koerner, President 
of Triangle Suspension. “Working with employees, side by 
side, is what was needed to be viewed as someone who 
understands the culture and mind set of manufacturing and 
not as a consultant looking to only drive cost or headcount 
reductions. They were quickly accepted by the team and 
viewed as an asset to the project.”

 

Virtual Manufacturing  
Innovation Summit
A virtual Manufacturing Innovation Summit is scheduled for 
March 18, 2021- focused on telling the stories of Pennsylvania 
manufacturers who have successfully navigated challenges 
through innovation. The event is a collaboration of PA 
Industrial Resource Centers, including NWIRC and hosted 
by MANTEC, and will provide education and networking 
opportunities. The program will run from 11:00 am - 6:30 
pm, with sessions spaced through the afternoon. Featured 
Keynote Speaker is John Sicher, Vice President of Innovation 
and Brand Management at Zippo. Sicher oversees brand 
management and innovation for all ZipCorp brands globally, 

where he and his team sets overall brand strategy and 
positioning.  Zippo has made great progress in its innovation 
efforts globally and it continues to optimize their processes 
daily.   From understanding its consumers and competitors 
better, to developing a disciplined stage-gate process, to 
cloud-based project management, Zippo is improving 
its speed-to-market and seeing very strong results. The 
challenges Zippo has overcome, and those it is in the process 
of overcoming, will be shared. Attendees can look forward to 
some of the key learnings, successes, and failures that have 
helped Zippo accelerate its innovation efforts. Happy Hour 
Keynote Speaker is Chad Butters, Founder and CEO at Eight 
Oaks Farm Distillery. The event offers the opportunity to 
engage with top manufacturing professionals, discover with 
on-demand virtual plant tours, and network with breakout 
video chats and a virtual happy hour.

Virtual tour videos can be submitted for the on-demand 
event library until March 5. The focus of the 15-20 minute tour 
should be on unique practices or processes in your plant that 
you’d like to share with others. What things do you typically 
focus on when you are 
giving in-person plant 
tours? The video doesn’t 
have to be professionally 
produced and you can 
use equipment readily 
available – like your 
iPhone, tablet, or GoPro. 
It’s a great opportunity to share best practices with your 
manufacturing peers across the Commonwealth. The $25 
registration fee to attend the virtual event will be waived 
for companies offering a virtual tour. If your manufacturing 
company is interested in submitting a short video tour of 
your plant, send an email to lknoll@nwirc.org. 

 

Improving Communication
-Even in a no-contact environment
Many companies struggle with effective communication, 
but honing your employees’ skills can help decrease conflict, 
improve productivity, reduce mistakes, 
and boost morale. NWIRC’s Employee 
Development Specialist, Lisa Pustelak, 
will facilitate a 3-part webinar series 
starting March 3. This series includes 
communicating from a distance, 
improving basic communication skills, and understanding the 
role that emotional intelligence plays in our conversations.  

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
CORE TOOL TRAINING

Value Stream Management
Feb 8:  Virtual (6 Sessions) 

Statistical Process Control
Feb 9:  St Marys  

Root Cause Analysis
Feb 22:  Virtual (4 Sessions) 

Waste Reduction
Mar 1:  Virtual (4 Sessions) 

Kata: Training Employees to 
Overcome Obstacles
Feb 10 & 11:  DuBois 
Develop skills for doing and 
teaching a scientific routine of 
thinking (kata) in daily work to 
reach a level of performance 
not previously achieved. The 
class includes exercises and 
simulation. As an added bonus, 
you receive a 2-hour post-
workshop coaching  
session to help get Kata  
going at your facility.

Employers Guide to 
COVID-19 Vaccination and 
Related Topics
Feb 17:  Webinar 
Providing employers with 
information and answering 
questions pertaining to the 
vaccination of employees, as well 
as an update on current legal 
topics related to COVID-19.

Practical Lessons on Lean 
and IIoT
Feb 18:  Webinar
Are your Lean efforts bearing 
fruit? If not, could the 
issue be the data you’re 
using to identify waste 
and measure improvements?
We will review 5 ways IIoT can be 
used to provide more impact to 
your Lean efforts. 

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


