
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

On February 24, I joined a handful of my 
peers from around the country as we 

presented to 
the national 
network of 
Manufacturing 
Extension 
Partnerships 
(MEPs) located 
in all 50 
states and 
Puerto Rico. 
The 2-hour 
webinar was 

the culmination of work on the part of 
the national Manufacturing Resiliency 
Steering Committee, which I have had 
the pleasure and privilege to serve on 
over the past 10 months. The primary 
focus of the webinar was to share to the 
national network a resiliency framework 
including knowledge gained from the 
pandemic, best practices deployed, and 
tools that MEP centers can now access 
via an online repository. I presented 
on our findings from the more than 
200 in depth discovery meetings 
with manufacturing leaders and 
provided the comprehensive business 
assessment tool the NWIRC used as 
part of our COVID Recovery Program 
(CRP). Allow me to first set the stage on 
the bigger picture as presented during 
the national resiliency rollout before I 
provide you some of the highlights from 
my presentation. 

The global pandemic resulted in shock 
waves to the U.S. manufacturing sector 
that shine a spotlight on the importance 
of resilience. Having manufacturers who 
are resilient creates supply chains that 
are resilient – which is critical to 

U.S. national and economic security 
and public health. Today’s dynamic 
and unpredictable global economy 
requires manufacturers to provide 
quality products at reasonable costs 
that are delivered on time - despite 
disturbances and uncertainties. 
Resilient manufacturers operate with 
situational awareness that allows 
them to make data-driven business 
decisions across their environment of 
inputs, processes, and outputs. Resilient 
manufacturers can pivot to address new 
challenges and opportunities, which 
will strengthen U.S. manufacturing 
through more resilient supply chains. 
Resilient manufacturers manage risk 
and implement integrated strategies 
and tactics that make them proactive 
versus reactive. 

Through the CRP in our 13-county 
NWIRC region, we saw three major 
categories of business state surface, 
each representing about 1/3 of the 
market with varying degrees of 
resiliency within each category and 
across the entire spectrum. On one end, 
we saw the hardest hit companies with 
significant decrease in revenues and 
lost customers and in need of top-line 
growth assistance in marketing, sales, 
and website upgrades. These companies 
were mostly in survival mode early on 
and some today are still in recovery. For 
most in this category, given very limited 
resources and bandwidth, advancing 
resiliency is occurring one improvement 
project or initiative at a time. On 
the opposite end, were the leaping 
forward companies that were either in 
an industry sub-sector that exploded 
during the pandemic or, because of 
strong management systems
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and organizational nimbleness, 
were able to pivot, seize new 
market opportunities, and 
increase revenues. To respond to 
significant top-line growth, the 
focus for many companies in this 
category was, and continues to 
be, quality, process improvement, 
and  operational excellence. In 
the middle of the spectrum were 
status quo companies that for the 
most part held their own with only 
slight or no increases or decreases 
to revenues. Although some of 
these companies may have lost a 
key customer or two, many were 
able to secure new business, 
probably because of another 
company unable to survive. 

Regardless of whether your 
company is still recovering, holding 
its own, or leaping forward, here 
are a few things to consider. 
Advancing resiliency applies to all 
manufacturers. This is not a time 
for complacency. Status quo and 
leaping forward companies should 
not feel bullet-proof. The fact is 
that most status quo companies 
and many leaping forward    
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companies don’t have well-thought-out strategic, 
business continuity, disaster preparedness, or succession 
plans in place. All companies across the spectrum should 
look to reduce risk and strengthen its supply chain. 
Considering current and projected labor challenges, 
prime opportunities to build and advance resiliency exist 
by enhancing workforce  development and environment, 
leadership and change management, and strengthen 
the organizational culture. At NWIRC, we’ve transitioned 
from the successful COVID Recovery Program to the new 
Company Resiliency Program for all of these reasons.          

 

7 Essential Traits of a 
Resilient Growth Strategy
Katie Rapp, NIST Manufacturing Extension Partnership 
In an Industry Week webinar late last year,  ‘The 7 Essential 
Traits of a Resilient Growth Strategy’, Chris Scafario and Sylvia 
Wower from the Delaware Valley Industrial Resource Center 
(DVIRC), part of the Pennsylvania MEP along with NWIRC, 
shared insights from their experience helping companies 
innovate, market, and grow their businesses successfully. 
Their insights and tips are especially important now and can 
be adapted by any manufacturer in any industry. What do 
resilient companies do differently? 

1. Astute Situational Awareness

Too many companies are oblivious to changes around them 
while an equal number become frozen because they don’t 
know how to adapt. Business leaders should be aware, alert 
and engaged. This means talking to suppliers in the market 
segments they serve. Constant awareness of what’s coming 
helps companies avoid being blindsided. 

2. Leverage Organizational Competencies

Why do companies buy from you instead of other suppliers? 
Your strengths are important, but they shouldn’t be all you 
think about. Resting on your strengths can be profitable but 
can lead to stagnation. Companies that need to reboot and 
recapture the spirit of innovation can find a SWOT analysis 
(strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) helpful. 

3. A Growth Strategy Should Be as Unique as the   
     Business It Serves

What do you do to keep the business going and keep 
people employed? The Doblin Model is a tool that helps 
companies think through the core elements of how they 
add value. It can enrich existing and new products 

and makes it easy to spot missing dimensions that will 
strengthen a product. The Doblin Model can also create 
insights about your competition. Recognizing core elements 
and envisioning complementary products and services can 
help a company diversify.

4. Take Thoughtful Actions That Are  
Measured and Managed

Set key performance 
indicators that keep 
your company on track 
and moving forward. 
SMART goals help you 
grow by putting you 
on a path to selling or 
marketing to carefully 
identified target 
audiences. 

5. Connecting 
Individuals With Opportunities

Make connections that lead to growth. Imagine new 
markets and new audiences and go a step further to 
identify the individuals that you hold in high regard in those 
markets. 

6. Adapt Quickly to Changing Conditions

This is sort of a cousin to situational awareness. Markets 
can change quickly. Customers find other suppliers. Market 
scouting is a process that helps you face adversity with 
structure. You take a hypothesis and test it to see if it’s the 
best way forward. Market scouting involves getting your 
ideas in front of the people you think will benefit from them, 
and then tracking data from these interviews to identify 
opportunities. 

7. A Resilient Growth Strategy Energizes the Culture  
     of a Workplace

Companies that succeed have a culture of success. Yes, the 
saying is true: success breeds success. If people in your 
organization love what they do, they will do their best. If 
they see your company is innovative, they’ll be innovative. 
The path of continuous improvement is contagious, and it 
makes your company a very desirable place to work. 

Side Note:  NWIRC is partnering with DVIRC to offer,  
‘Manufacturing Growth 101: A Learn & Apply Growth 
Program for Small Business Leaders’. This is a 10-week  
course of 90-minute, weekly virtual sessions where small 
teams from noncompeting manufacturers adopt a Plan, Do, 
Check, Act approach toward growth. The program begins  
on March 23. See more details at: www.nwirc.org/events.
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Elk County Powdered Metal
Tactical Actions During 
Pandemic Paves the Way  
for Growth
Elk County Powdered Metal (ECPM) has over 30 years’ 
experience in low and high-volume production runs of 
powdered metal components. They specialize in structural 
components up to 18 square inches in surface area working 
with all iron-based 
materials, stainless 
steel, bronze, and 
brass. The company 
was founded to 
help satisfy a niche 
in the industry 
serving the small 
volume, small and 
large-part market 
and over the years has expanded to run large volumes as 
well. The company is located in Ridgway, PA and currently 
has 12 employees.

As the pandemic started impacting businesses nationwide 
in early 2020, ECPM saw orders drop drastically to near 
nothing and there were no orders or forecasts from their 
automotive clients. Their cash flow was stressed, even 
though they tapped into pandemic resources of the Small 
Business Administration (SBA). NWIRC conducted a business 
assessment as part of the organization’s COVID Recovery 
Program (CRP). The assessment indicated that ECPM was 
negatively impacted and actions were needed for the 
company to start recovery. A Tactical Action Plan (TAP) was 
developed with their management team that included a 
SWOT Analysis, an ideal customer profile, evaluation of the 
company’s competitors and market, 
and recommendations of immediate 
next steps. 

ECPM implemented several of the 
recommendations outlined in their 
TAP, along with the help of NWIRC 
navigating the various resources 
and expert service providers to 
address the most pressing concerns 
and have the greatest impact. 
The company completed a sales & 
marketing initiative, with support of 
Steel Valley Authority, that included 
market research and sales action plan 
provided by Deane Patterson. Vision 
Creative Solutions was contracted 
to rebuild the company website, 

including content writing, photos, 

video, and search engine optimization (SEO). ECPM also 
looked to internationalize their website by starting with a 
website translation to Portuguese. This would allow better 
communications in Brazil where ECPM has an outside 
representative working. ECPM regularly ships to Brazil that 
accounts for approximately 5-10% of annual sales and they 
hoped to increase Request for Quotes (RFQs) coming from 
that area. Vision Creative Solutions facilitated the set-up, 
installation, configuration, and testing of a translation 
module in Joomla software to include translation in six 
languages.

ECPM President, Paul Stilwell, noted that the COVID 
Recovery Program (CRP) process was made very simple 
for busy manufacturers by pulling out details about the 
company and providing recommendations that were ready 
to implement. “The SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities, threats) was particularly helpful because a 
SWOT is part of our ISO 9001 certification and it was great 
to have this updated for the end of the year.” He added that 
the resulting TAP gave the ECPM team a very clear direction 
for moving forward in the future. Stilwell said that prior to 
the assessment, he typically didn’t pay much attention 
to the services available in the region for companies 
like his. “Others aren’t aware or don’t understand the 
value of working with organizations such as NWIRC, Steel 
Valley Authority, and PennTAP. If another manufacturer asks 
me about CRP, I will tell them to pay attention, there’s a lot 
of help out there and a lot going on. The program was a 
godsend for ECPM,” he said. Because of their participation 
with CRP, ECPM was able to access funding available 
from NWIRC via the CARES Act to offset the cost of their 
various projects. As a result of various initiatives, ECPM had 
increased/retained sales of over $640K from 2020 to 2021.
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 YOUR STRATEGIC BUSINESS ADVISORS

If you have questions, or would like to speak with the team at NWIRC about services, please contact 
one of our Strategic Business Advisors (SBA) covering 13 counties of northwest and north central PA:

Scan for more details

 UPCOMING EVENTS
Operational Excellence 
Workshops
Mar 8:  DuBois
Mar 22:  Meadville
A highly interactive workshop to
learn the conditions to create a
high-performing organization,
including roles of leadership and
customer focus, establishing and
measuring performance metrics,
creating a stable and capable
delivery system, and converting
improved operational
performance into growing sales.

APQP / PPAP
Mar 22:  St Marys 
Concepts of Advanced Product
Quality Planning (APQP) and
Production Part Approval
(PPAP) Processes will
be reviewed as part
of your quality management
core toolbox. Understand the
5 phases of APQP, including to
develop a quality control plan. 

Communicate with 
Confidence
Mar 24: Bradford
Using effective communication
skills will help decrease conflict,
improve productivity, reduce
mistakes, and boost morale. This
session includes improving basic
communication skills, dealing
with different personality types,
and how emotional intelligence
impacts our conversations.

Basic & Advanced  
OSHA Compliance
Mar 31:  DuBois
Prepare your organization
for dealing with the complex area 
of regulatory compliance,
injury prevention, and 
business liability. The class 
will pack a comprehensive scope 
of subject matter into a one day 
session for the busy professional.

Tom Weible
814.590.5202
2 EAST LONG AVENUE
DuBOIS, PA 15801  
tweible@nwirc.org

William Rupert
814.227.9350

FRANKLIN, PA
wjrupert@nwirc.org

Lisa Dach
724.931.0728
HERMITAGE, PA 
ldach@nwirc.org

Andrew Idzik 
814.217.6068
8425 PEACH STREET
ERIE, PA 16509 
aidzik@nwirc.org


