
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

Last month I wrote about the Uniquely 
Abled Academies and NWIRC’s involvement 

in this highly 
collaborative 
community 
initiative to train 
and place young 
adults on the 
autism spectrum 
in manufacturing 
careers as CNC 
operators. If 
you’ve read the 
news recently,  

you probably saw coverage of NWIRC’s 
partnerships to expand existing, and 
launch new, student-run manufacturing 
enterprises. You may have heard about our 
assistance helping companies to improve 
their culture to better attract, develop, 
and retain their workforce and become 
an employer of choice. Undeniably, 
these initiatives are meaningful and  
rewarding work that drives a high level 
of job satisfaction for us at NWIRC and 
is important for the manufacturing 
workforce. But, there is so much more to 
our work. There is a lot of accountability 
and quantifiable business impact reported 
by clients that drive our performance and 
measure our success. That is the focus of 
my article this month. 

NWIRC is affiliated with the Hollings 
Manufacturing Extension Partnership 
(MEP), a program of the U.S. Commerce 
Department’s National Institute of 
Standards and Technology (NIST). The 
MEP National Network is a unique public-
private partnership comprising 51 MEP 
Centers (one in each state and Puerto 
Rico). Through more than 1,400 trusted 
advisors and experts nationwide at 
450 service centers, the MEP program 

supports the competitiveness of U.S.-based 
manufacturing by making manufacturing 
technologies, processes, and services more 
accessible to small and medium-sized 
manufacturers. The Pennsylvania MEP is 
comprised of NWIRC and 6 other Industrial 
Resources Centers.    

Each quarter, NWIRC and the other  centers 
in the nation, submit completed client 
projects to NIST MEP. An independent 
market research firm, commissioned 
by the U.S. Department of Commerce, 
conducts online surveys with clients 
to capture key project impact data 
and other information resulting from 
the completed projects. Each center 
receives a scorecard measuring actual 
performance to benchmark for a four 
quarter rolling period.          

Our dedicated, experienced staff takes 
great pride in helping our clients achieve 
significant impacts 
and in fueling 
economic growth 
and prosperity for  
our region. For the 
period of  
January – December 
of 2021, NWIRC 
clients reported to 
the independent 
research firm the 
following impact 
from their projects with our center:

•	 1249 jobs created or retained

•	 $129.6M new and retained sales

•	  $6.3M cost savings

•	  $19M new client investments  
(plant, equipment, process, people)

 When manufacturing clients complete 
the NIST MEP Survey, they are also asked 
to identify the top challenges their 
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companies will face over the next 
three years. Their input helps us to 
adjust and respond. For NWIRC’s 2021 
surveys, there was an interesting, but 
not surprising, shift. The challenges 
noted were 1) employee recruitment 
(79%), 2) cost reduction (58%), 3) 
growth opportunities (57%), and  
4) product development (28%). The 
shift was with employee recruitment 

moving up to be 
the #1 challenge, 
for the first time 
since I can recall. 
This was seen on 
a national level as 
well, however our 
northwestern PA 
region had 78% 
citing this as a top 
challenge versus 
63% across the MEP 
National Network. 

This shift doesn’t come as too much 
of a surprise because, with our work 
as an MEP Center, our team is onsite 
talking with manufacturers every day. 
We hear their challenges real-time 
and, as a result, are constantly
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tailoring programs and services to meet their needs. With 
employee recruitment showing as the top challenge, MEP 
Centers across the country have been strengthening their 
workforce programs as a priority for 2022. America Works, 
an initiative of the MEP National Network, reports programs 
that can accelerate impact on workforce challenges fall 
under a few themes, those that: 1) leverage emerging 
technologies, 2) reach out to new populations, and 3) 
launch new partnerships. 

NWIRC’s initiatives certainly follow suit with our many 
existing and new partnerships, connecting manufacturers 
with technology (ie. the upcoming Manufacturing 
Advanced Expo with NTMA and NEFF), and focusing on new 
populations (student-run manufacturing enterprises and 
Uniquely Abled Academy). Not to mention, our focus on 
helping manufacturers retain the employees they have by 
taking a deep dive into their company culture and training/
development plans to offer recommendations for becoming 
an employer of choice. 

The bottom line is that we are here to help 
manufacturers. Not just with your #1 top challenge 
or employee recruitment concerns, but whatever 
comes your way. Whether it’s increasing productivity, 
decreasing costs, enhancing innovation, or improving 
competitiveness – all to drive impact no matter what lies 
ahead. 

 

Train to Retain
by Molly Reichard, NWIRC 
Strategic Programs & Events Coordinator  
You’ve heard the buzz words: labor crisis, great resignation, 
the big quit, turnover tsunami, and many more. You know 
the challenge of finding and retaining talent. There is 
endless talk about best practices to hire employees, yet the 
problem persists. The ability to hire talent with job-ready 
skills no longer exists and it’s more important than ever for 
companies to develop and retain their current employees to 
remain competitive. 

Many companies fear spending time and money on an 
employee, only to have them take their skills elsewhere. 
The reality is just the opposite - training can help retain 
employees. Companies lose an average of 25% of new 
employees in their first year of employment and, according 
to the Society for Human Resources Management (SHRM), 
the cost to replace an employee is 50%-60% of their 
annual salary. You can either spend time and resources 
continually hiring new employees (if you can find them) or 
spend it on the people you already have.  As stated by Sir 

Richard Branson, entrepreneur and founder of the Virgin 
Group,“Train people well enough so they can leave, but treat 
them well enough so they don’t want to”. 

SHRM also cites that 69% of employees are more likely to 
stay for at least 3 years if they have a great onboarding 
experience. Development can’t stop after onboarding. 
Continually training your employees on both professional 
and personal skills is proven by multiple studies to be 
an effective retention tool. Development opportunities 
reflect  investment in your employees – an investment 
that pays dividends in having a highly skilled workforce 
that is engaged and committed. Other benefits of 
training employees includes increased productivity and 
performance, 
reduced 
waste, less 
reliance on 
supervision, 
better 
morale, and 
an overall 
improved 
workplace 
environment. 

The Work Institute’s 2021 mid-year Retention Report cites 
the top reason employees leave a company continues to 
be lack of opportunities for career growth, achievement, 
and security (21%). This has been the number one reason 
for numerous years. That is, 1 in 5 employees leave due to 
the lack of training and upward mobility. Further cement 
retention efforts by connecting training with a career 
or individual learning pathway. First, conduct a needs 
assessment to uncover skills gaps in your team. After 
completing assessments, develop the career or individual 
pathways to serve as the road map to get employees from 
where they are now to where they want to be. Be sure to 
look ahead at what skills employees will need to grow 
within your company. For example, provide supervisor and 
leadership training now to employees you may promote in 
the next year or two.

Simply put, treat your people like you want them to stay 
– and provide the skills, tools, and support for them to 
perform their best – and they most likely will. 

Side Note: NWIRC’s no-cost training assessment and 
development plan aims to bridge the gap between a 
company’s current situation for training and development 
to an improved state. The outcome will help prioritize focus 
areas for impact on productivity and employee satisfaction, 
plus serve as an integral part of a retention strategy. For more 
information, contact mreichard@nwirc.org.
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Industry Forum: New Career 
Path to Manufacturing
Learn about the UAA at Crawford Tech
Manufacturers are invited to attend an Industry Forum to learn 
more about the Uniquely Abled Academy (UAA) at Crawford 
Tech. UAA is a program to train individuals with  
high-functioning autism to become CNC Operators. The 
Industry Forum will be held at the Crawford County Career  
& Technical Center in Meadville on May 
16th. The program will introduce UAA, 
as well as supporting services from the 
PA Office of Vocational Rehab (OVR) 
and ARC of Crawford County. There are 
two 90-minute sessions planned so you 
can attend the one that best suits your 
schedule, 9:00-10:30am or  
12:30-2:00pm. If you are with a 
manufacturing company in Crawford 
County or surrounding region, please join the organizations 
collaborating to launch this exciting program in September 
2022. To RSVP, please email lknoll@nwirc.org with your session 
choice. 

 

Turn Off the Labor  
Shortage Alarm 
There are owners on the shop floor running machines, 
presidents working third shift, and office staff in shipping/
receiving. NWIRC is hosting the ‘Turn Off the Labor Shortage 
Alarm’ Tour to help manufacturers stop fighting fires and 
focus on strategy 
with their current 
team. 

The program 
will feature 
keynote speaker, 
Chip Madera, a 
Motivation and 
Performance Strategist with over 25 years experience 
helping leaders and teams from every type of industry. 
His presentation, ‘Long-Term and Short-Term Solutions to 
the Workforce Crisis’, will explore 
the critical beliefs, behaviors, 
and actions that foster a positive 
work culture. Madera will discuss 
the organizational framework 
that inspires and engages a 
manufacturing team to embrace the 
mission, vision, and values of the 
organization- and share success stories of companies that 
built leadership infrastructures to produce sustainable 

performance. “Never before has the role of leadership been 
more critical to creating excellent outcomes and driving 
results,” Madera said. “Yet, labor shortages, increased 
employee expectations, and economic pressures have 
forced leaders into crisis management. Putting out fires and 
trying to find and keep talent have become overwhelming 
priorities that leave little time for growing talent, future 
expansion, and forward thinking and planning.” 

A special feature of this morning program includes exhibits 
with regional workforce development partners all in 
one place. Organizations will display information and be 
available to discuss resources you may need now, or down 
the road. 

The ‘Tour’ will make stops in Sharon (June 14),  
DuBois (June 16), and Titusville (May 21). The 3-hour 
program (9:00am-12noon) is free to attend and only for 
manufacturing companies. Seating is limited, so registration 
is required. Find more details and register for the session of 
your choice at:  www.nwirc.org/alarm. 

Manufacturing Career 
Readiness 
A strategy for welcoming new hires into your 
culture and planning for future development can 
reduce costly employee turnover. Another cohort of the 
Manufacturing Career Readiness training is scheduled to 
begin on June 1st and is positioned to be an extension of 
a company’s onboarding process. For nearly a year now, 
NWIRC has offered cohorts for this virtual training of (4) 
weekly 90-minute sessions geared for employees who are 
realatively new to an organization, or employees looking to 
enhance their soft skills. The sessions include:  
1) Manufacturing 101; 2) Communication & Confllict; 3) 
Critical Thinking; and 4) Goal Setting. The instructor is 
NWIRC’s Employee Development Specialist, Lisa Pustelak. 
See details for the next cohort at: www.nwirc.org/events.
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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
ISO 9001:2015  
Internal Auditor
May 10-12:  St Marys
This in-person 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 
report, take corrective actions, 
and more.

Lean Basic Training
May 11: Erie
The class combines lecture
and simulation to provide
a foundation of lean
manufacturing. Learn
about standardized work,
workplace organization,
visual and plant layout,
one-piece flow, TPM, cellular
production, TAKT time, kanbans,
quick changeover, and more.
All to improve your ability to
eliminate waste.

Making High-Quality 
Decisions
May 17:  Ridgway
Using an engaging simulation, 
this course teaches a logical 
decision-making process that 
addresses critical elements that 
result in high-quality business 
decisions. Participants will 
develop the skills and confidence 
to generate options and compare 
them to important decision 
criteria, and to select the best 
course of action. 

IATF 16949  
Internal Auditor
May 17-19:  Erie 
June 7-9:  St Marys 
Training of 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. 
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