
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

There’s no better time than October – aka 
Manufacturing Month –to recognize and 
promote manufacturing, yet it’s something 
NWIRC does all year long. Manufacturing 
has been the heart of Pennsylvania’s 

economic engine 
for more than 250 
years, now ranked 
the 8th largest 
manufacturing 
state in the 
nation. In 2021, 
manufacturing 
contributed 
roughly $113.2 
billion to the 
state’s Gross 

Domestic Products (13% of the PA’s 
economic output) making it the largest 
economic sector in the Commonwealth. 
Some 14,000 manufacturing companies 
employ 562,700 people (nearly 1 out of 
every 10 workers in the state). 

Because of the rich history, many think 
more about what manufacturing used to 
be and not enough about its emergence 
as a source of technological innovation, 
great career opportunities, and economic 
foundation for many smaller communities 
- this according to the Pennsylvania 
Manufacturing Advisory 
Council’s (PA MAC) and I 
wholeheartedly agree. 

Back in January, 
PA MAC started an 
initiative to develop 
the PA Manufacturing 
Competitiveness Playbook 
for the next Governor, his 
cabinet, and the General 
Assembly to use for 
establishing new policy and 
legislation. The recently released Playbook 
is the product of focus groups, one-on-

one interviews, and surveys with over 500 
manufacturers. I had the opportunity to 
facilitate a focus group with manufacturers 
from our region to gain critical insights 
and perspectives for the Playbook. The 
70-page document offers 3 game changers 
with 10 recommendations. Here are just 
a few of the recommendation categories 
that validate initiatives already underway 
in northwestern PA that NWIRC is either 
leading or in collaboration with regional 
partners.     

Strengthen regional manufacturing 
workforce pipelines 

Awareness is at the forefront of 
developing a robust talent pipeline.  
Creating opportunities for students 
of all ages to explore manufacturing 
career pathways is important to help 
them make informed decisions about 
careers, future education, and training. 
Each year, NWIRC plans several initiatives 
to support the mission of National 
MFG Day in October. This month, in 
addition to coordinating facility tours 
for students, we are again hosting 
‘Exploring the Marvels of Manufacturing’ 
– a program for 6-12 grade students that 
involves viewing What’s So Cool About 
Manufacturing videos and completing a 
career exploration activity worksheet. For 

a special twist, we’ll feature 
a social media campaign – 
each day showcasing career 
paths of a different local 
manufacturing superhero. 

Deliver training in 
automation to upskill 
incumbent employees and 
to attract new employees to 
manufacturing careers 

NWIRC continues to 
help several schools in the region to 
develop or enhance their student-run 
manufacturing enterprise - 
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a program that provides students 
the opportunity to produce real 
parts for local manufacturing 
companies and work every aspect of a 
manufacturing company. In addition, 
our collaboration with regional 
partners to launch the Uniquely 
Abled Academy at Crawford Tech in 
Meadville is upskilling an untapped 
talent pool. This CNC training program 
is geared for individuals with high-
functioning autism. We are looking to 
launch a UAA in Erie in the very near 
future and have our sights on other 
areas of the region as well.  

Raise the visibility and impact 
of regional, private sector-led 
partnerships

GR8T Manufacturing is the ‘next 
gen sector partnership’ for the 8 
counties of northwest PA. Although 
activity slowed down the last few 
years due to pandemic, meetings 
rebooted this past June, with the next 
meeting scheduled for October 5th at 
Acutec Precision in Meadville. GR8T 
Manufacturing has 3 priority action 
teams, including 1) branding the 
region, 2) B2B Connections, and  
3) promoting manufacturing careers.
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Connect vulnerable companies to local opportunities to 
grow more competitive clusters and strengthen supply 
chains

This recommendation category exemplifies the work of 
GR8T Manufacturing’s B2B Connections action team. They 
had a vision of connecting regional manufacturers via an 
online platform to do work with one another, as well as for 
those outside of the area to find them. The B2B website, 
https://tristatemanufacturers.com/Manufacturers.com, is 
now reality and there are already some great success stories 
of companies getting connected. 

Support manufacturers as they transition to high-retention 
work environments

We are hearing that the biggest challenge today is finding 
people to work. It’s more important than ever for companies 
to retain the employees they have and create a culture 
to attract new talent. NWIRC’s employee development 
specialists have a pivotal role in helping companies improve 
their workplace to become an ‘employer of choice’  via 
culture assessments, training assessments and development 
plans, as well as special onsite training and coaching for 
supervisors and new leaders. 

If you haven’t received your copy of the 
Playbook yet, use the QR code. Or, message 
me about this or any other initiative at 
rzaruta@nwirc.org. 

All of us at NWIRC salute the manufacturers 
in our 13-county footprint, especially those who are 
hosting activities to inspire the next generation during 
Manufacturing Month 2022! 

 

Three Components to Take 
Training to the Next Level
by Kevin Shabaar Smith, MBA SPHR HCS 
President, Leaderstone and The Kevin Shabaar Smith Co.  

I stood in front of the room and asked the 51 participants 
in class if they knew why they were in attendance, outside 
of the fact they were told to report to the training.  I wish 
I could say I was surprised by the 5-10 who responded by 
stating they had no idea. About half of those individuals 
didn’t know why the training was required, while the other 
half didn’t know why they were selected as a participant. 
This is a far cry from uncommon and is just one symptom of 
a failure in the talent management process inside  
organizations. Far too often, training from the perspective of 
the learner seems random, disconnected from a whole, and 
inconsistent in the details.

Whether you’re noticing training that lacks effectiveness 
in practice to multiple trainers giving different tutorials 
on even the most simplistic tasks, most process gaps can 
be traced to one of the three key components for creating 
training programs that stick.

If leadership in organizations get this process right,  
training takes on an entirely new light.  Random one-off 
trainings begin to show more 
purpose, learners see where the 
training fits into the “big pic-
ture”, and leadership can trust 
that training content is being 
delivered in a consistent and 
dependable manner.

Even if your organization doesn’t yet have a defined Talent 
Management process in place, remembering these three 
key components can make a huge difference in making your 
personnel development efforts more fruitful.

Gather Pre-Training Buy-in

Often when organizations send an employee to training, 
there is little formal discussion as to the value of the course 
and it’s importance to the organization.  When learners are 
aware of the purpose of the training, the value they will 
gain, and their ability to come out of the training in a better 
place - motivation grows and they enter the sessions ready 
to learn.

Define a Training Model

If you’ve ever seen two learners trained by different  
trainers and it seemed as though they must have been 
trained on two different planets - then you’ve witnessed first 
hand what happens when training is delivered without a  
defined model. Training models give structure to one’s  
expertise and outlines how that expertise will be delivered 
to the masses without losing consistency.  In addition, a 
structured training model shows the learner where each 
section of content fits into a bigger picture.

Train Your Trainers to Deliver

In the manufacturing industry, a good amount of training  
is delivered not by trainers, but by employees who’ve  
demonstrated proficiency doing ‘the thing’ being taught.  
The problem is that training requires a specific skillset that 
most employees have not acquired. The result is  
disorganized training, delivered in a way that doesn’t  
connect, and completed without any solid evidence of 
effectiveness.

However, when employees are well-trained in how to deliver 
training, they save time, connect with learners, and 
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understand how to know when their work has been fruitful.  

Talent Development is a key process and takes time to  
implement effectively.  However, understanding why training 
fails and committing to a world-class development program  
by including these key components is a great place to start  
the journey. 

Side Note: Kevin Smith will facilitate the 3-day, Untangle  
Your Expertise, workshop in Erie on Nov 1-3 to help you become a 
facilitator of learning, not just a presenter. You’ll build confidence 
and engage your learner from the start.  
Details at www.nwirc.org/events.

 

Practicing Lean Accounting
by Nick Katko, President of BMA 

Lean accounting, simply defined, is the application of 
lean thinking to all accounting systems and processes, 
both financial accounting and management accounting. 
What is unique about lean accounting, compared to other 
applications of lean thinking, is how it is applied to the dual 
roles of accounting. 

The overriding purpose and goal of lean thinking, in 
any industry, is to serve customers better. In financial 
accounting processes, what customers want is common 
knowledge, such as paying invoices on-time or closing the 
books quickly. In lean financial accounting, it’s about how 
to deliver these products and services in the least wasteful 
way possible. Lean accounting is about paying invoices 
on-time without having to get last minute approvals. Lean 
accounting is closing the books on-time without working 
the punishing overtime.

Management accounting, on the other hand, is responsible 
for providing information (products) and consultation 
(services) to many internal users. The value that internal 
users receive from management accounting is the ‘decision-
usefulness’ of its products and services. Internal users want 
management accounting to provide clear insight into both 
financial and operational performance to make decisions 
that help the company achieve better results. Management 
accounting deals with the financial management of the 
entire company. 

In order to align the accounting function with a company’s 
lean strategy, it is first necessary for accounting to master 
four foundational practices:

•	 Understanding Value. Accounting needs to think 
differently about who accounting’s customers are, 
what their needs are, and how accounting meets those 
needs. Accounting needs to focus its efforts on serving 

all its customers better, beyond transaction processing. 

•	 Identifying Waste. Accounting needs to think 
differently about how it performs its work. What 
activities are really helping accounting serve its 
customers? What activities get in the way or slow down 
serving customer? Accounting may have gotten so 
used to performing nonproductive activities that they 
consider them to be ‘normal’.

•	 Lean Measurement. Accounting needs to think 
differently about how to measure progress and results 
in a lean company, beyond the monthly financial 
statements. Improving quality, delivery, inventory, lead 
times, cost, safety, and morale are what is important in 
lean companies. 

•	 Using PDCA. Accounting needs to think differently 
about managing and improving day-to-day work 
and how to begin eliminating all the activities that 
don’t serve its customers. Incorporating daily lean 
management practices in accounting processes serves 
as a ‘lean classroom’ to identify and solve problems. 

These four foundational practices are applied to all aspects 
of accounting’s work to drive improvement and serve 
customers better:

•	 Improving Accounting. Accounting needs to look 
at its processes from a lean point of view rather 
than simply from a technical point of view. Serving 
customers better is much more about completing 
accounting transactions, it’s about creating a delightful 
experience anytime one of accounting’s customers 
must deal with the accounting function. Eliminating 
waste in accounting processes also creates capacity 
in the accounting function and improves the work 
environment for accountants. 

•	 Lean Financial Management. Accounting needs to 
provide useful and understandable information to 
internal users in a lean company. They need to lead in 
terms of aligning information and analytical practices 
to support a lean strategy and give decision makers 
the quality information to leverage lean for financial 
success. 

Side Note: NWIRC will host Nick Katko for a virtual training 
series, Intro to Lean Accounting, on Nov 1 & 3.  
See details at nwirc.org/events. 
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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
Lean for the Office
Oct 6: DuBois
Lean principles focus on
reductions in waste due to
overproduction and waiting. You
don’t need to be on the
shop floor to benefit from
improving productivity in
whatever your role. This training
will help participants understand
how to apply lean principles and
tools to office and administrative
processes.

IATF 16949 Internal Auditor
Oct 11-13: 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. 

Enhancing Your Brand  
on LinkedIn (for non-marketer)

Oct 21: Zoom
Building brand awareness isn’t 
just a function of a marketing  
department. Everyone from 
leadership to the shop floor has 
a role to play when it comes to 
spreading the word about the 
great things your company is 
making and doing. In today’s dig-
ital world, social media needs to 
be part of any brand awareness 
strategy.

ISO 9001 Internal Auditor
Oct 25-27: Erie
This 3-day, in-person 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
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DuBOIS, PA 15801  
tweible@nwirc.org
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814.217.6068
8425 PEACH STREET
ERIE, PA 16509 
aidzik@nwirc.org


