
by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

I want to commend all who attended one 
of the three Spaghetti & Sales events we 
held in November, and their companies. 
Surely, these individuals wanted to enjoy a 
great Italian dinner (bravo Luigi’s in DuBois, 

Colao’s in Erie, 
and Muscarella’s 
in Sharpsville) 
and to engage 
in lively 
conversation with 
their peers in a 
casual setting. 
But these growth 
minded leaders 
took time after a 

full day at work to seek out new knowledge 
and practices that could lead to sales 
improvements, both organizationally 
and personally. Even more impressive is 
the fact that these companies have been 
experiencing significantly higher sales 
revenues and are 
expecting that 
trend to continue 
for the foreseeable 
future. 

Think about it. The 
focus of our session 
was the four drivers 
that can help a 
company close the 
gap between current 
sales levels and 
goals, namely 1) increase the number of 
opportunities in the sales pipeline;  
2) improve the conversion success rate 
from quoted to secured; 3) increase the 
dollar value of orders; and 4) decrease sales 
cycle time. Most of our attention during the 
three evenings was spent on sharing best 
practices and tools with each driver and 
discussing specific actions that can lead to 
sustainable revenue growth. Despite sales 

rocking, these business leaders showed 
zero complacency and were the epitome  
of GE’s Jack Welch quote, “change before 
you have to”. They had big appetites to 
learn, and we gladly looked to serve up 
some recipes for success. 

As I reflect on the conversations during  
our spaghetti dinners, a couple things 
bubbled to the top. First, buying conditions 
have dramatically shifted in recent times. 
For years in similar sales settings, I would 
ask my audience to think of everyone in 
their conceptual marketplace that could 
benefit from their offerings and estimate 
at that moment what percentage 
was actively evaluating suppliers for 
similar offerings. I typically would hear 
10 to 15 percent were active leaving 
85 to 90 percent not looking (latent). 
In more recent times, including our 
Spaghetti & Sales events, the response 
has totally flipped where 85 - 90% 
of the market is actively looking and 

10 - 15% is not looking. The 
supply change disruptions, 
skilled labor shortages, and 
other financial/operational 
challenges have hurt the ability 
for some companies to meet 
their customer’s production, 
on-time delivery, and quality 
requirements opening the door 
for their competitors to enter 
the buyer’s process. 

Why is this important? The latent 
buyer, regardless of the percentage 
in the marketplace, represents a great 
opportunity for profitable sales growth. 
Sellers who can help transition a buyer 
from ‘not looking’ to ‘looking’ before the 
company begins to ‘shop’ other potential 
suppliers is likely to win the sale 85% of 
the time. In short, it pays greatly to get 
in first and be company A. This requires a 
mindset to be a proactive seller or selling 
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organization and to make it a strategic 
priority. Being proactive is for sure a 
twofer in that it addresses Driver #1 
by adding more opportunities in the 
sales pipeline along with improving 
the conversion success (Driver #2). 
I would strongly argue that it is a 
trifecta in that it can also increase the 
order dollar value (Driver #3) because 
the earlier that the seller enters the 
buyer’s process, the greater the 
opportunity to be a problems-solver 
and deliver value as a trusted advisor 
(opposed to just a qualified vendor). 
Additionally, ‘active opportunities’  
are much more competitive and  
often require skillful reengineering 
during the sales process to replace 
company A.     

My second reflection point is the 
desire shared by many to address 
Driver # 4 and shorten the sales cycle. 
The team from G.W. Becker at the 
Spaghetti & Sales in Sharpsville talked 
about their incredibly long sales cycle 
and how their buyers today have 
expanded demands and expectations 
over their predecessors. Taylor Smith, 
who recently moved into a new sales 
role with PSNERGY, LLC, asked great 
questions and took copious notes
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at the Spaghetti & Sales in Erie. She posted to her LinkedIn 
network that she has been working hard to integrate 
some new ideas into their process and looked forward to 
hopefully speeding up their sales cycle. 

The significant increase in ‘active opportunities’ is driving 
more sales activities and stretching resources that could 
adversely impact sales effectiveness. Many were particularly 
interested as we dove deeper into the practices and tools to 
formalize a sales process that is aligned to their buyers both 
behaviorally and procedurally and how that could not only 
decrease sales cycles but improve outcomes.  

 

Checking in on the  
Lean Together™ Reboot
by Molly Reichard, NWIRC 
Culture Development & Training Specialist

Last May, a group came together for a reboot of the popular 
NWIRC program, Lean Together™. These 21 participants, 
from 6 different companies, had previous success with Lean 
Together™ and implementing concepts of 2 second lean 
in order to develop a culture of continuous improvement. 
Aside from that, these companies had something else in 
common. They lost momentum during the pandemic! 
A special cohort of Lean Together™ was convened eight 
months ago for monthly sessions to help companies pick up 
where they left off. 

At the mid-point check-in session in November, participants 
shared their successes (and in some cases challenges) with 
their stand-up meetings, 3S or 5S activities for workplace 
organization, documenting improvement with before 
and after photos, training employees company-wide on 
the eight wastes, and most of all – improvements with 
their overall communication and culture. All participants 
noted that this reboot was exactly what they needed to 
revitalize their previous progress, most of them saying their 
companies are now focusing on better communication for 
people, on every level, to make better decisions. The 

mid-point survey among the group highlighted how Lean 
Together™, and the three pillars of 2 second lean, have 
impacted their companies, including: 1) better focus on 
outcomes and team mindset; 2) all departments are more 
engaged in making improvements; 3) everyone is now on 
the same page and accountable; and 4) improved employee 
communication, just to name a few.

So far, the group has toured Viking Plastics to learn about 
their best practices using 2 second lean for numerous years, 

impact of their cultural shift, and attend their morning 
drumbeat meeting. Subsequent road trips included 
tours at a few of the participating companies to see their 
progress, including Franklin Industries, Industrial Sales & 
Manufacturing, and Electric Materials. This Lean Together™ 
group is looking forward to graduation in March, where 
they will give final presentations of their company’s 
accomplishments with the program.         

 

Improve New Hire Retention
by Lisa Pustelak, NWIRC 
Strategic Planning & Culture Development Specialist

There is an occurrence so commonplace among  
manufacturers that there’s a name for it: “runners.” Runners 
are the new hires for entry-level jobs, often in their 20s, 
who fail to return for duty after their first work break, lunch 
hour or first day on the job. They are out the door and never 
come back.

Your first instinct may be to wonder what’s wrong with 
them, or maybe how someone in your organization thought 
they would be a good fit. But if your organization has had 
runners, you might ask yourself a different question – what 
are these new hires running from?

In the current job market, people have many options, and 
that does not change when you hire them. New hires want 
to feel welcome. They want to understand what they are 
being asked to do and why. They want to be part of  
something bigger than a specific task. 

If you are struggling to retain new employees beyond the 
first day, week or even 90 days, it might not be about them. 
It may be time to look at your onboarding process. Two key 
questions to ask across your organization are:

• Why do our employees stay?
• How can we communicate why they stay to new  

employees?
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Let’s take a look at what makes for a successful onboarding 
experience. 

The Onboarding Mindset Must Begin With  
Leadership and Empathy
“I’m not going to learn their name or get to know them until 
they have been here 90 days.” Ouch. The statement is telling,  
regardless of whether it comes from a veteran machine  
operator or the company owner. Would you want to work with 
someone who has that mindset?

The onboarding and new hire retention processes extend 
beyond just the human resources (HR) department and giving 
a new employee the technical training necessary to operate a 
machine. Keys to success include:

• Involving leadership. If people 
are your most valuable asset, 
there is nothing more important 
than getting off to a good start 
with your newcomers. Leaders 
are role models for behaviors 
and culture, so they should be 
part of the process.

• Being more empathetic. If 
the golden rule is to treat people the way you want to be 
treated, the platinum rule is to treat people the way they 
wish to be treated. Listen to what newcomers say and the 
questions they ask.

• Stop stereotyping and making assumptions. There can 
be massive generational differences in attitudes and  
knowledge about work. You may have to teach newcomers 
how to meet expectations for a 40-hour per week, full-time 
job. Not everyone has the same experience – and that 
doesn’t make them bad. They don’t know what they don’t 
know.

Onboarding is a great opportunity for leaders and their  
companies to begin building trust and loyalty. Make a positive 
impression on your new hires when they are most  
impressionable. You want them running back for their  
second day.

The First Day: Establish Real Connections  
and Set Expectations
A new hire’s first day on the job should be all about  
connections and making them feel welcome. Help them see 
the big picture. It’s not just a tour of their work area but  
showing them what is in other areas of the building. It’s not just
explaining what they will be doing but showing why they are 
needed at the company. You should aspire to:
• Make them feel welcome by introducing new hires to a 

wide range of people, and not just in their initial work area. 
In fact, consider doing a round of introductions before you 
even ask them to fill out paperwork.

• 

• Set expectations for what onboarding looks like, not just 
the first day but the first week and 90 days. If they are not 
meeting company leaders on the first day, let them know 
when that might happen. Give them a timeline for  
technical training as well.

• Introduce them to the company mission, values and goals. 
Explain what your company does, why you do it, and why 
your company needs them.

Onboarding is so much more than showing a new employee 
how to operate a machine. Messages from the first day should 
be reinforced throughout the onboarding process.

The First Week: Show the Big Picture, Share Pride Stories
A successful first week of onboarding will accomplish three 
things. The new hire will:

• Understand the business
• Begin technical training
• See paths to a career

Newcomers will benefit from seeing how things are done 
throughout the operation. Let them see how the  
purchasing department orders materials and supplies. Show 
them how products get packaged and distributed. Technical 
training should be in the hands of someone who is capable 
of a true skill transfer in a way the new person can learn. 
Just because someone is good at operating a machine does not 
mean they will be able to teach the proper process, techniques 
and nuances. They may not think to verbalize some of the 
things they do unconsciously. We tend to teach people the way 
we like to learn, but people learn in many different ways. Be 
sure to include visual aids with job instruction. The first week is 
also a chance to show new hires different paths to a career and 
to create a sense of pride. Use your employees as examples.  
Let co-workers tell their stories about their many years of  
experience and why they come to work every day.  
Have employees talk about what they like about the company. 
Share stories of pride throughout your organization.

Read more from Lisa’s article, originally posted on the NIST MEP 
Manufacturing Innovation Blog, at www.nwirc.org/news. 
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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

Manufacturing Career  
Readiness Series
Jan 17, 24, 31, Feb 7:  Zoom
This virtual training serves as 
an extension of your company’s 
onboarding process – by 
providing employees basic career 
readiness, communication and 
problem-solving skills, and 
motivation. Includes (4) weekly, 
live and interactive 90-minute 
sessions held via Zoom. 

ISO 9001:2015  
Internal Auditor
Jan 17-19:  St Marys
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.

IATF 16949:2016 
Internal Auditor
Jan 24-26:  Erie
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. 

Lean Basic Training
Feb 6:  Hermitage
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.
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