
By Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

When it comes to manufacturing, the 
phrase ‘building a talent pipeline’ is 
commonly used when speaking about 
strategy to address the national and 
regional workforce challenges in the 
industry. When I think of pipeline, I think 

about moving 
something from 
point A to B, and 
also ‘closed-in’ to 
keep things going 
in one direction. 
Once something 
is ‘in’ the ‘pipeline’, 
it’s already in 
the works with 
targeted or 

anticipated outcomes and may or may not 
pan out. So, discussions of pipeline may 
not always be the correct thought process 
for engaging the new workforce.

Most of us know that a stream is a small 
body of running water, flowing on the 
earth’s surface. Today, when we talk 
about stream or streaming, we think of 
the endless digital content available as 
movies, TV shows, and documentaries on 
popular platforms like Netflix, Amazon, 
and Disney+. But, 
Webster Dictionary 
also defines stream as 
‘a steady succession’, 
‘a constantly renewed 
or steady supply’, or 
‘continuous moving 
procession’. Don’t these 
phrases better describe the activity that 
companies would like to see when it comes 
to recruiting? These terms are much more 
exciting, active, and ongoing in a positive 
way. There is potentially an endless supply 
of current and future talent out there, the 
challenge is capturing their attention, 
creating excitement, and changing 

perceptions so that ‘manufacturing is the 
cool place to be’. However, to do this (and 
to repeat what is probably an overused, but 
true, phrase), “it takes a village”!

NWIRC is part of that village, and has made 
it a strategic priority to be part of the 
solution with our Project Manufacturing 
Talent Stream. This program is funded [in 
part] by the Pennsylvania Department of 
Community & Economic Development’s 
(DCED) Manufacturing Training to 
Career Grant 
program. 
Within our 
mission to 
support the 
challenges of 
manufacturers 
in our 
13-county 
region, we know one of those 
challenges is finding employees. The 
‘Talent Stream’ initiative enables us 
to focus on stirring up even more 
excitement around manufacturing 
and connect companies with potential 
future employees. The over-arching goal 
is to provide new (and create awareness 
about existing) opportunities for 
manufacturers to share with students 

the cool things they 
make and do, and 
have inspiring career 
conversations.

Our Manufacturing 
Talent Stream 
Coordinator, 

Tara Lawrence, is prioritizing and 
accelerating initiatives designed to 
connect manufacturers to students. 
Now that students are heading back 
to school, it’s perfect timing. She’ll 
be developing a team of passionate 
manufacturing ambassadors (working 
in all different manufacturing roles) in 
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northwest PA to visit high school and 
middle school classrooms, creating 
club-style programs at schools 
across our region, and collaborating 
with regional partners for elevating 
awareness of all programs and 
activities for students to explore 
diverse manufacturing career paths. 
Tara says, ‘It’s really important that we 
broadcast loudly to manufacturing 
companies the many opportunities 
available for them to share their 
stories so they can choose how and 
when they can get involved.”  

We know, from over many years, that 
workforce challenges won’t be solved 
overnight, or with just one initiative. 
It’s a constant flow of information 
and opportunities engaging new 
talent coming up through the 
schools, and also those working in 
unfulfilling or underpaid jobs. The 
goal of Manufacturing Talent Stream 
is to ultimately increase the speed of 
the ‘current’, or maybe even turn the 
stream into a river! 

                             

Bob Zaruta 
President/CEO, NWIRC

Manufacturing Talent Stream
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Getting Back to to Class
by Robin Keller, NWIRC 
Training and Strategic Programs Coordinator

Every year we experience the end of lazy summer days 
and welcome the fall with kids going back to school. Even 
though you may have graduated, and working in your 
manufacturing career, the learning never stops.
Right now is the perfect time 
to think about some additional 
training for yourself and your 
employees, just as our future 
manufacturers are getting on 
the bus with new backpacks 
and lunch boxes. 

Sending employees to 
educational classes is a 
great way to show how the 
company is investing in them 
and the business itself. You 
are grooming the next leaders of the company and training 
them to adhere to the company’s standards, encouraging 
positive employee engagement, improving self-worth, and 
growth within their manufacturing career. The return on 
investment from employee training is endless if the training 
is consistent. 

Here at NWIRC, classes for leaders, human resources, 
finance, and the shop floor have seen an uptick in 
recent years. All employees can benefit from additional 
development with classes about communication, 
accountability, and coaching, whether a brand new leader 
or seasoned manager, with improving company culture 
in mind. Quality-related training for internal auditors 
focused on ISO 9001, IATF 16949, and AS9100 are necessary 
for maintaining certifications, but are also important for 
identifying weak spots in your organization’s operations to 
develop risk management strategies.

If you’re not exactly sure where to begin with developing 
your people, a gap analysis is a quick way to identify areas 
of focus. NWIRC’s no-cost training assessment explores 
needs for increasing or adding training both across 
the organization and for a specific job function. Most 
importantly, it can help you prioritize needs that will bring 
the biggest impact on productivity, safety, and employee 
satisfaction. The training plan created builds a roadmap and  
establishes benchmarks for evaluating training efforts. 

There are some consistent themes we’ve seen over 
time with the training assessments. One is related to 
communication. Employees want more of it, and they want 
to be trained on how to be better communicators. Another 
is leadership development. It happens more often than 
not, companies put great workers in leadership roles but 

do not provide them leadership training. It’s often hard for 
someone to suddenly be put into a managerial role of staff 
who were fellow coworkers only a few months prior. Our 
training assessments look at internal challenges that can 
easily be resolved with more training. 

Let’s face it, the manufacturing talent pool is getting smaller 
and some of the new staff coming in could really use 
some extra help to become the employees that will take 
charge, do what it takes to get the job done, and become 
incredible assets to your company. The skills they will gain 
with focused training will empower them to deliver better 
quality of work; and help them understand their roles and 
responsibilities within the organization. 

As students return to the classroom this fall, think about 
you and your employees’ educational opportunities and 
the advantage your staff will have when they are called to 
take on new and challenging tasks in the ever-changing 
manufacturing environment. Let’s sharpen our pencils,  
open that new box of crayons, and hit the books for new 
and exciting learning opportunities. 

Visit www.nwirc.org/event for a current training schedule or 
reach out for customized onsite training at your facility. 

 

Evaluating Customer  
Profitability
by Michael Griffith, NWIRC, COO 

Even if your company is having a banner year, now is the 
time to look not only how to gain new customers, but also 
how to shed customers who may be a drain on profitability.

It goes without saying that customers can negatively affect 
profitability if the combined material, production, and fixed 
contribution costs of the goods sold to the customer is 
higher than the selling price of the final product. However, 
many indirect costs, such as excessive quoting time,  
engineering time, quality requirements, returns, or other 
customer service requirements, should also be considered 
in the total cost of goods sold.

Many people are familiar with Pareto’s 80/20 Principle and 
its application to sales – roughly 80% of sales revenue 
comes from 20% of customers, leaving the final 20% of sales 
revenue from 80% of customers. Less commonly known is 
that while 20% of customers contribute to 80% of company 
profits, the next 20-30% of profit is from the middle 40-60% 
of customers. The remaining 20-40% of customers either 
generate no profit or draw down profits from overall  
profitability of the company.              
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The steps to evaluate customer profitability include:

1.	 Quantitatively analyze profitability, based upon combined 
material, production, and fixed contribution costs, of each 
customer.

2.	 Qualitatively analyze profitability based upon other, some-
times subjective, criteria such as quoting time, engineering 
time, quality requirements, returns, or other customer 
service requirements.

3.	 Consider the customer’s potential for increased future 
growth.

4.	 Consider the customer’s fit in your strategic growth plan or 
ideal customer profile.

While the first step, quantitative analysis, will offer a good list of 
current customers that are draining profitability, it should not 
be considered the only criteria for evaluation. A complete  
customer profitability evaluation, including all four steps, 
should be performed.

Following these steps can help a manufacturer improve  
customer service to profitable customers, align its customer 
base with an ideal customer fit, and grow its business through 
new customer opportunities.

Side Note: NWIRC’s Mike Griffith and Bob Zaruta will facilitate 
Spaghetti and Sales: 4 Drivers to Increase Sales Revenue at a 
great restaurant near you. Sessions are planned for Bradford (Sept 
26), Erie (Oct 5), St Marys (Oct 24), Sharpsville (Oct 24), and  
Meadville (Nov 14) - all from 4-6pm. Find details at 
 www.nwirc.org/events.

 

What is Your Superpower?
Calling all manufacturing heroes! NWIRC is again  
developing a social media campaign to run throughout  
Manufacturing Month this October. The goal is to  
feature a career path story each day -- of those working at 
regional manufacturing 
companies – from leadership 
to the shop floor – in order to 
inspire the younger  
generations. The stories 
will showcase for students, 
parents, and educators the 
success that manufacturing 
can bring. Everyone has a career story to share! If you are  
working at a manufacturing company in northwest or  
northcentral PA and want to be an ‘influencer’ and part of our 
‘Exploring the Marvels of Manufacturing’ campaign, reach out 
to Manufacturing Talent Stream Coordinator, Tara Lawrence at 
tlawrence@nwirc.org.

 

Advanced Manufacturing  
and Robotics Series 
The time to prepare yourself, your department, and your 
company for the future is now. Over your morning or during 
your lunch break, bring your biggest production, fulfillment, 
connectivity, reliability and labor issues to the experts at the 
Advanced Manufacturing and Robotics Series. You’ll see the 
best solutions in the industry to improve, control and add 
value to your processes, and provide new technology for you to 
leapfrog over your competition. 

Join NEFF Automation, Penn-Northwest, NWIRC, NWPA-NTMA 
and other sponsors on September 28 from 9am-3pm to learn 
how to optimize your production, improve workplace safety, 
and combat the growing skilled labor shortage with advanced 
manufacturing. 

This FREE event includes lunch, a variety of informational 
talks, and the opportunity to engage with over 20+ experts in 
automation with the coolest interactive demos available. You’ll 
see robots, Industry 4.0 solutions, new technologies, machine 
vision, pneumatic and electric motion control solutions, 
cabinet controls, sensing, and more. Registration is required. 
Find the event listing at nwirc.org/events.

 

Recipes for 
Manufacturing 
Success
NWIRC’s audio podcast, Recipes for 
Manufacturing Success in Northern PA’, in 
September will feature Penn-Union with  
Anthony Brown (Sept 4) and Jamestown Coating with 
Michael Walton (Sept 18). Catch up on previous episodes now! 
Find it wherever you get your podcasts or NWIRC’s website at:  
nwirc.org/podcast. 
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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
Executing Strategy on the 
Frontline
Sept 19:  DuBois
Leaders learn the three 
key elements of executing 
strategy at the front line - 
focus, measurement, and 
accountability. The Strategy 
Execution Tool helps leaders 
capture in one place their 
top priorities, progress and 
outcome measures, and those 
accountable for achieving the 
priorities. 

AS9100 Internal Auditor
Sept 20-22:  Erie
For manufacturers within 
the aerospace and defense  
industry, this course provides 
your internal auditors the  
understanding of the AS9100  
requirements and auditing  
process, including how
to prepare, conduct, report,  
and close-out an audit.

ISO 9001 Internal Auditor
Blended-Learning
Sept 21:  St Marys
This ISO internal auditor training
has a new twist - as a
blended-learning course
with only one day out of
your facility. You will
complete the ‘Requirements’
class online prior to attending
the in-person internal auditing
session on September 21  
in St Marys. 

Blueprint Reading  
and GD&T 
Sept 21:  Bradford
Designed to help those using
blueprints and/or schematics
to make decisions and  
to help solve problems,  
as well as prepare  
participants to effectively read 
and interpret technical  
drawings. Participants will apply 
the principles to hands-on  
exercises to reinforce the  
learning. 

Tom Weible
814.590.5202
1 COLLEGE PLACE
Building Swift 256
DuBOIS, PA 15801  
tweible@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


