
By Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

As we close out 2023 and embark on 
2024, I will make a bold prediction. If you 
are manufacturer in NWIRC’s 13 counties 
looking to grow more profitably, there is a 
very good chance that our organizations 
will engage in a smart manufacturing 

technology 
implementation 
project that 
will produce 
significant, 
measurable 
impact to your 
business and 
pay for itself in 
about a year. 
My confidence 

is based on industry data, our agnostic 
approach, and technology mini-grants.   

Industry Data

In a 2023 survey of 1,350 manufacturers 
in 13 countries by Sapio Research and 
Rockwell Automation, 97% of respondents 
said they plan to use smart manufacturing 
technologies – which can include 
everything from 
robotics to the 
Internet of Things 
(IoT) – over the next 
one to two years. 

Statistics prove 
that manufacturers 
investing in new 
technologies 
set themselves 
apart from their 
competition. 
They’re able to take on more work from 
existing and new customers. They’re 
able to reposition and skill up existing 
employees and create exciting new career 
opportunities to better attract and retain 
talent needed to sustain profitable growth. 

According to recent research by Zenoot, 
which explored the influences and 
impacts of business growth according to 
2,450 business decision makers around 
the globe, there is a telling discrepancy 
between companies that invest in 
technology and those that don’t. Of those 
that reported strong business growth 
in the last 12 months, 57% prioritized 
IT investments, suggesting technology 
has played a key role in their success. 
Among companies with weak growth, 
however, just a fifth (20%) prioritized IT 
investment. 

Our Agnostic Approach

While industry data clearly supports 
growing interests and investments in 
technology implementation to achieve 
success, the best road forward is not 
easily discerned. Determining what 
technology to implement, and where, 
is just the beginning. Factor in the 
lack of internal resources to evaluate, 
and knowledge of what options 
and providers exist, the task at hand 
becomes more complex. Add the reality, 

especially for small 
and mid-sized 
manufacturers 
(SMMs), that 
money to invest 
is limited and risk 
of failure is high. 
Making the final 
decision to move 
forward can be 
difficult, if not 
impossible. 

As a mission-driven, not-for-profit 
public private partnership, NWIRC 
exists to help SMMs improve their 
competitiveness and grow more 
profitably. At the core of our success 
over 35 years is our independent, 
objective assessment of each situation 
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and the vetting of expert resources 
and technologies for our clients to 
consider. In addition to saving time 
and money, we help reduce risks and 
will work with you to determine the 
success criteria to measure your return 
on investment. Our value proposition 
also includes project management to 
help ensure implementation success 
and client satisfaction.            

Technology Mini-Grants 

Over the years, NWIRC has pursued 
opportunities and received 
funding to offer mini-grants that 
help  manufacturers offset costs of 
implementation projects to address 
specific areas of technical assistance 
deemed a priority. Mini-grants fuel 
decision making and improve the 
ROI. I’m pleased to announce that 
NWIRC, along with the other six 
Industrial Resource Centers (IRCs), 
and the Pennsylvania Department of 
Community & Economic Development 
(DCED) as the lead applicant, have 
been awarded federal funding to help 
SMMs adopt smart manufacturing 
technologies and high-performance 
computing technologies (Industry 
4.0). The funding, through the U.S. 
Department of Energy, Office of 
Manufacturing and Energy Supply 
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Chains (MESC), provides a reimbursement to SMMs to 
offset the costs for approved projects that focus on 
interconnectivity, automation, using real-time data to 
improve production, facilitating the adoption of advanced 
industrial robotics, artificial intelligence, and cycler security 
technologies. 

You can look forward to hearing more about our efforts to 
assist SMMs through this grant as it also includes funding for 
awareness, education, and employee training to expand and 
diversify the smart manufacturing talent pool, to develop, 
promote and scale adoption of smart manufacturing 
training, and to promote innovation on the shop floor. 

I look forward to sharing in next month’s article another 
federal funding opportunity that we’ve been awarded to 
assist SMMs, also with a mini-grant component. 

In the meantime, if you would like more information about 
the SMART Manufacturing mini-grant program, reach out to 
NWIRC’s Mike Griffith (mgriffith@nwirc.org).  

 

An Ounce of Predictive  
Maintenance is Worth a  
Pound of Prevention
by Jeff Craig, Senior Project Manager, Fuss & O’Neill 
Manufacturers worldwide have many challenges in their 
processes; one of the challenges they face, more often than 
not, is how to keep their equipment reliable. Some  
organizations operate in pure reactive mode, just fighting 
fires as they happen; others are doing maintenance that is 
either non-value added or doesn’t prevent the failure modes 
they are experiencing. Regardless of what they make or 
where they are, decreasing unplanned downtime,  
increasing their 
capacity, and keeping 
quality high are very 
desirable but can seem 
out of reach. 

The challenge with 
achieving reliability are 
barriers that  
prevent good mainten-
ance from being completed in a timely manner. The most 
common complaints we hear from maintenance teams are 
“Production won’t give us the equipment,” “We don’t have 
time to do our PMs,” and “We don’t have enough people.” 
When I hear these, I first ask, “What kind of Predictive main-
tenance do you do?” the  
answer is almost always the same, “We don’t!”
Predictive maintenance (PdM), like preventive maintenance 

(PM), also has its barriers. Some of the most common are “it’s 
too expensive,” “it’s too complicated,” or the impression that  
preventative maintenance needs to be perfect before 
predictive maintenance can be performed. These perceived 
barriers can prevent organizations from changing their 
maintenance culture from reactive, which can cost time and 
money that could be used to grow the business, to  
proactive. The reality is that PdM is more accessible and  
less costly than people think, and it provides a better  
understanding of the current health of the equipment. 
Breaking down the barriers that get in the way of good 
maintenance can start with PdM. Think of it this way: if you 
can predict the equipment failure, and you plan and execute 
the repair before it happens, then you have prevented the 
failure from occurring.

So how does this work? Researching and understanding the 
different options can go a long way in selecting a starting 
point. That brings us to one of the most powerful PdM tools 
we can have, and that is data. Tracking and trending failures 
can point to the tools that predict and, therefore, prevent 
them in the first place. For example, bearings are usually a 
high-failure item and can be over-greased just as easily as 
under-greased. If we take the PM that has us grease  
bearings every Monday and change it to listen to the  
bearings monthly with ultrasound, then we have moved 
from calendar-based maintenance to condition-based. We 
then have made applying grease an action to a specific  
condition rather than a task of the day. So, if that condition 
isn’t met and there is no change to the decibel level, then 
the PM is complete, and no further action is needed. If we 
cannot lower the decibel level with lubrication, then we 
can say it is in a failure mode and plan the repair. That small 
change has saved time and money and gathered valuable 
dynamic information on the health of a normally high  
failure item, and we didn’t have to shut the equipment 
down. 

There are many PdM tools to choose from: Oil Analysis, 
Thermography (IR), and Motion Amplification, to  
name a few. Identifying barriers, gathering data, and  
understanding what predictive maintenance can do to 
transform the organization from reactive to proactive is an 
investment worth making.

Side Note: Jeff Craig is facilitating a 6-month ‘Maintenance 
Master Certification’ program from January-June 2024 at 
regional manufacturing facilities and registration is now full. 
We are currently planning another cohort to begin in July 
2024. Find more info at nwirc.org/maintenance.  Jeff has more 
than 30 years of experience in Engineering and Maintenance 
Management. As a Reliability and Maintenance Professional, 
he’s an expert of TPM (Total Productive Maintenance) and 
maintenance excellence procedures. 
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New Year, New Skills
by Molly Reichard, Culture Development Advisor 
As the new year approaches, many of us set resolutions to 
exercise, lose weight, and save money. Also in the top ten New 
Year resolutions made each year is learning a new skill. Whether 
you are an employer or employee, the new year is a perfect 
time to assess skills gaps and make a training plan.

While the benefits of training are limitless, a recent McKinsey 
& Company study found that “organizations that prioritize 
people development become talent magnets for employees 
who want to build their knowledge and networks.” The study 
also confirmed that organizations that emphasize learning 
retain their talent and promote from within at a higher level 
than organizations that do not. Furthermore, lack of training 
and career growth opportunities is the number one reason 
employees quit. In today’s market, employers must offer 
learning and growth opportunities to attract and retain 
employees. A robust training plan also creates engaged 
employees with top notch skills. 

To get started, assess skill gaps in your company, departments, 
and on an individual level. Using these gaps, develop and 
execute a training plan. While developing your plan, consider 
upcoming retirements and 
growth in your company 
along with the positions 
that will need filled due to 
these changes. Talk to your 
employees about the skills 
they want to improve and 
where they would like to 
grow within your company. 
Align your training plan with your company’s strategic plan to 
ensure you are thinking ahead and putting the right people 
in the right roles, with the right skills. Don’t forget to utilize 
WEDnet funding to maximize your training dollars.

Training can no longer be an after-thought or something we 
do when there is time, for both employers and employees. 
Research by the Society for Human Resources Management 
(SHRM) discovered that costs to replace an employee can be 
as much as 50-60% of their salary. However, this doesn’t reflect 
other losses to the company in time spent reviewing resumes 
and interviewing candidates for example. That cost rises to 
90-200%. According to SHRM, losing an employee that makes 
$60,000 a year costs roughly $30,000 to $45,000 to replace; 
the total loss to the company is anywhere from $54,000 to 
$120,000. Training is a proven effective strategy to avoid these 
turnover costs. 

Indeed.com cites the top 11 skills employers seek in potential 
new hires as communication, leadership, teamwork, 
interpersonal skills, the ability to learn and adapt,  
self-management, organizational skills, computer skills, 
problem solving, being open minded and having a strong work 

ethic. Employees possessing these skills are sought after in the 
hiring process. Employees with these skills are also more likely 
to be promoted from within. Taking the initiative to ask your 
employer for training in these skills areas will improve your 
performance, reflect your desire to grow in the company, and 
increases the likelihood of better pay for you. 

“What the new year brings to you will depend a great deal on 
what you bring to the new year.” – Vern McLellan

Side Note: A free webinar is scheduled for December 14th at 
12noon focused on support for developing your team,  
including tips for assessing your training efforts and WEDnet fund-
ing resources to offset costs of up-skilling employees.  
Register at nwirc.org/events.

 

New Training Catalog 
Coming Soon!
NWIRC’s new training catalog will soon 
be landing in mailboxes throughout 
the region. This is a helpful tool for 
planning employee development during 
the first half of 2024. Keep an eye out 
for it, and in the meantime, check out 
nwirc.org/events for a new slate of 
programming to develop employees - 
from enhancing leadership skills to 
creating internal auditors for ISO. 

 

Recipes for  
Manufacturing Success
The next episodes for NWIRC’s  
podcast, Recipes for  
Manufacturing Success in  
Northern PA’, comes out on  
December 4 (Matric Group) and  
Dec 18 (Targeted Pet Treats). You 
can also catch up on previous  
episodes anytime. Find it on your 
favorite podcast app 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
Communicating with 
Diverse Generations
Dec 7 & 14:  Zoom
Effective communication will 
help resolve (or even avoid)  
conflict, increase job  
satisfaction, build a culture of 
trust, improve productivity, and 
increase employee engagement. 
In this 2-part virtual session, 
learn to communicate more 
effectively and how your co- 
worker’s communication styles 
are shaped by their generation  
and personality.

Failure Modes & Effects 
Analysis (FMEA)
Dec 14:  St Marys
A failure modes & effects
analysis (FMEA) is a helpful tool
for companies to identify and
manage risk (a critical aspect
of the ISO 9001:2015 
standard). You will learn how to
uncover potential failures before
they occur, while investigating
at-risk processes, components, 
or products.

WEDnet Resources and 
Training Plan
Dec 14:  Zoom
Free webinar with tips on  
assessing training gaps and 
creating a training plan. Meet 
regional WEDnet Partners and 
hear about WEDnet PA funding 
resources to upskill employees 
and have your questions 
answered. 

 

Lean Accounting
Dec 18 & 19:  Zoom
Lean accounting is about  
paying invoices on-time without 
having to get last minute  
approvals, closing the 
books on-time without 
working overtime, and 
providing useful information to 
your team for decision making. 
Look at your accounting  
processes from a lean  
point-of-view to eliminate waste 
and create capacity within  
the accounting function. 

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


