
By Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

Each quarter, NWIRC and the other six 
Industrial Resource Centers in the state and 
50 Manufacturing Extension Partnerships 
in the nation (every state and Puerto Rico) 
submit completed client projects to be 

surveyed by an 
independent 
market research 
firm (Fors Marsh) 
commissioned 
by the U.S. 
Department of 
Commerce and the 
National Institute 
of Standards 
and Technology 
(NIST). The online 

survey looks to capture the project impact 
data and other information reported by 
clients. Key impact data collected includes 
job created or retained, and the financial 
impacts of new or retained sales, cost 
savings, and 
new client 
investments 
resulting from 
completed 
projects. 
This is how 
Centers, like 
NWIRC, are 
measured and 
we  receive 
a scorecard 
measuring 
actual 
performance to benchmark for a four 
quarter rolling period. The survey also 
provides enlightening information that is 
aggregated for the specific region. 

For the period of January – December 
of 2023, NWIRC clients reported to an 
independent research firm the following 
impact from their projects with our 

Center: 3204 Jobs Created or Retained, 
$275.8M New and Retained Sales, $16.3M 
Cost Savings, and $40.5M New Client 
Investments (plant, equipment, process, 
people) 

In the survey, manufacturers are also asked 
to indicate their top 3 challenges. For 
the year 2023, 64% of our manufactures 
responded with cost savings, 62% 
employee recruiting and retaining, and 
56% growth opportunities.  

NWIRC’s mission is to improve the 
competitiveness of small and mid-
sized manufacturers located in the 13 
counties of northwest and northcentral 
Pennsylvania. Examples of our projects 
with manufacturers over the past year 
are related to training and employee 
development, improving company 
culture, operational excellence and 
continuous improvement, energy 
efficiency, quality management systems, 
marketing and website development, 

strategic planning, and implementing 
ERP systems. In our region, there are 
about 1500 manufacturers with 90% 
of those companies with less than 
50 employees. Since the size of a 
company has relevancy to the size of 
client projects and potential impact, 
the impact results reported by NWIRC 
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clients are impressive. In fact, our 
combined impact for the 4 quarters of 
2023 was the highest in any 12-month 
period since our beginning nearly 35 
years ago. 

Driving Impact for Manufacturers 
is our tagline and brand for this 
purpose. To continue and improve 
our success, we must increase our 
project count with existing and new 
client companies, expand our project’s 

scope of work, and 
hope all our clients 
participate in the 
online survey 
when their project 
comes up in the 
survey process. 
We take great 
satisfaction in 
working with each 
one of our clients 
and partnering 
with them for their 
continued success. 

Our core values of PRIDE are at the 
heart of what we do and how we do it. 
We serve manufacturers with Passion, 
Responsiveness, Integrity, Dedication 
and Experience. 

  

Bob Zaruta 
President/CEO, NWIRC
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Your Future in Advanced 
Manufacturing
By Shane Cantrell, NWIRC Operational Specialist

Technology is changing the world at a rapid pace. It’s most 
obvious by the phones, computers, and vehicles we use on  
a daily basis. For manufacturing companies, staying  
competitive requires implementing technology from 
robotics and automation to software applications- and this 
is often easier said than done. Reforming your technology 
can be intimidating. The more sophisticated technology 
becomes, the more complex it is to understand and operate. 
The financial aspects of implementing technology can also 
be challenging to include determining return on investment 
(ROI) and capital financing.

There’s no crystal ball
What does our future look like with the implementation 
of technology and automation? In what could be deemed 
a happy coincidence, technology adoption is overlapping 
with a large percentage of the traditional workforce retiring 
without the necessary numbers of younger skilled workers 
available to backfill their positions.  

Robotics used in manufacturing processes are not the only 
type of new technology affecting manufacturers.   
Automation is providing productivity and efficiency gains in 
all aspects of business, including marketing and sales,  
customer service, financial operations and management, 
shipping and supply chain, and so on. Different types of 
technology must be integrated to provide the best  
outcomes and allow companies to keep up with the  
competition. While there is no crystal ball, the due diligence 
and time that companies spend to clearly define what they 
are trying to accomplish will pay off in the long run before 
investing time and money implementing new systems. 

Early adopters can shape the future with  
technology and big data

Evaluate the technology you’re considering thoroughly 
before signing on the dotted-line. Do your homework about 
what the new technology implementation includes, not 
only to understand the new product or system, but also 
consider training needs, learning curves of those who will 
be interacting with it, new or different inputs that may be 
necessary, implications for your supply chain (both  
incoming and outgoing), etc. Be sure you specifically define 
your end goal. What do you want the future-state of your 
process or organization to look like?  If you (the end-user) do 
not understand how you want the new system to function 
and benefit your organization, implementation of the  
technology could ultimately result in a disappointing  
outcome. Technology should be user-friendly and  
expectations must be clearly communicated. Adequate 

support of new technology is vital to successful  
implementation and achievement of desired outcomes.

We’ve all heard the phrase ‘big data’, referring to the large 
amounts of information that can be generated by new 
high-tech systems. Machines and software apps are making 
all sorts of data available at the touch of a button. Digging 
through the data can be daunting, so planning and defining 
specifically what you want to evaluate for decision-making 
is critical in order to determine what data should be  
collected. 

People are technology disruptors

In the current economic and manufacturing environment, 
the importance of doing business differently cannot be 
overemphasized. Sometimes, we, as humans, are the  
biggest technology disruptors. It’s often not the technology 
itself, but the people behind it, that lead to success. People 
who are adaptive to ever-changing market conditions and 
identify crucial ideas. 

Technology and  
automation are key 
tools used to address 
the ever-present 
skilled workforce 
challenge.  It’s time 
to re-purpose your 
people and  
re-train them with 
the necessary skillset 
to incorporate new 
technology and  
automated  
processes. The implications for not preparing can be  
detrimental to small to medium sized manufacturers that 
have not proactively planned to address the new skills and 
training required to advance their technology.

It’s important to bridge the connection between people  
and machines. A properly planned and designed  
Human-Machine-Interface (HMI) is essential for  
facilitating communication between the two - and is  
configured based on the application at hand. The HMI  
needs to consider ease-of-use and design for the specific 
functionality needed. A poorly designed HMI can often 
negatively affect how effective technology and automation 
is implemented and integrated into existing systems.  
Yes, there’s that word ‘planning’ again.  

Impact of technology advancement

The impact of manufacturing technology advancements are 
happening across many industries by driving efficiency,  
creating capacity, alleviating workforce gaps, reducing 

Continued on Page 3

Experienced Business Advisors Driving Impact for Manufacturers.



 
Continued from Page 2 

supply chain headaches, and enabling real-time  
decision-making with data. Automation is improving  
packaging efficiency, drones are being used for surveillance 
and logistics, 3D scanners are improving quality inspection, 
cobots are assisting humans with repetitive tasks, and the list 
goes on and on. 

The food industry is seeing incredible impacts in product 
recovery and efficiency gains. State-of-the-art technology has 
been deployed to sort food products using vision cameras, 
lasers, and specially designed sorting conveyors to reduce 
waste and use them for another product type. The result has 
been astounding for increasing product recovery, dramatically 
improving efficiency, and overtime labor savings. This  
technology is not limited to the food industry alone. Other  
applications can be easily translated to mining, lumber,  
recycling, tobacco, and ammunition manufacturing.

Overall, we have a lot to learn about how to effectively  
introduce and implement successful technology and  
automation systems. Technology, in its very essence, is very  
dynamic so it makes it challenging to stay up to speed. The best 
place to start is to ask a lot of questions and then proactively 
plan to include the use of technology and automation in your 
situation. Resources, such as those at NWIRC, are here to help 
you walk through your technology journey. Many companies 
exploring uses for technology and potential ROI ‘don’t know 
what they don’t know’, so it’s valuable to have an outsider look 
at the big picture with you. Reach out if you are exploring  
technology, robotics, and automation to discuss opportunities 
and useful tools to help with decision-making.

Side Note: Shane Cantrell is hosting an Automation Happy Hour 
to continue the discussion about advanced manufacturing at  
Brewerie, Erie PA on July 18 from 4-6pm, as well as others in the 
region to be determined. See more details at nwirc.org. 

 

Maintenance Masters Certification  
New Cohort Forming
In a typical maintenance department, 90% of jobs are reactive 
to repair equipment after it breaks down. Because a reactive 
maintenance job is 5-10 times more expensive than a 
proactive one, costs are extremely high. The Maintenance  
Master Certification training program provides the  
maintenance team with the skills and strategies to make  
the switch from costly, unplanned downtime to true  
forward-thinking maintenance excellence. Our first 6-part 
cohort started this past January and the group has two more 
sessions to go, so will wrap up in June. Each session is held at 
a local manufacturer providing participants with hands-on 
experience while applying real-life concepts to each topic and 
also valuable networking for these maintenance professionals. 
A new cohort is now forming to begin in July. Reach out to  
Robin Keller for more details at rkeller@nwirc.org. 

  

NWIRC’s Lisa Pustelak Achieves 
Professional Coaching  
Certification
Lisa Pustelak, NWIRC’s Culture  
Development Manager, was  
certified as a Professional Coach 
through Duquesne University in April 
2024. This intensive 9-month program 
was over the course of 141 hours, with 
the majority of hours qualifying as  
requirements for the International 
Coaching Federation (ICF). Key 
learning included intentional change coaching theory,  
coaching the person not the problem, coaching around  
emotions, ethics, mindfulness, and ICF competencies. As part  
of her repertoire of practice at NWIRC, Pustelak will now pro-
vide ‘intential change coaching’ to manufacturing leaders.

Coaching is a one-on-one transformational experience meant 
to meet people where they are. It’s a valuable personal and 
professional development tool to support high-performing 
individuals as they manage change, develop their potential, 
acclimate to a new role, prepare for additional responsibilities, 
and/or identify behaviors that are preventing growth.  

“Coaching is unlocking people’s potential to maximize their own 
performance. It is helping them learn rather than teaching them.” 
– Sir John Whitmore
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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
Excel Basics: 4-Part Course
May 8, 22, June 5, 12:  St Marys 
Many organizations use 
Microsoft Excel to track and 
organize data, but rely on a 
few power users to manipulate 
data for easier analysis and 
presentation. This 4-week 
training series will teach 
participants the basics through  
advanced functions, including  
formulas and developing pivot 
tables. 

Value Stream Mapping
May 15:  Erie
Participants are introduced 
to the mapping process 
and how to use the value 
stream map to analyze and 
determine actions to improve 
the overall performance of the 
company. Learn how to define 
product families, map current 
state, identify improvement 
opportunities, and create a 
future state map.

Creating a Culture of 
Accountability
May 15:  Corry
When those at your company 
aren’t held accountable to the 
same expectations, morale can 
take a significant hit. Learn the 
language of accountability (it 
should be positive not negative!), 
and how to set expectations 
S.M.A.R.T.E.R. Participants 
received the book, Winning 
with Accountability, by Henry J. 
Evans for additional learning and 
application.

Essentials Skills for 
Supervisors
June 11:  Erie
It’s common to promote a high 
performing employee into a 
supervisory role, but 
that doesn’t inherently 
translate to the best 
supervisor. Provide essential skills 
to your supervisors to help them 
excel in their role. Participants 
will learn the mindset of leaders, 
communication skills, active 
listening, dealing with difficult 
personalities, and more. 

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


