
By Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

Per our routine at NWIRC, in July we 
convened one of our bi-annual staff 
get-togethers. It was two days that 
included our fiscal year-end retrospective 
– reflecting on achievements, challenges, 
and lessons learned – as well as planning 

for things to come. 
It was also a great 
time for all of 
our staff to hear 
first-hand a recap 
from our ‘boots 
on the ground’ 
Strategic Business 
Advisors of trends 
they are hearing 
and seeing at 

manufacturing companies in the northwest 
and north central PA regions they cover. 

As expected, each of their summations 
were very similar even though 
manufacturing industries in each area is 
often varied. Their observations won’t be 
a surprise to those working in the industry 
as they also align with what is going on 
nationally. Most of their insights fall under 
five themes and, as they discussed, they 
also noted possible strategies or solutions. 

Need for Talent 

Most manufacturing companies know 
this all too well. But in some areas of 
northwestern PA, it’s not just a limited 
talent pool – but also limited overall 
population. Limited talent exacerbates 
the skills gap, slows production cycles, 
and increases recruitment costs. Possible 
strategies include partnering with 
educational institutions and organizations 
on training programs, connecting with 
high schools to offer experiences for 
students to explore career paths, offering 
competitive wages and benefits to attract 
from neighboring states and regions, and 

offering flexible scheduling options where 
feasible to expand the talent pool. They are 
seeing more and more companies focusing 
internally on their company culture and 
developing their people in order to attract 
and retain workers. 

Need for Automation

Companies are moving forward with, 
or starting exploration of, automation 
solutions to enhance productivity 
and efficiency. It’s important that 
all companies consider going down 
this path in order to combat the war 
for talent, but also to reduce costs, 
improve accuracy, and accelerate 
production cycles. Solutions for 
companies recognizing the importance 
of automation include training existing 
workforce on technologies to upskill 
employees now – because it’s coming 
sooner than later, evaluate ROI of 
possible automation investments 
to ensure long-term profitability, 
and consider robotics to automate 
repetitive tasks – especially for less 
desirable positions. 

Changing Mindset

While there are companies recognizing 
the need to start automating, there 
are still some resistant to change and 
the adoption of new technologies. 
This latent mindset ultimately will 
result in higher operational costs, 
reduced competitiveness, and 
missed growth opportunities. The 
over-arching strategy here should 
be to foster a culture of innovation 
and continuous improvement – this 
will help you attract and keep talent 
too! Provide leadership training to 
cultivate a proactive approach to 
change management. Learn about the 
successes of other companies in our 
region and how they have embraced 
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change and made significant 
improvements. 

Diversify Product Mix and Increase 
Market Share

Many companies in the region are 
over-reliant on a limited range of 
products or services, or just a few 
customers. Diversification minimizes 
risks from market fluctuations and 
expands customer-base. Strategies to 
address include conducting market 
research to identify emerging trends 
and customer needs, developing new 
products to complement existing 
offerings, and forming strategic 
partnerships to enter niche markets or 
geographic regions. 

Improve Processes

There’s an increasing number of 
manufacturers saying that their 
number one priority in the next 
twelve months is cost reduction. 
Companies without a culture 
of innovation and continuous 
improvement will eventually 
experience increased costs, longer 
lead times, and quality control issues 
– ultimately limiting their ability to 
compete and grow.
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Continued from Page 1
There are many strategies that aim at this challenge such 
programs to educate employees on the eight wastes and 
foster peer collaboration, implementing lean manufacturing 
principles, and adopting digital technologies for real-time 
monitoring.   

As mentioned before, this information isn’t new or a surprise 
to most – but know that NWIRC continues to take the pulse 
of manufacturing in our 13-county service area and offers 
solutions to support regional companies.   

Shout out to NWIRC’s Strategic Business Advisors: Tom 
Weible, Lisa Dach, and Andy Idzik for the discussions and 
projects they are working on every day – and driving impact 
for manufacturers.

  

Another Lean Together 
Coming Together
By Molly Reichard, NWIRC, Culture Development Advisor

Culture, accountability, engagement – these three words are 
used frequently throughout discussions and presentations 
among NWIRC’s Lean Together™ participants. Back in May, 
another cohort graduated that included 20 employees  from 
7 companies as they gathered to celebrate successes, share 
challenges, and discuss their ideas for moving forward after 
participating in facilitated discussions and plant tours from 
the previous 9 months. 

Companies that have previously participated 
in Lean Together, focusing on concepts from the book,  
2 Second Lean, know that it’s more about creating a culture 
of engaged employees 
than it is about lean 
manufacturing 
methodologies. In fact, 
during NWIRC’s Lean 
Together programs 
companies are asked 
to complete a self-
assessment regarding 
specific characteristics of 
their company’s 
culture - as to where they have been and where they want 
to go. The exercise gets participants talking with the teams 
at their company regarding five important characteristics 
that enable culture change: 1) transparency, 2) tearing 
down barriers, 3) trust, 4) teaching, and 5) tracking. When 
companies have honest discussions about where they rate 
among these areas (on a scale from 1-5), it helps them chart 
a course for the future. Observations that graduates have 
noted in the past include:  “It’s important to always track two 
second improvements to see how far you’ve come.”, “Before 

and after photos create excitement for employees, and 
at the end of the year, seeing the list is eye opening of 
everything you did.”, and “Documenting improvements 
provides motivation and satisfaction for everyone working 
at the organization.” One of the biggest ongoing 
challenges for most of the companies is educating others at 
their company on identifying the 8 wastes and having  
2 second lean become part of everyone’s job. There is never 
a shortage of ideas from cohort participants of things they 
are trying to keep 8 wastes in the forefront, such as:   
discussing with new employees during onboarding that 
making process improvements is part of everyone’s job and 
start the basic education of 8 wastes, teach 8 wastes at each 
daily or weekly meeting, discuss 8 wastes repeatedly so 
eventually become habit, do random employee spotlights 
to ensure understanding of 8 wastes, take before/after 
photos to visualize 8 waste examples, establish employee 
contests that focus on 8 wastes, and rotate different  
employees through Lean Together cohort  – to name just a 
few. And, here are a few of the past comments from  
leadership who participated in Lean Together:

“Not only has 2 Second Lean helped us make improvements 
to our production process, but it has also been a building 
block for our organization to build a culture focused on 
teamwork, ownership of mistakes, and improved safety 
awareness.”

“2 Second Lean has taken the critical identification of waste 
out of management’s hands and put it into everyone’s 
hands. The front-line staff now identify problems and waste; 
they own it and they fix it. The buy-in starts at the top.”

“2 Second Lean is less about mastering lean terminology 
and tools and everything about engaging your employees 
and building a culture of continuous improvement. No small 
feat, but 2 Second Lean, and now the Lean Together 
program, is the one – two punch combination to that end.”
“Lean Together has helped our employees realize that 
working together as a whole group, and gathering multiple 
ideas from each other, makes us a stronger and more 
productive team. As a result, multiple new production 
records have been set.”

Seasoned Lean Together companies value the camaraderie 
and collaboration that the program provides. It’s a  
catalyst for foundational learning of 2 second lean –  
including how to develop and execute team improvement 
meetings tailored to create a culture of continuous 
improvement. One of the participants once stated, “Don’t 
stop just because something has improved.” A new Lean 
Together 1.0 Cohort is now forming to begin August 13. 
Contact Molly Reichard for more information at 
mreichard@nwirc.org.  
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Previous Lean Together cohort while  
touring SEPCO in Erie



Networking for the Sake 
of Automation
What is the risk to your business if your manufacturing 
company doesn’t move towards automation? This was one 
of the questions discussed at NWIRC’s first-ever Automation 
Happy Hour held in July at Brewerie in Erie PA. Yes, there was 
lots of light fare and networking going on- as per a typical 
happy hour, but NWIRC’s Operational Excellence Specialist, 
Shane Cantrell, also led some great discussion and shared 
resources for companies focusing on automation. 

Over 25 manufacturing peers attended the event from a range 
of companies just starting to explore automation strategies and 
forming automation teams to companies who have been 
automating for years and looking to do more in order to 
increase capacity and address challenges finding employees. 
Most of the companies that currently have some automation  
solutions have worked with third-party integrators, and some 
are now developing automation teams in order to to be more 
directly involved with the results. They are looking for more 
tools to evaluate key areas for automation, and also calculate 
and monitor return-on-investment (ROI).

As Shane meets with manufacturing companies in the region, 
he’s hearing them say more often,  “we have to automate”. He 
shared some valuable resources for companies to make 
informed decisions on next steps, from calculating ROI; vetting 
technology providers; and grant opportunities for offsetting  
investments. 

Another Automation Happy Hour is scheduled for August 14 
from 4-6pm at The Dented Keg in Clearfield PA. Register at 
nwirc.org/events.

Professional Development for 
Manufacturing Excellence
Manufacturers looking to transform their companies by 
investing in supervisors, managers, team leaders, and other 
high potential andmotivated Individuals can now look to the 
Manufacturing 
Excellence 
professional 
development 
program. It’s a 
workshop
 intensive that is 
a deep-dive into 
lean elements 
to initiative
transformational 
change. 

Participants get hands-on experience and professional 
mentoring. The training prepares them for the nationally 
recognized certificate or credential for SME Lean Bronze. 
Companies who support development of employees towards 
this certification can accelerate their progress toward 
implementation of operational  excellence, regardless of the 
starting point; engage more employees in improving company 
performance; and bolster reputation as an employer of choice 
for top talent. 

With certified employees, companies can tactically implement 
lean principles, concepts, methods, and tools within work cells, 
work groups, and value streams. This drives improvements 
and measurable results. Historically, return-on-investment for 
projects implemented by employees trained in operational 
excellence tools has been cited as netting $10K+ per project. 

The next Manufacturing Excellence professional development 
program is scheduled to begin in October at the 
ALIC (Allegheny Lab for Innovation and Creativity) in 
Meadville. Six training sessions will be held from 8:00am-
12:00pm on October 9, 16, 23, 30, November 6, and 13. In 
addition, certification exam prep sessions are scheduled for 
November 19 and 20 from 8:00am-4:00pm - and includes 
taking the actual exam on the 20th. Reading requirements for 
the course include: Gemba Kaizen, Lean Production Simplified, 
and The Toyota Way. Books can be provided in advance upon 
registration so you can get a jump start on the reading. 
More information about this program can be found at 
nwirc.org/events. 
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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
Frontline Leader 
Essentials Skills
Starting Aug 7:  Erie
This five-part, in-person series
provides skills and tools
necessary to be an effective
frontline leader. The first session
on August 7th focuses on 
‘Effective Communication Skills’. 
Register for the complete series 
for a savings, or just an individual 
session. See complete schedule 
and topics at nwirc.org. 

Coaching: Moving People 
Forward
Sept 4:  Erie
This training shows leaders how 
to flex their approach to meet 
the unique needs of the people 
they’re coaching and guide them 
in successfully achieving goals.  
You’ll learn how to use simple, 
memorable coaching techniques 
that involve asking provocative 
questions, connecting at a 
human level, and energizing 
people into action.

ISO 9001 Internal Auditor  
Blended-Learning
Sept 5:  Erie
This ISO internal auditor training
has a special 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 in Erie on Sept 5.

Unlock Efficiency with  
5S and 8 Wastes
Sept 18:  Corry
A deep-dive into the 5S 
methodology for workplace 
organization and how to 
identify (and remove) the 
8 wastes (DOWNTIME).  
This is more than a lean basics 
training. Learn how to use 
these lean practices to optimize 
processes and walk away with 
practical tools to transform 
your operations and achieve 
sustainable success!

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




