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2025 is Here - Ready or Not

By Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

The start of a new year is always a time of

reflection and planning. A time to reassess

goals, strategies, and operations. But we
can't stop there. We know 2025 will
bring a fresh slate of opportunities and
challenges. With a new president and
administration taking the helm, we will
see shifts in

conditions, and

And with times
changing and an

environment,
the level of
uncertainty and
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likely be greater. Perhaps this year, more
than ever, the need for strategic agility

and robust decision-making is paramount.

As we prepare to seize new
opportunities, confront
challenges, and navigate

the unexpected, the
organizations that equip their
people with the right tools
and skills and that strengthen
their team dynamics will gain
a decisive competitive
advantage.

With all this in mind, NWIRC
is excited to announce a
brand-new conference
experience for our

region - and we hope it will also attract
from well beyond. Driving Impact for

Manufacturers (DIFM) 2025 is scheduled for

March 25 at the Erie Bayfront Convention
Center. With a theme, “A Perfect Trifecta:

Tools, Talent, and Teamwork’, it's designed
to equip manufacturers with the essential

tools to attract, develop, and retain their
talent, and foster teamwork to drive
impactful growth.
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One of the standout features of the
conference is the “Ready or Not”,

manufacturing business simulation game.

This immersive, hands-on experience is

designed to sharpen strategic thinking and

foster teamwork among participants. By
stepping into leadership roles within
a fictional manufacturing company,

attendees will navigate real-world business

challenges, making critical decisions that
mirror the complexities of today’s market.
This simulation not only enhances
strategic and analytical skills but also
provides a unique opportunity for team
building and networking, making it an
essential component of our conference
agenda.

‘Ready or Not'was developed by the
Oregon Manufacturing Extension
Partnership (OMEP), a sister-center to
NWIRC with in the Manufacturing
Extension Partnership National
Network. They designed the game to
help manufacturers of all
sizes enhance their strategic
and analytical capabilities

in a dynamic, hands-on
environment. I've had the
opportunity to participate

in the business simulation
opportunity two different
times at national MEP
conferences ----- and can
vouch for the powerful
outcomes from the
experience. Participants grow
Z their strategic awareness and
appreciation for internal and external
forces, the roles and talents of others
on the team, and the rewards and
consequences of decisions. | witnessed
the “strategic grooming” that takes
place as participants gain new
perspectives and are equipped and
inspired to think and act like business
owners and managers. It's exciting and
fun and offers camaraderie but will
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also get you to think about scenarios
at your own company. Topics during
discussion include strategic planning,
lean manufacturing, expanding
production, supply chain
optimization, employee
development, growing distribution
channels, enterprise resource
planning, IT and cybersecurity, brand
development, and sales & marketing.

Consider bringing a group from your
organization to the conference and
experience ‘Ready or Not" Your
company’s greatest competitive
advantage is adapting to change
faster than your competition.‘Ready
or Not’ strengthens your team’s
adaptability in three ways:

« Raises business 1Q. Participants
gain new perspectives by
collaborating across business
functions to deliver business
results. It becomes a premium
employee development
experience.

o Builds a strategic mindset.
Employees who understand the
internal and external factors
critical to your company’s success
are more willing to embrace new
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strategies and implement changes critical increasing
profitability. building.

« Strengthens teamwork & connections. Ready or Not's
“collaborate to compete” design promotes knowledge
sharing, open communication and relationship
building.

We'll be sharing many more details about DIFM25 in the
coming days and weeks, including an introduction of our
exciting keynote speaker, Chris Czarnik, author of Winning
the War for Talent. As we embark on this new year, let’s
embrace the unknowns with confidence and preparedness.
Join us at the conference and take part in this unique and
transformative experience. (nwirc.org/drivingimpact2025)

Are You Running Your
Business or Is It Running You?

Lisa Pustelak, NWIRC Culture Development Manager

Small-business owners can approach decision-making and
operations in one of two ways. They can make decisions
each day with their hair on fire based on the conditions
that arise, or they can calmly plan strategically for how the
business will run.

The strategic approach ensures that business owners are
being proactive instead of reactive to business conditions.
Even in these times of uncertainty there are overall
strategies that can help your business — not just survive
day-to-day, but also grow
and thrive. With the new
year off and running, it's a § @
great time to think ‘strategic | % /// :
planning’ - especially if you |
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your strategy:

Your project list is NOT a strategy. Often, teams get
together to develop a‘strategic plan’that results in an
organized list of all the things you were planning on doing
anyway. There is no strategy in that. You must take the time
to identify your customers’ true need, not just what you
have to offer. You must be honest with yourselves, look at
what is working and what’s not. A SWOT (Strengths,
Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) analysis is a good
place to start. Ensuring that your strategy aligns with the
mission, vision and values for your company is critical.
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Keep it simple. Yes, there are very detailed and intricate
strategic plans out there, but it does not have to be hard. It
does have to be 1) well thought out, 2) include engagement
from the team, and 3) designed so that it is easy to review
and act on.

Be sure to address the BIG issues. Most companies have
issues that have been a problem for a long time. Issues that
when asked why? - the answer is “because that’s the way
we've always done it” Strategically, there needs to be a
mindset and a plan to solve those problems once and for all.

Hold yourself and others accountable. One of the biggest
mistakes companies make is taking the time to develop a
strategic plan and then never look at it again until it's time
to do the next one. At a minimum, your plan should be
reviewed quarterly, but ideally on a monthly basis. Your plan
should include who is doing what and timelines for
guidance.

A plan that is aligned with your company’s mission, vision,
and values and has the entire team engaged will not only
ensure everyone is on the same page and working together
towards the same goal, it will also make day-to-day decision
making easier.

Side Note: Lisa Pustelak will facilitate a morning workshop,
Strategic Planning Essentials, on January 29 from
8:00am-10:00am in Meadville. See nwirc.org/events for details.

What's So Cool About
Manufacturing?

The West Central contest of What's So Cool About
Manufacturing (WSCM) is officially underway in Mercer
County, engaging middle school students in an exciting
exploration of careers

in the manufacturing
industry. This innovative
student video contest
challenges 7th and 8th ‘!
graders to create MAMJF ACTURING?
compelling videos that ‘

highlight the dynamic work happening in local
manufacturing companies.

Guided by their teacher coaches, each student team
conducts research, films on-site at their designated
manufacturing partner, and edits their video for final
submission. The contest features several award categories
including the Viewer’s Choice Award. Online voting for the

Continued on Page 3
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Viewer’s Choice Award will be March 25-27, 2025 and

teams will be promoting regionally to garner votes. The
competition began with Teacher Coach training in October and
will culminate with the West Central awards ceremony on April
9, 2025, at the Penn State Shenango campus in Sharon, PA. The
top winners from the local contest will advance to the
Statewide Awards in Harrisburg, PA, on May 14, 2025.

Seven Mercer County schools are participating in this year’s
contest, each paired with a local manufacturing company:

«  Sharpsville Middle - Wheatland Steel Processing

« West Middlesex Area Jr/Sr High - T. Bruce Sales, Inc.

«  Lakeview Middle High - Hall Manufacturing Technology
«  Reynolds Jr/Sr High - Jamestown Coating Technologies
«  Kennedy Catholic Middle/High — Imperial Systems

- Farrell High - Zekelman Industries- Sharon Tube

«  Hickory High - G.W. Becker Crane

This year’s contest is made possible through the collaboration
of several organizations, including the Lawrence Mercer
Manufacturers Coalition (LMMC), Penn-Northwest
Development Corporation’s Homegrown Initiative, Northwest
Industrial Resource Center (NWIRC), and the West Central Job
Partnership, with additional support from Western Reserve
Public Media.

What's So Cool About Manufacturing was originally

launched in 2014 by the Manufacturers Resource Center (MRC)
in the Lehigh Valley, PA to reshape views on careers in
manufacturing. Over 1,200 videos have been created by
student teams throughout Pennsylvania with over 600
manufacturing partners. NWIRC and local partners introduced
the program to Mercer County in 2019 and 2020 and are
excited to bring it back for the 2024-2025 school year.

Manufacturing Virtual Tours
for Students

NWIRC was awarded grant funding to develop video
manufacturing tours throughout our region. These ‘virtual’
tours of manufacturing companies in northwest PA will be
professionally produced and introduce students, educators
and parents to manufacturers and career opportunities in

their local area. The project is targeted to specific rural regions,
including Warren, Venango, Clarion, and Crawford counties and
we're currently scouting companies who would be a good fit to
participate.

NWIRC's Project Manufacturing Talent Stream was created
in 2023 offering student experiences that explore career
opportunities in manufacturing through hands-on learning,
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industry tours, and career conversations. There was significant
activity and success during the first year, but one of the
challenges observed is that schools often lack resources for
transportation or time for students to take actual field trips to
visit manufacturing companies. The virtual walk through at a
facility will include ‘stops’ at different departments

to highlight careers and skill requirements—

with a focus on high demand and entry
level occupations. A QR Code will be
created for each video to include on a
student handout that also contains
information on the company and types
of careers.

Manufacturers will be chosen to
participate based on several factors
including targeted geographic

areas, willingness to make the time
commitment required for filming, and
ability to send a volunteer staff member to

classrooms for sharing the company’s story and virtual tour.

The funding is part of the Business Education Partnership (BEP)
grant from the PA Department of Labor & Industry that was
awarded to NWPA Job Connect, the local workforce board for
Northwest PA. This video manufacturing tour project is
supported by the PA Department of Labor and Industry of the
U.S. Department of Labor, as part of a $52,303.28 award with
0% financed from non-governmental sources. For more
information, reach out to tlawrence@nwirc.org.
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Highlights of this manufacturing conference:

Ready or Not
Manufacturing Business Simulation Game

Winning the War for Talent
with Chris Czarnik

Breakout Sessions | Resource Exhibits | Networking

Registration Now Open!
at: nwirc.org/Drivinglmpact2025
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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:

Tom Weible
814.590.5202

1 COLLEGE PLACE
Building Swift 256

DuBOIS, PA 15801
tweible@nwirc.org
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8425 Peach Street
Erie, PA 16509

MEP
National
Network™

pennsylvania
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY
& ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

» UPCOMING EVENTS

Mastering Emotional
Intelligence

Jan 14: Erie

Emotional Intelligence (El) is
the ability to perceive, evaluate,
and control your own emotions,
as well as read and respond

to social cues of others. Itis a
critical factor in successfully
coaching teams, managing
stress, delivering feedback,

and collaborating with others.

IATF 16949 Internal Auditor

Jan 14: St Marys

Training of the IATF 16949
automotive standard will
provide understanding of
quality management
principles in context with
SO 9001:2015, along
with techniques of
process-based auditing
with hands-on activities.

Lisa Dach
724.931.0728

HERMITAGE, PA
Idach@nwirc.org

ERIE, PA 16509

Andrew Idzik
814.217.6068

8425 PEACH STREET

aidzik@nwirc.org

Creating a Culture of
Accountability

Feb 4: Erie

Learn the language of
accountability (it should be
positive not negative!), how to
set expectations S.M.A.R.TE.R,
and benefits of being specific
and taking ownership.

Presorted
First Class Mail
US Postage
PAID
Erie, PA
Permit #227

Gemba Walk Workshop

Feb 14: Corry

Gemba Walk workshop
provides understanding and
application of gemba core
principles and philosophy.
Learn to plan and conduct
successful gemba walks, analyze
gemba walk data and
observations, implement
changes for process efficiency,
and develop effective
communication strategies

for engaging with frontline
employees.

For more information or to register for training, visit www.nwirc.org




