
By Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC

Anticipation is building for DIFM25 coming 
on March 25th in Erie! I’ve already shared 
some of the exciting details of our first  
annual manufacturing conference in  
previous articles, but I can’t emphasize 
enough the unique value of attending this 
event, either on your own or with a team. 

Conferences 
typically offer 
fresh insights 
and opportunities 
that can 
significantly  
impact your  
business, but 
DIFM25 takes this 
to a higher level 
– I Promise. And, if 

you come with a team from your company 
– I Guarantee. Attending conferences as a 
team offers value that extends far beyond 
the event itself. When team members 
experience the same sessions, workshops, 
and networking opportunities, they  
develop a shared understanding and a 
unified vision. This collective experience 
fosters stronger collaboration and 
communication within the team, as 
everyone is on the same page regarding 
the latest industry trends, best practices, 
and innovative ideas. The diverse 
perspectives and insights gained from 
different sessions can spark creative 
solutions and drive meaningful change 
within your organization. A key factor is 
preparing to use the information after you 
return to your day-to-day work.  

Let me take you on a tour of what to expect 
at DIFM25. The journey begins with a 
powerful tool designed to sharpen your 
competitive edge- the ‘Ready or Not’ 
manufacturing business simulation game.  
Imagine stepping into the shoes of a leader 
at a fictional manufacturing company,  
making strategic decisions in a fast-paced,

 
collaborative environment. This game is 
not just about fun; it’s about raising your 
 business IQ, building a strategic mindset, 
and strengthening teamwork. It’s an  
experience that will leave you better  
prepared to adapt to the ever-changing 
landscape of the industry.

One of the most anticipated moments of 
DIFM25 is the keynote address by Chris 
Czarnik. He’s a renowned author and career 
coach who has spent over two decades 
understanding why people join and 
leave organizations. His book, Winning 
the War for Talent, has already made 
a significant impact on thousands of 
organizations. To quote Chris in his 
own words, “I’ll be giving you the 
opportunity to audit your current 
attempts to recruit talented people 
into your organization. I’m going to 
build you an entirely new model of 
how to recruit people into your 
organization, as well as onboard and 
develop them. Let’s find great talent, 
but more importantly, let’s give them a 
way to go from hire to retire.”

At DIFM25, you’ll participate in  
breakout sessions, each tailored to  
address different aspects of the  
industry. The sessions are led by 
experts who will share best practices 
and facilitate collaborative discus-
sions - whether it’s developing leaders, 
cultivating talent, engaging operations, 
or working smart. From succession 
planning and onboarding to  
empowering employees to be the first 
line of defense against cyber threats 
– there are topics to spark interest 
among varied roles at your company. 

Throughout the day, you’ll have the 
chance to collect valuable resources, 
and as the day winds down, gather for 
a networking social-hour to connect 
with peers and reflect on the day. 
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Upon returning to your company, 
it’s crucial to take the time to reflect 
on the key takeaways and insights 
gathered during the conference with 
others. Organizing a debrief session 
allows you to share the things learned 
and identify actionable steps to 
implement new strategies and ideas. 
This reflection process not only 
reinforces the knowledge gained but 
also ensures that your time attending 
the conference translates into tangible 
improvements and growth for your 
business. By leveraging the collective 
wisdom of your team, you can drive 
improvement and maintain a  
competitive edge in the ever-evolving 
manufacturing landscape.

Now back to my promise and  
guarantee. If you attend and don’t 
feel you’ve gained valuable insights 
to enhance your business, simply 
let us know. We’ll ensure one of our 
NWIRC experts comes to your next 
team meeting to provide personalized 
guidance and support. If my schedule 
permits, I will be there too!

  

Bob Zaruta 
President/CEO, NWIRC
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Hidden Risks of NOT  
Pursuing Automation
Shane Cantrell, NWIRC Operational Excellence Specialist

In today’s rapidly evolving manufacturing landscape,
automation is no longer a luxury, it is a necessity. 
Manufacturing organizations that choose not to automate 
may face significant risks that can hinder long-term growth 
and competitiveness.

The Risks of Not Automating:

Increased Costs & Inefficiency
Manual processes are prone to inefficiencies, errors, and 
higher operational costs. Automation can streamline 
workflows and improve cost-effectiveness.

Reduced Competitiveness
Organizations that fail to embrace automation risk falling 
behind competitors who leverage technology to increase 
speed, accuracy, and flexibility in production. Technology 
disruptors are a real thing and there is a reason why the 
general public transitioned from horse and buggy to 
automobiles. The automobile disrupted the horse and 
buggy by providing a better way to get around. The same 
concept applies to the application of automation in our 
modern manufacturing environments.

Labor Shortages & Workforce Challenges
With a shrinking skilled workforce, relying solely on 
manual labor can lead to production slowdowns and an 
inability to meet growing market demands. Recently a local 
manufacturing company expressed the real possibility that 
their market demand may significantly increase if tariffs 
are implemented. If this reality transpires, it is likely that 
their customer would shift their purchasing from suppliers 
in China or Canada to their manufacturing site located in 
northwest Pennsylvania. This manufacturer is struggling 
to keep up with their current demand level and it is nearly 
impossible to fill 3rd 
shifts with 
operators for 
production 
capacity ramp ups.  
Automation is 
certainly a piece of 
the puzzle to address 
manufacturing 
capacity constraints 
related to workforce challenges. What is the opportunity 
cost of NOT automating and foregoing the possibility of  
increased customer revenues by “doing nothing?”  These 
types of conversations are invaluable for helping determine  
potential ROI and budgets for future automation  
investments.

Higher Risk of Errors & Defects
Manual processes are more vulnerable to human error, 
which can compromise product quality and lead to 
increased waste and customer dissatisfaction.  During a site 
visit with a local manufacturer, it was discovered that several 
pallets of scrapped products resulted from component parts 
not being placed on every location of a fixture prior to a 
molding cycle. Could automation hold a possible answer 
to these woes?  Would a vision system help prevent defects 
from occurring by verifying that the appropriate component 
parts are in place prior to molding? Humans are easily 
susceptible to errors, especially in our ever-increasing 
production demands.

Limited Scalability & Growth Potential
Automation enables companies to scale efficiently. Without 
it, businesses may struggle to expand operations and meet 
increasing customer demands. Automation systems can be 
designed to add manufacturing scalability through “lights 
out” operation during shifts that have minimal staffing 
available. Limited thinking and fear of the unknown can be 
detrimental to the growth potential of many manufacturing 
organizations if not willing to further explore automation 
opportunities rationally. 

Safety Hazards & Workplace Injuries
Repetitive and hazardous tasks performed by humans 
increase workplace injury risks. Automation can enhance 
worker safety by handling dangerous operations. What are 
the current ergonomic risks for manufacturing processes 
within your business? Not only should we consider the 
potential cost of one workers’ compensation claim, but we 
should also clearly understand the moral implications 
of ignoring real safety concerns for our team members.  
How can automation play a role in providing safer, less
burdensome tasks for our people?

Embracing the Future:
Investing in automation doesn’t mean replacing human 
workers, it means empowering them with technology to 
perform higher-value tasks. The right automation strategy 
leads to improved safety, improved quality, increased 
efficiency, and a more resilient workforce. More and more 
companies are saying they are going to ‘have to’ automate, 
but they don’t know where to start. Again, if your  
organization doesn’t automate, what is the risk to your  
company, your community, and your family?

Is your organization prepared for the future of  
manufacturing? Let’s discuss how automation can drive 
long-term success for your company.  Grant funding  
opportunities are available that may be eligible to use for 
your automation investment journey:
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•	 ARC ARISE Grant –up to 50% of clean energy  
	 focused projects, excluding hardware ($10,000 max) 

•	 SMART PA Grant – up to 50% of technology  
	 implementation costs, excluding hardware  
	 ($5000 max)

Side Note: Shane Cantrell is hosting an Automation Happy Hour at 
Muscarella’s Cafe Italia in Sharpsville PA to continue the discussion 
about advanced manufacturing. See details at nwirc.org/events.

  

Professional Development with 
SME Lean Bronze Certification
In today’s competitive 
manufacturing landscape, 
companies often struggle 
with inefficiencies, high 
operational costs, and 
disengaged employees. 
These challenges can 
hinder growth and reduce 
overall performance. The 
Manufacturing Excellence 
professional development program offers a solution by 
equipping supervisors, managers, team leaders, and other 
motivated individuals with the skills needed to drive  
transformational change. 

This intensive workshop focuses on lean principles, providing 
you with hands-on experience and professional mentoring 
to help you implement effective strategies and preparing you 
for the nationally recognized SME Lean Bronze certification. 
Companies that support their employees in achieving this 
certification can accelerate their journey towards operational 
excellence, engage more employees in performance  
improvement, and enhance their reputation as a top employer. 
Certified employees can effectively implement lean principles, 
concepts, methods, and tools within work cells, work groups, 
and value streams, leading to significant improvements and 
measurable results. Historically, projects led by employees 
trained in operational excellence tools have shown a return  
on investment of over $10,000 per project.

Participants of NWIRC’s Fall 2024 cohort passed their Lean 
Bronze certification exam and had this to say about the training 
itself: “All class material will be extremely helpful in advancing 
my career. I found this class to be very helpful and presentation
by Shane was wonderful and easy to take everything in!”; 
“I really enjoyed the practical examples where I could relate 
topics to my work.”; “The instructor was extremely well 

prepared – provided all the necessary materials.  I really 
enjoyed the exercises, especially the Lean LEGO simulation.  
Wonderful learning environment.”; and “The smaller class size 
allowed for good, shared problem solving.”

The next Manufacturing Excellence cohort starts in April at Penn 
State DuBois. The program includes six training sessions from 
1:00pm-5:00pm on April 2, 9, 16, 23, 30, and May 6. Additionally, 
the certification exam preparation sessions are scheduled for  
May 20, 21 from 8:00 am to 4:00 pm, with the exam taking place 
on the 21st. Required reading for the course includes “Gemba 
Kaizen,” “Lean Production Simplified,” and “The Toyota Way.” 
These books will be provided in advance upon registration to 
help participants get a head start on the material. For more 
information about this program, visit 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

Essentials of Lean
March 6: Warren
Build a foundation of lean 
- learning concepts and 
benefits, understanding the 
difference between value and 
waste, various lean tools to 
help eliminate waste, and key 
elements for building a
lean culture.

Leadership Essential Skills 
March 13, April 3, May 21:  
St Marys
Leadership requires enhanced 
communication skills, effective 
coaching abilities – to coach 
for success and to improve 
performance, ability to resolve 
conflicts, and executing strategy. 
This three-part, in-person series 
in St Marys will provide the skills 
and tools necessary to be an 
effective frontline leader.

Executing Strategy at the 
Front Line
April 1: Corry
Learn the three key elements of 
executing strategy at the front 
line – Focus, Measurement, and 
Accountability. You’ll focus on the 
most critical priorities to measure 
progress and hold yourself, and 
your team members, accountable 
against the metrics. 

SME Lean Bronze 
Certification
April 2-May 6: DuBois
This intensive 6-session 
workshop focuses on lean 
principles, providing 
you with hands-on 
experience and 
professional mentoring to 
help you implement effective 
strategies and prepare you for 
the nationally recognized SME 
Lean Bronze certification. 

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


