
By Sara Hanks, President & CEO, NWIRC

Last month, we focused on getting your 
data house in order. Clean, reliable data 

is critical before 
jumping into AI. 
But data isn’t the 
only thing that 
needs structure, 
your processes are 
just as important. 
Without a clear, 
efficient process, 
AI will only speed 
up the chaos.

Start with Process Mapping

Process mapping isn’t about making pretty 
flowcharts. It’s about uncovering the real 
way work gets done, not the way the SOP 
says it’s done, but the way 
employees move 
information, approvals, and 
tasks from one step to the 
next. When you map a 
process, you’re looking for 
three things:

•	 Clarity – Are the steps 
well-defined  
and consistent?

•	 Ownership – Who is 
responsible at each stage?

•	 Pain Points – Where do delays, rework, 
or confusion happen?

Even a quick whiteboard session with the 
people who “live” the process every day 
can reveal hidden loops, duplicate steps, or 
approval bottlenecks.

Why Standardization Matters

Once a process is mapped, the next  
question is: Are people following it the 
same way? Too often, the answer is no.
Take something as simple as submitting a 

purchase request. One employee emails 
their manager, another fills out a form, 
and a third drops the request into an ERP 
system. The result? Multiple versions of the 
truth, delays, and confusion about where 
to look.

Standardization means agreeing on the 
one best way to complete a process step — 
and then making it easy for everyone 
to follow that method. Without it, 
optimization is impossible. If people 
are using different mechanisms, you’ll 
never fully eliminate waste or unlock 
the full power of digital tools and AI.

The 8 Wastes in Transactional  
Processes

In Lean manufacturing, we talk about 
the 8 wastes. They’re just as real in 

office or service work, though 
they show up in different ways. 
Errors in invoices, reports no 
one reads, approvals sitting in 
inboxes, and information 
scattered across emails and 
spreadsheets — these are all 
forms of waste.

At NWIRC, we’re on a journey 
with our own internal processes 
– mapping them, calling out the 

hidden wastes, and standardizing 
how we work. Each improvement 
not only makes our daily operations 
smoother, but also strengthens our 
ability to adopt new technologies, 
and ultimately AI Agents.

Adopting New Technologies

With a streamlined and standardized 
process, digital tools can deliver real 
benefits. Workflow platforms keep 
tasks moving without manual 
follow-up. Centralized systems reduce 
searching and shuffling. Integrations 
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connect applications so information 
flows automatically instead of being 
entered twice. Digital forms and 
validation rules prevent errors at the 
point of entry. These aren’t futuristic 
AI solutions yet — but they lay the 
groundwork. 

When processes are lean, digital tools 
amplify efficiency. And when AI does 
enter the picture, it has a solid 
foundation to build on.

Why It Matters

AI doesn’t just replace manual effort; 
it amplifies what’s already there. If 
your processes are inconsistent, AI will 
magnify the inconsistency. If your 
processes are streamlined and 
standardized, AI will magnify the 
efficiency.

So before you ask, “What AI tool 
should we try?”, ask instead: “Have 
we mapped and standardized this 
process? Do we know where the 
waste is?”

The organizations that will succeed 
with AI aren’t just the ones with good 
data. They’re the ones with good 
processes.

  

Sara Hanks 
President/CEO, NWIRC
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The Reliability Revolution 
with Predictive Maintenance 
and AI
Jeff Craig, Fuss & O’Neill Manufacturing Solutions

Manufacturers worldwide face numerous challenges 
in their operations. Among the most critical is 
maintaining equipment reliability. 
Many organizations operate in a 
reactive mode, constantly firefighting issues as they occur, 
while others perform maintenance 
that either adds little value or doesn’t 
prevent recurring failure modes. 
Regardless of industry or location, 
reducing unplanned downtime, 
increasing production capacity, and 
ensuring high quality are essential 
goals. Achieving these objectives is 
possible with strategic, proactive 
maintenance approaches that transform 
their operations from costly reactive 
responses to efficient, reliable 
processes. 

The challenge with achieving reliability 
often stems from barriers that hinder timely maintenance. 
Maintenance teams frequently voice concerns such as, 
“Production won’t give us the equipment,” “We don’t have 
time to do our PMs,” and “We don’t have enough personnel.” 
In response, I often ask, “What kind of Predictive 
Maintenance do you implement?” The most common 
answer is, “We don’t!” This highlights a critical gap that, if 
addressed, can significantly improve equipment reliability.

Predictive maintenance (PdM), like preventive maintenance, 
also faces barriers. Some common ones include “it’s too 
expensive,” “it’s too complicated,” or the misconception 
that preventive maintenance must be perfect before 
predictive maintenance can be implemented. These 
perceived obstacles can prevent organizations from shifting 
their maintenance culture from reactive to proactive, which 
can result in wasted time and money that could be invested 
in growing the business. The truth is that PdM is more 
accessible and affordable than many believe, and it offers 
a clearer view of the current condition of equipment. 
Overcoming these barriers to effective maintenance can 
start with PdM. Remember: if you can predict equipment 
failure and plan and perform repairs before it happens, you 
have effectively prevented the failure.

This process involves researching options to choose the 
best starting point. Data is a key PdM tool, helping predict 
failures like bearing issues that can be over- or under-
greased. Replacing scheduled greasing with ultrasound 

monitoring shifts from calendar-based to condition-based 
maintenance. If ultrasound shows stable decibel levels, no 
action is needed; if levels rise, repairs are planned. This saves 
time and money, offers real-time insights, and can prevent 
shutdowns. 

With today’s rapidly advancing technology, Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) is also becoming a valuable asset for the 
maintenance of your organization. AI enhances predictive 
maintenance by transforming vast amounts of raw 
operational data into precise, actionable insights—faster 
than human analysis ever could. AI algorithms can 

continuously examine sensor readings, 
vibration patterns, temperature data, 
and operational history to identify subtle 
trends and anomalies that signal early 
signs of failure. 

Unlike traditional PdM methods, which 
often rely on manual interpretation, AI can 
automatically detect potential issues and 
estimate remaining useful life (RUL). and 
recommend the most cost-effective 
intervention. This not only speeds up 
decision-making but also allows 
maintenance teams to focus their time 
where it truly matters. For example, 

AI-powered analytics can combine ultrasound readings, 
oil particulate data, and temperature trends into a single 
health score for each asset. When a deviation occurs, such as 
a slight increase in bearing temperature combined with an 
unusual vibration signature, the system can automatically 
generate a maintenance work order, order spare parts, and 
even suggest the best time to schedule repairs to reduce 
production impact. Over time, AI learns from each repair 
and failure event, enhancing prediction accuracy and 
decreasing false alarms. In short, AI removes guesswork, 
integrates multiple PdM technologies into a single decision 
platform, and enables a shift from reactive firefighting to a 
truly optimized, data-driven reliability culture.

Having a strong foundation is essential for building 
reliability and fostering a culture of success within your 
organization. Relying solely on past achievements is a 
gamble; organizations that continuously look ahead and 
innovate are the ones that stay ahead of the competition. 
Don’t let complacency hold you back — ensure your 
organization is future-ready today.

Side Note: Jeff Craig is the facilitiator for NWIRC’s Maintenance 
Masters Certification. The next cohort is starting October 21. 
Reach out to rkeller@nwirc.org for details or visit: 
nwirc.org/maintenance.
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Smarter Manufacturing Starts 
with Smarter Data
NWIRC, along with NWPA NTMA and other hosting partners,  
are convening a series of lunch & learn events, ‘AI Ready  
Manufacturing: Get Your Data House in Order’. This isn’t just 
another tech talk—it’s a practical deep dive into how clean, 
purposeful data can drive better decisions and unlock  
real-world AI applications.

Why Data Quality Matters More Than Ever 

Before AI can deliver insights, your data needs to be 
trustworthy. This session will walk participants through  
11 common data defects—issues that often go unnoticed but 
quietly undermine strategy, quality, and performance. You’ll 
learn how to align data types with strategic goals and how 
thoughtful collection and analysis can transform raw 
information into actionable intelligence. 

AI in Action: Lessons from the Shop Floor

Each of the sessions will include special guests from 
manufacturing companies to share their journey and  
best practices related to data and AI.  

Academic & Funding Support 

At each of the respective events, attendees will get a glimpse 
into AI-related resources available at area colleges and  
universities, and explore technology education and  
implementation funding opportunities via NWIRC.  

These sessions are ideal for manufacturers who want to build 
a stronger data foundation and explore AI without the hype—
just real strategies, real tools, and real stories. 

Lunch & Learn Schedule (see details at nwirc.org/events)

•	 September 24 | 11:00-1:30pm | Meadville                                                          
Hosting Partner: Allegheny Lab for Innovation & Creativity 

•	 October 2 | 11:00am-1:30pm | Erie                                                 
Hosting Partner: Gannon University  

•	 November 11 | 11:00am-1:30pm | Bradford                                                 
Hosting Partner: Pitt Bradford 

  

Start Planning a  
Manufacturing Family Day
This October, manufacturers across northwest and north 
central Pennsylvania are invited to open their doors for a 
special initiative: Manufacturing Family Day. This program 
encourages companies to welcome the children and 
grandchildren of employees for a behind-the-scenes look at 
modern manufacturing. Manufacturing Family Day is a chance 
to spark curiosity and pride in the next generation. By offering

 

a simple guided tour, companies can showcase the exciting  
career opportunities available in the industry—and help  
families connect more deeply with the work their loved ones 
do every day. Whether you choose to keep it simple or add 
extras like career talks or snacks, your participation helps build 
awareness and enthusiasm for manufacturing careers.

Companies registering their tour by September 25 receive a 
free Manufacturing 
Family Day Tool Kit, 
which includes  
invitations and 
visitor stickers, 
career exploration 
posters and sign-
age, and hosting 
tips to make your 
event smooth and 
engaging. After your event, send photos to NWIRC so we can 
feature your company in our social media celebrating  
Manufacturing Month. Register at: at www.nwirc.org/familyday.

Let’s inspire the future workforce—one family at a time. For 
questions or support, contact: Tara Lawrence, NWIRC Talent 
Stream Coordinator at tlawrence@nwirc.org.
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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
Foundations of Sales 
Success: Basic Training
Sept 10: Erie

Interactive training that equips 
new and developing sales 
professionals with practical tools 
to confidently navigate the full 
sales cycle—from prospecting 
to closing. Participants will learn 
proven techniques to engage 
clients, overcome resistance, 
and convert leads into lasting 
business relationships.

 

ISO 9001 Internal Auditor
Sept 17-19: St Marys

Develop the skills needed 
to conduct internal audits 
aligned with ISO 9001:2015 
standards, using hands-on case 
studies and practical tools. 
Attendees will learn how to 
identify non-conformances, 
write audit reports, and drive 
continous improvement within 
their organization’s quality 
management system.

Operational Excellence 
Workshop
Sept 19: Meadville
Tune up your operations like a 
high-performance race team—
aligning leadership, metrics, and 
delivery systems to eliminate 
bottlenecks and accelerate 
results. Participants will map 
out strategies to improve 
productivity by 20–25% with 
their current workforce, gaining 
the traction needed to outpace 
competitors and win in the 
marketplace.

Onboarding Best Practices
Sept 30: Corry

Think of onboarding like setting 
the GPS before a road trip—
without clear direction and 
support, new hires can 
easily veer off course. 
This workshop helps 
companies build a welcoming, 
structured onboarding 
experience that keeps 
employees engaged from day 
one and headed toward 
long-term 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


