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Technology, Trust, and the Power of Culture

By Sara Hanks, President & CEO, NWIRC At the same time, a strong culture isn’t only
about empowerment and creativity, it also

requires reasonable guard rails. A culture of

Industry 4.0 & Digital Transformation

Enthusiast, Jeff Winter, recently shared
’ on LinkedIn,
“Culture is the

makes or breaks
any business

transformation.”
| couldn’t agree

may be the tool,
but culture is
the force that

Sara Hanks
President/CEO, NWIRC

determines whether transformation takes

hold.
At NWIRC, we've seen this firsthand. Over

the past year, our team has been exploring

ways to integrate Al and digital tools into
daily work. It’s easy
to think that success
in this space comes
down to choosing
the right software or
system, but the
reality is simpler—
and harder. Digital
transformation works
when people feel
safe to learn, to
question, and to try
new things without
fear of failure.

A culture that
supports that level
of openness doesn't appear overnight. It
starts at the top, when leaders model
curiosity, transparency, and humility.

invisible hand that

more. Technology

compliance ensures that innovation
happens responsibly and sustainably.
Setting clear expectations, maintaining
consistent standards, and reinforcing
accountability help teams take initiative

while staying aligned to the organization’s
values and commitments. Guard rails don't

restrict progress; they make it possible
to move faster and safer over time.
But culture also strengthens from the
middle. When individuals closest to the
work take initiative and experiment
with practical improvements. A few
years ago, | wrote about how
transformation often starts from the
middle, because that’s where real
momentum builds. It's true now more
than ever. The
‘ best ideas don’t
always come
from the top of
the org chart;
they come from
people who live
the work every
. day and have the
courage to ask,
“What if we tried
this?”

At NWIRC, we
work with
manufacturers
every day to build
this kind of culture. Through programs
like Lean Together™, Leadership
Development, and Continuous

Leaders must be willing to admit they don't
have all the answers and instead focus on
creating an environment where their teams
can experiment, learn, and contribute. That
is how trust builds.

Improvement training, we help
organizations develop habits that make
improvement part of daily work, not
something that only happens during a
project. We also guide leaders in
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Are Your Leadership Challenges
-Will or Skill

3 Strategic Planning Matters
More than Ever

understanding what motivates their
teams and how to create alignment
around shared goals. Our Culture
Assessment and Coaching
engagements go deeper, helping
companies uncover the beliefs and
behaviors that drive—or block—
performance. Whether it’s bridging
generational gaps, improving
communication, or building
accountability, these conversations
help leaders and employees better
understand each other and
strengthen their organization from
the inside out.

Culture and technology are
inseparable. A new system can’t
thrive in an old mindset. Companies
that foster curiosity, trust, and
accountability are the ones that adapt
fastest and sustain the benefits the
longest. As technology continues to
evolve, so will we. The real measure of
progress isn't how advanced our tools
become; it's how well we use them to
empower people, strengthen
collaboration, and create meaningful
impact in the communities we serve.
That is the essence of transformation,
and it always begins with culture.
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Are Your Leadership
Challenges - Will or Skill?

Lisa Pustelak, NWIRC, Culture Development Manager

At NWIRC, we're fortunate to work with manufacturers of all
shapes and sizes, and one of the most common

challenges we see centers around leadership. The old
command-and-control style no longer works. Employees
don't just show up, take orders, and perform at their best.
That world is gone.

Today, leaders must create an environment where people
want to come to work. It’s still an employee’s market—there
are plenty of places to earn wages, but younger
generations want more than a paycheck. They're seeking
purpose, growth, and meaningful development. So here’s
the question: When you look at your leadership team (yes,
that includes you), are they (you) unwilling to do what'’s
needed to shift the culture, lead by example, and inspire
performance? Or do they simply lack the skills to do so?

This distinction matters. A ‘will’ problem and a ‘skill’ problem
require very different solutions. ‘Will'issues are tough. If
someone isn't open to change or growth, it may be time for
them to move on. You can't force someone to care or evolve.
We can only control ourselves—and if someone’s heels are
dug in, there’s little you can do to shift them.

‘Skill"issues, however, are full of potential. As the

saying goes, “The biggest room in the world is the room for
improvement.” If someone is willing to learn and has the
capacity to grow, they can absolutely improve. The
challenge is finding the right person to teach them.

Many leaders are promoted because they were good at their
jobs—not because they're good at teaching others. That's a
critical distinction. We need mentors who not only
understand the work but can guide others in doing it well.
If you've identified a skill gap in your leadership team, the
next step is support. Ideally, you have internal mentors who
can coach, guide, and model strong leadership. If not, there
are plenty of external resources—books, videos, online
courses, and yes, services like those offered by NWIRC. The
key is ensuring that learning translates into action. Ask your
leaders what they’re working on, what they’ve learned, and
where they need help. Show them what ‘good’ looks like.
We make assumptions every day. Don’t assume

whether someone’s struggling with ‘will’ or ‘skill’—ask. Have
the conversation. If it's a will issue, help them find a role
where they’re motivated to grow. If it's a skill issue, invest in
their development.

Your company’s success hinges on leadership. If you're
seeing high turnover, especially at the entry level, it's not
just about the employees—it’s about how they're being
led. If your leadership team is full of will issues, it's time for
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change. But, more than likely, it's a skill gap. Start teaching
your leaders how to communicate clearly, navigate tough
conversations, and hold people accountable. And if you're
not sure how to model that yourself, consider bringing in
outside support for the whole team.

Operational Excellence Specialist Il
Chad Courtney Joins NWIRC

Last month, NWIRC welcomed Chad Courtney as
Operational Excellence Specialist Il. Chad joins the team to
expand NWIRC's capacity to work with manufacturing
companies across the
region on their operational
excellence and continuous
improvement initiatvies.

With over 20 years of
experience in manufacturing
management, Chad built a
distinguished career in the
cabinet and fiberglass
manufacturing industries. He's
committed to driving
innovation and continuous
improvement within manufacturing processes. His
leadership is grounded in operational excellence,
productivity enhancement, and a deep understanding
of streamlined production workflows.

Previously serving in various management roles, Chad led
transformative initiatives rooted in lean manufacturing
principles. His efforts significantly enhanced process
efficiency and product quality, while fostering a culture

of continuous improvement across cross-functional teams.
He’s known for his strong focus on operational safety, team
leadership, and customer satisfaction, and is a passionate
advocate for lifelong learning and is actively pursuing
further educational credentials to support his

professional growth. Embracing new technologies and
ideas, Chad is dedicated to mentoring others and advancing
the capabilities of the teams he leads.

“I've had the chance to work directly with NWIRC in my past
roles and have always been impressed by their hands-on
approach and commitment to manufacturers. Joining the
team now feels like a natural next step—and I'm excited to
help expand our impact across the region.”
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SMART-PA: Accelerating
Technology Adoption for
Pennsylvania Manufacturers

Smart manufacturing refers to the integration of advanced
technologies—such as

robotics, automation, data
analytics, digital twins, and loT—
into production and business
processes. These technologies
enable real-time decision-
making, greater operational SMART— PA
control, and improved flexibility

and quality. For many manufacturers, the transition to smart
systems can be challenging. SMART-PA aims to reduce those
barriers - a program offering a suite of resources to help
manufacturers modernize operations, improve efficiency, and
reduce costs. The program was developed to address persistent
issues facing manufacturers in the region, including low
production rates due to workforce shortages, delays in
accessing production data caused by manual or paper-based
systems, high scrap rates from undetected out-of-spec
processes, and excessive machine downtime. By supporting
the adoption of smart technologies, SMART-PA helps
manufacturers address these pain points directly.

Participating companies can access both online and on-site
technology assessments, as well as free or discounted
technical assistance for implementation projects. The program
also offers mini-grants of up to $5,000 to offset costs
associated with technology adoption.
Manufacturers interested in participating are
encouraged to schedule a no-obligation
discovery session and complete a
complimentary assessment online using

the QR Code.

Looking Ahead:
Strategic Planning
Matters More than Ever

As 2025 winds down, many organizations are turning their
attention to the year ahead. But for manufacturers and
workforce development teams, the most impactful planning
horizon isn't just 2026—it’s the next three to five years.
Strategic planning is more than a calendar exercise; it’s a
chance to align resources, anticipate challenges, and position
your organization for long-term success.
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In today’s manufacturing landscape, change is constant.
Technology adoption, workforce shifts, supply chain
disruptions, and other focuses all demand proactive,
coordinated responses. Without a clear strategy, even the
most well-intentioned initiatives can stall or miss their mark.

1. Start with clarity, not complexity
Strategic planning doesn’t have to be overwhelming. Begin
by identifying your core priorities: What must be true for
your organization to thrive in 2026? Focus on outcomes,
not just activities.

2. Engage your team early
The best plans are built collaboratively. Involve staff,
advisors, and partners in shaping goals and identifying
barriers. Their insights will strengthen buy-in and surface
practical solutions.

3. Use data to drive decisions
Whether it's workforce trends, turnover rates, or production
metrics, data helps you spot patterns and make informed
choices. Build time into your planning process to review
what’s working—and what’s not.

4. Map your capacity
Strategic goals are only achievable if your team has the
bandwidth and tools to execute. Be honest about what's
feasible, and consider phased approaches or partnerships
to fill gaps.

5. Plan for flexibility
The best strategies are resilient. Build in checkpoints,
contingency options, and room to adapt as conditions
change. A good plan is a living document, not a fixed
script.

6. Connect strategy to storytelling
Strategic planning isn't just internal—it shapes how you
communicate your impact and what sets your company
apart. Use your goals to guide sales messaging and
customer engagement.

As you begin your 2026 planning, remember: strategy is how
you turn vision into action. It’s not just where you want to go—
it's about how you'll get there, who's coming with you, and
what success will look like when you arrive.

Side Note: Consider bringing a team to one of the upcoming
Strategic Planning Essentials Workshops facilitated

by NWIRC'’s Lisa Pustelak -

on December 2 (Meadville)

or December 3 (St Marys).

The workshop is designed as

a launch pad to get you started
with a new or updated
strategic plan!

wWww.nwirc.org




» 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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» UPCOMING EVENTS

Al-Ready Manufacturing
Lunch & Learn

Nov 5: Clarion

Nov 11: Bradford

Dec 3: DuBois

Introduction to building a
strong data foundation for
real-world Al applications,

with insights on data quality,
strategic alignment, and lessons
from the shop floor. Plus, great
discussion, info sharing, lunch,
and no-cost!

Al Explorer Training
Starting Nov 6: Zoom

Led by internationally recognized
Al strategist, Andreas Welsch,
this virtual 4-part series increases
Al literacy for manufacturers

and empowers you to explore
practical Al applications —
turning curiosity into capability.
Learn to harness Al for
streamlining operations and
upskilling teams.

Lisa Dach
724.931.0728

HERMITAGE, PA
Idach@nwirc.org

Andrew Idzik
814.217.6068

8425 PEACH STREET
ERIE, PA 16509

aidzik@nwirc.org

Unlocking Efficiency:
5S and 8 Wastes
Nov 13: Meadville

Discover how 5S and the

8 Wastes can transform your
operations—from cluttered
workstations to streamlined,

high-performing environments.

This hands-on training equips
your team with practical tools
to reduce inefficiencies, boost
morale, and build a culture of
continuous improvement that
sticks.
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Manufacturing Foundations
& Team Dynamics
Starting Nov 18: Zoom

Kickstart your new employees’
success with this virtual training,
the perfect complement

to your onboarding

process! During 4 virtual
sessions, participants review
manufacturing fundamentals
and gain workplace skills,
including communication,

to help integrate into the team.

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




