
By Sara Hanks, President & CEO, NWIRC

As the new year begins, I’ve been reflecting 
on what it means to lead with intention. 
Since 2020, I’ve relied on a simple 
behavior blueprint as my compass for 
personal growth. Four questions guide me 
back to center whenever life gets busy or 
direction feels unclear:

What do I start? 
What do I stop? 
What do I 
continue? 
And what do I 
strengthen?
This blueprint has 
guided my growth 
and decision-
making. Entering 
2026, I’m now 
applying these 

questions to leading NWIRC. This year will 
bring meaningful progress for our 
organization and manufacturers, shaped by 
four guiding questions:

•	 What do I start? Implement new  
practices and conversations to better 
serve manufacturers.

•	 What do I stop? Eliminate  
ineffective habits and processes that 
hinder progress.

•	 What do I continue? Maintain valuable 
work—building partnerships,  
supporting our team, and responding 
to regional needs.

•	 What do I strengthen? Enhance 
systems and behaviors for greater 
consistency and alignment within our 
organization and the manufacturing 
ecosystem.

These questions form a framework for 
growth. As NWIRC evolves, I want to be 
clear that I’m evolving too. Leadership 
adapts with the organization and responds 
to changing needs. By sharing this 
blueprint, I hope you recognize NWIRC’s 
purposeful progress and my commitment 

to being intentional in my leadership for 
this role, our team, and our region.
This reflective approach feels especially 
important as we look ahead to 2026. 
Manufacturers across Northwest 
Pennsylvania continue to navigate shifts in 
automation, workforce expectations, 
customer demands, and the adoption 
of new technologies. Many leaders have 
shared that 
they’re looking 
for clarity and 
practical 
guidance. They 
want partners 
who can help 
them make wise 
decisions and 
build long-term 
capability. That’s 
why we’re 
starting the year 
with two major opportunities designed 
to support manufacturers with 
intention and purpose.

Our DIFM26 (Driving Impact for 
Manufacturers) conference in Erie 
(March 25) is a regional gathering 
focused on practical solutions for real 
manufacturing challenges, from 
automation and lean operations to 
workforce development and 
leadership. It’s a rare moment to step 
out of the day-to-day, gain fresh 
perspective, and connect with peers 
and experts who understand the 
realities of running and growing a 
manufacturing operation.

In partnership with NWPA-NTMA and 
NEFF Automation, the Manufacturing 
Advanced Expos in Kersey (April 28) 
and Erie (April 30) complement DIFM26 
with direct, tactile experience of the 
technologies shaping the future of 
manufacturing: robotics, motion 
control, sensing, automation 
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integration. This event gives teams 
the opportunity to explore solutions 
up close, ask questions, and envision 
what these tools could mean inside 
their own facilities.

These events align with the spirit of 
the blueprint: start what’s necessary, 
stop what’s getting in the way, 
continue what’s working, and 
strengthen the habits and systems 
that build capability over time.

As we step into this new year,  
I hope you’ll consider your own 
version of a behavior blueprint, 
whether personally, as a leadership 
team, or across your organization.  
The questions are simple, but the  
clarity they bring can reshape the year 
ahead.

We would love to see you at 
DIFM26 and the Manufacturing 
Advanced Expos as we launch into 
2026 with intention, momentum, 
and a shared commitment to 
strengthening manufacturing in our 
region. Registration is open and your 
team is welcome. 

Let’s begin the year with purpose, 
together.

  

Sara Hanks
President/CEO, NWIRC
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Lean Bronze Certification 
Fuels Teamwide Momentum 
at Plastikos
When Molly Miller completed NWIRC’s Manufacturing  
Excellence Professional Development course and earned 
her SME Lean Bronze Certification in late 2024, she returned 
to Plastikos energized—but not alone. Her enthusiasm 
helped spark a wave of continuous improvement, but it was 
the company’s collaborative culture that turned ideas into 
action.   

As Continuous Improvement Quality Engineer at Plastikos, a 
precision injection molding company in Erie PA, Molly works 
across departments to support efficiency and quality. After 
completing the Lean Bronze course, she helped formalize 
Plastikos’ 5S efforts, but credits the success to broad buy-in 
from managers, supervisors, and frontline staff.

Molly’s Lean Bronze journey began with a recommendation 
from Plastikos’ molding managers who saw her potential to 
lead improvement initiatives. With a background in plastics 
engineering from Penn State Behrend and prior experience 
at Honda’s Marysville Ohio plant, she was no stranger to 
lean concepts. But the certification course, led by NWIRC’s 
Operational Excellence Specialist Shane Cantrell, helped her 
connect the dots and drive change.

“We’ve always had a mindset of cleaning and organizing,” 
she said. “But now we’re 
aligning around visual 
cues, standardization, 
and shared language. It’s 
not just about 
having a stapler at every 
desk—it’s about making 
work easier and more 
efficient. The class gave 
me the tools to not 
just have things make 
sense in my head, but to 
also teach others,” she 
explained. 
“It expanded my 
comfort zone and gave 
me the confidence to 
lead lean projects across 
different departments—not just in quality.”

One of Plastikos’ first initiatives was launching a 5S 
champion and implementation team, with each area of 
both plants represented. Together, they conducted 
Gemba walks, identified inefficiencies, and implemented 
improvements. Projects ranged from reorganizing 

operator tables with visual tape indicators to shadow boxes 
for gauges and tools. “Our gauge cabinet had items all over 
the place,” Molly recalled. “We worked with our automation 
team to 3D print shadow boxes for each gauge and fixture.”  
Molly noted that they focus on three areas at a time and 
once an area reached a 5S score of three or above, the team 
moves on to a new area.“ It’s taken time, but the results 
are visible—and contagious,” she said. Other departments 
began prepping their areas before the 5S team even arrived, 
inspired by early successes and internal training. “We’ve 
done both internal and external 5S training sessions,” Molly 
said. “And the mindset shift is huge.”  That shift is evident in 
how managers now approach problems. “We’ve started say-
ing ‘go to Gemba’ in meetings,” she said. “Instead of guess-
ing, we go to the spot, talk to the people doing the work. 
They’re the experts. It makes them feel valued—and it leads 
to better solutions.”

One major initiative involved restructuring the quality 
department. By applying lean tools like operator balance 
calculations and spaghetti diagrams, the team optimized 
staffing and reduced wasted motion. “We added 
measurement equipment at points of use,” she said. “It 
eliminated extra steps and helped set employees up for 
success.” The restructuring also introduced a new data 
analyst role—now a key contributor for scrap tracking and 
vision equipment. 

While Molly’s Lean Bronze training gave her new tools and 
confidence, she emphasizes that the real impact comes from 
shared ownership. “The class helped me articulate ideas and 
guide others,” she said. “But it’s the team that makes it work. 
Once one person gets excited, it builds momentum.”
That sentiment is echoed by Shane, “Molly did a phenomen-
al job when she went through the Manufacturing Excellence 
cohort. She hit the ground running and 
continues to lead multiple lean and continuous 
improvement efforts including 5S Kaizen events, using 
the skills that she sharpened going through the SME Lean 
Bronze certification program.”

Plastikos continues to expand its lean efforts, with team 
meetings showcasing before-and-after photos and 
celebrating progress. “We’re building a culture,” Molly said. 
“And the more people we involve, the stronger it gets.”

For anyone considering the Manufacturing Excellence 
course and achieving SME Lean Bronze Certification, Molly 
shares this reflection: “You get to see theory and practice. It 
pushes you out of your comfort zone—and then expands it. 
You learn how to ask the right questions, guide others, and 
show the benefits of change. And, last but not least, you 
make connections that last well-beyond the course – even 
with the instructor to lean on as a resource moving forward.”
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The Plastikos’ automation team created 
puzzle-like inserts for each gage and  
fixture, so it’s easier to locate what’s  
needed and obvious when one is missing.



The Vital Thread:  
Weaving Personal Connection 
into Culture, Leadership,  
and Training
By Molly Reichard, NWIRC, Culture Development Advisor

According to the Chinese Zodiac, 2026 is the Year of the Horse.  
Pantone has announced the 2026 color of the year as  
“Transformative Teal”. Dictionary.com named “6-7” as the 2025 
word of the year.  These annual themes and the new year got 
me thinking about leadership and training (as part of 
workplace culture) and the commonality they share. I am tak-
ing the liberty and deeming “personal connection” as the 2026 
culture word of the year. 

In a world increasingly driven by digital interaction and 
efficiency metrics, the simple power of personal connection 
often gets overlooked. Yet, fostering genuine relationships 
is not merely a soft skill; it is the essential bedrock that 
underpins resilient organizational culture, effective leadership, 
and impactful training. In the realm of culture, personal 
connection builds a sense of belonging and psychological 
safety. When colleagues feel known and valued beyond their 
job titles, trust flourishes. This trust is the foundation of 
collaboration, innovation, conflict resolution, and creating an 
environment where individuals are motivated to contribute 
their best selves and support one another. A connected culture 
transforms a mere workplace into a supportive community.

For leaders, cultivating personal connections is fundamental 
to inspiration and influence. It moves them beyond being just 
managers who issue directives to mentors who understand the 
aspirations and challenges of their teams. Leaders who take 
the time to listen, empathize, and form authentic bonds can 
better tailor their approach, provide meaningful support, and 
garner genuine commitment rather than mere compliance. This 
personal touch humanizes leadership, making it more effective 
and sustainable.

In training, personal connection accelerates learning and 
retention. Effective educators and trainers establish a rapport 
with participants, creating a safe space for questions, mistakes, 
and growth. When participants feel connected to the trainer 
and their peers, they are more engaged, more willing to 
participate in activities, and more receptive to feedback. This 
shared human experience makes abstract concepts tangible 
and dry information memorable.

Ultimately, personal connection is the human element that 
breathes life into processes and systems. It is the vital thread 
that strengthens the fabric of our professional lives, making 
every interaction more meaningful, every team more cohesive, 
and every organization more successful. 

So, as we gallop into the Year of the Horse, let’s make 2026 the

year we lead with connection. Start small. Learn one new 
thing about each team member, open meetings with a 
genuine check-in, or turn a routine email into a handwritten 
note. Invite someone to lunch who’s often overlooked. Ask 
better questions—and really listen to the answers. Personal  
connection isn’t a luxury; it’s a leadership strategy. 
And it starts with you.

  

Change is Mandatory - Stress is Optional
Introducing DIFM26 Keynote
The region’s newest premier manufacturing event, DIFM26 
(Driving Impact for Manufacturers) hosted by NWIRC, returns 
to the Erie Bayfront Convention Center on March 25, bringing 
together industry leaders, innovators, and workforce cham-
pions for a day of insight, connection, and momentum.

This year’s keynote speaker is Garrison 
Wynn—renowned author, researcher, and 
humorist—who will deliver a dynamic 
presentation titled “Change is Mandatory…
Stress is Optional! What the Most Influential 
Leaders Do Differently.” Known for blending 
laugh-out-loud storytelling with practical 
leadership strategies, Wynn will explore 
how top-performing organizations create 
cultures that stick, reduce resistance to change, and engage 
every generation in the workforce. His message is clear: great 
leadership isn’t optional—it’s contagious.

Wynn’s keynote promises actionable tools and a spark to help 
leaders communicate clearly, build trust quickly, and attract the 
people they need now. With a career spanning three decades 
and five continents, he has worked with global giants like Ama-
zon, Caterpillar, US Steel, and NASA. As the youngest depart-
ment head in a Fortune 500 company’s history, Wynn designed 
systems still in use today and brings a rare blend of operational 
insight and motivational energy.
DIFM26 is more than a conference—it’s a catalyst for 
regional manufacturing inspiration.  Registration for DIFM26 
is now open! Details at: nwirc.org/difm26. 
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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

Manufacturing Foundations
& Team Dynamics
Jan 13:  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
communications and  
problem-solving to integrate 
into your team.

Design for
Manufacturability
Jan 13: Erie
Discover how design decisions
impact cost, quality, and
production efficiency.
This workshop gives
your team the tools to
optimize for manufacturability
from the start. Turn design
into a competitive advantage
making early choices that can
streamline production and
boost profitability.

Manufacturing Excellence 
SME Lean Bronze Certification
Starting Jan 28: Meadville
Equip emerging leaders with 
the tools to drive continuous 
improvement, foster team 
engagement, and elevate 
operational performance. 
Through hands-on applications 
over multiple sessions, 
participants build confidence 
and capability to lead projects 
and prep for taking the SME 
Lean Bronze Certification exam. 

Culture of Accountability 
February 10: Erie
March 10: Greenville
Practical strategies to foster 
accountability and 
strengthen team 
performance by creating 
a culture where expectations are 
clear, ownership is embraced, 
and results are achieved. 
Attending will help you build 
trust and drive consistent results 
across your organization.

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




