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    aul Harvey was an ABC News radio broadcaster who hosted a 
program called “The Rest of the Story”. The program offered true 
backstories about people and events. When we look at what 
COVID-19 has done to business, we can already fill in some of the 
backstories to complete “The Rest of the Story”. Here are some of 
the most common challenges and possible solutions we’re seeing 
within the COVID Recovery Program (CRP):

Lack of Diversification. Not surprisingly, manufacturers in 
subsectors where OEMs or entire industries were shut down have 
been hardest hit. These typically include non-essential businesses 
such as giftware, furniture, school-related items, print-screening 
& embroidery, nearly any business related to travel & tourism, 
but also automotive (since the big 3 were shut down for a time 
as well).  The majority of manufacturers within the region did not 
shut down during COVID or, if they did, it was only briefly. How 
did they avoid it? They had previously diversified their customers, 
products & services, and markets. For some, it meant making a 
shift to online sales or focusing more on digital in-bound  
marketing. Unfortunately, we are still seeing too many companies 
who have too little diversification. While you can be successful 
with revenue sourced from just one or two customers, without 
continually looking for ways to diversify your customer base, it’s 
simply taking unnecessary long-term risks with your business. 
Market and customer diversification have become key  
recommendations in the CRP Tactical Action Plans as it allows 
companies to be successful throughout downturns in the  
economy.

Process Inefficiencies. Waste is so common in manufacturing. 
There’s downtime of employees who are waiting; machinery 
which isn’t working; storing and transporting product that adds 
no value; and inventory overproduction which is money in your 
pocket that’s just sitting on the shop floor…even defects 
and scrap causing rework. The list goes on and on. 
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Manufacturer Insight

ECPM Shares Experience with CRP
     lk County Powdered Metal (ECPM) in Ridgway, PA recently participated in the COVID-19 Recovery Program (CRP).  
ECPM President, Paul Stilwell, noted that the process was made very simple for busy manufacturers by pulling out details  
about the company and providing recommendations that are ready to  
implement. “The SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) 
was particularly helpful because a SWOT is part of our ISO 9001  
certification. It was great to have this updated for the end of the year.”  
He added that the resulting tactical action plan (TAP) gave the ECPM team a 
very clear direction for moving forward in the future. Stilwell said that prior to 
the assessment, he typically didn’t pay much attention to the services  
available in the region for companies like his. “Others aren’t aware or don’t  
understand the value of working with organizations such as NWIRC, SEWN, 
and PennTAP. If another manufacturer asks me about CRP, I will tell them to 
pay attention, there’s a lot of help out there and a lot going on. The program 
was a godsend for ECPM,” he said.  

E

Process efficiency is the single most 
important area which can impact your 
bottom-line profitability. Whether 
you’re looking to eliminate wasted time 
spent searching for tools, information 
or approvals, or you’re seeking ways to 
address bottlenecks and streamline how 
you do things, identify a manufacturing 
expert outside the business to help the 
team focus on process improvements 
with a fresh set of eyes, as well as a new 
perspective and insight. This unbiased 
support can pull your team together 
in ways staff may not be able to. While 
there is an investment—time, money, 
and human resources—using SMART 
goals (Specific, Measurable, Attainable, 
Relevant and Time-Based) to improve the 
way you do things can give you a healthy 
return on investment (ROI) through  
improved productivity, morale and 
delivery. That’s why it is one of the more 
common recommendations made in the 
CRP Tactical Action Plans. It provides an 
immediate boost to your profitability 
when you’re trying to make every dollar 
count.

Supply Chain Issues. Material  
shortages and longer lead times 

 
resulting from shortages will continue to 
create problems going forward.  While 
the first part of 2020 saw small material 
shortages, our research and discussions 
show this will become more significant 
through mid-2021. The challenge is that 
not only does it hold up your orders for 
completion and delivery to your  
customers, but it can also show up in 
cash flow shortages. Companies will 
need to have a good understanding of 
what is happening throughout their  
entire supply chain. For OEMs, that 
means not just tier 1 and tier 2  
customers. Clearly identify your own cash 
flow situation and be prepared to talk 
with your suppliers, customers and  
bankers. One of the partners in the CRP 
program, Steel Valley Authority, is a good 
resource to discuss cash flow issues.  
Also, begin to think now about how and 
where you’ll be able to get raw materials 
and if you will have enough in inventory 
to build critical components that support 
production. Everyone will be competing 
for limited supplies, so the first  
recommendation is: if you have not  
talked to your supply chain up and down 
the line—do so now! 

People. Another common issue  
continues to be the difficulty for  
companies to find good, qualified 
employees. Recruiting employees is 
harder than any time in the recent past. 
According to SHRM, one-third of all 
manufacturing HR managers say they 
cannot fill open positions. Here are 
several suggestions to help. Develop an 
authentic and accurate job description 
that describes the job demands. Use 
social media to advertise job openings. 
Build an early pipeline of potential 
employees by working with schools 
and vocational career centers. Create 
an apprenticeship program for existing 
employees and pathway for increasing 
skills. Review your policies and  
incentives offered. One company  
needed to cover weekend work so  
badly, they offered 4 days’ pay for two 
12-hour days’ work. Several others offer 
bonuses for attendance. Be  
intentional about working on your  
company culture: the beliefs, attitudes, 
and resulting behaviors of the  
existing team around how management 
treats them. Do they ask for input? Do 
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Did You Know?

The SVA’s Strategic Early Warning Network
  n the 1980s, the decline of the steel 
industry stagnated Pennsylvania  
residents, businesses, and communities. 
As a response, the City of Pittsburgh 
and various Mon-Valley area  
community leaders and legislators 
banded together to form the Steel 
Valley Authority (SVA) as the “best 
response” to plant closings and  
reindustrialization planning. Since that 
time, the SVA’s Strategic Early Warning 
Network (SEWN) has become a  
statewide program that administers  
no-cost turnaround services to small 
and medium sized manufacturers 
throughout Pennsylvania. These  
services can include financial  
restructuring, streamlining operations, 
ownership transition, new market 
opportunities, and high-performance 
workplace strategies.

SEWN responds to troubled companies 
within 48-hours, bringing together 
public and private resources to avoid 
any type of employee layoff or shut-
down. Clients who utilize the SEWN 
program cover the gamut of industry 
types including fabricated metals, 
computer and electronics components, 
wood products, printing, apparel, and 
food production. When a SEWN  
Director enters the company, problems 
are quickly defined, solutions identified, 
and resources matched. Over the last 
five years, SEWN has saved more than 

7300 Pennsylvania 
manufacturing jobs 
at an average cost 
of $987 per job 
saved. Compare 
this to the going 
rate of roughly 
$25,000 to train 
laid-off employees 
for a new career plus the $47.3 million 
in unemployment costs SEWN saved the 
state since 2015.

Executive Director Tom Croft, who has 
been with the Authority since 1988, 
notes that preserving manufacturing 
in Pennsylvania is paramount to the 
commonwealth’s overall economy, 
“We’ve been doing this, manufacturing 
revitalization and retention, longer than 
anybody else in Pennsylvania. If we don’t 
maintain our strong manufacturing base, 
then a lot of communities who want to 
reinvent themselves won’t be able to do 
so.” SEWN has five locations across PA 
including Pittsburgh, Erie, Harrisburg, 
Bethlehem, and Reading. If you know 
or work for a company who can benefit 
from these free services, contact your 
local SEWN Regional Director or visit the 
website at www.steelvalley.org. 

Bob Value, SEWN Deputy Director  
sewn@steelvalley.org | (724) 622-1772

Deb Lutz, Regional Director, Erie  
sewnerie@steelvalley.org | (814) 673-5654
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Your Contacts

Northwest Industrial Resource Center (NWIRC)  
William Rupert (Venango, Mercer, Forest & Clarion Co.; and Titusville) 
wjrupert@nwirc.org | 814.227.9350 
Lisa Pustelak (Crawford, Warren Co.; Edinboro; Corry) 
lpustelak@nwirc.org | 814.683.1034  
Andy ldzik (Erie County and Bradford)  
aidzik@nwirc.org | 814.746.6737  
Tom Weible (Jefferson, Elk, Clearfield, Cameron, McKean, Potter Co.)  
tweible@nwirc.org | 814.590.5202 

Strategic Early Warning Network / Steel Valley Authority (SEWN/SVA)   
Bob Value, Deputy Director | sewn@steelvalley.org |  724.622.1772  
Deb Lutz, Erie Regional Director | sewnerie@steelvalley.org | 814.673.5654 

PA Dept of Labor & Industry, Region Rapid Response  
Bev Rapp (Erie, Crawford, Warren, Forest, Mercer, Venango, Clarion, Lawrence) 
berapp@pa.gov | 717.503.7901  
Tom Werstler (McKean, Elk, Jefferson, Clearfield)    
twerstler@pa.gov | 717.877.3688 

Small Business Development Centers (SBDC) 
Cindy Nellis, Exec. Director | cnellis@clarion.edu | 814.393.2060  
Maggie Horne, Exec Director, horne001@gannon.edu | 814.871.7232 

they respect employees? Is there trust 
established? This culture determines 
how well your team works together, how 
efficient they are, and how willing they 
are to help your customers, vendors and 
each other! Recommended solutions 
include apprenticeships; training on  
communications, diversity and  
decision-making; HR auditing & policy 
review and strategic planning.

Logistics. While we’re just now  
beginning to hear about logistics,  
especially as we start to head back into 
recovery, recognize that transportation 
and logistics companies will be hard 
pressed to be able to keep up. Freight 
costs are one of the largest expenses a 
manufacturer incurs. Twice in the last 
week we heard about lead times  
being extended—double, triple or even 
quadruple the normal amount of time 
allocated. An increase in sudden demand 
as everyone begins to ramp up will  
simply extend these lead times even 
more. If you’re looking for assistance, 
there are regional companies with this 
area of expertise who can be referred.  
Right now, we suggest everyone keep 
this one on your radar!

It remains to be seen what happens 
when business finally does get back 
to normal.  Likely, there will be other 
challenges beyond what we can see or 
imagine now.  But there are numerous 
resources availalble in the region, such  
as CRP, to help your company with the 
recovery.
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    he COVID-19 Recovery Program (CRP) 
is a coordinated and collaborative 
initiative by a regional network of 
partners to assist companies move 
forward during the pandemic. The 
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(NIST MEP). Additional fund phases may 
support the project implementation 
needs recommended in tactical action 
plan.  

An assessment is the place to start, 
whether your company is surviving, 
recoverying, or thriving. Begin by 
contacting your local economic 
development partner or CRP Program 
Manager, Susan Hileman at  
shileman@nwirc.org.
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Many Organizations Don’t Focus on Sales Enablement
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 No Matter Your Stage of Recovery, Schedule an Assessment
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no-cost program includes an initial 
business assessment and financial 
analysis, followed quickly by a 
thoughtful tactical action plan and 
debrief to provide a business the 
custom support they need. All work is 
completed via virtual meetings (for a 
total of a 6-hour time investment) with 
a company’s management team. This 
initial assessment and planning work 
is completed with funding authorized 
by the CARES Act via the National 
Institute of Standards and Technology 
Manufacturing Extension Partnership 

    mall to mid-sized manufacturing companies often don’t focus on sales enablement strategies because they don’t know what 
it is, think it’s costly, or don’t have the resources to implement. Sales enablement is the organizational support required to move 
sales forward. It’s helping the seller engage the buyer in the most positive way to build trust and demonstrate experience. The 
customer is the main focus, with customer-facing professionals interacting with them along the way, both pre- and post-sales. To 
ensure higher probability of sales, the team needs to have a sales process, sales tools, content, technology (ie. website, CRM, social 
media), training and coaching - supported by leadership. A sales process is key to sales enablement and developing relationships 
with your customers. Imagine at your company if you didn’t have a processes for production. You most likely would have chaos, 
low quality, higher cost of production, and other issues. The same can be said about sales, if you don’t have process. Quality can  
be measured by the experience the buyer has when they engage with you. It’s the samples, quoting process, and responsiveness.  
The quality of a sales process is also evident by its effectiveness (win-rates), reliability (ability to predict success), repeatability (if 
there are several individuals responsible for selling or needing to train a new hire). Sales enablement is a strategic, collaborative 
discipline that helps add value to every customer or prospect interaction. It also needs to be an iterative process. Changing  
business environments and preferences of buyers/decision makers should be constantly evaluated with the sales process and 
tools adjusted accordingly. Case-in-point, COVID-19 has caused 75% of buyers and sellers to now prefer remote human  
engagement and self-service (McKinsey & Company, October 12, 2020). Focusing on the elements of sales enablement and  
adjusting based on behaviors of your targeted customers will lead to greater win-rates.  

 by Bob Zaruta, President/CEO, NWIRC  
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