
WHEN MANUFACTURING 
GROWS, SO DO THE 
RELATIONSHIPS THAT 
SUSTAIN IT
On a recent Saturday morning in Rockford, two 
manufacturing leaders sat down for breakfast. No 
agenda. No slide deck. Just coffee, eggs, and a 
candid conversation about the pressures of growth, 
the realities of leadership, and what it takes to sustain 
excellence in a highly regulated industry.

For Mike Rodriguez, executive director of operations at PCI Pharma 
Services, those breakfasts with Dean Harms, regional manager at 
Illinois Manufacturing Excellence Center (IMEC), reflect something 
deeper than a vendor relationship. They represent a long-term 
partnership rooted in shared experience and reinforced by the 
strength of an entire team.

“Our role isn’t to replace what companies already do well,” Harms 
said. “It’s to fill gaps and help them move faster and more confidently 
toward their goals.”

“He’s a true partner,” Rodriguez said. “Dean understands 
manufacturing. He listens first, and when I ask for help, he either has 
the right expertise or knows exactly where to find it.”

That last point matters. While Harms may serve as the primary point 
of contact, Rodriguez is quick to acknowledge that the value of IMEC 
extends beyond one individual. “Dean brings the IMEC bench with 
him,” Rodriguez said. “If we need operational excellence support, 
leadership development, maintenance expertise, or digital strategy, 
there’s depth behind him. It’s never just one person.”

That partnership has become increasingly important as PCI continues 
to scale.

“PCI is a large organization, but they don’t have endless resources 
at the site level,” Harms said. “That’s where our broader team can 
add value. They’re growing, and with that growth comes the need 
for consistency, leadership development, and operational discipline 
across multiple facilities.”

FROM ICE CREAM TO GLOBAL PHARMA
PCI’s roots in Rockford stretch back more than half a century. The 
company began in 1969 as Anderson Packaging, founded by local 
entrepreneur John Anderson. The origin story, now part of local 
manufacturing lore, involves an ice cream customer, a unique 
packaging request, and a quote intentionally priced high to discourage 
the work. The customer accepted anyway, and a business model built 
on packaging customization and problem-solving was born.

HOMETOWN SERIES IS 
ESPECIALLY MEANINGFUL
The Made in My Hometown series celebrates 

the people, companies, and partnerships 
that strengthen Illinois manufacturing and 
the communities it supports. This story is 
particularly meaningful to me because I have 

lived and worked in the Rockford-Stateline 

region for nearly 30 years. I’ve seen firsthand 

the impact between our work and the 
manufacturers we serve.

PCI Pharma Services represents the kind of 

innovation, growth, and commitment that helps 

a community thrive. As a strategic connector and 

capability builder, IMEC has had the opportunity 

to support PCI in meaningful ways. What stands 

out most is seeing multiple members of our 

team contribute their expertise, creating lasting 

impacts across the organization.

PCI’s story reminds us that success is built 
through collaboration, continuous improvement, 

and investment in people. Enjoy.

Warmest regards,

Jaclyn Kolodziej 
IMEC 
Director of Marketing
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ROCKFORD’S 
MANUFACTURING 

ECOSYSTEM IS BUILT 
ON ALIGNMENT

“Manufacturing ecosystems don’t happen by 
accident. They work when industry, education, 
capital partners, and supply chains are aligned 
and moving in the same direction,” said Jaclyn 
Kolodziej, director of marketing for the Illinois 
Manufacturing Excellence Center. “IMEC is proud 
to be part of a robust set of connections so 
manufacturers can grow with confidence.”

In Rockford, that ecosystem is not theoretical. 
It is visible in long-standing industrial clusters, 
workforce partnerships, and a tradition of 
manufacturers working alongside one another.

Rockford’s economy has long been defined by 
industrial depth. Roughly one in five regional 
jobs is tied to manufacturing. Aerospace, 
defense, automotive, packaging, and 
pharmaceutical production coexist within a 
dense supplier network that stretches from 
precision machining shops to global original 
equipment manufacturers (OEMs).

A visible example of that alignment is the 
Midwest Aerospace Conference, held in October. 
It is sponsored by the Rockford Area Aerospace 
Network (RAAN), in partnership with the Greater 
Rockford Chamber of Commerce and IMEC. 
Manufacturers, education institutions, suppliers, 
and capital partners gather to reinforce shared 
priorities.

Aerospace and defense manufacturing 
anchor much of the region’s industrial identity. 
Companies such as Woodward, Inc., Collins 
Aerospace, and GE Aerospace. Leaders 
such as David Forward, vice president of 
operations at Woodward Inc., emphasize that 
fuel systems, actuation controls, and power 
generation components designed and built in 
Rockford are found on aircraft worldwide. The 
aerospace conference builds on that tradition 
by strengthening supplier relationships and 
workforce pipelines.

That industrial density strengthens everything 
around it. Local education institutions align 
technical programs with employer needs. 
Community banks structure financing models 
around manufacturing realities. Industry groups 
convene leaders to solve shared workforce and 
supply chain challenges.

“Manufacturing is still the largest contributor 
to our local economy,” said Danielle DeDario 
of Rockford Community Bank. “That level of 
concentration makes this industry critical to 
everything else that happens here.”

By the time Rodriguez joined the company in 1995, the organization had 
evolved far beyond its early days. It was packaging consumer products 
and building relationships with major brands, laying the operational 
foundation for something more complex.

The turning point came around 2000 when PCI landed a high-stakes 
pharmaceutical project with one of the largest pharmaceutical 
companies in the world. The packaging work required extraordinary 
precision, process control, and regulatory discipline.

“That really put us on the map,” Rodriguez said. “When pharma 
companies saw that we were trusted by a major company in the 
industry, it changed the conversation.”

DESIGNING QUALITY INTO THE PROCESS
As pharmaceutical manufacturing accelerated in the early 2000s, PCI 
distinguished itself by designing quality directly into its operations. The 
Rockford team became an early adopter of advanced vision systems 
capable of verifying tablet color, size, and code accuracy in real time.

“In pharma, mix-ups are unacceptable,” Rodriguez explained. “Quality 
isn’t a department. It’s the process.”

That mindset helped PCI grow steadily, even through economic 
cycles that challenged other sectors. During the 2007–2008 recession, 
pharmaceutical demand remained relatively stable. And when the 
COVID-19 pandemic disrupted global supply chains, PCI’s internal 
machine shops and automation capabilities allowed it to respond faster 
than competitors facing year-long equipment lead times.

The Rockford site played a critical role in helping essential therapies 
reach patients during a global crisis.

ROCKFORD AS A STRATEGIC ADVANTAGE
Today, PCI operates 12 plants in the Rockford region, employing about 
3,000 people locally. Globally, its private equity parent company has 
expanded to the United Kingdom and Ireland, with corporate offices 
in Philadelphia. Yet Rockford remains central to its pharmaceutical 
packaging operations.

The region offers a skilled manufacturing workforce, proximity to major 
Midwestern markets, and a logistics network anchored by one of the 
fastest-growing cargo airports in the country.

“Rockford has supported our ability to be agile in ways other locations 
can’t,” Rodriguez said. “This community understands manufacturing.”

For PCI, that understanding translates into speed, reliability, and a 
workforce accustomed to complex, regulated production environments.

“This community understands 
manufacturing.”

CONTINUED ON PAGE 3
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PCI PHARMA 
SERVICES

Rockford, IL, USA

IMEC AS STRATEGIC CONNECTOR AND 
CAPABILITY BUILDER
As PCI entered a new phase of rapid growth, Rodriguez faced a 
familiar challenge: how to scale leadership capability and operational 
consistency across multiple facilities while maintaining compliance 
standards.

He reached out to IMEC.

What began with Lean and Six Sigma Green Belt training expanded into 
supervisor, mid-level manager, and line-leader development programs 
tailored to contract manufacturing, where speed and compliance must 
coexist.

“What stood out was sustainability,” Rodriguez said. “IMEC doesn’t just 
train people and leave. They help us build systems that last.”

Beyond leadership development, IMEC’s team has supported PCI 
in maintenance evaluations, cold-chain validation, Excel training, 
modernization strategy, and digital integration planning.

“They’re not consultants who’ve never been on a shop floor,” Rodriguez 
said. “These are people who’ve lived it. And when Dean walks in, he’s 
backed by specialists who understand our world.”

That hands-on approach became especially evident during a series of 
Kaizen events at PCI, where IMEC worked alongside cross-functional 
teams to streamline workflows and eliminate inefficiencies in highly 
regulated packaging environments.

“We’re not coming in with a theoretical model,” Harms said. “Kaizen at 
PCI meant standing on the floor with their teams, mapping processes in 
real time, and identifying what actually slows them down. In a regulated 
environment, you can’t just move fast; you have to move right.”

The events focused on reducing changeover time, improving line 
readiness, and reinforcing standard work across shifts. According to 
Harms, the real impact was how the teams began to sustain continuous 
improvement on their own.

“What we saw was engagement at every level,” he said. “When operators 
and supervisors start owning the improvements, that’s when Kaizen 
sticks. That’s when it becomes part of the culture rather than a one-time 
event.”

“IMEC doesn’t just train 
people and leave.”

Local lenders emphasize long-term relationships 
and continuity during downturns.

“We were right next to our manufacturers 
through 2008 and through Covid,” said Michele 
Petrie of Wintrust Financial. “We were on 
the shop floor with them, working through 
problems.”

IMEC serves as a connector within that 
ecosystem. Beyond technical assistance, the 
organization facilitates leadership programs, 
supplier matchmaking, peer roundtables, and 
modernization strategy sessions that bring 
ecosystem players into alignment.

For manufacturers like PCI Pharma Services, that 
ecosystem provides resilience. It ensures that 
growth, disruption, and innovation are navigated 
as part of a coordinated regional network built 
on industrial depth and shared momentum. 
It encompasses practical infrastructure that 
provides skilled labor pipelines, specialized 
suppliers, accessible capital, and advisory 
partners who understand regulated production 
environments.
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MADE IN MY HOMETOWN SERIES 
In every Illinois hometown, manufacturing impacts families, community, 
state, and country — and IMEC is there. We’re the first stop to taking small 
and midsize manufacturers from status quo to unstoppable. You bring the 
can-do spirit, we bring the know-how to scale your goals. 

Illinois Manufacturing Excellence Center (IMEC) 
www.imec.org 
info@imec.org  
888-806-4632

© 2026 Illinois Manufacturing Excellence Center. The IMEC 
name and logo are registered trademarks of the Illinois 
Manufacturing Excellence Center. All other marks are owned by 
their respective companies. 

PREPARING FOR WHAT’S NEXT
As PCI looks ahead, modernization is less about isolated technology 
upgrades and more about integration.

“Modernization today is really about data,” Harms said. “It’s about how 
systems talk to each other and how leaders use that information to make 
real-time decisions.”

Rodriguez credits IMEC’s team-based approach with helping bridge 
generations of knowledge while preparing for automation and AI-driven 
systems.

“Dean’s always learning,” Rodriguez said. “And through IMEC, we’re 
exposed to broader expertise that helps us think ahead.”

For IMEC, PCI exemplifies what manufacturing strength looks like when 
institutional depth supports individual leadership.

For Rodriguez, it still comes back to relationships.

“We’ll always call IMEC first,” he said. “Not because of one person, but 
because of the trust and capability behind the organization. That kind of 
partnership is rare.”
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“Quality isn’t a department. 
It’s the process.”
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