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Connections That Matter: 

Bringing Women 
in Manufacturing 
Together
More than 120 women representing New 
Jersey's manufacturing community gathered at 
the Trenton Country Club on July 9 for NJMEP's 
5th Annual Women in Manufacturing Luncheon, a 
celebration of leadership, collaboration, and the 
growing influence of women across one of the 
state's most important industries.

What began five years ago as an opportunity to 
bring women together has continued to grow 
into one of NJMEP's signature annual events. This 
year's luncheon once again created a space where 
manufacturing professionals could exchange 
ideas, build meaningful relationships, and 
celebrate the people helping shape the future of 
the industry.

A Growing Community 
of Leaders

Manufacturing continues to 
evolve, and so does the workforce 
helping shape its future.

The Women in Manufacturing Luncheon 
reflects that progress by bringing 
together professionals from every stage 
of their careers—from emerging leaders 
to seasoned executives—all united by 
a shared commitment to strengthening 
New Jersey manufacturing.

The afternoon opened with welcome 

remarks from Peter Connolly, CEO 
of NJMEP, followed by Stephanie 
Casano, Director of Business Growth 
& Innovation, and Laura Fisher, 
Director of Human Resources, 
who serve as Co-Chairs of NJMEP's 
Women in Manufacturing Program. 
Together, they welcomed attendees by 
emphasizing the importance of creating 
opportunities for women to connect, 
support one another, and continue 
advancing throughout the industry.

For Stephanie and Laura, the luncheon 
represents far more than an annual 
event. It's what they proudly describe 
as a sisterhood; a growing network of 
women who celebrate one another's 
achievements, share their experiences, 
and help open doors for future 
generations of manufacturing leaders.

In an industry historically dominated 
by men, the luncheon continues to 
recognize the remarkable contributions 
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women make every day while 
providing a space where their 
accomplishments, leadership, 
and voices take center stage.

Stories That Inspire the 
Next Generation

The luncheon featured several 
distinguished speakers whose 
experiences reflected the strength 
and momentum of women across 
New Jersey manufacturing.

Assemblywoman Verlina 
Reynolds-Jackson spoke about 
the importance of supporting 
women in manufacturing and 
recognizing the vital role they play 
in driving New Jersey's economy.

Attendees also heard from 
keynote speaker Kellie Doucette, 
Chief Operating Officer for the 
State of New Jersey, whose 
presentation focused on leadership, 
workforce development, and 
preparing today's workforce 
for tomorrow's manufacturing 
economy. Her interactive question-
and-answer session encouraged 
meaningful dialogue and allowed 
attendees to engage directly 
on issues affecting both their 
organizations and the industry.

Adding another personal perspective 
was Cari August of Lightera, 
recipient of the 2025 Rising 
Star Award at 'MADE in NJ' 
Manufacturing Day. Cari reflected on 

her own professional journey, sharing 
the challenges she faced while 
building her career in manufacturing 
and encouraging attendees to 
continue supporting one another as 
more women step into leadership 
roles throughout the industry.

Together, each speaker reinforced a 
common message: progress happens 
when opportunity, mentorship, 
and community come together.

Speed-Networking: Two 
Minutes That Sparked 
Lasting Connections

One of the afternoon's most 
memorable moments came 
during NJMEP's first-ever 
Speed Networking Session.

Designed to encourage meaningful 
interaction, attendees were paired 
with someone new every two 
minutes before rotating to another 
conversation. The format created 
an energetic atmosphere where 
introductions quickly turned 
into discussions about careers, 
leadership, business challenges, 
and opportunities across the 
manufacturing industry.

By the end of the session, every 
participant had the opportunity to 
meet and network with numerous 
manufacturing professionals 
from across New Jersey, many 
of whom they may never have 
crossed paths with otherwise.

The excitement throughout the room 
was on full display. Conversations 
continued long after the activity 
concluded, making the speed 
networking session one of the day's 
biggest highlights and a powerful 
reminder that some of the strongest 
professional relationships begin 
with a simple introduction.

Building a 
Lasting Community

While the Women in Manufacturing 
Luncheon celebrates the 
accomplishments of women across 
the industry, its impact extends 
far beyond a single afternoon.

Each year, the event strengthens a 
growing network of professionals 
committed to supporting one another, 
sharing knowledge, and creating 
opportunities for future leaders. It 
serves as both a celebration of how 
far women in manufacturing have 
come and a reminder that continued 
progress depends on creating 
environments where every voice 
has the opportunity to be heard.

The success of this year's luncheon 
reaffirmed what the NJMEP team 
have envisioned from the beginning: 
a sisterhood built on encouragement, 
shared experiences, and a collective 
commitment to strengthening 
manufacturing for everyone.

As that sisterhood 
continues to expand, 
so too do the 
opportunities 
for women across 
the industry. The 
relationships formed 
and experiences 
celebrated at this 
year's luncheon will 
continue to inspire 
collaboration, helping 
ensure the future of 
manufacturingis shaped 
by a stronger, more 
connected community.
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Getting Ahead in 2026: 

What Employers 
Need to Know 
About Emerging 
Benefits Trends
As we dive deeper into 2026 
 employers are facing new challenges 
and opportunities when it comes 
to attracting and retaining top talent. 
Rising healthcare costs, shifting 
employee expectations, and regulatory 
changes are reshaping how 
organizations think about benefits.

The question is: Are you ready for what’s coming?
That’s why we’ve created the 2026 Benefits Trends Guide, an 
extensive resource to help you navigate what’s next. Before you 
download, here’s a preview of the trends you should watch.

Why Staying Ahead Matters
You can use employee benefits as strategic tools for engagement and 
retention. In fact, competitive benefits packages can even be a major 
factor influencing career decisions. But what worked in 2024 or 2025 
may not cut it in 2026. Employers who anticipate trends and adapt early 
may have a clearer advantage in the talent market.

Overview of Trends to Watch in 2026
While every organization is unique, here are a few major trends we 
expect to dominate the conversation:

Personalized Benefits Packages
Many employees want benefits tailored to their life stage and priorities. 
Expect more demand for flexible options like voluntary benefits, mental 
health resources, and financial wellness programs.

Technology-Driven Enrollment

Digital tools and AI-powered platforms are making 
benefits enrollment more intuitive and personalized. 
Employers are investing in tech-driven solutions 
to help improve processes and employee 
engagement.

Income Protection and Financial Security
Economic uncertainty and rising living costs mean 
employees are prioritizing income protection—for 
now and the future. That's why benefits that help 
employees prepare for retirement are also gaining 
popularity and empower employees to prioritize 
their well-being.

Compliance and Transparency Are Critical
Regulatory and legislative changes continue to 
impact benefit offerings. Since complying with rules 
and regulations isn’t optional, our guide outlines 
some of the new or updated rules and how to 
better prepare with less of a disruption to your 
operations.

Your Next Step: 
Download the 2026 Benefits Trends Guide
Preparing for these changes doesn’t have to 
be overwhelming. Our 2026 Benefits Trends 
Guide breaks down some of the most important 
developments, offers actionable insights, and helps 
you build a strategy for your business and your 
employees.

Inside the guide, you’ll find:

	% A deep dive into emerging trends 
and what they may mean for employers

	% Practical tips for aligning benefits 
more with employee expectations

	% Strategies for approaching compliance 
in a changing market

Download your copy of the 
2026 Benefits Trends Guide 
today and help position your 
organization for success.
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Commitment You Can Count On: 

Supporting New Jersey 
Businesses for Generations
New Jersey’s business community continues to demonstrate 

remarkable resilience and innovation. As New Jersey’s oldest bank, 

Provident is proud to support the organizations driving our state’s 

economy forward while remaining deeply rooted in the communities 

they serve. We are honored to stand alongside these businesses as a 

trusted financial partner, helping them achieve long-term success and 

strengthen the communities we call home. 
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New Jersey’s business community continues to 
demonstrate remarkable resilience and innovation. As New 
Jersey’s oldest bank, Provident is proud to support the 
organizations driving our state’s economy forward while 
remaining deeply rooted in the communities they serve. 
We are honored to stand alongside these businesses as a 
trusted financial partner, helping them achieve long-term 
success and strengthen the communities we call home. 

This long-standing tradition is reflected in our brand 
promise of Commitment You Can Count On. It’s more 
than a tagline; it’s the foundation of how we operate. 
Whether we are helping a small business expand, guiding 
a family through their financial journey, or supporting 
a nonprofit that strengthens our neighborhoods, our 
goal is to deliver consistent value through partnership, 
trust, and a personalized customer experience.

Provident has become one of the largest New Jersey-
based financial institutions, combining local expertise 
with expanded reach into metropolitan New York, Long 
Island, and eastern Pennsylvania. This scale allows us to 
offer a broader range of products and services, including 
wealth management solutions through Beacon Trust 
and insurance services through Provident Protection 
Plus, backed by a team of experienced professionals. 
Yet, even as we’ve grown, we’ve never lost sight of what 
makes community banking special; understanding 
our customers, listening to their needs, and tailoring 
solutions that help them achieve their goals.

Provident’s approach is rooted in both high-tech and 
high-touch banking. We continue to invest in digital 
transformation to make banking more seamless, secure, and 
accessible, while preserving the personalized relationships 
that define our customer experience. With more than 140 
branch locations, robust online and mobile tools, and a 
dedicated team of professionals, we offer customers the 
flexibility to bank when, where, and how they choose.

Our purpose extends far beyond financial services. Provident 
Bank actively invests in organizations that make a difference; 
from supporting financial literacy and education programs 
to volunteering for local causes. Community engagement 
is not just part of our business model; it’s part of our DNA.

As we look to the future, Provident remains focused 
on growth that strengthens our customers, empowers 
our team members, and uplifts the communities we 
serve. We are proud to be New Jersey’s oldest bank and 
even prouder to help shape its future, one relationship, 
one neighborhood, and one opportunity at a time.

Provident.Bank | 800.448.7768

PROVIDING YOU

SCALE
WITHOUT SACRIFICING 

SUPPORT
C O M M E R C I A L  L E N D I N G

®
Member FDIC

SB-33212-0421 American Fidelity Assurance Company

Plan Document Maintenance

Employee Election Forms 

Waiver Acknowledgement

Partner with us for customized 
compliance assistance.

Are you sweeping benefits 
compliance under the rug?

matt.sussman@americanfidelity.com
(800) 662-1113 Ext. 2667 

We can help! Contact me today. 
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withum.com/m&d

POWER IN THE PLUSTM

Sharp Solutions for Smart Supply Chains: 
Withum’s Manufacturing and Distribution 
Team Powers Innovation and Integrity
Withum partners with manufacturers and distributors to 
help them stay ahead of regulatory changes and capitalize on 
planning opportunities while maintaining financial integrity and 
compliance. Our experts help businesses like yours to navigate 
the complexities of global trade, transforming challenges into 
strategic advantages and driving sustainable growth.



Let’s plan your next chapter— 
reach out today.

What’s next for your 
manufacturing business?

One conversation. Real value.

(973) 998-9801        njmep.org        info@njmep.org



Let’s work together.

• Customized  
 Service

• Google  
	 Certified	Experts

• Transparent	 
	 Reporting
 
• Ongoing  
	 Optimization

NJ Advance Media champions local 
business growth. Let us help tell 
your story.

Video Production

Online Display Ads

Content Marketing

Targeted Email

Social Media

SEO & SEM

Website Development

Print

Your Marketing Partner.  
Committed to your success. 

Learn more: njadvancemedia.com

Contact Stacy Koss at 732-540-3997 
skoss@njadvancemedia.com
 


