
“We’re building a deep bench,” said Ajax 
Director of Operations Curt Jasper. 

No, Curt wasn’t talking about a company 
softball team. This busy manufacturing 
company needs multi-skilled people who 
can step into pretty much any role on the 
plant floor as needed and perform well.

As leader of Ajax’s talent management 
effort, Curt has been innovating new ways 
to build his workforce since he joined Ajax 
four years ago.  He and Administrative 
Assistant Courtney Mickelson have 
devoted huge amounts of time and energy 
towards the people side of the business.

“It’s all about managing talent. We’ve 
examined every corner of our business 
looking for ways to improve our career 
focus,” Curt said. “Every organization 
has practices they need to get better at, 
including us. But we wanted to avoid 
becoming too inwardly-focused.”

The Ajax team is proactively learning 
how to grow the company’s talent pool 
by volunteering on local organizations’ 
boards or discussion panels to understand 
colleague and employer issues.“  We always 
look for new avenues to approach our next 
career objective,” Curt said.
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CEOs often say managing a 
company is like piloting a huge 
ship at sea. Directional adjustments 
must be made far in advance of the 
actual turn to avoid catastrophe.  
Think icebergs.

That’s actually a great way to 
communicate the importance 
of planning ahead.  Here at Ajax, 
much of our success is due to 
effective planning. Conversely, 
slip-ups can often be traced back 
to overlooking details we should 
have planned for.

An iceberg I foresee these days is 
commonly known as the “skills gap”. 

A View From The Crow’s Nest

Continued Page 4

Manager’s Message 
From Kent Djubek, President

Machine Operator Tiffany Schluter is 
completing her three-year Journey 

Worker apprenticeship this fall. Ajax 
has several employees active in 

apprenticeship programs each year.

Continued on page 2
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Upcoming Events
Visit Ajax Sales Engineer 
Dan McGee and Vice 
President of Sales Don 
Wellman at the Ajax exhibit 
during these upcoming  
industry events:

Plans are underway for 
the Ajax team to exhibit 
at other industry trade 
events during 2018. 

Check our blog for more 
event dates and locations:
Metalformingblog.com

The Company’s #1 Talent Builder - The Skills Matrix

Ajax Plant Manager Brandon Holmes is a perfect example of how development programs can 
identify and grow talented people quickly.  Brandon joined Ajax in 2007 and worked his way 
up through production, fabrication, logistics, and management roles to become the company’s 
newest Plant Manager.

Brandon is a credentialed Class A Journeyworker whose professional development includes 
creating, attending, and instructing the M-Powered manufacturing program at Hennepin 
Technical College and the sheet metal program at Anoka Technical College, both in Minneapolis. 

Brandon has completed coursework in lean manufacturing 
and six sigma process improvement, and is a Certified 
Professional Project Manager (CPPM).

That’s a pretty impressive resume for such a young professional. 
But Ajax managers believe Brandon’s success story should not 

be all that unusual.  In fact, they believe it’s repeatable using a key weapon in the Ajax workforce 
arsenal: the Skills Matrix. 

The Ajax Skills Matrix is a color-coded grid that shows a composite of production skills needed 
and mastered by members of the Ajax workforce. This at-a-glance talent management tool, 
posted prominently in the company break room, inspires workforce members to learn new skills 
and become the multi-skilled team that boosts production efficiency.  Managers can also assess 
the available skills at any given time and contrast that to the production schedule, enabling 
them to quickly identify and correct any future gaps.

Benefits To Workforce and Customers Alike

Put yourself in the Ajax customer’s shoes (if you already have, 
thank you!) and imagine you’ve just handed off a critical project 
on a tight time line.  Wouldn’t you be happy to know the 
many ways the Skills Matrix improves performance on 
your project?  Here are just a few examples:

• Increased workforce competency and greater 
personal commitment to your project’s success.

• Greater management understanding of the strengths 
and weaknesses of people assigned to your project.

• Increased production capacity and efficiency through 
earlier detection of skills shortages.
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Plant Manager Brandon Holmes 
updates the company’s Skills 

Matrix, a color-coded composite 
of production skills needed and 
mastered by the Ajax workforce.

Continued on page 3
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The Skills Matrix helps insure 
that the workforce on the 

floor has the skills needed to 
fulfill current orders.

Forming Ajax Careers (Cont.)

http://Metalformingblog.com/


• Improved recruitment efficiency through hiring and training people with 
backgrounds in areas of need.

• Better project planning based on projected availability of skilled people.

• More consistency and stability, keeping the company, and your projects, 
moving forward.

• Better product quality and reduced production bottlenecks.

• Inspires workforce members to build their talents because the company’s 
steady growth yields new career opportunities.

It Starts At The Top

The Skills Matrix only works when 
company management is committed to seeing it through and keeping it 
embedded in the minds of people at all levels of the company.

Vice President of Sales Don Wellman said the Skills Matrix must become part of 
the Ajax core culture. “It starts with us,” he said. “Management needs to prioritize 
the Skills Matrix in order to get the most from it.  

Don said once people begin to see the benefits of the Skills Matrix, the cultural 
embedding gets easier. “The good news is 
that everyone can see how well it works,” 
Don said.  “That gives the entire Skills 
Matrix project plenty of momentum to 
keep it rolling forward.”

MFG Day 2017 Draws A 
Youthful Crowd

Forming Ajax Careers (Cont.)
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Ajax provided plant tours and teaching 
presentations to more than 150 area high 
school students on National MFG Day, 
October 5, 2017. 

Learn more about how great companies across 
America use MFG Day to inspire the next 
generation of manufacturing professionals at 
Heavymetal2017.com and Metalformingblog.com.

2018 Ajax Calendar
The 2018 Ajax calendar is on press and will be 
available soon.  Get your name on the mailing 
list by calling 763-571-1660.

New Industrial MFG Tech Program
Dreamitdoitmn.com is a new web site that  
promotes the Minnesota LEARN|WORK|EARN 
Advanced Manufacturing Partnership Project.

“Dirty environment and harsh conditions 
are gone. Today’s manufacturing is about 
advanced technologies, state of the art 
facilities, and fast-paced work environments,” 
the site reads. 

“Jobs in manufacturing are 
plentiful and offer competitive 
wages and benefits.”

Vice President of Sales Don Well-
man and President Kent Djubek see 
the Skills Matrix becoming part of 

the Ajax culture.
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HR Administrative Assistant 
Courtney Mickelson and Director of 
Operations and HR Curt Jasper view 

the Skills Matrix as key to continuous 
improvement.

    Plant Manager Brandon Holmes guides high  
    school students through the tooling department.

http://Heavymetal2017.com
http://Metalformingblog.com
http://Dreamitdoitmn.com


Manager’s Message (cont.)

Ajax Metal Forming Newsletter - 2017 Issue #2

New Logistics Facility Complete

Manufacturers like Ajax offer great career opportunities, but 
few qualified applicants can be found to fill those jobs. The 
fact is, many great companies struggle to recruit, develop, 

and retain enough cream-of-the-
crop manufacturing pros.

But as you can see from this issue 
of the Ajax Innovator, we’re doing 
something about the problem. 

Director of Operations and HR 
Curt Jasper and HR Administrative 
Assistant Courtney Mickelson are 
extremely effective when it comes 
to talent management.  They have 

excellent ideas concerning recruiting, career development, 
safety, retention, and more.

We’re especially proud of our Star Tribune Top Workplaces 
three-peat.  That tells me we’re doing better than most on the 
people side of things.  And with the addition of our logistics 
building, we’re providing more advancement opportunities.

MFG Day 2017

An event I enjoy each year is our MFG Day bus tour.  This 
national event brings high school students into our facility 
for presentations and plant tours. 

We’ve uncovered employee gems by hosting this event. 
More importantly, we’re getting the word out to parents, 
school counselors, and other influencers that advanced 
manufacturing can be a great career, and a tremendous way 
to get an education without accumulating student debt.

During our MFG Day tours, I use my personal story to explain 
how Ajax builds great manufacturing careers. 

I started out in 1990 on the bottom rung of the ladder at 
Ajax, working as a second shift temp punch press operator.  I 
jumped on the training and classroom benefits the company 
offered, including “soft skills” courses in human relations 
and supervisory leadership. In 1997, I was made first shift 
supervisor.  In 2000, I became plant manager. Now here I am, 
27 years later, president of the company.  There are others at 
Ajax that can tell you how career development has made a 
huge difference in their lives.

If more parents and school counselors encouraged 
youngsters to look into the scholarships, internships and 
apprenticeships we offer at Ajax, there would surely be more 
success stories to be told by Ajax people. 

Maybe by someone willing and able to stand in the crow’s 
nest and look for icebergs.
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The new Ajax logistics facility is now online and functioning at a high level.  This facility will provide larger-scale warehousing, 
packaging, shipping, kanban inventory control, and other logistics services for Ajax customers.

Top Workplaces Three-peat!
For the third year in a row, Ajax Metal Forming has been named as 
a Minnesota Top Workplaces company by the Minneapolis Star 
Tribune newspaper.  This recognition is awarded to companies who 
score highly on workplace culture, pay, training, work/life balance, 
and more.  Congrats and thanks to all those who make Ajax Metal 
Forming Solutions a top place to work!

Ajax Metal Forming Newsletter - 2017 Issue #2

Ajax President Kent Djubek


