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COVER STORY

Industry service has run alongside the executive career.
Thirteen years as Chair of the Australasian Plastics and
Rubber Institute. Sixteen years on the IRCO Council,
attending the International Rubber Conferences as the
Australian national delegate. Helped develop the
modernised IRCO constitution. Conference opener and VIP
at RubberCon 2024 in Kochi. Today, Executive Chair of IRCO
itself.

Through The Rubber Initiative®, Michael works with
business owners and executive teams to move "Beyond
Planning. Doing." The work is building execution discipline,
accountability and operational performance inside their
organisations.

In this conversation, Michael shares his views on
operational execution, leadership development, the next-
generation leadership gap, manufacturing competitiveness
and global industry collaboration.

FROM THE FACTORY FLOOR TO THE EXECUTIVE SEAT

What initially drew you into the rubber industry, and what made you stay?

The door in was research, not industry. While | was doing postgraduate work at the
University of Queensland on polylactic acid and biodegradable polymer systems, the
university connected me with a local rubber manufacturer whose technical manager
was retiring after over forty years in the industry. The part-time consulting turned
into a full-time technical position fairly quickly.

What | loved about the material was that it solves problems. Vibration, sealing,
dampening, dynamic properties, abrasion resistance. The applications run across
almost every industry that matters. In one week the conversations would move from
mining to defence to transportation to agriculture. The work itself was layered.
Compound formulation and rubber chemistry. Product design, the shape of an
extrusion or a moulding. Then the tooling, then the operational scale-up. As an
engineer, it was endlessly interesting. No two days were the same and there was
always a problem worth solving.
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People in the industry will tell you the same thing. You never leave the rubber
industry. After more than twenty years it was a big decision to step away and pursue
something else. The reality has been different. The connections through clients,
peers and the professional institutes hold. And the same retiring-mentor cycle that
opened the door for me twenty-odd years ago is the thing the industry is now
grappling with at scale.

You spent more than a decade at Allied Rubber Technologies. What did that
experience teach you about how a rubber manufacturing business truly
operates?

Allied was a small-to-medium business, around twenty people growing to nearly forty
during my time there. In a business that size, the Technical Manager carries almost
every facet of the operation in some way. That is what Allied taught me, more than
anything else.

The material itself was a constant. Getting a rubber compound right is not a single
event. Performance has to hold across batches. Quality has to meet specification.
Raw material variability is a constant fight, particularly with natural rubber
compounds. Any change at the supply end, or the sub-tropical weather conditions of
Queensland, can mean revalidating something that had been stable for years.

Then there are the people. Allied was my first time leading on a production shop
floor. The leadership team was very lean. A General Manager, a Technical Manager,
an admin and sales role, and the rest of the business out on the shop floor. Working
with the people who actually make the product teaches you very quickly that the
relationships are the operation itself. The same is true outside the building. Suppliers
and customers were not transactional. The good ones were partnerships built over
years.

The role also carried the commercial side. Estimates, guotes, onboarding new
customers, developing the product alongside them, pricing it, then turning it into
reality on the shop floor and tuning it once it was running. Layered on top were the
compliance disciplines. HR, workplace health and safety, the regulatory weight that
comes with operating heavy plant.

In a small to medium manufacturing business, the technical lead does not get to
specialise. Material, people, customer, compliance, cash. They all sit in the same job,
and each one affects the others. You learn to balance them, sometimes well,
sometimes uncomfortably.

That is the foundation that lets you walk into a healthy business later and recognise it
inside ten minutes. You have seen the parts work together. You know what it looks
like when one of them is out of step.

“In a small to medium manufacturing business, the technical lead does not
get to specialise. Material, people, customer, compliance, cash. They all sit in
the same job, and each one affects the others. Learn to balance them and
you can read a healthy business in ten minutes.”
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Your career evolved from Technical Manager to General Manager, CEO, and
now fractional executive leadership. What changed at each stage, and which
transition challenged you the most?

Four transitions, each one its own kind of stretch.

The move from Technical Manager at Allied to General Manager at Derby was the
hardest. As a Technical Manager | had a heavy reliance on my technical expertise. It
was the work | was most comfortable doing. When | moved to Derby, the business
already had a very capable Technical Manager. My technical knowledge still gave me
credibility on the shop floor and with stakeholders, but it was no longer my job. As
the site and business leader | quickly discovered that all eyes looked to me. The
mistakes you make as a Technical Manager might cost you some material waste,
product outside specification, or a machine breakdown. The mistakes you make as a
General Manager play out on a different level entirely. That was the first time | had to
identify the gaps | needed to fill as a leader, and the first time | carried responsibility
for a P&L rather than sitting alongside it as the second-in-command.

The shift from General Manager to CEO was about strategic oversight. Coming on as
a director of the company. Working with the leadership team to shape the strategy
and to execute it together. The work moved up a level, from running the operation to
setting where it was going.

The move from CEO at Derby Rubber to COO at KELLY Tillage took me out of the
rubber industry for the first time. The realisation there was that my transferable skills
were not the technical ones. They were strategy execution, running an operational
business, leading people, and the strategic rhythms required to deliver against the
plan. The decision-making was different too. In a larger organisation | worked with
managers who were much more technically proficient than me in their own fields.
My role was no longer about making the quick operational calls. The work was asking
the right questions, giving direction and purpose, and stepping out of the team's way
so they could decide.

The transition to fractional executive at The Rubber Initiative® kept many of the
parts of executive work | most enjoyed. Developing strategy. Executing strategy.
Laying the foundations for growth. Working alongside bright, forward-thinking
business owners and leaders. The change was the focus and the depth. As a
fractional executive | work with owners to prioritise the parts of the strategy that
need real focus, then take that work out of the business, give it the space and depth
to come back highly polished and able to plug straight back in.

The one that challenged me the most was the first. Technical Manager to General
Manager. After that, every transition was clearly about identity and behaviour as
much as skill, and that recognition is what makes the next ones easier. That first
transition is where most technical professionals get stuck.

“The hardest transition was the first one. Technical Manager to General
Manager. As a Technical Manager | leaned on my expertise. As the site
leader, all eyes looked to me, and I carried the P&L rather than sitting beside
it. That first step is where most technical professionals get stuck.”
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“I learned that introverts lead differently to
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You also spent time leading a business outside the rubber sector. What lessons
did that environment teach you that the rubber industry alone may not have?

Moving to KELLY was not only a move outside the rubber industry. It was a step up in
the size of the organisation, and it added the discipline of reporting to an external
board, with the rigour that comes from being majority private-equity-owned. If | had
moved to a similar sized business inside the rubber industry, | would still have been
pulled back into the technical side. Material development. Compound questions. The
comfortable territory. Stepping outside the industry took that safety blanket away.

What was left was the leadership work itself. That meant a much deeper look at
integrity, values, and how | actually lead. | learned that introverts lead differently to
extroverts and that they can be a quietly powerful addition to executive teams. In a
board meeting or an executive meeting where | was typically the only introvert at the
table, the work was learning how to contribute as the introvert in the room rather
than trying to be someone | wasn't.

The operational lessons were about scale and discipline. With managers across three
continents, accountability is the only thing that holds the strategy together. Every
manager needs to be clear on what part of the strategy they own and what success
looks like for them. The leadership team needs high level data to see real progress
without losing time on detail. My role at KELLY was leading the Entrepreneurial
Operating System that the business used to execute on its strategy. That was good
work. Systems, processes and people in equal measure.

The lessons from outside the industry are the ones we are now bringing back into
rubber through the fractional work. Some of them had been missing for a long time.

When you moved into executive leadership, what assumptions about business
or leadership did you have to unlearn?

A few assumptions had to be put down.

The first was that the technical skills that got me here would carry me into the next
chair. As a technical expert the work is largely about you. Your knowledge, your
expertise, what you bring to the formula, how you fix a compound when something
goes wrong. The credit and the responsibility sit with you. In the executive chair
almost none of that is true. The work is the team and the business as a whole, the
cohesive leadership group, the strategy that sits above any one person. The aim, in
an ideal world, is to set the business up so that it can run without you.

The second was that technical authority equals leadership authority. They look the
same in a meeting. They are not. Technical authority comes from being right.
Executive authority comes from being true to your leadership style and to who you
actually are. That requires a lot more inward-looking work than the technical chair
ever did. You have to know how you lead, what you stand for, and where your style
serves the business or holds it back. Without that work, there is a ceiling on how far
you can lead the business before it shows.
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