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Age: 35
Title: Communications leader
Company: Bridgestone Americas Inc.

Why she was selected: Oversees all 
communications activities for Bridgestone 
Americas Tire Operations after just four 
years with the company, earning numerous 
national and regional awards for her work.

What inspired you to pursue a career 
in the rubber industry?

I never set out to pursue a career in the 
rubber industry, but I am so thankful that 
this is where my professional journey has 
led me. I was born and raised in Nashville, 
Tenn., and growing up here there always was 
a certain prestige associated with working for 
Bridgestone. The company, with its two great 
brands, has long been known as a leader 
both in its industry and as an employer in the 
Nashville area. After I graduated college, I 
moved around quite a bit to pursue a career 
in communications. At a certain point, my 
husband and I decided that we would be 
open to returning to Nashville if the right 
opportunity presented itself. I only applied for 
one job in Nashville—and that was a position 
in communications at Bridgestone. Thankful-
ly, I interviewed and got the job, and joining 
the company has been without question one 
of the best decisions I ever made. There is 
so much opportunity at Bridgestone, and I 
truly love my job. This is a great industry to 
work in, with the smartest, most interesting 
and nicest people. Each day, I come to work 
excited by the challenges and inspired by the 
opportunities this industry offers.

What do you love most about your job?
There is always something new to learn, 

and I love that no two days are ever the 
same. I always feel challenged in my role 
and there is so much opportunity to grow. But 
more than that, I love the people. I truly am 
privileged to work with some of the smartest 
and most talented people in the industry, and 
my job gives me the opportunity to shine a 
light on the incredible work and innovation 
that they are developing to meet the needs 
of our customers. So many consumers don’t 
understand what goes into making a tire—
from the design, to the innovative technology, 
to the testing, to the manufacturing and more. 
Tires really are sophisticated pieces of safety 
technology. I love that I get to be part of the 
process of educating consumers about the 
importance of tires and help celebrate the 
dedicated people who are so committed to 
making the best tires in the world.

How did your company sell the rubber 
industry to you during the recruiting/
hiring process?

It was a pretty easy sell. As the largest tire 
and rubber company in the world, Bridge-
stone has two great brands. It was exciting 
to think about being able to work for the 
company and help manage the reputation of 
those brands. In terms of the hiring process, I 

Age: 36
Title: Vice president/general manager
Company: GCP Industrial Products On-

tario

Why he was selected: Praised for his 
technical knowledge and relationship 
building in both domestic and foreign man-
ufacturing and sourcing.

How has working in the rubber indus-
try broadened your view of the world?

The rubber supply chain is inherently 
global, and continues to become more so 
with new competition and markets surfacing 
on a regular basis. GCP’s business is no 
exception. With manufacturing partners in 
more than eight countries, our products find 
their way into countless industries. As such, 
it’s critical that we continuously strive to stay 
on top of both the short-term wants of our 
customers and the long-term trends that are 
shaping the future of our industry.

How did your company sell the rubber 
industry to you during the recruiting/
hiring process?

Owner and CEO Gary Mottershead sold 
me on the growth potential the industry 
offered. Although the industry overall is not 
growing at a rapid pace, the pace of change is 
quick. Consolidation across our industry, new 
technologies, increased global competition/
market opportunities and a wide array of 
challenging applications all contribute to a 
dynamic business environment that provides 
new avenues for growth. This struck me as an 
industry that I could learn from and grow with.

What advice do you have for students 
considering a career in the rubber 
industry?

The rubber industry is more interesting 
and dynamic than it might seem and the 
change is starting to accelerate. New, 
disruptive technologies like advanced ma-
terials, additive manufacturing, robotics and 
artificial intelligence are beginning to change 
many aspects of the rubber industry and the 
industries we serve. We need new minds 
to keep up and young people entering the 
industry from a wide array of disciplines can 
bring new ideas and talent to complement 

We need a pipeline full of young scien-
tists and engineers who will take the 
industry through its next 50 years. 
 Russ Vogelsong

Age: 35

Rachel Withers

Age: 36

Nathan Pike

think it boils down to opportunity. There is so 
much opportunity to grow and learn across 
the tire industry and particularly at Bridge-
stone. I am fascinated by how things work 
and are made, and as such I was attracted 
to the idea of working with engineers and 
scientists to help translate their very tech-
nical skills into something clear and easy to 
understand that resonates with consumers. 
We also have some fantastic marketing and 
sports marketing programs at Bridgestone.

Other interests: Explores new restau-
rants in Nashville with her husband, Keith, 
and practices yoga.

Russ Vogelsong

Age: 37
Title: Senior scientist
Company: Lion Elastomers

Why he was selected: Leads the devel-
opment of new products for wire and cable 
applications, and chairs the Membership 
Committee of the ACS Rubber Division.

What inspired you to pursue a career 
in the rubber industry?

I was working on the plastics side of wire 
& cable, when I was asked to attend the 
Rubber Expo in 2005. After attending the 
technical sessions and listening to indus-
try experts, I was inspired to shift direction 
toward the rubber industry. My interest 
deepened as I visited booths and learned 
more about the wide range of materials 
and applications which rubber goes in to.

How did your company sell the rubber 
industry to you during the recruiting/
hiring process?  

None of the companies I’ve worked 
for have actually had to sell me on the 
industry. I was born and raised near Ak-
ron, had relatives who worked in Akron for 
Goodyear and Firestone, and I received 
my engineering degree from the University 
of Akron. The influence of “The Rubber 
Capital of the World” has been present 
most of my life in one way or another.

What advice do you have for students 
considering a career in the rubber industry?  

Rubber is an essential industry that is 
not going away. We need a pipeline full of 
young scientists and engineers who will 
take the industry through its next 50 years. 
Don’t be afraid to participate in the many 
active regional rubber groups that provide 
opportunities for networking and profes-
sional development. I would encourage 
students to get involved in one of these 
organizations, as they are great forums 
to learn about the industry. Many of these 
organizations also offer scholarships to 
support academic endeavors as well.

Other interests: Collects autographed 
sports memorabilia.

Michael Nelson

Age: 30
Title: Applications engineer
Company: Idex Corp.

Why he was selected: Has led internal 
projects to supply seals for several large 
oilfield service companies as the only 
U.S.-based application engineer for Idex 
Corp.’s Precision Polymer Engineering Ltd. 
subsidiary.

What inspired you to pursue a career 
in the rubber industry?

PPE is an international company with a 
clear purpose and drive behind them. The 
more I learned about elastomers the more 
I realized that it is a fresh field and there 
are still a lot of discoveries to be made. 
That is exciting because every application 
is different and I am constantly learning.

How has working in the rubber industry 
broadened your view of the world?

I didn’t know much about seals or elasto-
mers in general before I started working in 
the industry, but now I know how prevalent 
they are in our everyday life. Seals can be 
thought of as simple components, but the 
failure of only one can keep a whole oil rig 
from operating or shut down a fab making 
microprocessor chips. In addition, I’ve learned 
about polymer production from base chem-
icals to compounding, mixing, and molding. 
More than most materials, polymer parts 
have to be designed with a manufacturing 
process in mind.

How did your company sell the rubber 
industry to you during the recruiting/
hiring process?

I started asking questions about different 
compounds and found out that seals would 
be designed differently depending on the 
compound used. This was interesting to 
me, so then my manager started telling me 
about the different mechanical test meth-
ods for rubber and how it behaves non-lin-
early and is non-Newtonian. Basically they 
sold me with cool aspects of engineering 
elastomers. But then my manager also 
told me I’d need to interact with customers 
more and deliver training courses, which I 
wanted to try out to branch out from pure 
engineering like I’d done before.

Other interests: Seeking out antiques 
for restoration with his wife, Jessica, and 
2-year-old son George. Also enjoys wood-
working projects like building furniture and 
other small items. 

the strengths of the more experienced lead-
ers in our industry.

Other interests: Traveling with his wife 
and spending time with his mountain dog, 
three nephews and niece.
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The main inspiration I had to pursue a ca-
reer in the tire industry was the opportu-
nity to work on products which are criti-
cal to a vehicle’s safety and performance. 

Drew Dayton

Drew Dayton

Age: 31
Title: Product manager
Company: Toyo Tires

Why he was selected: Has utilized his 
development experience to help expand 
new categories throughout the company’s 
consumer product line.

What inspired you to pursue a career 
in the rubber industry?

The main inspiration I had to pursue a 
career in the tire industry was the opportu-
nity to work on products which are critical to 
a vehicle’s safety and performance. I also 
wanted to challenge myself by developing 
products in a different industry to grow 
my product development background. I 
started out as a product engineering intern 
at a business seating company, moved 
into a product design engineering role for 
a wheel company, and then moved to Toyo 
Tires, first as a product engineer, and now 
as a product manager.

How has working in the rubber indus-
try broadened your view of the world?

Toyo Tires has subsidiaries and 
factories all over the world. I’ve had the 
opportunity to work with and visit our engi-
neers, researchers, factories and proving 
grounds in Japan on multiple occasions.  
Learning about Japanese culture and 
working for a Japanese company has 
exposed me to people, places and experi-
ences I never imagined I’d have. I’ve also 
been able to work with members of Toyo 
Tires from Russia, Australia and Canada, 
showing them our culture and learning 
about theirs.

How did your company sell the rubber 
industry to you during the recruiting/
hiring process?

I was already sold on the idea of 
working with rubber because of my ap-
preciation for its role in the performance 
of vehicles. I always thought of myself as 
an informed consumer when purchasing 
tires because it was important to me to 
have the best vehicle performance. I was 
very interested in the opportunity to work 
in the motorsports industry, which initially 
drew me to the tire industry. I was imme-
diately exposed to the challenges of tire 
development and have been able to work 
on products whose performance targets 
are drastically varied from purpose-built 

Jud Robinson

Age: 36
Title: Raw materials buyer
Company: Yokohama Tire

Why he was selected: Joined Yo-
kohama Tire Manufacturing Mississippi 
three years ago in its infancy as the only 
purchasing employee who excelled in a 
variety of responsibilities. 

What inspired you to pursue a career 
in the rubber industry?  

After graduating college in 2003, I spent 
11 years in different areas of the steel 
industry. When the opportunity came up 
to go to work for a new manufacturing 
plant in the town I grew up in, it was too 
good to pass up. The rubber industry was 
new, but purchasing materials in the steel 
market translated well to help expedite the 
learning process.  

What do you love most about your 
job?  

I loved being here from the beginning. 
From the plant being a dirt mound in the 
middle of a cow pasture to quickly becom-
ing a state-of-the-art manufacturing facil-
ity, the process has been overwhelming 
but at the same time the most rewarding 
adventure in which I have been involved.

What advice do you have for students 
considering a career in the rubber indus-
try?  

Go the chemical route. The more you 
know about rubber, the chemicals, and the 
mixing/manufacturing process, the quicker 
and farther you can go in your career. And 
most importantly remember to treat people 
as you want to be treated. 

Other interests: Has a daughter, Marli, 
with his wife, Ashley, and is a youth minis-
ter at his local church.

Dalton Hart

Age: 26
Title: Senior project engineer
Company: Desma USA

Why he was selected: Hart has been 
rising quickly within Desma and has been 
described as an integral part of the com-
pany.

What do you love most about your 
job?

I love the complexity and unpredictabil-
ity of my job. Every day and every project 
is a bit different. I see the entire process 
from the starting phases of the concept 
to the physical install and production of 
parts. My co-workers are also part of why 
I enjoy being at Desma. They make work 
more than just a job. Having a good team 
to work with on a day-to-day basis makes 
all the difference.

How has working in the rubber indus-
try broadened your view of the world?

I never realized what an essential role 
rubber had within the manufacturing 
industry until I had a career in rubber injec-
tion molding. It has a part in every industry 
from consumer products to medical devic-
es. My career has allowed me to work with 
customers across the globe.

What advice do you have for students 
considering a career in the rubber indus-
try?

I graduated with a degree in mechanical 
engineering and I never had much oppor-
tunity within classes to learn much about 
the rubber industry. My advice would be 
if your university provides any specialized 
courses that allows you to study polymers, 
I would take it. There are a lot of interesting 
things that can be learned about the differ-
ent molding techniques and processing of 
rubber.

Other interests: Enjoys cooking and 
entertaining for others, spending most of 
his time with family and friends.

Zack Beier

Age: 34
Title: Director of purchasing
Company: Q Holding Co.

Why he was selected: Beier has helped 
Q maintain a steady supply of raw materials 
to sustain strong growth for the last seven 
years, navigating challenges like strikes, 
bankruptcies and force majeure situations.

What do you love most about your 
job?

Being in purchasing, I work with suppli-
ers of all shapes and sizes; from multi-bil-
lion dollar global corporations, to mom and 
pop shops down the street. That affords 
me the opportunity to visit these facilities, 
witness their processes in action and see 
how things are made. I get to see men and 
women working hard every day to improve 
their products and therefore their company 
on a global stage. To me, that’s exciting 
because few people get the opportunity to 
get that perspective. 

How has working in the rubber indus-
try broadened your view of the world?

Whether it be the science behind creat-
ing the next generation material, to continu-
ously fine-tuning the molding processes, to 
the automation and inspection equipment 
we produce on site, it’s amazing to see the 
work and dedication my team members 
put into a relatively small, unseen product 
that’s used in critical applications ranging 
from medical devices to cars to jets. That 
effort is something I don’t take for granted 
now and it’s given me an appreciation for 
the things I use in my everyday life that I 
don’t think I could have learned outside of 
this industry.   

What advice do you have for students 
considering a career in the rubber indus-
try?

I believe the prospects for the rubber 
industry are very positive. It can provide the 
challenges and technical opportunities that 
come from working in many different indus-
tries—like health care, industrial, automotive, 
consumer, aerospace, etc. to develop real 
world skills. And I know that it’s a tight-knit 
industry, with great people to work with, so 
there’s definitely a sense of camaraderie.

Other interests: His 6-month-old hus-
ky keeps both him and his wife, Michelle, 
very busy.

I believe the 
prospects for the 
rubber industry 
are very positive.

Zack Beier

racing tires, to light truck rugged terrain 
tires, to passenger car variable condition, 
and ultra-high performance tires.

Other interests: Enjoys skiing, cycling 
and is a self-described “passionate gear 
head” who loves to work on his car and 
take it to the local race track whenever 
possible.

I never realized 
what an essen-
tial role rubber 
had within the 
manufacturing 
industry until I 
had a career in 
rubber injection 
molding. 

Dalton Hart
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DYERSBURG, Tenn.—Hexpol Com-
pounding’s NAFTA business has taken 
one step toward bringing more young 
people into the rubber industry with its 
wide-ranging cooperative education pro-
gram.

A total of 121 students have participat-
ed in the co-op program, which began in 
2012, and 31 have become full-time Hex-
pol employees. The firm said 12 of Hex-
pol’s NAFTA campuses participate in the 
program and it recruits from 20 different 
educational institutions throughout 
North America.

During the co-op, both undergraduate 
and graduate students work between 20 
and 40 hours a week in paid positions 
that give them the chance to gain hands-
on experience in their field of study while 
also being exposed to a diverse business 
environment training program.

“I won’t say we’ve cured the ill of get-
ting youth in the rubber industry, but 
we’re starting to make a dent,” said 
Randy Simpson, chief operating officer 
for Hexpol Compounding’s NAFTA re-

gion. “If you interview 
some of these kids, 
they are extremely ex-
cited about what they 
do for us, the challeng-
es we give them, and 
what they’re learning 
in a short period of 
time.”

A 36-year veteran of 
the rubber industry, 
Simpson is very in-
volved in Hexpol’s co-
op program. He joined 
Hexpol in 2003 at the 
firm’s Statesville, N.C., 
plant. The firm unsuc-
cessfully tried to start 
a co-op program in 
2005 with the Univer-
sity of Charlotte, and again in 2009 be-
tween the University of Akron and the 
firm’s Middlefield, Ohio, operation.

But it wasn’t until Hexpol NAFTA CEO 
Tracy Garrison met Don Purdy, who was 
the retired men’s basketball coach with 
Belmont University in Nashville, Tenn., 
and also knew how universities worked. 

“He joined us as a part-
time associate, and he 
helped launch our co-
op program that we 
have today,” Simpson 
said.

The initial push was 
for chemical engineer-
ing because that’s 
where Hexpol’s biggest 
talent gaps were. The 
University of Akron, 
Ohio State University 
and Youngstown State 
University remain the 
hub colleges for chemi-
cal engineering stu-
dents. 

But when the firm 
shored up its ranks in 

there, it branched out to nearly all aspects 
of the business, with co-op students work-
ing in such areas as mechanical engi-
neering, human resources, IT, sales and 
marketing, finance, and environmental 
health and safety.

“We challenge them, we give them 
projects, they make presentations to up-

per management,” Simpson said. “We 
have a leadership development piece each 
is required to do. We’re trying to equip 
them to go out into the world.”

New in 2017 is the rotation program, 
which provides students with work expe-
rience at four different Hexpol sites: 
Middlefield and Burton, Ohio; Dyersburg, 
Tenn.; and Kennedale, Texas.

Grant Mercer, a Youngstown State 
student who worked in the rotation pro-
gram at Middlefield and Dyersburg, said 
he learned about the rubber industry and 
gained sound business experience. “But 
what stands out the most is how great the 
Hexpol people are at both campuses,” he 
said. “I’ve become more independent 
when needed, but realize the benefits of 
teamwork as well.”

Simpson said the co-op program has 
been a huge boost for Hexpol as well. “I 
love these young kids, and I think they 
bring something to us,” he said. “You 
have to have this youth. They see things 
differently. They feel things differently. 
… We need it for sustainability long term 
of this industry, and we need it for the 
sustainability of Hexpol.”

Hexpol co-op program brings strong young talent
By Bruce Meyer

Rubber & Plastics News Staff

Randy Simpson

met with many passionate chemists during my inter-
view, and the level of their knowledge, enthusiasm for 
their work and professionalism was what tipped the 
scale,” she said.

Shrinking world
Others said the opportunities to broaden their view 

of the world is another selling point for the rubber in-
dustry.

Drew Dayton, 31, a product manager at Toyo Tires, 
said he’d had the opportunity to work closely with engi-
neers, researchers, factories and others in Japan on 
multiple occasions. “Learning about Japanese culture 
and working for a Japanese company has exposed me to 
people, places and experiences I never imagined I’d 
have,” he said. “I’ve also been able to work with mem-
bers of Toyo Tires from Russia, Australia and Canada, 
showing them our culture and learning about theirs.”

Hedlund said while suppliers and manufacturers are 
spread across the globe, the industry still has a family 
feel to it. “Trade shows and conferences are an opportu-
nity to learn and fulfill business needs, but are also to 
converse with friends and colleagues and learn a little 
more about other places and cultures,” she said.

That also means a heightened opportunity to work 
with others to move new technology forward.

Zack Brier, 34, director of pur-
chasing at Q Holding Co., was told 
when he was recruited that the firm 
engages the rubber supply base as 
partners in its R&D work. “That 
collaborative approach, rather than 
viewing suppliers as commodity or 
non-value-added, was what I was 
looking for in my next position.”

Zac Walters, 26, an engineer with 
Cooper Tire & Rubber Co., said his 
first job out of college has given him 
the opportunity to make an impact 
right out of the gate. He has worked as 
part of a team representing a consor-
tium led by Cooper to work on guayule 
rubber research through the Biomass Re-
search and Development Initiative grant 
awarded by the U.S. Departments of Agriculture 
and Energy.

As part of the project, he spoke at the ACS Rubber 
Division meeting in Pittsburgh in 2016 and the Tire 
Technology Expo in Germany earlier this year. He also 
submitted his first three patent applications on tech-
nology developed as part of the program.

“This project is one that many would consider a ca-
reer capstone, but it was my first project coming out of 
college,” Walters said. “It was extremely challenging 
and required me to learn on the go, but it also allowed 

me to gain a great deal of knowledge in a short amount 
of time.”

Generational gap
Erick Sharp, 34, president of Ace Products and Con-

sulting, is one of two in the class to be owners or part-
ners in a company.

“The rubber industry has been a tremendous bless-
ing to me and I know it will be to others as 

well,” he said. “I am passionate to see a 
strong group rise up in the coming 

generation. We must respect the 
work that has gone into making 
the industry what it is, all while 
striving to innovate the next 
chapter of it.”

He is glad to see a focus put on 
attracting youth to the rubber 
industry, and wants to see asso-
ciations work toward this issue. 
To solve what he sees as a large 

generational gap in the industry 
will require a culture shift. “We 

must modernize the way we think, do 
and act,” Sharp said. “There needs to 

be better embracing and mentoring be-
tween veteran and younger professionals.”

NAHAD: The Association for Hose and Accessories 
Distribution is trying to do just that with its Emerging 
Leaders initiative, according to Molly Mullins, the 
group’s associate executive director.

Emerging Leaders is a re-branding of NAHAD’s for-
mer Young Professionals group, and the first activity 
under the new moniker was a luncheon at NAHAD’s 
recent annual meeting where veteran members repre-
senting both manufacturers and distributors shared 
some of their experiences in the hose industry, both in 

good times and bad.
Mullins said the No. 1 issue she hears from NAHAD 

members is work force development, and one goal of the 
Emerging Leaders forum is to determine what the 
younger staff members need. “We’re trying to get as 
much information from them to help us recruit them 
better as we’re trying to offer them services,” she said.

NAHAD even took the approach of adding a new 
board of directors seat—for one year instead of the 
normal three years—to be filled by an Emerging Lead-
ers representative.

Lindsey Gallik, a regional sales manager with Holm-
bury Inc., is the first to hold the board seat as she is 
helping Mullins guide the Emerging Leaders program. 
She said the launch program was designed to help 
bridge this experience gap between veterans who may 
retire in coming years to those just ramping up their 
careers.

“We had board members at every table, and they fa-
cilitated the conversation,” Gallik said. “It’s not very 
often you can sit down with either these CEOs, or sales 
managers for these corporations, and have an hour-long 
conversation about what they did wrong in the industry, 
as well as what they did right.”

Gallik came into the industry in 2010 at her family’s 
firm, Crawford Machine, which manufactures brass 
fittings. She stayed on after Holmbury purchased the 
company in 2013. She said she loves the industry, espe-
cially the networking, relationships and atmosphere. 
She also likes how the experienced vets took their time 
to help install knowledge into the younger members of 
the industry.

“They made the statement they need the younger 
work force, and they take value in that,” she said.

Gallik wants to see Emerging Leaders be a program 
where there is communication throughout the year—
such as regional meetings or webinars—rather then 
having new information just at the annual convention.

“I think it’s important for the next generation to build 
those relationships,” she said. “Established leaders 
have contacts and know people. It’s good to cultivate 
that now.”

part of a team representing a consor-
tium led by Cooper to work on guayule 
rubber research through the Biomass Re-
search and Development Initiative grant 
awarded by the U.S. Departments of Agriculture 

ing to me and I know it will be to others as 
well,” he said. “I am passionate to see a 

strong group rise up in the coming 
generation. We must respect the 

work that has gone into making 
the industry what it is, all while 
striving to innovate the next 

To solve what he sees as a large 
generational gap in the industry 

will require a culture shift. “We 
must modernize the way we think, do 

and act,” Sharp said. “There needs to 
be better embracing and mentoring be-

tween veteran and younger professionals.”

“I am passion-
ate to see a strong 
group rise up in the 

coming generation. We 
must respect the work 

that has gone into making 
the industry what it is, all 
while striving to innovate 

the next chapter of it.”
Erick Sharp

Lindsey Gallik at NAHAD’s annual convention.
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