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FROM TECHNICAL EXPERT TO ENTERPRISE LEADER

The five capability shifts high-potential mining professionals need to lead
people, performance and culture with confidence.

WHY THIS MATTERS

Technical brilliance gets you promoted. People skills determine whether you
survive and thrive!

Mining produces some of the most technically capable professionals on the
planet. Engineers, geologists, metallurgists and operational leaders who have
spent years mastering complex systems, high-stakes environments and
demanding production targets.

Yet when these same professionals step up into senior leadership –
superintendent, general manager, VP, a surprising number struggle. Not
because they lack intelligence or drive, but because no one ever taught them
how to lead through people at scale.

The move from technical authority to enterprise leadership is one of the
hardest transitions in any industry. In mining, where the pressure is constant
and the stakes are high, getting it wrong is costly – for the individual, the
team, and the operation.

This guide distils the five most common and most preventable reasons high-
potential mining professionals fail to make that leap, and what can be done
about it.

Co-developed by AusIMM and Melbourne Business School 



       REASON 01 

The single biggest shift required when moving into senior leadership is this:
you are no longer responsible for doing the work, you are responsible for
creating the conditions in which others do it well. 

   

They lead their function, not the operation 

Shift your measure of success from what you personally deliver to what
your team delivers. 
Develop the discipline of 'leading leaders', setting direction, building
capability, and holding people accountable without doing the work for
them. 
Practise enterprise thinking: ask how decisions in your area affect other
functions, the broader site, and the organisation’s strategic direction. 

What to do instead 

The reality on site
Many high-potential mining professionals are promoted because
they are exceptional technical contributors. They know the system
better than anyone. Their instinct is to keep solving problems
directly. But at superintendent level and above, that same instinct
becomes a liability. When the leader stays in execution mode, their
team never develops, decisions bottleneck, and the leader burns
out. The operation depends on one person instead of a high-
performing team. 



       REASON 02 

Accountability is the most powerful lever a leader has for driving
performance. Used well, it builds trust, clarity, and ownership. Used badly, it
creates fear, disengagement, and a culture of compliance over commitment. 

They confuse accountability with blame 

Define clearly what 'good looks like' before issues arise, not after. 
Separate the performance conversation from the person. Focus on
behaviours and outcomes, not character. 
Learn to intervene early. The longer performance drift is tolerated,
the harder it becomes to address without damaging the relationship. 

What to do instead 

The reality on site

Many technically trained leaders struggle to hold people
accountable in a way that actually improves performance. Some
avoid it entirely, tolerating drift because the conversation feels
uncomfortable. Others swing to the opposite extreme, using
accountability as a weapon after the fact rather than a standard
set upfront. Both approaches produce the same outcome: an
operation that slowly loses its performance edge, and a team that
stops speaking up. 



       REASON 03 

Culture is not a poster on the wall. It is the sum of every decision, conversation,
and behaviour that plays out on a site, particularly the ones that happen when
no one is watching. 

They underestimate the power of culture 

Understand the link between psychological safety and performance,
especially in high-risk environments. 
Actively model the behaviours you want to see. Teams read their 
leaders constantly. 
Address subtle cultural erosion early, the small behaviours that signal
what is really acceptable on site. 

What to do instead 

The reality on site
Senior mining leaders often come from environments where the
emphasis is on technical systems, production targets, and
compliance. Culture is something HR talks about. But at senior
levels, a leader's behaviour is broadcast at scale. The way they
respond to a near-miss, how they treat a supervisor who pushes
back, whether they genuinely listen or pretend to listen, all of it
signals what is actually valued. Leaders who don't understand this
often create cultures characterised by poor risk reporting,
suppressed disagreement, and quietly disengaged teams. The
performance consequences are significant; the safety
consequences can be catastrophic. 



       REASON 04 

The mining industry is in transformation. Decarbonisation, automation,
shifting workforce expectations, ESG pressure, and geopolitical
volatility are reshaping how mines are built and run. Leaders who
thrive will be those who can navigate their teams through sustained
uncertainty. 

They resist change instead of leading it 

Communicate the why before the what. People resist change they don't
understand, not change they believe in. 
Distinguish resistance (which needs to be engaged) from disengagement
(which needs a different response entirely). 
Translate strategy into daily behaviours – what does this change actually
look like on the ground, in practice, this week? 

What to do instead 

The reality on site
Many high-potential professionals are rewarded for mastering
stable systems. Change, real change, is uncomfortable. When it
arrives, a common response is to manage resistance (or become
part of it) rather than lead the transition. The result is change that
stalls in the middle: communicated but not embedded, rolled out
but not adopted. Teams that experience repeated failed change
initiatives develop cynicism. And leaders who can't take their
people through change at speed become a brake on the
organisation. 



       REASON 05 

Individual excellence is personal. Leading at scale is systemic. The best
senior leaders don't just make good decisions, they build operating
rhythms, team structures, and accountability systems that consistently
produce good decisions without them. 

They never learn to run a leadership operation

Shift from solving problems to building systems that prevent them from
recurring. 
Diagnose performance issues at the systemic level, not just the individual
level. 
Create deliberate rhythms: regular performance reviews, capability
conversations, and forward-looking planning, not just reactive responses. 
Build the systems. Let the systems do the work. Manage by exception
and run the leadership operation.

What to do instead 

The reality on site
Most mining professionals are promoted based on their capacity to
solve problems reactively. But reactive leadership, always fighting
fires, always in the detail, is unsustainable at senior levels. High-
performing leadership operations are deliberate: they integrate
standards, culture, capability, and accountability into systems that
run consistently, regardless of who is on shift. Leaders who never
make this transition remain trapped in the urgent, unable to invest
in the important. Their teams depend entirely on their presence
rather than the strength of the system. 
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