
ON THE MONEY 
Find out what some of the most successful 
young entrepreneurs have to say about 
judging colleagues, attracting a good team, 
what it takes to turn a crazy idea into a 
multimillion-dollar business and more. 
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• Earlier this month. four outstanding young 
business people with a combined net wealth of 
close to a quarter of a billion dollars came 
together to discuss their ideas, beliefs and 
inspirations. 

Among them were 41-year-old Gabby 
Leibovich ($80 million), Catch of the Day 
frontman and brother of Young Rich debutant 
Hezi Leibovich; hotel and property investor Mark 
Etherington ($75 million); serial entrepreneur 
Ruslan Kogan ($62 million); and importer and 
wholesaler Dorry Kordahi ($21 million). 

No subjecL was off limits. From government 
regulation and the economy to mentors, 
murderers and Lhe pursuit of happiness. An 

edited transcripl is provided below. 

BRW: Let's start with the economy. Consumer 
sentiment is down and market conditions are 
challenging but, generally speal<.ing, do you 
consider the conditions to be supportive of 
entrepreneurs? 
Ruslan Kogan: A lot of people are suggesting 
that rimes are rough. But no matter what the 



economy does, there are always opportunities 
:or an entrepreneur. 

In a sense [poor economic conditions] create 
e\·en more opportunity because big companies 
don't change quickly, so entrepreneurs can step 
i..1 and change the way things are done. For 
instance, the GFC gave us an opportunity to 
s:1ap up cheaper advertising space and reduce 
d'!e cost of every TV [we sell]. So no matter 
what happens, it's an opportunity for us to win 
customers. 

BRW: Do the res t of you agree? 
~lark Etherington: Yes, but a lot of it comes 
dmvn to the sector. There are obviously going to 
be limitations with a two-speed economy. 
Opportunities will always be available but it will 
come down to the industry and what drives and 
conaibutes to the ability of an entrepreneur to 
be successful in that field. 

BRW: What are some of the difficulties you 
are seeing with financing at the moment? 
Etherington : It's no secret what's happening 

with banks. They have become a whole lot more 
conservative in their approach. We have a very 
different economy in Australia than what we see 
overseas. People say we are insulated and we 
have a robust economy but I can tell you that 
banks are poring over data more stringently now 
than they ever have before. During and post the 
GFC, banks became a lot tighter but as everyone 
knows they have still recorded huge profits. 

BRW: Are the rest of you finding the 
same thing? 
Dorry Kordahi: For us, we are pretty lucky, as 
we don't have an overdraft facility with the 
bank. We started the business from day one 
with no capital injection from banks. So we have 
never been dictated by banks in relation to 
what we are doing and how we need to operate 
the business. 
Gabby Leibovich : We are exactly the same. The 
banks don't even know us. I had been with a 
certain bank all my life. We just left them and 
they haven't even realised the golden goose that 
they had. The business was started with 

nothing, a bit of cash from a shoebox and it just 
kept on growing and growing. 

BRW: What role does the government have 
in regulating banks? 
Etherington: They should regulate better, that's 
for sure. 
Kogan: I reckon the exact opposite is needed. I 
am against all government regulation and I 
think that the free market usually sorts itself out. 
The GFC was a result of government regulation. 
In general, I don't think the banks are 
entrepreneur or start-up friendly at all. Gabby 
may have had a shoebox to start with. I only had 
an envelope. 
Kordahi: I only had a few coins. 
Kogan: I call a bank business development 
manager a catalogue delivery man. I call a bank 
manager a form filler outerer. All they do is 
come in and put a few numbers into a form and 
take it back to their risk department. They are 
not business people. So when you are starting a 
new business, they don't understand. Lucki ly 
Continued on page 32 
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Connnued from page 31 
(:E•herington is) in an industry such as property, 
which the banks understand. 
Etherington: No they don't. What we need is 
banks with specialised skills to understand the 
sectors within property as a total group. 

If you have some spare cash at the moment, 
go buy some bank stocks. The scrutiny they 
have in place at the moment is so robust that 
they are very well protected. We are not 
seeing roo many defaults any more because they 
ha,·e gone from one extreme to another in 
regards to approvals. What used to take two or 
three weeks to do now takes about three to six 
months. 

BRW: What about the appreciation of the 
Australian dollar? 
Kordahi: Being importers, the high dollar is 
better for us. We import from China. For us it's 
great because we pass on the saving so our 
clients can get our products at a cheaper price. 
It's a tough marker for exporters but it's a good 
market for importers and for the consumers who 
buy their products. 
Leibovich: I have found that it does not really 
make any difference. The dollar can be high, the 
dollar can be low. Good times, bad times. We 
still do well. 
Etherington: You need to be protected and you 
need to look at some hedging strategies. 
Kogan: I agree with Gabby. I don't care where 
the dollar is so long as it is the same for each of 
our competitors. 

If the dollar goes up a bit then yes we benefit 
because we can import something a bit cheaper 
but then interest rates will usually go up a bit as 
well. If interest rates go up a bit then people 
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have a bit less money to spend. So yes, a TV rha' 
used ro be SSOO is now $400 but someone who 
used to have $500 a week excess income now 
has $400 a week excess income. So all thes•e 
factors sort themselves out. 

BRW: What are the key traits of an 
entrepreneur? 
Kogan: I have had about 20 companies since the 
age of 10 and have currently got an electronics 
retailer, a furniture retailer, a PR firm and a 
warehouse and logistics company. 

Once you are an entrepreneur, you liYe and 
breathe it. An entrepreneur is an inventor. Ther 
look at the marketplace and say: 'What can I do 
betrer than what's been done before?' 

They are also an athlete. You have to 
work your ass off. It is all about hard work 
and dedication, which is why I wear a lot of 
Nike T·shirts. I think Nike should be 
sponsoring enn·epreneurs in the same way they 
sponsor athletes. 
Kordahi: You have to have the ability to rake 
risks and be a visionary. It is about raking 
calculated risks. I look at entrepreneurialism as a 
form of gambling because entrepreneurs gamble 
all the time. It's about picking your fights and 
rhe right direction for you. 
Leibovich: Lots of people come up to me and 
say, 'You have become successful very quickly.' 
There is a saying that it took me 20 years to 
become an overnight success and it really t:ook 
me many years. 

BRW: What about management? 
Kordahi: Being a leader is not about being; the 
best at everything. It's about being able to steer 
the ship. You employ good people around you. 

You haYe got to be good at a lot of things but 
: o:.J :teed not be the best at a lot of things. 
Etherington: I have to agree. You need to rely 
on those around you. If you don't have a certain 
skill set, you need to find someone who does. 
You have ro build a team that is prepared to take 
O\mership in what you are doing and treat it as 
if it"s their own business. 
Kogan: I think one thing we would all have in 
common is having amazing people around us. I 
think part of being an entrepreneur is being able 
to arrracr such a ream. 

BRW: How do you do that? 
Kogan: Whenever someone comes on board at 
Kogan, they get told that there will not be 
any training during their career. We tell them 
that training is for those people who want to 
look like they are learning. 

Google is for people who actually want to 
learn. We have a culture where people take 
ownership of a product or a process and if they 
have a problem they will Google it. There are 
videos for open-heart surgery on You Tube. I 
wouldn't recommend it but you could probably 
pull it off. 

So I think it is important to have people who 
are accountable and know that it's all about 
themselves and that their selfish needs will 
improve the team. The entrepreneur is then like 
the captain of the ship. You steer it and by 
having the most amazing people you will 
achieve great things. 

BRW: Are mentors important? 
Kordahi: When I was growing up, my mentors 
were sporting stars like Michael Jordan and my 
parents. 

But when I started in the corporate world 
anyone earning more than me was a mentor. 
Kogan: Could Thomas Edison have had a 
mentor teach him how to invent the light bulb? 
An entrepreneur is someone who thinks 
differently to others. 

I think you can get inspiration from people 
and I do get inspired by athletes and the likes of 
Bill Gates and Steve Jobs. But as an 
entrepreneur, you have to think differently to 
everyone else 

You need to value-add, you need a clear 
competitive advantage and people have to think 
your idea is crazy. If you can check off those 
three boxes, then you have got yourself a 
successful business. 
Leibovich: I certainly cannot circle one mentor 
in my life. I think I pretty much went through 
life looking at everything around me and 
grabbing bits and pieces from different people. 
A lot of times you learn from people what not to 
do rather than what to do - how not to treat 
customers, how not to treat suppliers. 
Etherington: The core values which you learn 
when you are young are very important. I come 
Continued on page 34 



Continued from page 32 
from a very poor background and we learnt to 
treat everyone equally and to respect those 
around you. 
Kogan: I don't think everyone is equal. I think 
respect is something that is earned, not just 
assumed. 
Etherington: Why do you say that people are 
not equal? 
Kogan: Some people work harder than others. 
We are equal in that we are all humans. But 
some people have different values. Are you 
equal to a murderer? Some people are good 
people, some people are bad people. 
Etherington: My point is that within the 
business field, everyone is equal. We just have 
different job descriptions. I don't judge people. 
Kogan: What's wrong with judging people? 
Etherington: In what context? 
Kogan: In any context. If you were swearing at 
me now, I would judge you differently to how I 
judge you now. I judge you as an intelligent 
person capable of a conversation. I think 
judgment is what separates us from animals. 
There is nothing wrong with judging. 

BRW: What about exit strategies? You are 
all wealthy enough to retire. Why don' t 
you do it? 
Kogan: My sole aim in life is personal happiness 
and everything I do is for my own personal 
happiness. The moment I am not happy, I am 
going to change what fm doing. 

BRW: Does anyone else have a view on how 
old they may be when that time comes? 
Kordahi: I don't think there is an age barrier. If 
you enjoy what you're doing, it's not work. 
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BRW: What about you Gabby? Is a public 
listing planned? 
Leibovich: Some people say so. I am not too 
sure. Look, let's not fool ourselves. Financia'l 
security is very important. On the other hand, I 
can't think of anything more exciting than 
driving to our head office every day, leading the 
market, growing the business, meeting grea1t 
people, having fun and then still making mooney 
at the same time. 

BRW: Can you tell us about the recent 
investment in your business? [In May, a 
consortium of investors bought a 40 per cent 
stake in Catch of the Day for $80 million.] 
Why was it the right time to sell a big stake? 
Leibovich: We could have sat on it for another 
year. Our business would have still grown i·n 
value. There was a lot of money on the table 
and I don't think I'm ever going to regret the 
investment. I am happy, the family is happ)r, so 
we just keep on going and having fun and 
making this a billion-dollar company. 

BRW: To get to that point, do you need to 
change the structure of the current busilness? 
Leibovich: No. All we have changed is the 
company name and introduced the current 
investors as shareholders. 
Etherington: Do they sit on the board? 
Leibovich: Only one of them- Tiger from the 
USA, which is the leading investor. They have a 
lot of experience having invested in similar 
companies in various parts of the world. One of 
the main reasons that we went to these guys 
was that they did not want to come in and 
interfere. They said: 'Guys, you are doing a good 
job, just keep on doing what you are doing.' We 

~a..: spoken to a lor of wealthy individuals and 
:::edia companies but what we were hearing was 
that they just wanted to come in and change the 
business. 
Etherington: So they are traditional passive 
im esrors? 
Leibovich: Very passive. They are very good at 
giving advice. But we are not compelled to take 
their advice, which is great. The decision is ours. 
That's what we wanted. 
Etherington: Was it a strategic decision to allow 
only 40 per cent to be diluted from the 
structure? 
Leibovich: We just came up with the number. It 
could have done 20, 30 or 50. We didn't need 
the money, the business was very profitable. 

BRW: Ruslan, how many times have investors 
offered to buy you out? 
Kogan: Quite a few. Fortunately, I'm not in the 
position where r have family or kids, so I'm still 
happy to have my balls on the line. 

BRW: So, you are comfortable taking risks? 
Kogan: If everything was taken away from me 
today, then give me a couple of years and I 
will have it all back again. I am still happy to 
have quite a healthy risk appetite. We are 
getting approached from lots of companies, 
mainly from the US. They are the ones that 
are realising the trends a lot more than the 
Australian companies. 

BRW: Do you listen to them? 
Kogan: We have conversations but the bottom 
line is we have got a business that's cash flow 
positive. It's making more money than we need. 
We don't have a reason to sell off any of the 
business. We have got a very clear aim at the 
moment ro make Kogan a worldwide household 
brand within five years and we have got a clear 
plan ro make that happen. 
Etherington: Different dynamics drive you 
depending on your age and your family 
structure. When my son came along, things 
changed, absolutely. When you have kids, the 
dynamics change. Sure it's the same underlying 
drive that makes you the person you are but 
your mind set is slightly different, You start to 
think about actually stopping and smelling the 
roses. 

BRW: Are you happier now that you're rich? 
Kordahi: You would be lying if you would 
say you're not. Making money gives you 
more opportunities in life and if people say it 
doesn't, then they are lying. But it's about 
being grounded. You have to be humble and 
you have to appreciate what you have worked 
so hard for. 
Kogan: Money does not make you happy but it 
sure stops you from being sad. 
Kordahi: I would much prefer to be rich and 
miserable than poor and miserable. IRI\ 
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