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Q B U S I N E S S .

How do you define good leadership?
A leader is simply someone who has vision and  
can influence other people to do things they might  
not do on their own.

And what do you think will be the hallmark of your  
leadership at Flamingo AI?

Navigating and leading in the highly uncertain 
market that is the artificial intelligence [AI] sector.

How do you help your staff go through change when  
you’re in a market that is constantly evolving?

Because we’re a startup – now a scale-up – the 
company itself also keeps transforming so there  
are multiple levels of change. You have to keep  
coming back to what the company stands for  
and testing to see if it’s still true. What is culture?  
To me, it’s fundamentally the purpose of being.

How do you communicate with everyone at Flamingo?
We share what’s going on in the company – we’re  
very candid. We’ll say, “Okay, here’s what’s going  
really well and here’s what’s not going so well.  
This is broken; this is on fire.” Two-thirds of the  
time we are managing for failure rather than  
success. In an established company, you would  
lead for success; in a startup or scale-up, you’re 
controlling what can make the business fail. We  
have a huge tolerance of mistakes – the culture  
allows them and supports them, as long as we  
learn from them. 

What do you think other businesses could learn from  
your acceptance of failure?

People feel shame and that they need to cover up 
failure because it’s not acceptable. We hear about 
people from corporates saying they weren’t able  
to be autonomous, be creative or take risks because  
the culture didn’t support learning through risk-
taking or failure.

Do you think that’s hindering Australian businesses?
It’s holding a lot of companies back and not just in 
Australia. But I think it’s enormously difficult for 
businesses to change. [During the GFC] Australia  
didn’t have a recession and we didn’t have a financial 
crisis. Most of the world did so they had to go back  
and rethink. The way America got itself out of the 
crisis and recession was through innovation. Can we 
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What do you say to leaders who are worried about AI?  
They’re nervous because they don’t understand it. 
Partly it’s about educating them but it’s also about 
having them start something – a project, a pilot,  
a trial – and play with it. You need to see what AI  
is, what machine learning is and then you can see 
what it’s good at and not good at.  

Do you find that most people are receptive?
They hang off every word. You can see their minds 
going a thousand miles an hour because they know 
it’s coming – they can feel it.

What’s the greatest threat to leadership in this country? 
I still struggle with the lack of diversity in leadership 
teams and on boards. Someone once told me, “It never 
gets more than 17 per cent: 17 per cent of women on 
boards, 17 per cent of women in leadership, 17 per cent 
less pay than men.” It’s very slow to shift.  

Women are obviously under-represented in the tech 
industry. What are you doing about that? 

I try to model as best as I can that women can lead 
successful tech businesses. I’ve found that women  
will come and work for women. Thirty-five per  
cent of our employees are women. In the machine-
learning team, we have an equal number of women 
with PhDs as men. That’s very unusual. I do a lot of 
public speaking to promote women and girls in tech 
and leadership roles. I also talk about women-led 
businesses and the culture we create, which I think  
is quite different to male-led businesses.

In what way?
For instance, whenever a staff member leaves 
Flamingo, we’ll do an “honouring circle”. The staff  
get together and each one honours that person; they 
acknowledge what they admire or love about them.  
It can be personal; it can be professional.

You once raised $5 million in 12 minutes. How?
[Laughs] We have been very successful in raising 
money in the capital markets. It’s been a good 
mechanism for us. There is a formula for doing it  
and you can break it down into maybe five slides.  
I now take 11 minutes to tell the entire history of  
the company, what we do, the problems we solve,  
how much money we want and what we’re going  
to spend it on. 

What do you think your greatest strength is?
I can see signals from the market about what’s 
coming. I’ll read and listen to disparate pieces of 
information, pull it all together and get a feel for 
what’s probably going to happen in the next couple  
of years. I’m pretty smart, too. What’s interesting is 
that when we get into meetings with men, a lot of 
them will test me intellectually to start with. I’m  
able to hold my own – if not be the smartest person  
in the room – and once that’s been figured out, we  
can actually have a meeting.

That’s extraordinary.
I still get a huge amount of mansplaining about 
everything I do.

innovate if we don’t tolerate failure and refuse to  
take risks? No. Is Australia behind? Yes. Are we  
falling more behind? Yes.

You’ve previously been in the police force and have owned  
a nightclub. How have these experiences helped you in  
your current career?

The police force taught me about responsibility and 
power. And I learnt a lot about being criticised and 
abused – that’s great training for being a business 
leader. If the share price isn’t going well, investors  
like to tell you how to run the company or criticise 
you. For me, it’s water off a duck’s back. I’ve copped 
much worse – back in the day, I was responsible  
for looking after the bikies who were in the 1984 
Milperra Massacre. 

So they’re messing with the wrong woman. 
Yeah, I’ve heard it all before. And nightclubs are all 
about reinventing yourself. You can be famous for 
something and then in a week that can turn and 
people will decide they’re not going to your club.  
So you have to adapt quickly and you have to engage.  
I almost couldn’t think of a better training program 
for what I’m doing today.  

What drew you to tech, specifically AI?
I have always believed that technology will play  
a huge role in human evolution. I’m very interested  
in transhumanism, which is when we start to embed 
technology in our bodies. We’re not far from that –  
we’re already wearing smart devices on the outside  
of our bodies. It could all go well and our health will 
be better, our lifestyle will be better and humanity 
will be better. But it could all go very badly with 
flawed technologies, as well as automated weapons 
and poorly designed automatic cars – that’s pretty 
scary. Good, strong leadership must come forward  
as we go through this transformation process. We 
need to make sure there’s equal representation of 
gender, religions and political views among the 
people who are determining the role AI will play  
and how we’ll live our lives.

What’s your part in this?
I take my role extremely seriously. As a leader who’s 
developing software and robots that are likely to 
replace or augment human jobs, I have to figure  
out how that can be done in the best possible way, 
with the creation of new jobs and by training people 
going into those roles. It must be done ethically, with 
human rights in mind, so that the technology is not 
used to cause harm to humans. And women can’t  
be dislocated. At the moment, it looks like 90 per cent  
of the jobs that will be displaced by machines and 
robots will be those currently done by women  
and minority groups.

So what can you do about that?
Start a dialogue at political levels. AI and the impact  
it’ll have on employment, business and society should 
be one of the top two or three subjects for boards and 
executives in government – and it’s not.
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going, “What have I got for you today?” I have to get up 
and go, “Hello, spectre of failure, I pay homage to you 
but you’re not getting me today.” 

Do you have any daily work habits?
I remind myself of this every day: speak last. Always 
speak last in a group, a meeting and with any of the 
staff. Have them always do the talking and you,  
the leader, be the last one to comment. It’s a really  
hard thing to do. 

Have you ever had voices in your head telling you that  
you can’t do something?

Every day. I want to build this into a billion-dollar 
market capitalisation company in the next 10 years  
– a couple of years ago I just wanted to raise a million 
dollars [laughs]. I’m always saying to myself, “Am  
I qualified to do this? Should I be doing this? I don’t 
know how to do any of this.” But I know enough  
and I know how to figure out what I need to do. The 
moment I show a lack of humility – when I think  
I know what I’m doing and have any ego around that 
– will be the moment that we start to genuinely fail.

So you never pat yourself on the back and say, “I’m amazing”?
Never. My goal is to get this business to be profoundly 
commercially successful and we’re not there yet. 
We’re still at a very early stage with revenue and  
the share price bounces up and down. We need  
a stable share price. 

You have five children. How do you fit everything in?
Unconventional relationships. My partner, Dr Arne 
Rubinstein, lives in Byron Bay so we see each other 
maybe twice a month. And I’m an unconventional 
parent. I have five children and the youngest two are  
15 and 17. I’ve been away for half their childhood. 
They’ve travelled with me, sat in rooms when I’m 
pitching and have held my hand when I’ve cried.  
I say to them, “You’re destined for genius because  
of what you’ve learnt on the way through.”

What does work-life balance look like to you? Or is there 
no such thing?

No such thing. It’s a ridiculous concept and I think  
it’s really dated. But you do need to look after your 
physical and mental health, as well as your spiritual 
and emotional wellbeing, no question. 

What advice would you give a new CEO?
My view, as a leader, is that you want to see things 
flourish – whether it’s the company, your people,  
your investors or yourself. That’s what you should  
aim for. And in order to do that, I think there are 
certain things that need to happen. The first is you 
need to be enormously self-aware – to be open to 
coaching, able to take feedback and not be defensive 
and be able to learn at the deepest, most visceral level. 
[American hedge fund manager] Ray Dalio says that 
leadership is really about pain and reflection: if you  
can take the pain and then reflect, learn and change,  
you’re on a good path to leadership.  

What’s your biggest gap as a leader?
I could be better at financials. It’s often a weakness  
in women. I’m much better now – having run a listed 
company, I have to be across it all – but it would be 
really good to have a more technical understanding  
of the finances.

How good are you at delegating?
I’m either good or not good. Sometimes l like to  
get my hands on something to make sure it’s at the 
right level but it can get to a stage where the CEO  
just becomes annoying and I have to get my hands  
out of everything. I say to my staff, “If I’m annoying  
in meetings or in your work, just tell me.” 

What makes a CEO irritating?
Micromanaging, particularly if you’re the founder  
and you invented the whole thing – there are certain 
ways you want things done because you know that 
they work. But the staff have to learn that themselves, 
rather than me going, “Oh, that’s not going to work,  
let me fix it” and then creating a bottleneck.

A lot of CEOs have a five-year or 10-year plan. You can’t  
do that, can you?

Not at all. We hypothesise about the next two years 
and we can get a bit of a look at the next 12 months. 
Then we’ll go six months, three months, one month. 
We’ve got quarterly goals.

That must mean it’s very fast-paced.
Super-fast. You’ve got to smell failures coming and 
head them off at the pass. Every morning I wake up 
with this spectre of failure standing next to my bed 

“THE MOMENT  
I SHOW A LACK OF 
HUMILITY – WHEN  
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