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Lisa launched Collective Hub as a print magazine in 2013 with no 
experience in an industry that people said is either dead or dying. 
Collective Hub has since grown into an international multimedia 
business and lifestyle platform.  Lisa sat down with Kylie Hammond, 
CEO of Director Institute to talk about her new book 
“Work From Wherever”,  the changing nature of her business and how 
to run an empire without an office - happily & successfully.
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Kylie Hammond:
How did you originally get into The Collective?

Lisa Messenger:
I started my first business in 2001, so 18 years 
ago this October. Like so many people who start 
their own business or have a dream, for the first 
11 years, I was over servicing, undercharging, 
being everything to everyone, trying to work 
out what my purpose was. Then in 2012 I came 
up with an idea. I was surrounded by so many 
amazing entrepreneurs and business leaders and 
thought leaders, and thought there is nothing in 
the media at the time, that was really telling the 
story behind the story. How did you start? Why 
did you start? What's a supply chain? How did 
you get funded? Stripping back what was really 
happening in these type of businesses.

I just decided, "If there's nothing out there, I'll 
create it." I'd never worked in media, I'd never 
worked in magazines, I knew nothing, literally, 
about it, but I just had this big vision. To use a 
very technical term, "I'll just smush it all together." 
So that was how Collective Hub was born. 

I launched in March 2013. The idea was really the 
story behind the story, making it raw and real and 
attainable and relatable. I was entering a highly 
saturated industry, so I think there were 5,500 
print magazines in Australia at the time. There's 
a lot less now.  I was entering a highly saturated 
market that people said was dead or dying, and I 
had no experience.

I was against the odds, but I did it with a lot 
of conviction. Within 18 months, the print 
magazine was in 37 countries. It was nuts. A lot 
of that came out of naivety. I had solid business 
acumen, having had businesses for 11 years prior 
across multiple industries and different verticals,  
coming from my own personal experience of just 
seeking this information and not being able to 
find it so when I launched it just resonated. I've 
been part of a lot of brands, but nothing ever 
like that. It was a serious high growth business. 
Within 18 months I had an email from the office 
of Anna Wintour, the global doyen of publishing 
in many regards, the editor of Vogue at large 
saying, "Anna Wintour would like to meet with 
you in New York." This little punk from Australia 
who knows nothing about anything has been 
invited to go onto the world stage to meet 
one of the greatest leaders in publishing.  My 
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experience proves if you have a dream, a vision 
and you hustle your arse off and have the 
tenacity and the drive and the courage, anything 
is possible.

Kylie:
Obviously an incredible journey. You've gone down 
the road of publishing, as you say, you were a bit 
naïve because at that stage a lot of people were 
going fully digital. But there was something very 
special about getting The Collective in your hands, 
wasn't there? It was definitely a game changer 
publication and had a very significant following.

Lisa: 
Thank you. I think the difference was I thought 
"If we're going to tell the story behind the 
story, then I need to be authentic and raw and 
real in my approach." I started writing books 
simultaneous to producing the magazine, 
telling the entire story of business day by day, 
essentially. As the brand grew across so many 
different markets and we had so many different 
revenue streams, it grew very quickly into a print, 
digital and events business, so three big silos. 
That was what we were doing differently to a lot 
of other print publications at the time who were 
just trying to navigate print and digital.

From issue one, I did a number of reader events 
and then a number of sponsored events and 
then a number of large scale events. We had 
three revenue streams feeding off each other. 
At the core of it  was I can't just create a big 
brand and it suddenly become unrelatable and 
unattainable, because you get people saying, 
"But it must be okay for you, you've probably got 
all this money or you know what you're doing." 
So it was very important for me to strip back my 
own journey in real time. That is why I’ve written 
5 books in 7 years explaining the process. This is 
exactly how I've done it, this is how I've muddled 
through. That's been really important to me to 
share all of that. 

Kylie:
The business grows rapidly, and you had a bit of 
a perfect storm - there were a lot of things that 
happened fairly close to each other & while the 
business was going okay it started to have a few 
cashflow issues. Talk us through that difficult 
phase of trying to work out which way you 
should really go. 

Lisa:
I'm lucky that I've trained myself and I've 
equipped myself with the tools to have a 
constant mindset flip. I think in business that's 
absolutely imperative to be able to do that 
because otherwise we'd be perpetually on the 
ground working silently, with severe anxiety, 
unable to move forward. I've taught myself to 
reframe things and see them as lessons and also 
because I've chosen my life's mission to be 
an entrepreneur for entrepreneurs, living 
my life out loud, showing that anything is 
possible. So whilst it was an extraordinarily 
painful time, I'm also grateful to be out the other 
side of that, because we don't know what we 
don't know. 

The journey was this. Launched the magazine, 
pretty much almost an overnight success. I've 
never experienced anything like it. I put it out there, 
it landed in 3,506 newsagencies just in Australia, 
plus then rolled out into 36 other markets.

We had a very big footprint very quickly, and 
people just fell in love with the product and the 
content. It was largely before influencers were 
paid or there was that currency exchange, so 
people were genuinely just sharing it everywhere 
and it just exploded. I went from three staff in a 
very small office to literally 30 something staff 
within probably two years. That was crazy and 
I wouldn't do it like that again. I didn't have the 
system and processes and the right smarts 
around me to sustain that level of growth. What's 
interesting for a startup is, and for  people 
reading, some of them will be in big corporates, 
some of them will be solopreneurs, some of 
them will be somewhere in between, but you've 
got to understand where your strengths lie, 
and mine are definitely in being a visionary, a 
leader, being able to see things that don't exist, 
being great at branding, doing partnerships 
and finding channel partners. I love that. I hate 
systems and processes and operations, IT, HR, 
legal, finance. The day to day. But what happens 
inherently with a high growth business is you 
go from being a risk taker and a rule breaker 
and forging your own path, and I broke every 
rule possible and had so much fun doing that. I 
was charting territory that I had never charted 
before to suddenly being reactive and putting 
out fires and managing what had become a very 
operational job. That's not my sweet spot. I hired 
some of the wrong people, and so it became 
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quite top heavy in terms of I had a COO, a CFO, 
an operations manager and a digital marketing 
director and marketing director. I had way too 
many top heavy people.  I only have myself 
to blame because as the founder, you need 
to become the brand architect. I believe you 
need to understand intrinsically the day to day 
operations of any part of the business. From 
there, I learnt print inside out and then I was able 
to put the right team in place and then it ran like 
clockwork. What I didn't like was the digital side 
of the business. We were doing eight stories a 
day plus, paying people $300 to $500 a story. 
So, we gained traction very quickly in terms of 
eyeballs and content - it was extraordinary. Our 
community and consumers were loving it. But 
we didn't have the ad revenue to support that, 
and I didn't have enough of an understanding 
about how to run a large scale digital business. 
So, interestingly it wasn't the print that nearly 
killed me it was the digital side. The piece that 
was making the most money by far was the 
events side of the business. 90% of the revenue 
was coming from the events. Yet the majority of 
expenses were associated with the digital. So the 
business started to hemorrhage.

Kylie:
I believe you cashed in some of your own 
personal assets to keep the business going 
maybe even for another 12 months when maybe 
you shouldn't have.

Lisa: 
Hindsight is a beautiful thing. The brand was 
growing at a much larger rate than the bottom 
line. I've never been part of a brand that's loved 
by so many. Luckily, prior to launching Collective, 
I had businesses that were very profitable, so 
I'd invested in property. I decided to sell two 
properties in 2017. I'd always said my strategy 
with property was buy and hold, don't sell, but I 
thought "Okay, here's a rainy day. Sell." I sold two 
properties and pooled 1.3 million dollars in profit 
out of those, put it into the business as what I 
thought was bridging finance, and the business 
just slowed.

Kylie:
We see this a lot - entrepreneurs hit a real difficult 
dark period of time, and often their reputation 
comes out quite tattered. The staff are pretty 
upset and you hear some pretty nasty things 
because we're not very tolerant of failure. But the 
thing I notice is you didn't have that. Even your ex 
staff are very positive about the whole situation. 
I think it's because you were so transparent with 
everybody.

Lisa:
When I realised that I didn't necessarily have 
the right 2ICs alongside me, I got one of the 
smartest people I've ever met, Damien Smith, 
and he  came in, and within an hour, looked 
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at my finances and he was like, "Here is the 
problem. You've just invested another $700,000 
in additional staff and for that you've made 
$100,000.”  It was so obvious and black and 
white, yet the people around me hadn't told me 
that or I hadn't seen that. I haven't had a boss for 
a lot of years, and he was like a boss - "This is what 
you need to do immediately." I just did it. 

We had to make redundancies – it was a 
miserable time, but I just opened the books to 
my staff and made them part of the process. 
"This is what we're doing, here's the bottom line, 
here's why we are doing it”. I listened to Damien 
for the next 12 months, and I just kept my team 
very close to exactly what was going on. When 
I started winding out of that, the team were 
extraordinary. It was quite unbelievable. They 
all just stuck in and did what they had to, and it 
was again like a startup and I was having to say, 
"Stop working so hard. Go home." I've never seen 
a team so loyal and dedicated and extraordinary 
through a very rough stage. There is always 
going to be some disgruntled people who think 
that I didn't do the right thing, but in my heart, I 
know that I did the very best I could. A lot of that 
team now are still working for me, but everyone 
is freelance now. Everyone has freedom and 
flexibility. 

Publicly, I think because I made the courageous 
decision to say, "I've made mistakes, I've grown 
too fast” on social media the support was 
extraordinary. I publicly stated “I've never been 
part of a brand that is loved by so many but 
supported financially by so few, so this is the 
decision. We should close the magazine." When 
I dropped that on social media our website has 
never received so much traffic. 

Kylie:
They all wanted to give you their money then.

Lisa: 
I know. I think that was one of the biggest lessons 
for anyone who is reading this article - just to be 
courageous and be real and be raw with people 
and people will support you. It's when you try 
and hide things, which so many corporates or 
other brands do. They all want it to be glossy 
and beautiful and amazing all the time, but I 
said , "This is how it is and I'm hemorrhaging. I 
love this brand but I can't keep going. It's just 

not sustainable." The support I received was 
thousands of people across social media, hand 
written letters, people coming up to be in the 
street. It was unbelievable. 

Kylie: 
Did the business actually just get wound down?

Lisa: 
No. It was a transitional phase. It was expensive. 
It got a lot more painful before it got better. I 
decided I could keep a skeleton staff full-time. 
It was interesting because the majority of the 
articles that we'd been publishing had been 
about being a digital nomad or having a side 
hustle or being an entrepreneur, so I  sat down 
with my staff and said "You can either stay full-
time with me and we can make this work and 
rebuild together, or you can continue to work 
with me but as freelancers and you can actually 
have your side hustle and I can support you 
through that. You can work for other people 
and get other experience." Really collaboratively. 
I've probably got about 17 or so of my team 
working for me now, but they're all freelance. 
My art director, my editor, my social media, my 
digital marketing person. They're all the same 
equals, but it's quite beautiful. They love it. I was 
talking to my art director, Em, yesterday. Her 
output now is insane. We talk all the time on Slack 
and other different platforms and we catch up 
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probably only once a month, but she's producing 
all my books, all our printed material, and she's 
just got so much more time. She's saying to 
me, "This is the best work I've ever done. I'm so 
much more productive." It's the same with so 
many of my team. This whole new lifestyle. It's a 
lot about mindset as well, because I remember 
for years, particularly before Collective Hub 
exploded when it only had three staff, people 
would say, "Do you work from home?" . I used 
to be so defence. I'd almost shout at them, "No, 
I'm a defensive business person." Last week, 
someone said to me, "Where's your office?" 
I said, "Darlinghurst." I'm trying to get more 
comfortable with saying, "I don't have one, I 
work from home," and wearing that as a badge 
of honour.

Kylie:
I think shifting it to saying we're a virtual 
enterprise, we're a virtual business.

Lisa:
It's interesting because when I had the physical 
office, let's give an example of doing a cover 
for the magazine. Because it was an open plan 
office, there would be 32 people involved in 
the cover, whereas it probably needed three 
people. We spent so much time in meetings, 
and I think there were managers managing 
managers managing managers. It was top heavy 
and there was a lot of time of discussion and 
way too much overlap and a lot of inefficiencies. 
When I was in the office, I was busy. When I was 
out of the office, I was productive. When I was 
on planes or in hotel rooms, that's when I got all 
my thinking, my strategy, my vision, all my actual 

work done. But when I was in the office, I was just 
putting out fires and reacting. Now, whether that 
means I'm a bad manager, maybe. But it didn't 
give me the time and space to be a visionary 
and to step into my sweet spot. Now my team 
is almost bigger than ever and I'm running 
more businesses. When I was in the office I was 
permanently focused on Collective Hub and that 
was my sole business. Now I'm doing still a lot 
of print product, and Collective Hub still exists 
in the digital form and we're still running some 
events, but that team is completely separate. I 
have a fashion startup and a tech startup now. 
The beautiful thing now is that there are certain 
people who have the combined overarching 
shared vision, but my fashion startup team don't 
have anything to do with my Collective Hub 
print business. It's meant that we are very highly 
functioning and I'm the grand architect across 
them all. Now my team is only limited by my 
imagination and my ability to put systems and 
processes, which is paramount now to making 
them function. The efficiencies are amazing. 
I still love print, so what I've decided is I'll do one 
or two issues a year, but as and when I feel like it, 
and  there's no schedule for it. No pressure. 

Kylie: 
How has it had an impact on your personal 
lifestyle? Are you feeling more in harmony and 
more inspired?

Lisa:
I feel amazing. It's incredible, sometimes I actually 
have to stop myself to consciously think how 
different it is. But it's amazing how you can adapt. 
I've  gone back to my not negotiables. By that, 
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the first three hours of my day I do things that 
are personally important to me, so I get up and 
I do yoga and meditate and journal. I check my 
emails and set up for the day. It's great because 
one of my frailties, inadequacies, was the lack of 
systems and processes, and now it's almost an 
imperative to ensure it runs smoothly. We use 
a lot of tools from Monday to Asana to Slack to 
Zoom, Google Drive.

Kylie:
 It’s amazing how the whole ecosystem comes 
togetherYou run it all from your laptop and it all 
becomes normal, doesn't it?

Lisa 
That's it. I took on a new staff member recently, 
and we were sitting in a café and I was inducting 
her and my IT guy, Kevin, was remoting into 
both of our laptops to give her access to my 
calender and there we were drinking coffee. I just 
thought it is extraordinary how with technology 
you actually can work from anywhere now. A 
lot of people have said to me, "But how does 
it impact the culture?" That's probably one of 
the biggest things. It feels okay.  I think we're so 
connected all the time across so many different 
digital platforms you feel like you're in the room 
with them, so that's easy. I don't feel like we're 
not together. Everyone has a great harmonious 
lifestyle. Also, everyone has their own budgets, 
their own KPIs, their own outputs. From a 
reporting system, we have certain dashboards 
that we look at every day, and then some of the 
other team members just report in, depending 

on what their KPIs are every Friday. Someone 
will be like, "Hey, I'm just going to go for a walk 
with my dog while we have a meeting." I  think 
in terms of lifestyle for me and for all my team, 
it's actually quite beautiful because I don't 
care if they do a yoga class in the middle of the 
day or they have a sleep in the afternoon. It's 
all based on output. What I've seen is a much, 
much happier team, and a much happier me. 
We start a business to be our own boss and 
have flexibility, and then it almost becomes 
anything but. Suddenly you feel bad if you're 
not there before all your team in the morning 
or if you're not the last one to leave. So as an 
owner, a boss, a leader, a CEO, you can become 
a slave to the business and your team, whereas 
now I can choose my own schedule again.

Kylie:
You’ve written a book, Work From Wherever, to 
explain this transition to people and share your 
journey. Do you think this is suitable for most 
people? Could most people take an element of 
this and apply it to their life?

Lisa: 
I wrote it very much with a number of different 
people in mind because my situation is my 
situation and it's unique to me. If you were a 
solopreneur or a digital nomad and you wanted 
to just travel the world and work as one, then 
there are tips in there for how that can work. 
But then at the other end of the spectrum, 
we've done a lot of research into a lot of the 
big corporations around the world, the Ubers, 
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the Airbnbs, all different large corporations 
and how they have actually adopted this 
transient work from wherever, decentralised 
workforce. There's a lot of real examples in 
the book around large scale corporates and 
how they're actually enabling this, and also 
there's information in there about how to have 
conversations with your boss, because I think 
so often, particularly entrepreneurs or people 
working for big corporates feel too embarrassed 
or scared or worried – am I going to get yelled 
at if I ask, "Can I work from home?" I've tried to 
give people the tools to enable them to have 
those conversations. My editor Amy, of the 
print magazine who was with me full-time for 
awhile, she said to me four years ago , "Can I go 
traveling the world for four months while I still 
keep working?" My initial reaction was, "Oh my 
God. Are you on crack?" Then, "Okay, you can." 
She was on a full-time salary at the time, but 
thought If we work it based on KPIs, you need to 
deliver me this many articles a week. You need 
to do this, this, this, this. If you believe you can 
deliver that, then okay, you can go traveling the 
world for four months. "In that four months, her 
productivity was unbelievable, she was so great. 
When she returned, she said, "Can I now work 
from home?" At that point she became freelance, 
not full-time. But suddenly, the editor, the person 
who's running a large chunk of my business and 
delivering me a monthly magazine isn't even 
one of my 32 full-time staff and she's working 
completely remotely. Then I realised as well, for 
years on top of that 32 staff, my bookkeeper, 
Kate, who's been with me 11 years, has worked 
from the Blue Mountains. My IT guy, Kevin, 
has never worked in the office. He's been with 
me maybe 12 years. Jodie, who's been with me 
seven years, she's my logistics and distribution 
person, has organised all my magazine and book 
distribution in Australia and 36 other markets. 
She's worked from home for seven years. So, I 
suddenly realised so many of my team weren't 
actually full-time employees anyway. They were 
all working remotely. 

Kylie:
It's a complete rethink of what work is all about.

Lisa:
Yes. Why do I have all these fixed salaries and 
fixed offices when the majority of my long term 

team have never actually worked for me full-time 
anyway? They do a great job. They're all still just 
doing business as usual. For them, there's no 
change. It's just easy.

Kylie:
I think for workers it makes perfect sense. The 
employers who are ahead of the curve are just 
taking away all those barriers, allowing people to 
work in the most productive way.

Lisa:
Yes. You think about so many of the big 
corporations now, they may have 1,000 staff, 
but they have 300 desks. That can be quite 
disconcerting for a lot of people who have 
always worked in a corporate environment and 
suddenly they walk in and they have a locker and 
every day they're finding a different spot to sit. 
It's just about how do we upskill and help people 
reframe their mindsets and realise that it's quite 
liberating and there's a lot of freedom in it. It's 
just about putting those structures and systems 
and processes in place so people actually feel 
supported & connected to Work From Wherever.

twitter.com/lisamessenger/

Connect with Lisa:
collectivehub.com

instagram.com/lisamessenger/ 
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