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COOL COMPANIES

OPINION

Coffee break with a conscience

Women of substance

Experience as a barista taught
Abigail Forsyth, a co-founder of the
Victorian business KeepCup, a
valuable lesson.
‘‘My brother and I ran some cafes
and wanted to get a reusable cup,’’
she says. ‘‘But all the ones available
didn’t fit under the machines; they
were a bit clunky.’’
After having a baby, Forsyth
realised her passion for sustainability
could meet a market need.
‘‘My daughter was drinking out of
her sippy cup while I’d have my
takeaway coffee. I realised I’d never
give her milk in a takeaway cup, so
why was it OK for me? I thought
other people must feel the same
way,’’ she says.
Turns out she was right. Three
years later, KeepCup has sold more
than 2 million reusable cups.
‘‘We’re a green product, but we
haven’t used that as our key
marketing tool,’’ Forsyth says. ‘‘We
pitch on fun and colour: that’s why
you pick it up and buy it.’’

KeepCup now has offices and
warehousing in the US and Britain,
and distribution partners in Asia. The
company has also recently partnered
with the AFL to introduce a range of
AFL team KeepCups.
But despite the rapid growth,
Forsyth remains clear on the vision.
‘‘We are trying to make using
reusable normal, and disposable not
normal,’’ she says.
‘‘[However] our success is
measured by reuse, not by sales.
There’s no point selling cups to sit
in a cupboard.’’
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INITIATIVES
❏ Staff generally work 9am-5pm,
with a focus on working smarter, not
for longer hours.
❏ An end product that diverts an
estimated 100 million paper cups
from landfill every year.

❏ Warehouse team on-site to help
create a culture of respect across
different parts of the business.
❏ Bonding encouraged through food
(and good coffee).
❏ Cycling to work encouraged:
Forsyth and eight of the 25 staff do
just that.
❏ Focus on promotion from within.
❏ Opportunities to travel shared
among staff keen for the experience.
❏ Experts engaged to fill skill gaps
and staff encouraged to build
relationships with those people to
expand their learning.
❏ Siloed approach frowned upon.
❏ Recruitment often done through
social media. ‘‘We want someone who
wants to work for us. Passion for
what you do is really important.’’

Jim Bright ponders our fascination with formidable female leaders.

O

nly one thing is worse than
being told what to do, and it’s
not being told what to do.
We love being led. What does it
mean to be led? It means certainty,
and we love that. It means
membership, belonging, affiliation
and identity, courtesy of being in the
followers’ group. We will put up with
almost anything as long as we are led
(apart from by Kevin Rudd, it
seems). We will do almost anything
for our leaders. We will suspend
judgment and even engage in
morally and ethically bankrupt
behaviour to remain a part of the
followers’ group.
Being led is great, not only
because of the certainty, but also
because you don’t have to think, and
if you don’t have to think you can’t be
wrong. So in one stroke two of our
greatest fears – fear of uncertainty
and failure – are eliminated.
It gets better, because it turns out
that some leaders need, really need,
followers, so if you give your
allegiance, they will accept it and be
pleased. Thus our third great fear,
rejection, is also eliminated.
This almost pathological need to
be led was evident in the
commentary surrounding Julia
Gillard’s reluctant news conference
about her former boyfriend and her
legal work. It was mainly the male
commentators who liked a firm hand
on the tiller.
For instance, read this calm
appraisal by Fairfax’s Michelle
Grattan: ‘‘Julia Gillard gave a strong
performance in her own defence
when she confronted the allegations
that have dogged her for 17 years.
Her explanations were credible’’
(Balance of evidence on leader’s side,
August 24). Compare and contrast
this with Graham Richardson
writing in The Australian (Real Julia
impresses, August 24): ‘‘This time
the Prime Minister did what I have
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been desperately wanting her to do.
She took charge. There was a
commanding air about her and from
the moment she began you knew this
was a truly formidable woman.’’
Desperately wanting?
Formidable? Really? Google
‘‘formidable man’’ and any other
Australian prime minister and
marvel at the relative lack of results.
Then try entering ‘‘formidable
woman’’ and ‘‘Margaret Thatcher’’,
‘‘Golda Meir’’ or ‘‘Indira Gandhi’’. Us
blokes, especially, seem to go weak at
the knees when the ladies wave the
stick about. It seems, for men at
least, that being told off by our mum
is comforting. Perhaps it means she
loves us, really, and will protect us
from all the nasties.
Shouting the odds, staring
others down and daring them to
do their damnedest are pyrotechnics
and gimmicks of leadership, not its
substance. Anger shouldn’t be
confused for leadership any more
than the stubbornness that often

SEARCH AND
APPLY FOR JOBS
ON THE GO
It’s your move
Download
wnload tthe
he free M
MyCareer
yCareer App
Visit MyCareer.com.au/mobile

NATAGE H008

precedes it. When we consider true
leaders, truly great leaders, the
qualities we find are courage,
compassion, humility, vision,
persistence, selflessness and service.
The gift of great leaders is to help
us become independent, to express
our identities and individualities
free of fear of rejection, to make up
our own minds, to face uncertainty
with confidence, and to see failure as
endeavour, not disgrace.
Great leaders don’t tell us what to
do and don’t do our thinking. They
help to fight for, foster and defend
conditions that permit us to be
ourselves, think for ourselves and
use our talents to help others do
the same.
Jim Bright is professor of career
education and development at
ACU and a partner at Bright
and Associates, a career
management consultancy. Email
opinion@jimbright.com. Follow
him on Twitter @TheFactoryPod.

