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She has been criticised for being too 
judgemental, too opinionated, too mumsy 

and two-faced. Mia Freedman gets that. One thing is 
undeniable, she’s really good at what she does.   
Her opinions-based website is reaping the 

rewards in a share of an annual national turnover of  
$3.3 billion in online ad revenue. 
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Half-jokingly i tell Mia we wanted to shoot her 
nude for the cover. She raises one eyebrow and says deadpan, “Oh 
yeah, I would do that.” Cue jaws dropping to the floor and bouts 
of hysterical laughter. While we didn’t get her in the nuddy, we did 
ask her to bare all. Starting with why she agreed to be on our cover 
when she’s notoriously critical of the publishing industry. “Because 
I felt like it was different. The Collective is authentic and has a real 
gutsiness about it. It’s refreshing.” And Mia adds it’s great therapy, 
which she loves by the way. “Therapy has saved my life and my 
sanity on so many occasions. If I could advocate for more people 
to have therapy to sort shit out, I would! I’m baffled by anyone 
who thinks they can deal with their issues by themselves. It’s like 
trying to do your own dental work.” And as for us having Mia as a 
covergirl, we know it’s the epitome of contradiction. Why would we 
entertain someone who thinks magazines are so yesterday? Because 
we’re renegades, and so is she. 

Mia Freedman was the golden girl of magazines in Australia for 
over 10 years before she made the jump to work as an executive 
in television. An ill-fated leap that nearly robbed her sanity. “I left 
there with terrible anxiety, borderline depression. I pretty much had 
to build myself up from scratch.  I felt like I had ruined my whole 
career and that my reputation was in tatters. I had no confidence 
and felt humiliated. It was a real life crisis.” Plato was right when he 
said sometimes aspiring minds must first sustain loss. “What I learnt 
from that experience is that you have to really work out what you 
want, and equally, what you don’t want.” 

When the phone didn’t ring and no job offers were on the table, 
Mia took her words online. She was already on the pulse of social 
media way back in the late nineties when traditional media scoffed 
at it as some folly. While she was editor of Cosmopolitan, she told 
her beauty editor to start a blog. “I’d been reading about a beauty 
blogger in the US who was doing it anonymously and making 
some noise. I thought it could be good for Cosmo, but also good 
for Zoe (Foster) who had this boundless creativity that needed less 
constraining outlets than a monthly magazine beauty page. She took 
to it instantly and in many ways I watched and learned from her.” 
Mia used the same system Zoe did as it was all she knew. “I used 
Typepad for two years - it was an old, clunky system, just like VHS, 
it’s virtually obsolete now.” 

Reflecting on what triggered her to participate in the digital 
revolution, she says, “I wanted to understand online from the 
inside out because I always like to work in whatever medium I’m 
most passionate about. In the nineties that was magazines. In the 
noughties it became online. I knew I had to learn from the ground 
up and take a massive step backwards in terms of salary (from 
lots to none) and audience (ditto). That organic grounding was 
instrumental in making Mamamia authentic, and put me in a unique 
position to understand how to engage women online.”

So Mia bashed away night and day on her blog, posting up to six 
stories a day. “It was just me at home with three kids. I was working 

Flogging bloggers
Think twice before calling Mia a mummy blogger. “When people 
use the word mummy, and they’re not talking about their own 
mum, it is just incredibly lame. I think there are a lot of people in 
traditional media who are threatened by online, by women online, 
so as a way of putting them back in their box, they refer to them 
as mummy bloggers. For example, look at the curry our PM Julia 
Gillard received for engaging with women who work online. The 
media fallout was as though she was using some sell out tactic 
or some sneaky strategy, but you know what, another word for 
mummy blogger is women. Women who work online.” But Mia 
admits bloggers aren’t journalists, “For sure most of them don’t 
have the experience of traditional journalists, but that’s not to say 
that they’re not good at what they do and that they shouldn’t be 
respected for the audience they write for.”

Mia admits she was so focussed on building the traffic on her 
blog in the beginning, that the ad revenue didn’t concern her at all. 
“I was so incredibly energised that it was gaining traction, and I did 
that mostly through word of mouth. I got onto Twitter reasonably 
early and I started to see how that could be used. I also still had my 
column in Sunday Life, and appeared regularly on the Today Show, 
so there were ways of getting the message out. And it just grew. At 
that point I didn’t know what SEO (Search Engine Optimisation) 
or SMO (Social Media Optimisation) was. I didn’t have an elevator 
pitch, or know what my tagline was, or anything like that. I found 
it really hard to answer questions to sum up what I was doing and I 
thought that was a big weakness. But when you think about it, what 
do you talk to your girlfriends about? You talk about everything! 
Like, I’m a mother, but I’m not going to join a parenting site, and I 
like fashion, but I’m not going to join a fashion site, I love movies 
but wouldn’t post on a movie blog. I’m all of these things, and 
most women are. Media and marketing like to put us in a box, like 
mothers, or fashionistas, or Gen Ys, but I think it’s bollocks; I don’t 
know any woman who thinks of herself like that.” >

LEFT: Accidental 
shot with hair guru 
Kim Rattenbury. 

WEARING: 
>AX Armani Exchange 
Lace Blouse.
>La Fille d’O 
bra and Amoralle 
stockings from Baby 
Likes to Pony.
>Rachel Gilbert 
Dominike skirt.
>Windsor Smith 
boots.
>Samantha Wills 
Heart of Aries cuff.

“tHe bottom line is entrepreneursHip is not as 
respected as it should be in australia.”

 CoVer sTorY / MiA FreeDMAn

16-18 hours a day because I was determined to build it up; I wanted 
it to be huge, even from the very beginning. I don’t know if it’s an 
ego thing, or a control thing, or a power thing, but I do know that 
it takes the same amount of work to attract a thousand readers as it 
does a million.” 

She is very frank about what kept her going. “I had nothing else 
to do! I’d reached a level of seniority and recognition in the industry 
so that when I left Channel 9 and ACP Magazines, I thought the 
phone would start ringing with offers. But it was ominously silent 
and that made me terribly insecure and uncomfortable. Had I not 
unexpectedly fallen pregnant with Remy about six months after I 
started Mamamia, that level of discomfort about my identity (which 
was so closely linked to my job) would probably have pushed me to 
actively seek another senior media management role. Thank God I 
didn’t do that. Remy saved me! And Mamamia. But truth be told, 
two or three years in I was getting wobbly. I was just so exhausted 
and you can only live on adrenaline and ambition for so long. Jason 
stepped in at exactly the right time and together we were able to take 
Mamamia to a level I couldn’t have possibly done alone.”
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DigiTAl DoMinATion 
Mia credits her business partner, and husband, Jason Lavinge for 

transforming her blog into a business. The first thing he did was to 
turn her blog into a website (mamamia.com.au) and then hire an 
ad network to attract advertising revenue. “We complement each 
other’s skills because I hate strategy. I don’t think I had one to be 
honest. Last week we had a big strategy week, and it’s actually the 
first time we have formalised it. Before that, because online is so 
fast, you don’t have time for strategising. We never started with a 
business model either. And I’ve actively kept myself away from, or 
distanced myself from that. I’m really good at what I do, and Jason 
is really good at what he does.”

What she can take full credit for is knowing what women want. 
“We were the first ones to recognise that women were a powerful 
audience. People said to us in the beginning, “Oh women? That’s 
a good niche”. Are you f@#king kidding me? A niche? Try 51 per 
cent of the population buddy.” Good point.  “I think we were one of 
the first ones to understand that, so we had an advantage. We’re well 
established and have built a reputation, we’ve become synonymous 
with talking to women – they come to us.”

Even though her site is going through a massive growth spurt (the 
annual revenue and followers have increased over 400 per cent each 
year since 2009) she says they’re not in it for the money. “I think 
you have a different business when you’re like right, let’s start with 
a business plan, and how do we make money from this venture? I 
started it by wanting to communicate with other women, and to 
create a community online, and it grew from there.”

She almost laughs off the competition. “We’ve got seven years 
under our belt and there are people out there who are just now 
thinking, oh let’s go out and target women. They’re just not 
authentic.  Their websites are built by someone in the marketing 
department, thinking ‘Well I’ve got a product to sell, let’s target 
women’. Some marketing or media companies think they can launch 
a site directed at women, but it’s not about throwing money at it. 
You can’t build it and they will come. Women can tell if something 
is real or not.”

And being authentic is what drives Mia. “I always work from 
my gut. And what people mean when they say this is actually, ‘I’m 
making a decision based on all of my experiences in life’. So it’s not 
as woo-woo as it sounds. It’s actually an informed decision based on 
all of your experiences.”

Winning WorDs
Mia uses her highly-tuned media instincts to create sponsored 

content for her website. “Integrated content is a major source of 
revenue for us. The trick is that it’s got to have that level of editorial 
integrity. Just because it’s sponsored doesn’t mean it is lies, it just 
means it’s guaranteed to be in the line-up. The thing is, we’ve got 
such great content every day, we get to choose the best posts, and 
because it’s sponsored means that it gets to go in there.” She’s 
straight up about why it works. “The best integrated content is 
written by us because at Mamamia we know how to engage. And 
it does work. Where it can go wrong, is when clients come in here 
thinking they want to do this, and they want to do that, and we are 
like, look, we know how to engage women online, leave it to us.”

Her team post six times every day on the site, yet dozens of times 
a day they’re all over social media, out there selling their product. 

“It’s not enough to expect your audience to come to you, sometimes 
they do, but you have to realise that you need to go out and get 
your reader, to go where they already are, whether that’s on Twitter, 
Instagram, Tumbler, Facebook, and then entice them back to your 
site. Even if you have a kick-arse story, if people are not reading it or 
sharing it, what’s the point? You have to be selling that story in the 
right way.” And the way you do that is with a combination of clever 
headlines, punchy Tweets, and witty Facebook updates.

Forget archaic market research. With digital you don’t have 
to wait long to get feedback if something is working or not. “It’s 
immediately measurable. You can see exactly what stories people 
went to, how long they stayed, where they came from, all of that, 
I adore it. From this we’re creating a social media army where 
we can learn how to push those buttons and pull those levers, to 
direct that traffic and promote people to share. Social media has 
changed everything in terms of scalability. A post can be shared with 
thousands of people. Or you can do a post that comes up on literally 
a million Facebook feeds – that happens to us every week.” 

The key, according to Mia, is to keep learning stuff. “There is no 
business that can afford not to be all over social media. It’s not very 
Australian to call yourself a brand, but I think these days everybody 
is.” 

Whether you deal in stationery or toilet roll holders, Mia warns 
how crucial it is in today’s business climate to understand what 
social media is and how it can work for your business. “Anyone 
who says they don’t understand Facebook or Twitter or any form of 
social media, are kidding themselves. They are not time wasters, or 
all about Kardashian selfies, they are actually business tools. So you 
don’t have the luxury of just waving them off.”

Keeping ConTrol
Although she admits to owning Spanx underwear, Mia doesn’t 
wear them. But she does agree having some control in your life is 
imperative. “Having good people around you, having support is 
vital. I’m not very good at executing ideas, but I’m good at having 
them. I need someone to provide that structural framework around 
me. And to say no. Oh and I also get bored very easily.” This, we 
witness after an hour into our photo shoot when she starts flinging 
her arms around and doing the tiger growl. 

Mia gets that she can rub people up the wrong way, and says quite 
frankly that most people with an opinion do. “We’re an opinion-
based website and I think that the word judgemental is now used in 
the same way political correctness was used to shut down debate, to 
shut down discussions. >
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Find out more  
www.ambition.com.au

“If you think 
it’s expensive 
to hire a 
professional, 
wait until 
you hire an 
amateur.”
Red Adair

Ambition are recruitment experts in Finance, 
Technology and Human Resources. We have  
in-depth market knowledge, recruitment expertise 
and ready access to the best talent.

WorKing For YourselF
For women, studies show that stress levels are much lower when you have control over 
your working hours. It’s not about working less necessarily, but about choosing when 
you work. You have that flexibility when you work for yourself but you don’t sleep 
nearly as well at night. 

CusToMer DeVelopMenT
I see so many people make the mistake of producing content, services or products for 
themselves. Or their peers. You need to always look back at what you’re doing from the 
outside. Look through the eyes of your customer, don’t just look in the mirror.

FAilure
Everyone hates failing but with perspective and time, it becomes wisdom. Keep 
reminding yourself that through gritted teeth.

leADership
Create the culture you want to work in. You set the tone. Identify the core values of 
your company and live them by example.

MArKeTing
Social media is everything. Nobody has the luxury of saying “Oh, I don’t understand 
all that stuff” anymore. No matter what line of business you’re in, social media is the 
most important marketing tool you have. What’s the ROI of social media? That your 
business will still be around in five years.

sTAFFing/reCruiTMenT
Don’t do it too fast. Any niggles you have about someone’s personality will be 
amplified a hundred times when they’re working for you. Be realistic when you make a 
bad appointment. Freeing up someone’s future helps you both.

proDuCT DeVelopMenT
I hate this, I won’t lie! I’m very much an organic (also hyperactive) ideas person so I 
need to make sure I have handbrakes around me so I don’t get carried away. It’s easy to 
distract yourself and your staff with a million new projects. Stay focused. 
 

 

Her best adVice on…

Women like to talk about things that we care passionately about and we have a lot of 
opinions, about a lot of things. As long as you respect those opinions in a polite way and 
don’t abuse someone - it’s like being at a dinner party, if everyone agreed with each other 
in discussion it would be really boring. The most interesting parties are when there is lively 
debate, but that doesn’t mean anyone is going to throw food, or scold each other.” 

And it is this rationale that helps Mia juggle her work and home life. “I just do the best 
I can, and often that’s not nearly good enough. There’s nothing worse than feeling like 
you’re the only one feeling like this, or the only one going through this, the only one who 
has left their child outside school waiting to be picked up. I’m doing the best I can, we 
all make mistakes. There’s more pressure on mothers today to juggle everything and it is 
bloody hard.” 

And that’s why Mamamia works. “Our fundamentals are to engage with women, making 
them feel good about themselves – that’s the core of our business, by learning about life, by 
having a laugh or a cry, by contributing, by engaging in a debate and conversation. It’s not 
all holding hands and singing Kumbaya, there are a lot of ways to feel good about yourself; 
sometimes it’s just by engaging with the world. That’s the blueprint for everything we do.”

For someone who hates strategy, we reckon she’s nailed it.  
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+++
Tweet Mia and use the hashtag #collectiveheartsmia and she’ll 
answer you personally… in 140 characters or less
@MiaFreedman  #collectiveheartsmia


