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By chris jackson

the man who 
would be  
king.
Ruslan Kogan is 
Revolutionising the online 
Retail maRKet place. he 
offeRs wealth cReatoR a 
glimpse of the futuRe

Name: Ruslan Kogan Age: 28 Position: foundeR and ceo Kogan ComPAny: 
35 employees TurNover: Just undeR $20 million (calendaR yeaR 2010)

 Focus // coVer StorY
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I have always been a bit of a tech 
geek and had the latest phones 
and gadgets.  I have also always 
really been into the business 
world. From the age of 10 I have 
run almost 20 businesses prior to 
Kogan.

We lived in the commission flats 
in Elsternwick and I used to go 
out on the golf course collecting 
golf balls in the evenings, take 
them home and wash them put 
them in egg cartons and then 
Saturday and Sunday I would go 
out walking on the course selling 
them for 50 cents a pop. I didn’t 
make a heap of money but I was 
still king of the milk bar when I 
was seven years old.

My parents would pay me $5 
to wash their car, but I would 
finish that and have the whole 
weekend free. I realised there 
were probably bigger cash cows 
out there than my parents. I went 
out and charged $15 a wash and 
all of a sudden I had bookings for 
all of Saturday and all of Sunday 
– I was washing car after car and 
making hundreds of dollars a 
week. I bought a friend on board 
to do it with me and then we were 
both booked out.

In high school I ran a web 
design business with a friend 
of mine, who is now also the 
technology director at Kogan, and 
that was interesting. We started it 
in Year 9, when we were around 
15 years old. We would contact 
these companies and explain to 
them why they needed a website 
– this was back in the day when 
the only companies with a website 
were the huge goliaths.  We would 

have a few phone conferences with 
these companies, get them to email the 
material through and then we would 
build them these awesome websites. We 
had some clients for a year or so who 
would ask us to come in and discuss 
something at a meeting, so me and my 
mate would borrow our dad’s suits and 
rock up to the meeting. You should 
have seen the shock on these people’s 
places - they thought they were 
dealing with established companies 
and all of a sudden these kids show 
up to the meeting.

We tried to keep that on telephone 
and email as much as possible because 
we knew our stuff and we knew how 
to do it, but when you have a couple 
of 15-year-olds showing up to an 

I had no money, so I had 
negotiated with China that I 
would order a container of TVs 
for about $150,000. I started 
pre-selling TVs on eBay and on 
the website. I was relying on the 
fact that customers would be able 
to compare options and buy my 
TVs and I would have the money 
ready by the time production 
was finished to pay the supplier. 
EBay shut down my site a week 
in though, because I didn’t have a 
proven track record so it was high 
risk for them. 

I was in a position where I 
had sold half the container, I 
needed to pay the supplier and 
eBay had shut down my account 
and I had no way of paying for 
the full container. I was up shit 
creek without a paddle. I called 
a few mates saying “guys, I’m 
on to a winner here – I am half 
way through this idea and it 
was working, people loved these 
savings but eBay shut me down”. 
A few mates dug into their bank 
accounts and got whatever they 
could, others applied for credit 
cards and got whatever they could 
and I went to some friends’ parents 
but within a week I managed to 
pull it off and complete that order. 
But it was a pretty scary time. 

My balls were on the line. I 
could not afford for anything to 
go wrong. I flew to China, oversaw 
the production of the whole 
container, tested every single TV 
personally in the factory, oversaw 
the loading of the container then 
got in the taxi and made the taxi 
follow the truck driver to the port 
to make sure that container made 
it on to the vessel.

Everything went smoothly from 
there.

In March 2007 we had our 
first publicity [in an article in 
Melbourne daily The Age]  talking 
about how Kogan uses the same 
panels as other brands. The next 
day, TodayTonight contacted us 
asking if it was true that 

that phone shops didn’t know what to 
do with them. So I went to all the stores 
buying up phones, doing the research 
and fixing them and selling them as 
second hand phones – everyone was 
getting a bargain.

I was studying at Monash and I was 
fortunate enough to spend a semester 
abroad at the University of Miami. All 
the international students got there 
and were straight away talking about 
getting mini bar fridges for their 
dorm rooms – everyone decided to go 
to Walmart because they had heard 
about it and it was the biggest and the 
cheapest. We spent a full day travelling 
out to Walmart, catching a bus then a 
train and bringing our little bar fridges 
all the way back on public transport. 
Miami is a hot city, so we were all 
sweating at the end of it and it was 
a hard day’s yakka. The next day we 
saw all the American kids had FedEx 
drivers wheeling their bar fridges in – 
we thought that could have been much 
easier. We found out the American 
kids also paid half the price we did, 
and at that point it clicked for me. 
There is something about this online 
business model – the place they bought 
that fridge from didn’t have all the 
overheads associated with Walmart. 
Then I got back to Australia.

I was working at GE prior to leaving 
[for Miami] as a network administrator. 
I was earning decent money too, more 
than $150,000 a year there. Then I 
decided to leave and go to Accenture 
where there was a job for $45,000 a 
year. My mum and friends said “Why 
are you doing that?” and I thought 
to myself “Am I crazy?” but I just 
wanted to experience the management 
consulting side of business.

I was working there for a little bit and 
two things came about at the same time. 
I had already accepted that I would 
be taking a 70% pay cut, but what 
really pissed me off was that we were 
doing a data migration exercise with a 
whole team of graduates working on it. 
They gave us about 10,000 records that 
had to be moved into a new format. I 
looked at the records, and what they 
had in common, and I wrote a quick 

script that migrated all the data. We 
were given a week to do it and I had 
finished in the first half hour. I took it 
to my manager and the manager said 
“No, you haven’t finished, there is at 
least a week of work there”. I told him I 
had found a better way to do it, but the 
manager just told me I wasn’t finished 
and to go back and do it properly.  I 
was told to go back to my desk where 
I had the rest of the week to sit there, 
twiddling my thumbs. That really de-
motivated me.

At around the same time I wanted 
a new TV. I started looking around 
and I realised I couldn’t afford one 
– the prices were huge. So I started 
looking on the internet and making 
some enquiries and contact with a few 
factories. At that time I saw that a TV 
I could get for $1000, the shops were 
selling for $3000.

There is a huge gap in the market 
place. And it suddenly clicked. 
Previously to start an LCD TV brand I 
would need to spend millions of dollars 
on showrooms around the country and 
millions of dollars of stock, but based 
on what I had just seen in America I 
could do this myself.

Monday was the day my manager 
made me hate my job, Wednesday was 
the day that I had looked at the TV and 
seen the gap in the marketplace. On 
Wednesday I approached my manager 
and said “I would like to try some other 
things, can you give me one year’s leave 
without pay?” The manager said no, so 
I resigned.

By Sunday, the Kogan business was 
up an running. The website was built, 
I was at the end of negotiations with 
suppliers in China that just needed me 
to go over and lock a few things in. But 
essentially I quit on Wednesday and 
by Sunday Kogan was started.

established business run by 40 and 
50-year-olds trying to tell them what 
they should do, they didn’t respect our 
view so much.

The great thing about IT is that it is 
all about how great what you produce 
is, rather than how long you have been 
around for and who you are.

Through high school I also had a 
mobile phone repair business – I always 
loved having the latest mobile phone 
but they were also expensive. The 
way I would get the phone was buying 
broken mobile phones, researching on 
the internet how to fix them and then 
repairing them. I used to do that to 
get my own phone, but I soon realised 
there were a lot of phones that were 
waterlogged or damaged in other ways 

i have always been in the technology sectoR: i built my fiRst 
computeR when i was nine yeaRs old. i RemembeR when i upgRaded 
it fRom 256Kb of Ram to 512Kb and managed to Run windows 3.1 on 
it – as a nine yeaR old that was one of the most exciting times of 
my life.

“I quit on Wednesday and by 
Sunday Kogan was founded”
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our TVs use Samsung panels and 
LG panels and I told them it was 
completely true. Then they ran a 
story uncovering this whole story 
that the budget TVs are using 
the same panels as the other TVs 
but selling at half the price – one 
and a half million people got to 
see that story. That really sky-
rocketed us. 

The thing that has allowed us 
to penetrate the market and get 
a lot of coverage is that we say 
it how it is. I recently got quoted 
in The Australian where I said 
that we are nobody’s bitch. We 
don’t have to answer to anyone. 
Any other CEO out there, their 
company has allegiances and 
strategic alliances and different 
pricing arrangements and they 
are not allowed to say certain 
things. We are able to break down 
certain issues and just say it how 
it is. We’re not afraid to do that 
because we have the truth on our 
side – in the end we will be the 
winner.

I respect Gerry Harvey and 
what he has achieved. It’s not 
personal at all. I have a passion 
for technology and a passion 
for innovation and I want to see 
Australian retail capture and 
overtake the likes of the US and 
the UK. Forty years ago he built a 
business model that revolutionized 
the way Australians shop. What 
upsets me is that for the past few 
years he has been talking about 
online retail being dead and no-
one is going to shop online. Even 
though I respect him for what he 
has done up until now, it is not 
going to intimidate me or scare 
me into not speaking up when I 
think he is wrong. And I think 
that so far his approach to the 
online side of his business model 
has been wrong. He is one of the 
nation’s biggest retailers and he 
should be the one leading the way 
and setting an example for the 
future of retail.

Obviously the media like a good 

story and they hype things up so it has 
been blown out of proportion a little 
bit, but there is nothing personal in it. 
I just wish one of Australia’s retailers 
would get with the times and set a 
benchmark on a world scale.

When Kogan launched LivePrice, 
it was a world first. The brains inside 
this office created a concept which is 
a world first and we think it is going 
to change the world of retail. We have 
great minds in Australia – let’s use that 
not to support archaic business models 
but to create new and innovative models 
that will change the world. LivePrice 
allows people to purchase our product 
the moment it starts production, and 
the price ticks in front of your eyes so 
that if you purchase at one point it is 
cheaper than purchasing it later. If you 
are prepared to wait a few weeks for 
delivery you will save 20%-30% over 
the already cheap Kogan prices.

LivePrice launched yesterday and 
we are already seeing record numbers 
– there is already $300,000 worth of 
sales through it. It is proving that the 
people of Australia embrace innovation, 
aren’t scared of change and love a 
bargain on a quality product. Whatever 
businesses are going to deliver that are 
going to win more customers.

Based on the sales we saw yesterday, 
we are $100 million a year business. 
Growth is hard to forecast with Kogan 
– up until now we have seen 100% 
year-on-year growth. The first year 
was $3 million, then $8 million then 
$15 million. This year will be anywhere 
between $40 to $100 million – it’s 
growing very fast. We are getting a 
lot of interest from all over the world 
from investment banks and investment 
houses. Based on current interest 

levels, Kogan is worth over $200 
million and I would still say we are 
a speck of where we will be in a few 
years.

We are currently executing a very 
rigorous expansion plan which is all 
about expanding our product range 
and also the geographies that we 
target. We have expanded into the UK 
where we are already a big business 
without a single employee based there. 
The people in this office fully manage 
the UK operation [from Melbourne].

Before this year ends you will also 
see us expand into two or three more 
countries in the exciting Asia region. 
The good thing about that is that we 
are not going to have employees in any 
of those countries. All we are doing is 
designing the products here, finding 
a logistics operation in that country, 
shipping to them and then managing it 
all out of this office. 

The beautiful thing about all our 
international expansion is that all 
our customers benefit. Even when we 
expanded into the UK we were able to 
drop our Australian prices significantly 
because our production capacity with 
our suppliers increased significantly.

It all starts with selecting staff. 
I will back my skills in almost any 
side of the business in terms of IT or 
strategy or marketing. One area that 
I don’t consider myself an expert in 
is people management. To me, it’s all 
about bringing on the right people and 
people who share a similar passion. I 
am not an easy person to work with. 
If something goes wrong I can have a 
short temper, I swear a lot and I say 
it how it is. I praise openly but also 
criticize openly. Being a young vibrant 
team it is all about getting the job done. 
The team understands that nothing is 
personal – we are here to get a job done 
to change the world of retail and shatter 
the status quo in terms of adding value 
to your business model.

There are times when the business 
was starting up that staff would come 
in and find me asleep on the office 
floor in the morning because I was 
working all night. They know what I 
am dedicated to. 

We sometimes hit some really 
serious challenges and in business 
there have been times when me 
and the team have been here on 30 
hour stints. Our company motto is 
“There is always a better way to 
create and deliver”. Our approach 
is that failure is not an option. 
If you have a problem you Google 
it and find an answer. Everything 
is possible. Whatever we want to 
achieve, if we have a concept or an 
idea then it is possible. No one here 
ever says they can’t do something.

When we recruit someone, two of 
the most important questions we 
ask are what email server do you 
use and what internet browser do 
you use? If someone says Hotmail 
or AOL they are pretty much gone. 
The answer we want is Gmail – 
but they have to explain why it 
is Gmail. If someone says they 
use Internet Explorer then that 
is wrong. The answer is Firefox 
or Chrome – it tells us that they 
are tech savvy and they don’t just 
settle for whatever the default is.

We also have a policy here 
where there is no training. Every 
staff member comes on board 
knowing they will never go on a 
training course for anything. The 
reason for that is that training 
courses are for people who want 
to look like they are learning, 
Google is for people who actually 
want to learn. There is nothing 
you can’t Google and learn how 
to do. We don’t care what degree 
you have or what school you went 
to, we know that if we sit you in 
front of a computer with internet 
access with the right attitude you 
can do anything.

We’re only just starting to 
realize how to use the internet 
through things like Facebook 
and stuff like that. Sites are no 
longer static – if you visit a site it 
is completely different to when I 
visit it. For example, if I go to Trip 
Advisor it tells me which of my 
friends stayed at certain hotels 
– that is more interesting than 

votes on a particular hotel.
There is a website called Boutiques.

com which Google acquired recently. If 
you think about women shopping for 
clothes, it is one industry that people 
think will never happen online. It’s 
all about the experience, seeing what 
other people are wearing and chatting 
with the staff and so on. This site 
shows you two different outfits and ask 
you “Which one is more you?” Then 
they will show you two more and so 
on and then they will bring up a whole 
catalogue of stuff they know you are 
interested in. That is going to totally 
change the world of retail. 

If you walk into Harvey Norman, 
you and I are two completely different 
shoppers. You have certain things you 
are looking for, I have certain things I 
want, but when you walk into the store 
the store layout is exactly the same for 
both of us. That’s not personalized at 
all. If you walk into Flight Centre they 
will have the same deals for me and 
you, but I might be interested in going 
to Asia but you are more interested 
in Europe. Online has that power of 
tailoring an experience purely for the 
consumer. Retail is not going to be 
able to compete with that. 

“I respect Gerry Harvey and 
what he has achieved. What 
upsets me is he has been talking 
about online retail being dead”


