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Di Mantell, CEO of Celsus, the Royal Adelaide Hospital on blazing the trails from leadership to building
sustainable social infrastructure and dissolving the hierarchy from the very top. Di talks about how she
champions diversity, challenges the norms of what leadership should look like and celebrates every win of
her team along the way.

Julienne [00:00:02] Welcome to Leading Women, your place to share and celebrate real stories and access
the tools and resources to help activate your leadership. Hi, I'm Julienne Price, Executive Manager of
CommBank's Women in Focus and Leading Women is just one of the ways we support women at all stages
of their business journey. So no matter where you are on your journey, we're here. Enjoy this episode as we
redefine the business landscape together.

Shivani [00:00:34] Welcome to Leading Women, the place to ignite your leadership and redefine the
business landscape. I'm your host, Shivani Gopal, and today's episode, we chat with a humble change maker,
who never says never. Di Mantell is the CEO at Celsus Royal Adelaide Hospital, who has blazed the trails from
leadership to building sustainable social infrastructure and dissolving the hierarchy from the very top. With
her inclusive leadership style, Di champions diversity, challenges the norms of what leadership should look like
and a personal favourite, she celebrates every win of her team along the way. Di, welcome to the Leading
Women podcast. Tell me, where are you joining us from today?

Di [00:01:22] Thank you so much, Shivani, for having me on. I'm joining you from Kaurna Country, which is
Adelaide in South Australia.

Shivani [00:01:29] It's a beautiful part of the country and I'm joining you from the Gadigal land of the Eora
Nation. Di, | want to dive straight into that incredible leadership journey of yours because yours is truly
unique. You've had so many different roles and some have come from, well, some would say, non-traditional
leadership backgrounds. I'd love to get that overview of your leadership journey to now.

Di [00:01:54] Thank you for that. | don't see it as unique or odd, but | think it's certainly not the normal path
that many people take. | originally trained as a registered nurse in Wagga and Albury in New South Wales. |
then went off and took on leadership roles in nursing, which in itself is not unusual. But | went to Tumut in the
Snowy Mountains, which in the first year | was there it was -7 degrees. So that presented some of its own
challenges for me as a new health service manager. | then decided that | wanted to go somewhere slightly
warmer, so | took on the executive director of nursing role in Kalgoorlie in the Goldfields, which is 600
kilometres out from Perth, and provides a massive opportunity to really understand regional and remote
health. | then was seconded from there to undertake a very unique opportunity to represent 22 regional
health services and negotiated the nurses wage case that was the first time we had had regional
representation on nurses' wages. Following that, the introduction and the roll out of that, | then got the
opportunity to participate on the Fiona Stanley Hospital. The Fiona Stanley Hospital is a greenfield site in WA
and it was to be a brand new 783-bed quaternary hospital in Western Australia. And | had the responsibility
of looking at all the non-clinical services; some would say often the less sexy services to look at when you're
trying to build a hospital. | did that for six years and had an amazing opportunity and worked with some
incredible people and got to really work with architects and designers about what you can do to really build a
hospital of your dreams if you get the opportunity to do it from scratch. And from there | got headhunted to
go to South Australia and work for the private sector on the new Royal Adelaide Hospital. Again, another



quaternary tertiary hospital that was 800 beds, which was the first new hospital for the Royal Adelaide for a
150 years. So it was a very interesting journey and I'm now the CEO of the Public Private Partnership Section
for a company called Celsus that is the private partner in the Royal Adelaide.

Shivani [00:04:09] Goodness me, what a leadership journey that is and | love that you said, you know, some
of the non-sexy stuff because some of the non-sexy stuff is the interesting stuff and you've really taken
cause to the things that talk about leadership and teams, especially you heading up that nurses wage case,
which | think talks a lot to your leadership style, Di, which is more so about your team than it is you. And that's
one of the greatest takeaways that | got in our previous conversations together. You know, so many people
talk about the fact that you are only as strong as your team. You really apply it. Tell us more about that.

Di [00:04:48] Yes, | think when | first took on being the nurse unit manager for intensive care back in Wagga,
if you don't have a strong team around you, then you're just not going to achieve your goals. And it is really
the collective that delivers the outcomes. And in that instance, it was about getting good outcomes for
patients, but it's also getting good outcomes for teams. If you respect the people that you work with and you
celebrate the wins that you have, then you continue to build strength in your team. You need to recognise the
diversity in the skills that you've got. You will never have all the skills that you need to do the job and you
should therefore draw on the people around you. But it's also recognising what they do. It's great to be the
leader and clearly when it all goes to custard, you know, the buck stops with me. | get that. But you should be
able to reflect that it is the individuals that make you the person that you are and also the team. Diversity and
inclusion is really important. It's really important to consider how you get people to come to the table and
collectively work together when they've got very different backgrounds. But it's those opportunities to do
those things as a team and then celebrate the wins that you get whether it's one of your team members won
the football in a final at the weekend or, you know, someone, one of my team was a volunteer of the year in
their cricket organisation. It's whatever it is, it's those things that make teams better and stronger. And that's
what makes me, | think, a better leader, having great people to work with.

Shivani [00:06:19] | love that and it also seems one of the things that you've done around that is you've
dissolved the hierarchy from the top in order to bring together this diverse and inclusive team that we all talk
about but really struggle to achieve.

Di [00:06:34] Yes, | think you've got to take the mindset that as a leader, the best leaders are people, who
can step aside and the team keeps going whether you are there or not. It should be, there is no one that's
indispensable. Over time, you should be able to build all the skills up and the confidence in the people that
you work with and they should be able to have their moment to shine in the team. And if they then develop
their skills and go off to do something else, then | feel that I've done a really good job that those people have
now got the confidence to go on and do other things. There’s clearly roles that sit with me and as the CEO of
an organisation, clearly I've got things that I'm accountable for and definitely sit with me. But | would take
every opportunity | can to give other people the opportunity to shine and step forward.

Shivani [00:07:22] And there's so much focus on that, you know, giving other people the opportunity to
shine and step forward and giving other people confidence and Di, you've had a phenomenal career, but |
know from the conversations that you and | have had previously that you haven't always felt so confident. And
there have been times in your life that you've had that really elusive feeling of, you know what, I'm just not
quite feeling good enough. What have you done to really abolish that feeling, kick it to the curb and be the
leader that you are?

Di [00:07:50] | think the first time | really, really felt it was when | was given the responsibility, | was asked to
be the nurse unit manager in charge of an intensive care coronary care unit. | was very young, | was 23. It was
aregional centre, which sounds like it will be a low-key facility. It was a really busy site. We had five different
highways around this facility, so we got a lot of trauma, but | didn't apply for the job, other people in the unit
did. | was asked to take on the role and then when | found out | was given the role, | said I'd do it for six
weeks. | ended up doing it for nine years. I'm not very good at stopping, | think, but having some of the
people, who did apply for that role working in the unit, | had to work out a way to actually make that work. So
| sat down with them and | said, | understand, other people applied for the role. You didn't get it. You have to
decide whether you're happy to work with me or whether you want to go and do something else. I'm very
pleased to say that they all stayed. We found a way to work and we moved forward. But | think you've really



got to be prepared to back yourself. You've got to decide that you've got an opportunity. Somebody else may
see something in you that you don't see, and you can therefore decide to go with that and apply it. And, you
know, it's like the duck. You know, you look fairly calm on the top and you are paddling like crazy underneath.
But | think if you don't back yourself and other people are, then you are just not going to get there. So you
need to work out what those opportunities are. You need to decide if you need to invest in yourself more. |
decided when | got the job that | was promoted because | was good clinically. | now had a management role. |
needed to get on and go and get the skills to make sure | could back myself up on that. Nursing is very good
at promoting people for the clinical skills that you've got, but not necessarily making sure you've got the
actual academic skills to go with it. So | put myself through university for five years and did a Bachelor of
Health Science Management. When | first enrolled my twins were three. | don't know what | was thinking. |
got through it. | graduated. And then | found that | had a lot more skills than | had, so | was much more
confident to do what | needed to do. I'm not the first person to do it. | won't be the last person to do it. But if
you really have an opportunity to do it, you need to get yourself those skills so that you can personally feel
more confident in what you're doing. And then you can stand up for yourself and your team and be confident
in the role that you've got.

Shivani [00:10:22] And you're quite good at doing that, Di, actually reaching out and getting the skills that
you need in order to get to that next place. And you're quite good at saying, you know what, maybe | don't
have all of the skills and maybe | need to outsource and have other people enact some skills for me, because
you are quite popular for putting instructions like, you know, I'm going to bring on a good CFO or I'm going to
bring on a really good administrator to build out this team of leadership that is me. How do you do that?

Di [00:10:52] | think it's really important to recognise what your core skills are and then recognise what
you're not really good at or what you or what it's not best for you to invest your time in. So for me it's really
important for our organisation both here and previously, to have a really good CFO. It's good to have the
numbers. | know how to read a budget. | know how to read financial statements. Do | want to sit down and do
them all? No, | do not. And for me it is best if | am able to get in those skills and then that brings more
diversity and skill into the team. I've also got a General Counsel that we've got, who again is excellent at
getting all the detail and being right down into the contracts to the minute detail. So for me, having people
that | can bounce ideas off, having people that | am confident with that have got strong skills that just makes
us a better team and | think it makes me a better leader. Having me having access to other people as well, so
that it's not just about me saying it's all about me. Anybody who thinks that is doing it wrong; I'm not a
dictator. | don't support dictatorships. I'm prepared to make decisions when | have to make them. But if you
can get a range of skill sets in and you've got a diversity of ranges of ages and cultural mix and male and
female, then | think you're a better team. We're a team of ten. I've got a split mix of male and female. I've got
five different nationalities in my team. My team ranges in age group, that's what makes us a good team.

Shivani [00:12:28] So our audiences couldn't see this. But of course, Di, you could, | was rejoicing so much in
your answers that | was high fiving up into the sky and saying, hear, hear, and giving you thumbs up and
saying, I've got you, sister. And | felt that so deeply because when | was listening to you, you know, how do |
abolish my, you know, imposter syndrome? | loved this concept of | can stack out my leadership team. | can
have a General Counsel for me in order to inform my own leadership because | don't need to be and do it all. |
simply need to know who and where to outsource. Incredibly powerful stuff, Di, thank you for sharing that. Di,
if there is anything that | can reflect on in our conversations today and of course, in that wonderful time that
we spent together previously. You were so outwardly focused on your team and your people and we also
know and we can hear your incredible humility. Yet it's so important that leaders stand up and take ownership
for their incredible achievements. And Di, you have been the recipient of many awards. Of course you were
their state finalist at the Telstra Women in Business Awards. Why do you think it's so important that women
are visible for their achievements in leadership?

Di [00:13:41] | think people around us, who want to become leaders and managers over time, | think if they
can't see somebody doing what they would like to do, then they've got no role models to base it on. | think I'm
amother and I'm a grandmother, and | really give every opportunity for my granddaughter to think that
there's anything that she cannot do. But if you can't see people out there doing those roles, then it's hard to
imagine that you can do them. They think | run this big hospital in Adelaide. They don't really know what that
looks like. They've been in it and | think it's amazing. But | think for all people to know that, you know, those
barriers aren't really there. If you really are determined, you can seek out opportunities to do those things. |



mean, | still find it mind blowing that I'm, you know, there’s only 4% of CEOs who are female. | mean that still
makes no sense to me whatsoever. And | never, ever have played the gender card. | think you either are good
enough to do the role or you're not. And people should be selected on their skill base. I'm very proud to be a
CEO of this organisation. It is very unique and slightly quirky and lots of people don't understand what PPP is,
but I'm really proud of it. But | think it's important for us to talk about what we've done to be able to celebrate
the achievements that we've had within the organisation itself, and also for people to understand that those
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