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VIOLET SHERIAN: It is my pleasure. And have a look at the window, 
Ngunnawal country is beautiful. My family has lived 
there for many, many years before they decided to 
build Canberra and build that big house on the hill. And 
then most of my people were forced out and some of 
us ended up at... Well, my ancestors did, my 
descendants, my great-grandparents ended up in a 
little place between Boorowa and Yass. There's a little 
place there called Rye Park. And my great granny, they 
called her Queen Caroline Chisholm Lane, and he was 
called King Andy Lane. That was my grandfather, but 
Caroline's husband was Albert. And they built a mud 
hut out there, which still stands today. 

And I go out there now and again, to check out and 
reminisce and sit down because I'm a very spiritual 
person. I love Canberra. Canberra is such a beautiful 
place. But I grew up in, Yass. I'm a Yass lass, but my 
father used to say that Yass was going to be a suburb 
of Canberra soon. And you know what? I think so. I 
think it is going to be because things are starting to get 
close. But you know, another thing about that place at 
Rye Park where my grannies live and other family 
members, is I don't know if anybody remembers the old 
pit toilets where they dug their big holes in the ground 
and put a toilet on, that still sits out there today. 

And I remember when I was a kid, it used to scare me 
that I was going to fall down there when you sat on 
those toilets. So that was the days. But we've come a 
long way, particularly Aboriginal women. I always think 
about our young women and mums that are overseas, 
particularly in Afghanistan and other countries that are 
still girls or women are not allowed to be educated, and 
not allowed to lead or be themselves. 

So, in that sense, that country, particularly countries 
have come a long way, but we as Aboriginal come a 
long way. Aboriginal women, we got women in 
parliament. I've known Linda Burney for over 40 years, 
and she has come a long way, particularly when she 
used to be back in the... She's a qualified teacher. She 
used to come and stay at my house many, many, many 
years ago. And she was then back then, the head of 
the Aboriginal Education Consultative group. So, 
women have come particularly. There's an organisation 
many years ago, I won't mention any names, you 
probably know it is, but it's in New South Wales, 
because there were never any women elected to that 
organisation. But you know what? Back then, we call it 
the Little Boys Club, but now, we've had women head 
up that organisation. So, we have come a long way, 
particularly Aboriginal women. I call women, Aboriginal 
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women are the backbone of our communities. 

I have granddaughters. I've got 29 grannies. I've just 
had another three grandsons, great-grandsons. I've got 
too many men in my life. But you know what? Those 
men don't get away with anything. So, we have come 
up, but not far enough. I've seen the other night on the 
news where women had a pay rise, but so did men. If 
we're in a position, everybody should be paid an equal. 
That doesn't matter whether you're a female or a male. 
If we're doing the job, give us the right. And I think that 
women cricket's team have been paid the same as men 
now. So, we have come a long way, but not far enough. 
I also would like to acknowledge Padma. I'm looking 
forward to hearing you speak. And it's usually the other 
way around. Genevieve's usually introducing me, but 
this morning, I'm introducing you, but it's a pleasure. 
We've always turned up at many events together, so 
we're used to working with one another. 

So, like I said, have a look at this beautiful place where 
once my ancestors before me lived, raised their 
families. I am a proud and honourable woman as I 
carry my ancestors in spirit, walking into the future, 
teaching the next generations about the oldest culture 
in the world, my culture, the Aboriginal culture. I'd like 
to pay my respects to my elders' past, present, and 
future and extend that respect to any First Nations 
people here this morning as well. But I'd also like to 
acknowledge the non-Indigenous people here as well. 
My heart's still breaking, still sad about the referendum 
outcomes from last year. But one thing that keeps me 
going, I live in Canberra, and Canberra supported the 
yes vote. 

So, for the future of my grannies, we need to unite and 
walk together for the future. We cannot keep going on 
in us and them. I don't want my grannies to be having 
this argument about what day this date's going to be, 
what day this date. So, we need to unite for the future 
for our next generations and walk together. Because 
I'm a proud Aboriginal woman, I'm a proud and 
honourable woman, but I'm also a proud Australian. So, 
we need to get together. 

And I will say this, I believe in reconciliation. So, in 
keeping in the general spirit of friendship and 
reconciliation, it gives me great pleasure once again to 
welcome you to the land of the Ngunnawal people. And 
on behalf of my family and the other Ngunnawal 
families, I say welcome. Welcome. I say Ngunnawal 
because my father's a Wurundjeri man, but I follow my 
matriarch's bloodline, that makes me who I am. Thank 
you so, so much. I'm feeling very flat today. As you can 
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see, I'm usually perky, perky, perky, perky. But I got up 
at past four, so I'm not feeling very perky, perky, perky. 
So, enjoy the breakfast and a happy International 
Women's Day to all of the women in the room. Thank 
you. 

GENEVIEVE JACOBS: As well as the celebration of International Women's 
Day, today's event also celebrates the Helen Williams 
Oration. IPAA ACT was established in 1953 as a 
professional body focused on the promotion of 
excellence and professionalism in public administration. 
And each branch of IPAA around the country hosts an 
annual oration to honour those who have made a 
significant contribution to public administration in 
Australia. The annual IPAA ACT oration is held in 
recognition of Helen Williams AC. Helen will be known 
to many of you across the public service, perhaps most 
notably as the first woman in Australia to be appointed 
the secretary of an Australian government department. 
So, an outstanding leader and a true trailblazer. She 
was also the Australian Public Service commissioner 
between her time as secretary of Immigration and 
Communication. 

Helen retired from the public service in 2009, but she 
remains passionate about public administration and 
those who work in this great profession. She was a 
trailblazer for many in this room. So IPAA ACT was 
very pleased indeed that Helen accepted the proposal 
to host the inaugural Helen Williams Oration in 2018. I'd 
now like to introduce our orator for today. Padma 
Raman PSM is the executive director of the Office for 
Women at the Department of Prime Minister and 
Cabinet. 

Prior to joining OFW in September 2023, she was the 
chief executive officer of Australia's National Research 
Organisation for Women's Safety Limited, ANROWS, 
from 2021. In her time as CEO, Padma established 
ANROWS as the widely recognised and authoritative 
voice on evidence to end violence against women and 
children. Before starting as CEO at ANROWS, Padma 
was chief executive of the Australian Human Rights 
Commission for 11 years. She had already established 
and was chief executive officer of the Victorian Law 
Reform Commission for nine years and served as part-
time commissioner of the Victorian Equal Opportunity 
and Human Rights Commission for five years. So, it's a 
distinguished pedigree and I'll quote no less a 
trailblazer than former foreign minister and ANU 
chancellor, Julie Bishop, on Padma's appointment to 
the Office for Women. She said, "Padma has been a 
champion for women and their children for many years. 
She's worked tirelessly to make significant long-lasting 
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change, shaping Australia's national efforts to end 
violence against women and their children, and raise 
public awareness and conversation on how we can 
strive to achieve this goal." Please welcome Padma 
Raman to the stage. 

PADMA RAMEN PSM: Thank you. It's always hard to hear biographies from 
yourself, but that was very generous. And thank you, 
Aunty, for your beautiful Welcome to Country. I too 
would like to begin by acknowledging the traditional 
custodians and pay my very deep respects to those 
who've come before and the young ones who will 
follow. As a migrant woman, I am especially thankful for 
the beautiful and incredible generosity of the Welcome 
to Country. Sharing your country with whoever lands 
here and welcoming us and beseeching us to tread 
lightly is a ridiculously kind and warm gesture. A 
gesture I guess, that's best understood when we 
understand and acknowledge that we have the 
privilege of living aside and hopefully, celebrating the 
longest living culture in the world. So, it's a great 
honour to be invited to address such a lovely 
distinguished group of women, largely women, to 
commemorate Helen Williams' legacy as the first 
female secretary appointed to an Australian 
government department. Helen became secretary of 
the Department of Education in 1985 and went on to 
head up the Departments of Human Services, 
Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, 
Tourism, and Immigration, and Multicultural Affairs. 

And as Genevieve said, she served as the public 
service commissioner. It must have been very lonely up 
at the top. Helen was the only female departmental 
secretary for 17 years. Thankfully, the APS is in much 
better shape in 2024 with almost 44% of secretaries 
being women and 53.4% of the SES being women. So, 
I've been the director of the office for just over five 
months. This is an unprecedented new dep sec level 
role to oversee the Office for Women. It reflects a 
strong commitment by this government to put gender 
equality at the heart of decision-making. I stand in this 
role with a strong sense of responsibility and hope. I 
am committed to contribute to the transformation 
pioneered by leaders such as Helen. And based on the 
early discussions that I've been having at senior levels 
across the APS since I started, I know I'm not alone. 

The Office for Women has a vision to advance the 
government's commitment to achieve gender equality 
and improve the lives of women in practical and 
tangible ways. We work with colleagues across 
government to place women and gender equality at the 
centre of policy and decision-making. But our work 



 
 

IPAA Event – 2024 Helen Williams Oration and International Women’s Day Page 6 of 19 
  

 

goes obviously, beyond government, to work with 
experts, with civil society and business to ensure 
policies are driven by evidence and drawn from lived 
experiences. We're focused on better outcomes for all 
women, especially those who experience additional 
barriers to being treated equally, including First Nations 
women, migrant and refugee women, and women with 
disabilities. And for the past 18 months, we've led the 
development of Australia's national strategy to achieve 
gender equality, which the Minister for Women, Katy 
Gallagher, will launch at the Press Club next week. 
Suffice to say, it's been a really, busy time at the office. 
It's also a special time. Next month, we celebrate our 
50th birthday. This milestone invites us to remember 
where the office started as a small, but determined 
four-person team known as the Women's Affairs 
section in PM&C. 

They were the heady days of the early '70s and the 
team would stand up to support then Prime Minister 
Gough Whitlam's women's advisor, Elizabeth Reid. The 
Women's Affairs Section was at the heart of 
implementing the historic reforms of those productive 
few years, transforming the way government 
recognised and supported women in Australia. But it 
was under the Hawke government with the amazing 
Susan Ryan as the first female cabinet member, 
another very lonely figure, and Minister for Women that 
things really started to accelerate. Susan appointed 
Anne Summers, an outsider to the APS from the Press 
Gallery, to run the office for the Status of Women as it 
was called then. And then things really changed. We 
had our first ever agenda for women and an idea that 
was so novel at the time, women's responsive 
budgeting and the first women's budget statement. 

Susan was also instrumental in implementing our 
international obligations under the convention to 
eliminate discrimination against women in introducing 
and passing the Sex Discrimination Act in 1984. 
Something she said was the greatest achievement of 
her life. I had the incredible privilege of knowing, 
working with and calling Susan a close friend and 
mentor and believed the battles she fought for women 
are unparalleled in Australia. As we implement the 
respect of work, positive duty in the Sex Discrimination 
Act across workplaces, something that Susan 
campaigned for in her time in advocating for a human 
rights act back in the '90s, we should remember her as 
a pioneering figure and remember that we stand on the 
shoulders of absolute giants. 

With the passing of the Sex Discrimination Act, came 
the first challenge from Deborah Lawrie, the first female 
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airline pilot who tried to work for Ansett in the '70s. 
She'd flown since she was 16 but had to fight Sir 
Reginald all the way to the high court to be able to fly. 
But with the aid of Susan's Sex Discrimination Act, 
Susan copped a lot of crap, and she would've used 
words much more florid than that for introducing and 
getting the legislation passed, and it's worth having a 
look. They're all on Google, the articles from the time. It 
was the end of civilization, and it was a complete... It 
was going to be one of the biggest problems with 
Australia. And the language is quite interesting to see, 
and it wasn't that long ago. 

There were many other gains for women with the 
Minister for Women striving all the way changing where 
women could work, including in the APS after they 
were married, being one of the first. Another much later 
amazing seismic shift was paid parental leave, an 
achievement implemented through the Sex 
Discrimination Act. Prue Goward was the Sex 
Discrimination commissioner and worked with the 
government to implement it. In more recent times, 
we've had national plans to address the scourge of 
domestic family and sexual violence, significant 
successive uplifts in funding to early childhood 
education and care, all life-changing reforms for women 
in Australia and all part of our rich history. 

And it wasn't ever just lone politicians, but an army of 
NGO women and women in the corporate sector trying 
to make women's lives in Australia better. My 
colleagues and I are committed to continuing the work 
of those who've gone before with the same 
determination and clear mindedness. Minister 
Gallagher, the Minister for Women, and helpfully, the 
Minister for Finance, and the APS, and the Minister for 
Data, describes the Office for Women as a small, but 
mighty team. We pride ourselves on working shoulder 
to shoulder with our APS colleagues, many of you in 
the audience today, to advance gender equality. The 
theme for next week's International Women's Day is 
countering Invest in Women, Accelerate Progress. 
Today, I'm going to address how we do this. How do 
those of us who work in and care about public policy 
collectively counter in? 

Let's start with the problem we're trying to solve. 
Although we've seen great advances in recent 
decades, the evidence tells us clearly, there's a long 
way to go before we reach gender equality in Australia. 
Despite significant efforts across the nation, rates of 
violence against women remain alarmingly high. 11 
women have been murdered by their current or former 
partners this year and we're just in February. The 
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Australian economy is increasingly reliant on poorly 
paid and unpaid care. Women on average do nine 
hours a week, more unpaid care than men. And even 
with widespread workforce shortages, female 
dominated paid care work as low paid and often 
insecure. 

Women in Australia are very well-educated. We have 
the fourth highest level of tertiary educated women in 
the OECD. Almost 36% of women have a bachelor’s 
degree or above, compared to 28% of men. Yet, the 
gender pay gap is 12%. This is a contributor to 34% of 
retired women relying on their partner's income to meet 
their living costs at retirement, compared to 7% of 
retired men. We have more women in positions of 
leadership than ever before across a range of settings. 
Yet, so many women, especially women in public 
settings, experience high rates of abuse online and 
that's growing. 

Across all these gaps, we know that some groups of 
women experience them more crudely or just 
differently. This includes First Nations women, migrant 
and refugee women, women with disabilities, 
LGBTIQA+ women. While we think we're heading in the 
right direction, changing attitudes about gender is 
stubborn and non-linear. Data has shown that 43% of 
women aged between 16 and 24 hold progressive 
attitudes towards gender inequality, compared with only 
20% of men in the same age group. These are complex 
structural problems that require sophisticated and 
sustained solutions. The levers for achieving gender 
equality sit across our society with individuals and 
families, communities in workplaces and at the 
institutional level through the media, education, justice, 
and other systems. 

So, what can we do here work in public policy? The 
Office for Women is very focused on what work can be 
done within and to transform commonwealth systems 
and decision-making processes, so that gender 
equality can be progressed and critically, government 
system doesn’t continue to perpetuate inequalities. So, 
what are the solutions? First, governments can make 
targeted investments and conscious policy decisions to 
dismantle gender inequality. We can't as governments, 
go into people's homes, but we can make sure that 
policies that do affect Australians' day-to-day lives are 
promoting equality and not reinforcing stereotypes. 

As bureaucrats, we can provide governments with good 
evidence-based advice to support them to do this. The 
Office for Women has worked closely with colleagues 
across the APS to influence and support some 
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significant policy endeavours for women in recent 
years. We worked with the Department of Social 
Services on the reforms to the government's paid 
parental leave scheme. This includes introducing 
legislation in October last year that expanded the 
scheme for both parents to share in the 26-week 
entitlement and offered four weeks of reserve leave for 
each parent by July 2026. This will encourage shared 
care and send a strong signal that both parents play a 
role in caring for children. These paid parental leave 
reforms draw on the advice of the Women's Economic 
Equality Task Force, which I'll talk about more later. 

We've also worked with DSS on the national plan to 
end violence against Women. This plan has seen a 
record $2.3 billion of commonwealth investment in 
ending violence against women in recent years. The 
prime minister's recent IWD breakfast acknowledged 
the need for new thinking and renewed determination 
to address violence against women and children. We 
look forward to contributing to this and that speech is 
worth looking up if you haven't heard it. 

The next part of the solution, I think, is gender-
responsive budgeting, which this government has 
introduced. The first women's budget statement was in 
1985, in those heady days of Susan Ryan, but this 
government has reintroduced it. We haven't had 
women's budget statements between 2013 and this 
government, but it's an excellent way to put gender 
equality at the heart of some of the most important 
decisions that governments make. Now, all 
submissions and new policy proposals considered by 
cabinet must have a gender analysis, and for some 
proposals that meet certain criteria, this analysis needs 
to be more in-depth in a gender impact assessment, 
and actions need to be included to enhance positive 
gender impacts and minimise negative gender impacts. 
This means that it's a core expectation and a core part 
of the way policy is shaped at the federal level to 
understand how each new proposal impacts women 
and men differently. 

The office has been engaging in building capacity 
across the APS to lead the rollout of gender responsive 
budgeting across recent economic updates. We've 
seen some decisions emerge to that have been 
strongly supported by gender analysis. For example, 
the Office for Women works with Treasury to 
understand women's experiences of the tax system, the 
labour market and social security. When the 
government recently turned to redesign the stage three 
tax cuts, Treasury engaged with the Office for Women 
and ensured that gender analysis contributed to 
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government decision-making. Government and 
agencies knew that low- and middle-income taxpayers 
are disproportionately women. It made good policy 
sense to provide greater tax relief to those groups. The 
analysis showed a tax cut could be expected to boost 
the labour market with women's workforce participation, 
expected to increase by 0.37%. 

But we can't limit gender analysis or whole of 
government efforts to advanced gender equality just to 
budget processes. As public servants, we need to think 
about gender in drafting terms of references for reviews 
in making appointments to gender balance, to help the 
government keep meeting its targets for government 
boards, to make sure communications, materials, 
campaigns, and forms don't reinforce negative gender 
stereotypes about who looks after children, about who 
works in construction. And to collect and report good 
gender and diversity disaggregated data, which happily 
leads me into my third part of the solution and a slightly 
nerdy obsession of mine, which is data. If we 
understand the problem, it's much easier to solve. And 
if it's not clear that there is a problem, how can we 
expect our colleagues and community to be on board 
with finding and creating the solutions? 

On IWD last year, the Minister for Women launched the 
first status of women report card. The report card is a 
snapshot of the challenges women and girls in 
Australia face... Thank you, throughout their lives. From 
youth and young adulthood through to the world of 
work, parenthood, and family, through to retirement, it 
depicts women and girls' education, economic 
outcomes, health, safety and wellbeing, housing 
outcomes, as well as the harmful stereotypes women 
and girls in Australia faced in 2023. 

The government will release an updated report card 
this year and will release a new one every International 
Women's Day. As co-chair of the gender data steering 
group with the Australian Bureau of Stats, the Office for 
Women is working across government to understand 
where data gaps exist and strengthen the evidence 
base that we know is necessary to inform our work. We 
know there are gaps in understanding the diverse and 
intersectional experiences of different groups of 
women, men and gender diverse people. More work 
needs to be done here. 

Another critical part of the solution is listening to the 
voices of women and the lived experiences of women 
across the country and ensuring that these voices have 
a direct line into government processes and decision-
making. The office funds six National Women's 
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Alliances to inform policy and decision-making across 
women's safety, women's economic security, women 
from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, 
First Nations women, women living in rural, regional, 
and remote areas, and women with disability. 

The alliances play a key role in communicating to 
government the experiences and issues affecting 
women on the ground. One area we're hearing women, 
and all their diversity matters most is addressing family, 
domestic and sexual violence. The minister for Social 
Services is working with the Minister for Women and 
the government, in partnership across sectors and 
levels of government to realise the vision of ending 
violence against women in one generation. In October 
last year, through the Domestic Family and Sexual 
Violence commissioner, Micaela Cronin, there's been 
an establishment of a lived experience advisory council 
to amplify the voices of people with lived experience of 
violence at the national level. The Social Services' 
minister also announced the first National Steering 
Committee to deliver the first national plan to address 
the high rates of family violence in Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities. This collaborative 
approach ensures that the voices of those affected are 
heard and measures taken meaningfully and 
substantially to change women's lives. 

I've spoken about the need to consider women in all 
their diversity throughout my speech, but I want to draw 
it out more specifically. In my opening statement, when 
I appeared before estimates for the first time in this 
role, I said, "As a migrant woman, I've experienced 
discrimination." I believe that getting policy and practise 
right for the most marginalised serves the whole 
population. With my colleagues in the Office for 
Women, we seek to deliver for all women and 
marginalised women will be front of mind in all our 
work. The diverse needs of diverse groups of women 
need to be considered across broader policies and 
programmes. And often, targeted action is required. 
Understanding the diverse lived experience of women 
is at the heart of the gender equality I mentioned earlier 
that will be launched next week. The national strategy 
will set up a framework for action towards gender 
equality over the next 10 years and it's the final part of 
the solution I'll speak to today. 

I hope many of you plan to attend or live stream, The 
Minister's Strategy launch, next Thursday at the 
National Press Club. It's possible that you will only be 
able to stream it because the tickets went almost as 
fast as Tay-Tay tickets. The strategy response to what 
women and others across the country told us. We 
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heard that several thousand women across us from 
several thousand women across Australia through a 
range of consultation mechanisms, including 
roundtable submissions and online surveys. The former 
Women's Economic Equality Taskforce or the WEET as 
they were known, informed the direction of the strategy 
as have the National Women's Alliances. The strategy 
will build on and complement other government efforts 
to change gender equality, including the national plan 
to end violence against women, the government's 
response to respect at work, the Wiyi Yani U Thangani 
Project, and National Women's Health Strategy. We 
hope that the strategy will be helpful in forging a path to 
gender equality and for policymakers and the broader 
community. 

After the strategy is released, I will attend the 68th 
United Nations Commission on the Status of Women or 
CSW. CSW is the global forum on gender policy 
issues, and it takes place annually in March every year. 
Given the growing global backlash against gender 
equality, it is particularly important to have Australia 
represented by a strong and senior delegation, and 
that's exactly what we're doing. We have a formidable 
group of Australian leaders in gender equality attending 
as the Australian delegation, to showcase our 
leadership and expertise on gender policy off the back 
of the strategy's release, demonstrating Australia's 
commitment to gender equality on the global stage. 

So, for over half a century or almost half a century, the 
Office for Women has worked under 11 different prime 
ministers, eight ministers for women, 14 assistant 
ministers. We've also worked with thousands of women 
allies and organisations with a shared commitment to 
gender equality. The work continues as urgently as 
ever. So as colleagues, let's continue to work on 
making women's lives and all our lives better. I'm eager 
to work alongside each of you to make gender equal 
future a reality. If you're in the APS and are thinking 
about the gender impact of your policy or programme, 
give us a call. We'll keep reaching out to you as well. 
We're to work together and use our important positions 
to accelerate progress and improve women's lives. 
Thank you. 

GENEVIEVE JACOBS: Padma, thank you so much for your very insightful 
address. I've got a few questions I'd like to put to you, 
and then we'll go to question and answers from you in 
the audience. I'm always struck by how recent much of 
these women's history is. And I know there'll be touch 
points for many of you in this room. There's an 
experience I often share with my young women 
journalists, of being sent home from the office because 
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of what I was wearing, in an outfit that I'd stand by 
today, just for clarity. And I remember at the beginning 
of my career on the ABC, much later, an ABC 
executive telling me that people just didn't like women's 
voices on the radio. Just absurd. We're not talking 
about anything that took place a long, long time ago. 
What do you think we'll look back with, with the same 
level of incredulity in 20 years? What will we be 
astonished about women's experience in the workplace 
in the future from now? 

PADMA RAMEN PSM: That's such a good question. I mean, when I think 
about my teenage daughters, I think the big difference 
for them is how they don't see gender. So, the fluidity 
that young people have around gender now is liberating 
for them, I think. And I have this constant fight with 
them where I explain to them that they don't understand 
the structures of discrimination and the structural 
nature of disadvantage. Because it's wonderful to be 
fluid and to think that we're all individuals and we can 
be anywhere along the gender spectrum. What that 
fails to recognise is the structures of patriarchy that 
continue to mean that women's experiences are 
different. So, I keep saying to them, wait until you get to 
a workplace and earn 20% less than your male 
colleagues, and then tell me that gender doesn't matter. 
I would love us to get to a point in 20 years' time where 
gender doesn't matter, where we do have equality 
across not just men and women, but in our wonderful 
diversity and fluidity that we might have. 

And when you think, it has been such a recent history. 
You were talking before about what you wear. And I'll 
never forget working with Susan Ryan. She had an 
executive assistant who was a very tall, large woman. 
And so this was at the Human Rights Commission. She 
was the age discrimination commissioner, and there 
were a whole lot of commissioners who all had EAs, 
and they sat in a bank. And the other EAs, some of 
whom were older and more conventional. Susan's EA 
was very young, came to me one day and said, "Were 
very concerned about what Susan's EA is wearing to 
work." And Susan used to have a range of people 
come and visit her. Everyone from Erika Betts, through 
to... So, she had a particular group of people who'd 
come to see her, older conservative people. And so, 
these EAs came to see me and said, "I'm really 
concerned about what this woman's wearing and it 
doesn't reflect well on Susan." 

And so, I said, "Okay, I'll go and talk to Susan about it." 
So I went into her office and I said, "I need to talk to 
you about how your EA is dressed." And she said, 
"Don't you ever, ever talk to me about what a woman 
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wears." And that was not that long ago. And it made me 
think as a feminist, I haven't got to that point yet where I 
still take on those stereotypes and the stereotypes that 
are imposed upon us. But that's a very long way of 
saying hopefully, in 20 years' time, we don't think about 
gender in the same way, and we are equal. 

GENEVIEVE JACOBS: Well, perhaps in 20 years' time, whoever is standing up 
giving the Helen Williams Oration will be saying, "The 
gender pay gap, imagine, that used to be a problem. 20 
years ago, women weren't paid as much as men were." 
One of the things I think we often reflect about in our 
own lives, and perhaps those of us who've been in 
positions of leadership for some time, is women's 
leadership styles, how women approach leadership. 
How have you seen that change and evolved 
throughout your own career? 

PADMA RAMEN PSM: I think one of the fundamental shifts is showing 
vulnerability and authenticity. I think women are freer 
and are better leaders when we show our vulnerability 
and our authentic selves. I think when I think back to 
my career, I did things very young, and I would never 
tell people my age because I was uncomfortable about 
being a young leader. 

A man would never think about it, would never 
consider. It would be something they boasted about, 
being a CEO in your 20s. But I felt a great deal of... I 
felt like a fraud. I felt like I wasn't necessarily there on 
merit, and I felt that leadership had to look a particular 
way. And I think I learned from working with amazing 
women, very generous women who didn't see age, who 
didn't see colour, who didn't necessarily even see 
gender. Working with them made me realise that to be 
a good leader, you must be authentic. You must show 
your vulnerability. And I think as women, we do that 
instinctively because we have emotional intelligence, 
and we are much more self-critical and self-aware. So, 
I think being confident with that, being confident with 
that self-awareness and using it, using it to be 
authentic, I think is an important part of leadership. 

GENEVIEVE JACOBS: I think there's a whole other conversation there about 
age, which would be wonderful to get into, because I 
think it begins to apply to women too at the other end. 

PADMA RAMEN PSM: Oh, absolutely. 

GENEVIEVE JACOBS: And you then start thinking, "Am I too old for this 
leadership position?" And it's extraordinary. I think 
neither of those questions occur to men. Am I too 
young or am I too old? Is there a Goldilocks spot for 
women's leadership? But let's not go there. I'd like to 
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now invite some of your questions from the floor. We've 
got IPAA staff members with microphones. So, if your 
question is selected and plenty of hands already, 
please wait until you've got the microphone. And tell us 
who you are, your name and organisation, so that we 
can just capture the audio for recording. Now, I might 
go here first. Yep. 

MELISSA COADE: Hi, Melissa Coade from The Mandarin. I feel like it 
would be remiss of me not to ask about the controversy 
around the alleged hotties list with Infrastructure. And I 
want to ask that question because, one, that speaks to 
the youngest generation of entrance to the APS, and 
two, it speaks to, are we doing enough at the 
recruitment level to filter out attitudes about misogyny, 
rather than having to necessarily address that complex 
issue as they come up through the ranks of the public 
service? 

PADMA RAMEN PSM: That's good... Do you have reflections on it being in the 
media? 

GENEVIEVE JACOBS: I think there are sections of the media, as you know 
very well too where this kind of thing has fallen on like 
manner. And I think that that's essentially unfair. I think 
we need to interrogate how those things happen and 
why they happen, rather than reflect on the thing 
themselves. But it can be a very destructive aspect. I 
do note that we didn't ever get proof of the list, did we? 
I don't think anyone- 

PADMA RAMEN PSM: I'm not sure. I haven't followed it that closely, but I do 
worry about the attitudes of young men. I think we are 
seeing a backlash. And we talk about the Nordic 
paradox where we have countries in Northern Europe 
that have far more gender equal statistics than we do, 
but we see an increase in violence against women 
there, or high rates of violence against women. And 
we've seen, I think it was the AFR that reported that 
Gen Z men have... Well, they either think gender 
equality has gone too far or they believe it's been 
achieved, and women are doing better for it. So, I think 
that we need to be vigilant, constantly vigilant to make 
sure that we're... And it's complex, right? There are so 
many levers at once. It's not just about economic 
equality, it's not just about one factor. 

So, we're going to have to be much more sophisticated 
in the way we even talk about gender equality, I think. 
We need to be mindful of how that makes men feel 
because the stereotypes that apply to women equally 
constrain men. Men feel that they need to be the 
breadwinner. They don't feel okay with caring 
responsibilities. They don't feel able to ask for flexibility 
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or to take time off work. They don't seek help and they 
don't seek help, especially around their mental health 
and physical health. So, I think the stereotypes that 
apply negatively to both, to all genders, but I think there 
is a reason to be hyper-vigilant, especially around the 
idea that we've achieved equality or that somehow, 
women are doing better because we've achieved 
equality. 

GENEVIEVE JACOBS: I think you made an interesting point too about this 
notion among the much younger generation, among 
our children's generation of fluidity around gender. And 
that's something that can hide deep structural 
inequality, which people are perhaps not aware of until 
they are well into their careers and come up hard 
against it. Another question I think over there if we can 
get the microphone over there. Thank you. 

TIM: Good morning. My name is Tim from the ACT Public 
Service. Throughout your speech, you spoke about 
childbirth, rearing children. There's no retirement, but 
there's no mention of menopause. So how do you think 
we go about elevating the topic of menopause in the 
workplace? Because we do know that women leave at 
the top of the end of their career. Because of 
menopause, they can't make reasonable adjustments 
in their workplace for them, so they leave. So how do 
we elevate that topic? 

PADMA RAMEN PSM: It's a very, very good question. 

GENEVIEVE JACOBS: If I can just stop you, Padma. For those who might not 
have heard, that was just a little muffled: menopause. 

PADMA RAMEN PSM: Well, that's a start, isn't it? Say it loudly. 

GENEVIEVE JACOBS: We had a question from a bloke in the room, thank you 
very much, on the effect of menopause. 

TIM: Recently, menopause at work and ... 

GENEVIEVE JACOBS: Menopause at work. Okay. So, Padma, go for it. 

PADMA RAMEN PSM: Fabulous. As I said, the speech was long enough, so I 
didn't get to talk about everything I would've liked to. 
But menopause is a very important point, and we need 
to be talking about it. As someone of that age group, I 
particularly understand it. I think it's interesting to think 
about why is it that women... We know that women are 
retiring earlier than men. There's about a 10-year gap. 
Is it because of menopause? Is it because of caring 
responsibilities? Is it because women get sandwiched, 
not just caring for their children, but also their elderly 
parents? 
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There's a range of issues, but we can't discount that 
menopause might be a factor. And women's ill health or 
poor health later in life might be a factor. We've got 
some of the highest rates of part-time work as well in 
the OECD for women. And especially in that age group, 
women come in and out of the workforce and largely 
stay out. So I think it's very important for workplaces to 
make reasonable adjustments and hoping that there 
will be... The women's health strategy goes to this, and 
we hope to continue to work on menopause as this 
government has it as a priority. 

GENEVIEVE JACOBS: And when we talk about structural issues, that's it right 
there. And just you're even mentioning policy being 
written about menopause because workplaces are 
structured around the needs and expectations of the 
men who've always dominated those spaces. So those 
things are hard to pick when we look at things like 
equal opportunities for advancement, that that could be 
the thing that gets in the way of your career. I think 
we've got time for just one more question. So, I want to 
go to that end of the room. I've got a microphone right 
down the end there if someone can... 

ANNA HUGHES: Hi. Anna Hughes from the Australian Office of Financial 
Management. So, we're the bit of the government that 
faces the financial services sector. And last week, or I 
think it was two weeks ago, I did a presentation to a 
room full of men. I was it, and Chahat sitting here next 
to me, was the other woman in the room from our 
organisation. So, my question is probably twofold. How 
do we get and keep more women in industries like 
financial services when they are faced with doing 
presentations to roomfuls of men? And my second 
question is, I guess what's a more sophisticated way of 
answering the comment, "I'm a middle-aged white man, 
I can't get another job"? 

GENEVIEVE JACOBS: Oh, spare me. Honestly. 

PADMA RAMEN PSM: Where do you start? I mean, one of the things we've 
been thinking a lot about is the segregation of 
workplaces and occupations and how you break that. 
And while we've been developing the strategy, I think 
one of the key things we need to unlock, and Sam 
Mostyn, who was the chair of the WEET, has spoken 
really eloquently about this, is how we think about care. 
Fundamentally, how we think about care as an 
economy, as a society, as communities. Because while 
we don't value care, both paid and unpaid, that has a 
flow-on effect into how we think about work, what we 
think men's and women's work is. So, I think there is 
something in that. It doesn't answer your question of 
how we get more women into financial services, but I 
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think the expectation around, or the stereotypes that we 
have around what work men do and what work women 
do plays into that. 

The idea of the lack of privilege of middle-aged white 
men, I don't know what to say about that. This comes 
back to why we need to be vigilant, why we need to 
keep telling the stories. Having worked in violence 
against women, I found that talking to people, telling 
people the statistics repeatedly, is really important 
because people, it's uncomfortable. The truth is 
uncomfortable. The fact that we've got ridiculously high 
levels of violence in our communities and that violence 
can take so many different forms, it's an uncomfortable 
truth, but we need to sit with that discomfort, and we 
need to understand that discomfort. And I think there is 
an element of us just wanting to turn away when things 
are difficult. But I think as women, we need to keep 
telling the stories, keep telling the stories that show that 
we do face structural and systemic discrimination, and 
that there is a long way to go before we're seen as 
equal and deserving of what single old white men get. 

GENEVIEVE JACOBS: It's been a wonderful hearing, both your very thoughtful 
presentation today, and your responses. It gives me 
great pleasure now to introduce Amanda Story, who's a 
partner from Minter Ellison, to provide a vote of thanks. 
Amanda leads the firm's government practise nationally 
and she uses her extensive experience across the 
government sector to assist clients achieve their goals, 
to meet the challenges that face them. And Minter 
Ellison are also proud supporters of today's event and 
of IPAA ACT. So please join me in welcoming Amanda 
to the stage. 

AMANDA STORY: Thanks very much, Genevieve. And I make no secret, 
this is my favourite IPAA event, and what an absolute 
joy it is for me to have the opportunity to stand up here 
today. I wish you all could and see this room sparkle in 
the way it does. And that's saying something because I 
did go to the Taylor Swift concert on the weekend and 
that was certainly sparkling a lot. But thank you, 
Padma, for your generous speech today, and your 
reflections on your work at the Office for Women. I feel 
very fortunate that we have you in that role, and I'm 
sure the women here today also share that view. So, 
thank you. Thank you to the wonderful IPAA team who 
managed to put on these events so brilliantly and 
seamlessly repeatedly. Today's an absolute credit to 
you. And welcome of course, Kate, to your new role as 
CEO. Thank you. To Genevieve, you are always a 
wonderful host, emcee, and interviewer, and thank you 
again. And to each of you, for making the early morning 
start to join us here today. You’ve of course made 
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event possible. Thanks very much. 


