I can do this:
Developing the skillset
and mindset for the job
Karen Chester’s career path reads like one intrepid
adventure. Growing up in the suburbs of Brisbane,
Karen’s enthusiasm for economics, and undeniably hard
work ethic, eventually steered her to the Prime
Minister’s Department where she served as a graduate
economist for the Hawke Government, tackling the
momentous issue of tariff reform. She went on to earn
senior economics roles in the Australian Treasury, and
partnerships and CEO positions in the private sector at
Mercer and Access Economics. She has also held
numerous director positions on company boards and
leadership roles on expert panels.
Today, Karen serves as Deputy Chair of the Australian
Productivity Commission – the chief statutory authority
responsible for providing independent research and
policy advice to government on a range of economic,
social and environmental issues. Yet Karen admits that,
initially, studying economics was her ‘Plan B’. Intending
to use an economics degree as a pathway into law, she
grew intrigued by the power of economic policy to affect
peoples’ lives, having witnessed this first-hand during
her childhood. This is where her passion for economic
public policy flourished and aspirations for a law career
were pushed aside. Karen went on to earn a first class
honours degree in economics at the University of
Queensland and launch an illustrious career in the
economics profession.
In public forums, Karen has spoken widely on the topic
of women in leadership and career success. She took the
time to speak to WEN committee members
Catherine Bain and Leonora Risse to reflect, at a
personal level, on issues that matter for women’s career
development in the economics profession, and how the
formation of the WEN can help equip women with the
ingredients they need to propel their careers forward.
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What are some behaviours or mindsets that hold
women back in the careers?
Women are typically great problem-solvers and risk
managers – for themselves and for family, friends
and colleagues. But this can sometimes see us
overthink
opportunities
through
our
risk
management lens. Women – if offered a great
opportunity – are much more likely than men to
think of a hundred and one reasons why we can’t
do it. Instead, we should be thinking “I can do
this”.
From 30 years of professional observation of
private and public sector workplaces, and small
and large global companies, I’ve seen how men
tend to take the risk first, then figure out how to do
the task. Women do this in reverse: first they
decide whether or not they can do the task, and
only then consider the risk of putting themselves
forward.
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My suggestion would be to try to flip the thought
sequence – the one time I’d suggest you be more
like the guys. We need to be prepared to have a
go at any good opportunity to try something new.
And then ask for help if it proves tricky.
When I look back over my rather eclectic (and
pretty well unplanned) career path, the one
common thread is that I always found myself saying
an immediate yes to any good opportunity that
came my way. Opportunities that would expand
my experiences, skills and know-how and surround
me with smart people to work with and learn from.
And I became good at asking the right people for
help once I got the gig.

Women – if offered a great
opportunity – are much more likely
than men to think of
a hundred and one reasons
why we can’t do it.
Instead, we should be thinking
‘I can do this’
Women’s risk assessment mode can also, at times,
see us become our own worst enemy: if we focus
on downsides, we end up doubting our own
capacity, and self-sabotage rears its ugly head.
And it’s equally important that we don’t project our
risk aversion tendencies onto other women. I recall
once having to decide who on my team to throw a
big challenging project at. And I was sensitive
about one of the female team members being a
parent of four kids and juggling much outside of
work. I nearly didn’t offer it to her out of misplaced
kindness.
It was actually my husband who pulled me up and
reminded me that this was her call to make, and
not mine. In the end I offered her the tough gig
and she took it. She’s now a senior partner in the
firm. My husband is a quiet but staunch feminist.
He has helped me to rationalise and relegate my
own self-doubts, so that I don’t project them onto
my colleagues or onto myself. He would always ask
me ‘why can’t you do it?’

It’s one thing to tell yourself “I can do this”, but
how can we turn this thought into action? How can
we genuinely reassure ourselves that we possess
the capacity to do this?
If someone offers you a professional opportunity,
they have formed a view you’re up to it. So there
are only three things you need to satisfy yourself
that you can do it:
First, your toolkit of economic analytics – if you
have a good economics toolkit, you can do just
about ‘any job’ where analytics matter most. I’ve
applied this great toolkit to public policy, project
management, economic consulting, transaction
analysis and investment analysis.
Second, readiness to work smart and hard – if you
demonstrate that you’re willing to work hard (your
work ethic) and work smart (your productivity), then
this is how opportunities will come your way. And
never confuse this with hours of work – that’s an
input, not an attitude, aptitude or outcome.
Third, willingness to ask for help – find people who
will help and support you to get the job done. In
any new role, you’ll figure out quickly enough what
you don’t know. And it’s easy to underestimate
how most people actually like to be helpful. I recall
when I moved across from Access Economics to
Access Capital Advisers, I had a great team to work
with me on infrastructure investing, but I quickly
figured out that I needed to acquire some financial
modelling skills. At the same time a terrific young
guy in my team, who was a top notch modeller,
was not such a good writer. So I did a deal. I’d
teach and coach him to become a good writer, and
he in return would teach me the rudimentary skills
of financial modelling. I think he became a better
writer than I a financial modeller – but we both
acquired skills without which we may have been
held back.
It’s also important to make sure you work with, and
know, a bunch of people who hold similar
professional values as you. This is the fabric of work
culture for me. Don’t surround yourself by
naysayers – steer clear of the work ‘Eeyores’ with
their little dark clouds above their heads. Instead,
surround yourself with the people who will support
you in the right way.

In what way do you think women can use the
Women in Economics Network to develop the
“I can do this” mindset that we need?
I’m a big fan of the network, and admire and
respect the women who have made this happen –
including both of you. For me, the network
provides several key channels that can enable
women to advance their careers and along the way
adopt the “I can do this” mindset.
First, the network will automatically open up new
opportunities simply by connecting you to more
people and organisations. To get ideas and
connections and knowledge of what is happening
in other workplaces. This is how career dots get
connected and light bulb moments happen.
Second, the network will provide a platform of
positive support – to help prevent you from selfsabotaging and instead provide ‘professional
scaffolding’ to help you make the career moves
you feel you may need.

If you have a good economics toolkit,
you can do just about any
job where analytics matter most
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Third, the network provides a ‘kindred spirit’
insurance policy – the resources and safety net you
may need from time to time to be able to say yes
to new opportunities. It will connect you with
people you can ask for help and guidance,
acquiring know-how from people with the right
experience and expertise that matters for you as an
economist.
Now, more than ever, it’s the ‘circuit-breaker’ time.
What do I mean by that? It’s time to translate the
mere words of gender diversity into meaningful
actions and outcomes, in terms of realising what
women bring to the workplace and indeed the
economy. The formation of the Women in
Economics Network is one avenue to raise
awareness about ‘what’s in it’ for firms and
organisations which can move from merely
‘thinking about’ to ‘acting upon’ providing
opportunities for women’s career development.

How can women become more confident in asking
others for help?
It is an almost universal truth that most people are
happy to help out when asked. Well, the good
ones are anyway. I always take it as a compliment
when someone asks for my help. They value what I
can bring to the equation.
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But you do need to directly approach people for
help. Don’t expect them to come and offer it to
you. Picture yourself as a meerkat: prepared to pop
your head above any workplace parapet and ask
for help when you need it. When asking for help,
I’ve found it useful to be specific about your
problem. Then the people who help you can be
solution-oriented.
Despite stereotypes, I don’t believe that men are
any less likely than women to ask others for help.
It’s just that men don’t always see it as ‘asking for
help’. Instead, they simply seek out people and get
on with acquiring what they need to get the job
done.
Asking others for help, and being willing to be
involved and help out others, is the way in which
opportunities find you. My whole career has
basically been a random-walk of ‘paying it forward’.

If women are putting their hands up to take on
new opportunities, this often comes with added
responsibilities and demands on our time.
How can women expand their careers while still
managing to achieve work/life balance?

The best workplace for women
to succeed in is one where
merit matters most
me, Access Economics learned of my situation
through a good friend and squash buddy, and
offered me a job.
In terms of the life juggle, a lesson I learned in the
private sector is that if you’re time poor, then you
need to be both incredibly smart and strategic
about allocating your time. In these circumstances,
really focus on tasks that most directly impact your
performance. And invest time and energy in the
colleagues who make a difference to both your
wellbeing and performance. And here I’m not
talking about up the line, I’m talking about the
team around you.

What advice would you give women about
networking?

At times, workplace success for me has been a
function of workplace culture. But the reality for
many women is that not all workplace cultures are
conducive to allowing them to advance and to
succeed.

I struggle at times with the word ‘network’. It’s a
hangover from the pejorative connotation it
garnered in the 1980s – think the ruthless
networking of Gordon Gekko in Wall Street. For
me, real networking needs to be authentic – not
phoney or contrived.

First and foremost, the best workplace for women
to succeed in is one where merit matters most. I
know that sounds simple, but it’s not as common a
culture as we would like to think it is. And a meritbased culture is the defining and distinctive feature
of the workplace that will allow diversity to
naturally prosper.

It’s not about handing out business cards – it’s
about identifying and developing meaningful
connections with people you get along with and
enjoy spending time with in and around the
workplace. Think of it as ‘professional friendships’.
So, view WEN as a way to make some new
professional friends.

Some workplaces remain very ‘blokey’ – just think
of parts of the financial sector and even journalism
(after listening to Jessica Irvine’s address at the
launch of WEN). In some workplaces, the reality is
that some women do need to work harder. But this
is much less the case than it was a decade or so
ago. Ultimately you need to find the job that allows
you to work in the way that is right for you. You
can’t ‘have it all’ if you’re not in the right workplace
for whichever stage of life you are at. My move
from government to the private sector, some 18
years ago, was not planned. It was simply
prompted by the reality that I needed to work parttime, and Treasury wouldn’t allow me to. Luckily for

What makes for a good mentoring relationship?
Ideally, and from my personal experience,
mentoring works really well when it happens
organically and then evolves naturally and over
time. It doesn’t typically start as a formal mentoring
relationship. It usually happens without you
realising it at the time. Indeed, I’ve had a few
wonderful mentors in the past, and I only now
realise that this is what they had become for me.
‘Formal’ mentoring arrangements are important if
informal mentoring doesn’t evolve for you or occur
naturally, perhaps because people are a tad
reserved in reaching out. Or your workplace may

not have the right folk for you to feel you can reach
out to in this way. If there is a formal mentoring
arrangement that you can and want to avail
yourself of, make sure there’s a sunset clause. It
allows an easy way to bow out if it’s not quite
working for both mentor and mentee. And as the
mentee, it’s important that you actively manage
the mentoring relationship. Don’t wait for the
mentor to contact you. I always find the best
mentor/mentee chats are ones where there is a
decision to make, or a problem to solve.
I would also suggest we all try to practice what we
preach and be gender diverse in who we seek out
as mentors. We need men, just as much as we
need women, as mentors. To do our job well, we
need to see professional issues and the world
equally from their perspective too.

When we talk about leadership, often words like
“boldness”, “assertiveness” and “decisiveness”
come up. And often these words have masculine
connotations. Do you think there are differences in
men and women’s leadership styles?
I think (or at least hope) we have moved beyond
thinking in terms of typically ‘male’ and ‘female’
leadership styles. However, there do remain
remnants of gender-based inconsistencies in how
we think about leadership, which behavioural
experiments in the US literature exemplify: a male
showing a certain style of leadership is described
as authoritative, whilst the same person, when
revealed to be a woman, is described as directive
or overbearing.
It would be great to break out of the ‘one size fits
all’ stereotype of what makes a strong or successful
leader in terms of personality traits. In any case,
leadership is not just about behavioural
characteristics – for me it’s about values and
qualities which transcend gender. Values and
qualities that others feel in their workplace and
then infer about you as a leader, such as: integrity,
trust, respect, clarity of purpose, authenticity,
being passionate about your workplace, even as
simple as liking your job.
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There is a simple line that should be
every woman’s screensaver:
“I can do this”
When I think of how to define successful
leadership, it’s not in terms of inputs (like personal
characteristics), but it manifests in workplace values
and
workplace
outcomes.
Especially
as
economists, we should be concerned about
outcomes. If we focus on outcomes, then we allow
for a diversity of traits and leadership styles within
individuals. So, it doesn’t matter if you’re bold and
decisive or not. What matters is “did you get the
job done?” and “did you make a positive
difference to the people around you while you
were doing it?”

If there is only one thing that you want the women
who are reading this to remember,
what would that be?
There is a simple line that
should be every woman’s
screensaver:
“I can do this”.
Along with an image
of the West Wing’s
CJ Craig.

This interview with Karen took place in 2017. Since
then, Karen commenced a new role as Deputy Chair
of the Australian Investment and Securities
Commission (ASIC) in 2018. In 2019, Karen was
appointed as Acting Chair of ASIC.
Since this interview, Karen was also awarded an
Honorary Doctorate in Economics from her alma
mater university, The University of Queensland.

https://esawen.org.au/

