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Thank you to Susan Riley, our Deputy Lord Mayor. And thanks to the City of 
Melbourne for inviting me to speak here today alongside two such inspiring women – 
Elizabeth Chong and Janet Todd.  

It’s a real honour to have been asked because I was seen by some to have had a 
positive influence on Melbourne, a city that I really love, particularly in my role as the 
Director of Housing for Victoria. 

When I was approached to take on that role, which meant relocating from Sydney, I 
saw it as a chance to create a better environment for people to live in. A different 
environment from the one I’d experienced with my family growing up in public 
housing. 

What struck me when I first moved here in 2001 was the sense of community. And 
now that I’m back living here for much of each week in my role with the Business 
Council of Australia, that impression has grown even stronger. 

The network of business people in this city is genuinely interested in community life. 
Not that other businesspeople aren’t interested. 

But there’s a commitment to civil society here in Melbourne that’s part of the DNA of 
the city. People take responsibility for how the city works for all its citizens and they 
use their influence to encourage change for the greater good. 

When people ask me which of my professional roles I’ve enjoyed most, I always say 
the best job I’ve ever had (until now of course) was heading up the Department of 
Housing here in Victoria. 

It was an opportunity to work with a group of people who were passionate about 
changing the housing estates in Fitzroy and Collingwood and across Victoria – to 
give tenants a say in how those estates were run and to make sure these weren’t 
going to be places of last resort for disadvantaged people. 

I was greatly influenced in that role by what Margaret Thatcher had achieved in 
transforming housing estates in the UK. So, in thinking about the theme of the lunch 
today – women of influence – Mrs Thatcher is one of three women I wanted to 
acknowledge as having had a big impact on my life. 
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I recognise Mrs Thatcher is a controversial choice but it’s her role in public housing 
that influenced me. 

The second woman I found myself thinking about is the Queen Mother. And the third 
was my grandmother, a devoted Scottish woman, who really disliked both Mrs 
Thatcher and the Queen Mother …  

The thread between the three women and why they inspire me has to do with the 
strength and consistency of their values. That is, the authenticity of their very 
different styles of leadership and very different contributions to society. 

Love her or not, it was Margaret Thatcher’s strong belief in individuals over 
bureaucracies that gave her the resolve to break the power of local government 
authorities and transform public housing.  

She created a new generation of home owners amongst low-income people. 
Thatcher also established new housing authorities and supported a very strong 
tenant participation movement and was instrumental in drawing private finance 
investment into social programs. 

I had studied in the UK and seen firsthand those reforms. 

When I became the Director of Housing in Victoria I set about trying to empower 
tenants, supporting the creation of new, more responsive housing organisations and 
trying to tackle crime and antisocial behaviour. 

Some people thought this approach was radical. But being able to tell the critics that 
Margaret Thatcher had done these things and changed public housing forever, kind 
of took the sting out of their tail. 

I read the Queen Mother’s biography by William Shawcross over Christmas and it 
made me think about life more than any other book I’ve read in recent years. Why? 
When I read that book I couldn’t let go of how she stuck with her values and her 
principles while the whole world somersaulted around her. 

If you think about the Queen Mother’s life, she lived through extraordinary change. 
But she never waived from her sense of duty, her Christian values and her respect 
for family and tradition, which she saw as critical to give order in difficult times. 

I have reflected since, when I’ve had to make tough decisions – “Well, what do you 
believe in – what do you think is important?” I ask myself “Am I being true to myself?” 

As for my grandmother, it was her unwavering belief in the power of education and 
my ability to succeed that gave me the tools and the confidence to achieve what I 
have. 

My grandmother had no formal education but was the most educated person I have 
ever known. But it was her commitment to helping disadvantaged people that 
influenced me the most. 

Two of the three women I’ve singled out might seem like strange choices for anyone 
who knows me but, in a way, that’s part of the story.  
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Since taking on my role as Chief Executive of the Business Council of Australia, it 
has really bothered me how disinclined we are in Australia at the moment to 
influence, or be influenced by, people with different perspectives from our own. 
 
I have many different values to those of Margaret Thatcher, the Queen Mother and 
even of my grandmother but I can still admire and learn things of value from them.  

When I accepted the role with the Business Council of Australia, I couldn’t believe 
how many old friends and colleagues rang me and said: “What on earth are you 
doing working for them?!” It was as though because our members were successful 
business leaders, the council’s contribution to policy discussion was somehow 
illegitimate. 
 
I want to say very confidently that in my engagement with some of Australia’s top 
corporate people they are amongst the most values-driven, ethical people I have 
ever worked with. 

It seems to me that there’s too much of this writing people off because they’re seen 
to represent a particular sector, or faction or a business or a union or a particular 
community or whatever. 

Nobody is listening enough to hear if that person has a good idea, because we’re too 
busy opposing each other to actually have a conversation about the important issues 
for this country. 

Influencing public opinion is about accepting and listening, empathising and 
educating. It concerns me a great deal how little I see of that. Instead, a lot of what I 
see is the advocating and spinning of entrenched positions, which is something quite 
different. 

So if I turn to the question of women and influence, I feel that women seek to 
influence rather than command. That is a characteristic of many women in 
leadership positions and for me it’s both a powerful and successful style. 

It’s been suggested to me that one of the main reasons women are not appointed to 
senior positions is a perception that they aren’t good at problem solving. 

What I say to people who make that claim is that perhaps they don’t know or 
understand what good problem solving looks like. 

Because, to me, it’s not about desk thumping or telling people which way is up. It’s 
about influencing – taking people along with you as a leader. And that’s something 
women tend to be pretty good at. 

Which brings me to my final observation on today’s theme ... 

Like most people who care about equity and utilising 100 per cent of the talent pool 
Australia has on offer, I’m appalled by the low number of women in senior corporate 
roles. 

But I’m also concerned that in rightly addressing this imbalance, we shouldn’t lose 
sight of what leadership and influence should be about. 



Address to the City of Melbourne Women in Business Luncheon Jennifer Westacott 
Melbourne 28 October 2011 

 

 

 4 

What I mean is that the position a woman, or anyone, holds is one thing, but it’s what 
they do with it that matters most. Authority is an opportunity to drive change for the 
better. 

If we aspire to get into a leadership position just to say we’re in one, we’ve missed 
the point. Which is not to say there’s anything wrong with aspiring to higher pay or 
greater authority.  

Similarly, if organisations simply want to have diversity to meet a quota without 
seeing that this is about talent and capacity then they’ve missed the point. 

So if you don’t ask yourself what you want to influence once you get there, you’ll be 
short-changing yourself and lots of other people. 

If women colleagues and friends ask my advice on leadership, I always emphasise 
that real job satisfaction comes from what you can get done while adhering to your 
own values and principles. 

When things go wrong, and they always do, holding true to what you believe in will 
sometimes be the only thing you can rely on. 

Margaret Thatcher, the Queen Mother and my grandmother never lost sight of that.  

Thank you. 

[ends] 
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