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Transcript – Helen Hu takes 
what she learned at Toastmasters into 
the boardroom 
 
 

Helga Svendsen  0:00   

Today on the Take on Board podcast, I'm speaking with Helen Hu about how the skills she learned at 

Toastmasters has helped her build her board portfolio career.  

 

Helga Svendsen  0:10   

Before we start the podcast today, I'd like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land on 

which we record. For me, I am on the unceded lands of the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin nation, 

and I pay my respects to elders past and present and any First Nations people who may be listening 

today, I acknowledge their continuing connection to land, waters, skies, culture and country. I 

support voice, treaty and truth for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, and I encourage 

others in the Take on Board community to do the same.  

 

Helga Svendsen  0:42   

Now, let me tell you about Helen. Helen is an emerging company director pursuing a board portfolio 

career. 20 years ago, with $1,000 in her pocket, she arrived at Sydney Airport with a small suitcase 

and a big dream. She spent the first 10 years in Australia getting her master's degree in accounting 

and became a chartered accountant and climbed the corporate ladder from a bookkeeper to the 

CFO and company secretary of a national agriculture company. She spent another 10 years 

enhancing her governance skills and experience, becoming a graduate of the Australian Institute of 

Company Directors, a fellow of the Governance Institute of Australia. During this time, she 

consolidated her financial, investment and risk management skills and experience. She's now 

pursuing a full time board portfolio career. Helen currently serves on the boards of two not for profit 

organisations, where she chairs the finance, audit, risk and compliance committees. She's also, and 

we'll hear more about this in the discussion, she's also a dedicated member of Toastmaster clubs 

and a mentor in the Chartered Accountants program. Welcome to the Take on Board podcast. Helen. 
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Helen Hu  1:52   

Thank you, Helga, for having me. 

 

Helga Svendsen  1:54   

It is so awesome to have you here. Whilst I'm very keen to dive into Toastmasters, as always, we're 

going to do a little bit about you first. And indeed, Helen, we met, I think at one of the Take on Board 

meetups in Sydney. Is that right? Is that where we'd met? Yes, I wondered whether we'd met 

somewhere before. So I had a Take on Board meet up up in Sydney. It was a beautiful event in the 

beer garden of a lovely pub there, and Helen and I got chatting, and here she is, basically, we had a 

fantastic conversation, and here she is now on the podcast to share some of her stories. So thank 

you for taking the invitation, Helen. 

 

Helen Hu  2:32   

Thank you, Helga. 

 

Helga Svendsen  2:33   

And now look, as I say, where I am very keen to dig into the Toastmaster story, but before we go 

there, let's dig a little bit deeper about you. So tell me, Where were your parents born and where 

are your ancestors from? 

 

Speaker 1  2:48   

My parents were born in Shanghai, China. My ancestor, my grandparents, was born in Inbo, a town 

about 300 kilometres away from Shanghai. 

 

Helga Svendsen  3:02   

And what about you? We heard you arrived in Australia as a young person, a young adult. But where 

were you born? Where did you grow up? And tell us about your siblings?  

 

Helen Hu  3:11   

Sure, I was born in Xinjiang, at far west province, the similar location to Perth in the position of 

Australia. So Xinjiang, back then, was an undeveloped area. It needs a lot of young adults to build 

their infrastructure. My mum and dad was sent over there during the culture revolution, which has 

happened between 1966 to 1976 so my mum and dad over there, I was born in Xinjiang.  
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Helga Svendsen  3:51   

And do you have siblings?  

 

Helen Hu  3:54   

I have a younger sister. She was born in Xinjiang as well, nine years younger than me.  

 

Helga Svendsen  4:00   

Okay, and now look, this is bit of an unusual question to ask somebody that's not born in Australia, 

but I'll ask it anyway, and if there's no relevance, we'll just skip on but as you know, in Australia, we 

often talk about the traditional owners, or first peoples of the place we grew up. I acknowledged 

them at the start of this podcast. In China, is there any relevance to asking about the names of the 

traditional owners? 

 

Helen Hu  4:23   

We don't say traditional owners, but we do have, like a the traditional like the original people born 

in that area, they speak different language. So in Xinjiang, it's a Hui nationality, so they speak totally 

different language, like a traditional First Nation, people similar, we just call a different name. 

 

Helga Svendsen  4:47   

Interesting. And so there's a different language. Is there also different cultural practices? 

 

Helen Hu  4:53   

Absolutely, absolutely. So in those that was maybe 40 years ago, I'm showing my age now. So when 

mum and dad went over there, they will have to build relationship with the local people. And the 

aim, mum and dad went over there is to help to build the infrastructure to connect with the people 

in those regions to the big city build roads infrastructure so to make the things that be easier to 

communicate or transit, train lines, roads, we do have traditional owners say a different way, 

interesting.  

 

Helga Svendsen  5:38   

Okay, and so tell me speaking of languages, then how many languages do you speak? 
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Helen Hu  5:44   

In addition to English, I speak Shanghai dialect and Mandarin. 

 

Helga Svendsen  5:50   

Fantastic. And where do you feel your home is? Where's your place or where is your home? 

 

Helen Hu  5:56   

I call Sydney my home. Now, after stay here for 20 years. I love it.  

 

Helga Svendsen  6:03   

Well, we are very happy to have you, Helen. Alrighty, so the thing we talked about in the big garden 

of that pub in Sydney at one of the things we talked about was Toastmasters, and how some of the 

skills that you've learned at Toastmasters have really helped you to build your board portfolio 

career. So I would love to share some of that with the Take on Board community today. Maybe let's 

start with, when did you join Toastmasters? How did you join Toastmasters? How did that come 

about?  

 

Helen Hu  6:32   

Sure, I joined a Toastmasters about 10 years ago when that left my role and joined the National 

Agriculture Company as a CFO and company secretary. So it's a senior executive roles I need to 

present to the board and senior executive very often, and I felt I just don't have the confidence, 

shivering, I get panicked. 

 

Helen Hu  7:02   

So one of my colleagues said, look, go to join a Toastmaster meetings, and you get your confidence 

and also the skills to present to lead the meeting, lead the discussion, chair the meetings. So I found 

a Toastmaster meeting, a Toastmaster close to home. Enjoyed it, absolutely love it. And give me the 

confidence, give me the way to cheer the meetings and also learn different skills and understand 

people have different communication styles, so I can adjust my own communication styles to 

communicate, to connect with different audience. 
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Helga Svendsen  7:44   

Toastmasters is a global organisation, right? They are everywhere. Yes, yeah, okay, and I'll tell you a 

secret, embarrassing secret Helen, just between you and I. I know nobody else is listening. When I 

was a young girl, I think I'd heard about Toastmasters, and I thought it was about toast, as in eating 

breakfast, Vegemite and toast. And I'm like, Oh, they're the people that go and, you know, make 

toast really well. Anyway, I assume the title is from, you know, cheers, making the toast. And 

therefore, making the toast well. And the speech, well, yeah. 

 

Helen Hu  8:17   

Yes, exactly. In many Toastmaster clubs, this one item is making a toast and share some happy 

moments, and also cheer for any members made milestones and also the skills we learned you can 

use in the social settings. Be the MC at weddings, help your friends to organize the birthday parties 

and make a toast. So these are the collection of the name.  

 

Helga Svendsen  8:51   

It's amazing. Okay, I have and I can't remember who it was, but I do remember having other 

conversations with people in the Take on Board community about how effective Toastmasters is in 

this way. So tell me, what are some of the learnings that you've had from your experience, and how 

did you learn them? How did that come about? Where should we start? 

 

Helen Hu  9:11   

Sure, so many things I've learned in the Toastmasters meetings in the last 10 years.  

 

Helen Hu  9:18   

Few things I would like to share.  

 

Helen Hu  9:20   

First of all is the confidence.  

 

Helen Hu  9:23   

The second one is the active listening and feedbacks.  
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Helen Hu  9:29   

The number three is the communication, effective communication skills.  

 

Helen Hu  9:34   

The last one is the leadership skills. So happy for you to pick any of the to start with. 

 

Helga Svendsen  9:42   

Oh my gosh, they are all such important skills to have. Let's start at the top. Shall we? Confidence to 

share ideas and contribute? How did that come about through Toastmasters? 

 

Helen Hu  9:52   

Sure, so in the Toastmaster meetings, we are encouraged to support for new members to deliver 

their speech. We even help have the structure, the worksheet to help them to get started.  

 

Helen Hu  10:08   

The first speech you should call icebreakers, is for member to introduce themselves to the club 

members where they're coming from. What's the objective for them to join the Toastmasters? What 

do you want to learn? So some experienced Toastmaster members could help them.  

 

Helen Hu  10:28   

Some clubs even allocate a mentor for new members to give them the confidence, the skills they 

need to deliver their first speech. So it is a very supportive, safe environment.  

 

Helen Hu  10:43   

Everyone after joining Toastmasters, they all say, I can say anything. I not afraid of failed speech. 

What I can learn from those speeches. Each speech get evaluated, so they know, take hold the 

feedback. They can walk and they can come back to deliver the speech again. So some of the 

member even coming to prepare their work presentations, so they can go back to their workplace to 

do that presentation or deliver their speech in a much confident way.  

 

 



Take on Board Podcast - Transcript 

Helen Hu  11:20   

So that's one of the advantage to join Toastmasters, to use that as a safe environment for them to 

practice, to grow.  

 

Helga Svendsen  11:31   

And it's interesting hearing that, because not only have you learned about those presentation skills, 

but even inverted commas, little things like having a mentor when you come into a new group, that 

helps you. I mean, there's a tip in itself for boards, isn't it? Like, new board member appoint a board 

buddy. I imagine at Toastmasters, just like it is at the board, it's actually helpful for the new person, 

but it's, it's really helpful for the buddy as well? 

 

Helen Hu  11:57   

Yes. So talking about confidence, when I many years ago, even I have been looking after finance 

execute investment strategies, I still doubt myself in the boardroom. Is my ideas going to be good 

enough?  

 

Helen Hu  12:15   

So after being a Toastmaster member for a few years, I now can have confidence to share my ideas 

of my input, so by asking questions, for example, have we considered the potential risks? Have we 

considered the projected return? Does that align with our expectation? Does it align with our 

investment strategies?  

 

Helen Hu  12:44   

So by asking those questions, or the confidence to ask those questions, really help everyone in the 

boardroom to think twice or getting more additional information so we make an informed decision. 

So in that sense, of saved lots of failed investment, saved organisation minutes. 

 

Helga Svendsen  13:06   

So important. I mean, that is our role, isn't it, as board directors, we are there to ask the right 

questions, to share the right insight. And I do often hear, particularly for new board directors, that 

confidence, it's hard, it's hard to lean into so to asking those questions that we are there to do. So 

that is great to hear.  
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Helga Svendsen  13:26   

Just out of interest, because you, again, you talked about the mentor that you had when you joined, 

you're a very newbie Toastmasters member. You get allocated a mentor. Who was your mentor, and 

how did that individual person help you? 

 

Helen Hu  13:42   

So when I joined my first Toastmaster club about 10 years ago, the club president volunteered to be 

my mentor. He is so experienced, he's still involved in the Toastmaster meeting. So he actually was 

recognised by Toastmasters International and very experienced, very humble, very often coming to 

me and encouraged me to put my name down for speeches, then helped me to pick the speech 

topic, the area that I want to speak.  

 

Helen Hu  14:19   

And we have a project sheet, say, if I want to deliver the speech, aiming to use my vocal variety, 

body language, we have some instructions that I can follow to develop my speech. So that's how he 

helped me. And also he would, after I deliver the speech, were coming to me say, look, Helen, you 

did really well on these 1, 2, 3 points at this you could consider to incorporate in your next time to 

deliver a speech. So it's very, very supportive. 

 

Helga Svendsen  14:55   

Well, that leads us beautifully, I think, to the second point that you said you'd learned from 

Toastmasters, which was around listening and feedback, again, very important in the boardroom, 

and it sounds like very important at Toastmasters. So talk us through how Toastmasters helped you 

to learn that. 

 

Helen Hu  15:15   

Yes, so in every Toastmaster class, in Toastmaster meetings, we have some roles called speech 

evaluators. General rating evaluator roles trying, like focused on active listening skills, train members 

to listen carefully, analysed speech on the spot, then offer some balanced feedback to members to 

improve.  

 

Helen Hu  15:49   

So one of the techniques talking about feedbacks, one of the techniques I learned is called PIP 

method, so it stands for praise, improvement, praise. So I learned always start the feedback with a 
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few positive observations, followed by one or two suggestions for improvement. Then always, 

always finish on a positive note, so people walk away with a positive feeling, and they can focus on, 

stick on those positive points, but just remember one or two areas of improvement so they're not 

overwhelmed by, wow, so many things that didn't do well. So they take on the feedback thinking, 

I've done 10 things well, is one or two that I can improve to make my speech even better. So they 

feel very they feel positive.  

 

Helen Hu  16:48   

It's very important they have the confidence. So the feedback, the aim of the feedback, is give 

people the confidence. Give them the confidence that they are able to achieve their objectives. 

There's only one or two areas to focus on. So once they amass these two one or two areas, next time 

we can pick up another one or two for them to increase. 

 

Helga Svendsen  17:10   

That is so interesting. Two parts that I pick up on there. I love how you've got different roles for 

listening. You know, I think you said, you know, the speech evaluator, the meeting evaluator, that 

'ah' counter is that, how many time the person says 'ah' and then, 'um' then, 'oh', my goodness me, 

'ah'. 

 

Helen Hu  17:30   

Filler words. So is another filler words?  

 

Helga Svendsen  17:33   

Yes, that's my filler word, Helen. I say so all the time, and I'm so, so anyway, I can use it in that 

context. I'm very conscious of it, because I hear it all the time on the podcast. It is so, so ah, very 

interesting to hear.  

 

Helga Svendsen  17:48   

You know what that makes me think. I wonder, often boards will have at the end of a meeting, a 

meeting reflection about how did our meeting go? And somebody is allocated to think about a 

whole range of questions. I wonder, having heard what you've said, whether different people in the 

boardroom can take different questions each, so one person is looking at, I don't know the sorts of 

questions that are on those things. Is the meeting dynamics? Another person is looking at, did we 

stay in the governance space, or did we stray into operations? Another person is looking at, did 
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everybody get to have a say those sorts of things. I wonder whether that could be something for 

boards to think about? 

 

Helen Hu  18:25   

Exactly, exactly. So that's the skills that I've learned in Toastmasters that translate to the boardroom. 

So if I'm the chair of the committee, then I will be very focused on those areas, would encourage the 

committee members to take the no's.  

 

Helga Svendsen  18:45   

And this is my own personal coaching for me here, Helen, as I said, my filler word, I don't think I um 

and ah very much, but I use so all the time that is my absolutely my filler word. What is your advice 

to me in managing that? 

 

Helen Hu  19:00   

One technique is to pause, instead of using the 'so' to connecting the two sentences, just pause and 

start the next sentence.  

 

Helga Svendsen  19:15   

Okay, I'm going to give that a go and during this conversation, because I use it so often without even 

realising it. Helen, you are my 'ah' counter for this meeting, this recording, and I know that means 

you need to think about what you're going to say as well as observing, which is not how they do it in 

Toastmasters, and probably not best practice, but let's see how I go by the end of it. 

 

Helen Hu  19:39   

Let's do it. 

 

Helga Svendsen  19:39   

Next up, you talked about communication skills, and we've touched on that already in some ways, 

through that conversation that we've just had. Talk us through how communication skills have been 

built and honed through Toastmasters and why that's important for the boardroom. 
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Helen Hu  19:58   

So, again, coming back to the to. Toastmaster meetings, or Toastmaster clubs, we have so many 

different clubs. Some are corporate clubs, for example, one of the corporate clubs, I'm a member. 

We have the members as lawyers, accountants, marketing professionals.  

Helen Hu  20:19   

So in those environments, topic, speech, usually is work related. The language we use in those 

meetings are more formal for the copy setting for the audience, for the members in this particular 

club.  

 

Helen Hu  20:39   

Another Toastmaster club I'm a member of is a community club. It's called Just For Laughs. So in this 

club, the members range from age 20 to 70. The topics I choose over there are more light hearted, 

humorous in this Toastmasters clubs, I learned to use humour, less formal language to connect with 

the members in this particular club, transfer the skills I learned in those different clubs into the 

board meeting.  

 

Helen Hu  21:21   

What I learned is, first of all, understand my own communication style. I'm a more direct 

communicator, but be mindful for what my fellow directors and the senior managers are joining the 

meeting for. Some prefer straight, concise, direct feedback, comments and others will respond 

better with a supportive approach. So keep that in mind, I will adjust the way I deliver my message 

to make sure my message can be received more positively I will be respectful for other like federal 

directors or the senior managers coming to the meeting.  

 

Helen Hu  22:10   

So in that way, it helped to build the board dynamics, to create a supportive, respectful environment 

for everyone to share their sorts or their ideas, and contribute. So that has helped me a lot to build a 

good relationship with my fellow directors and the managers.  

 

Helga Svendsen  22:32   

That is such a good point about, well, it is about kind of knowing your audience a little bit, in a way. 

And the audience is not just the big room of audience, it is the individual as well, which is key for 

robust conversations and feedback, as you say. I love that, that there's all those different clubs and 

you can go and do the fun over here and the formal over there and everything in between. That is 

fantastic. 
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Helga Svendsen  23:00   

And finally, you talked about leadership skills. You've learned leadership skills in Toastmasters, which 

you've been able to use as part of your portfolio career.  

 

Helen Hu  23:12   

Yes. So in Toastmaster at the club level, at the meeting, we have agenda that's very importantly, in 

the boardroom, every single meeting has agenda. So a club member can take up the chairs role, so 

to lead the meeting, to chair the meeting. People can learn how to follow the agenda. Make sure the 

meeting go on time. Encourage each club member to participate, to manage the discussion. So that's 

the one skill learn at the club level.  

 

Helen Hu  23:48   

As the member becomes more confident, they can take the club executive role, for example, the 

Treasurer, the President, the Vice President of Education, the Vice President of Membership, which 

is responsible to recruit members. So those roles are at the club level. They are responsible to make 

sure the club runs effectively.  

 

Helen Hu  24:13   

We have the agenda, the training program, to suit the members. And moving on to the next level is 

the area.  

 

Helen Hu  24:23   

In Toastmaster in Sydney, we have four different levels, the club level, area, division and district. So 

the members can move at different levels as their confidence, their skill become, once they feel 

more confident to move up to the next level, their responsibility will grow.  

 

Helen Hu  24:43   

The next level will involve budgeting, marketing, membership, engagement, all those skills are 

required to run a small business or big corporations. 

 

Helen Hu  24:55   

So at the Toastmasters meetings, we could learn those skills. A very supportive way.  
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Helga Svendsen  25:02   

That is fantastic. I talk to people a lot about professional development for board directors, 

unsurprisingly, and Helen, I have never thought about Toastmasters being one of those, but this 

conversation, it's such a great skill and such a great way for people to learn some of these things that 

are key to the boardroom. So it's really interesting to hear this, and really great for people to think 

creatively. I think not just I've got to go and do the company directors course, or I've got to go and 

do the Governance Institute of Australia course, or whatever. There is so much more to being a 

board director. Oh, this is so interesting. 

 

Helen Hu  25:38   

If I can add, another skill, what I learned, learned from Toastmaster club meetings is chairing the 

meeting.  I put my hands up all the time to chair the meeting. So I actually learned those skills at 

Toastmaster meetings so I can chair my committee meetings effectively. So that's a great skill to 

learn.  

 

Helen Hu  26:09   

Can I also add to join a Toastmaster and learn those skills are so cost effective, very cost effective, 

that any fee to draw any fee is about like a $200 for a year, you can attend over 20 meetings. Usually 

it's twice a month for one club, you learn all those skills that you need at work to be a effective 

director, to be a effective chair, or even later, the board chair. So very cost effective way to build up 

your skills. 

 

Helga Svendsen  26:48   

Folks that are listening Toastmasters is great, and there's probably others, different ways of learning 

the skills that you need. This is such a great prompt, Helen.  

 

Helga Svendsen  26:58   

So Helen, we've touched on a number of themes here about how being in Toastmasters has helped 

you. What are the key things you want people to take away from the conversation that we've had 

today?  

Helen Hu  27:09   

First of all is find a Toastmaster close to you. So I will share the link Toastmasters International. Go to 

that website, you find there are 116,000 clubs around the world. You can find a club close to your 

home, close to walk to join like a Toastmaster. Clubs are in 145 countries. I'm sure your audience will 

be able to find one of the clubs close to their home or close to their workplace.  
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Helen Hu  27:45   

The second thing I possibly didn't share during the conversation is my positive experience as the 

learning links director when I joined the board, the chair was extremely, extremely helpful. So what 

I'm trying to say is, the chair's role is very important to a new board director, he was very supportive. 

He would reach out to me before the board meeting to give me some necessary background 

information, ask me, will I have questions? And after all the meeting, you would reach out to me 

again to say, any questions that we have in your mind haven't been resolved? What can I help you? 

So what I'm trying to say is the board chair plays such an important role to have an effective board.  

 

Helga Svendsen  28:40   

Now I often ask people for a resource. I think the resource is probably the link to the Toastmasters 

club. So people can look it up, so we will make sure there is a link to that in the show notes. 

 

Helen Hu  28:51   

Yeah. And if I can mention another book, which I highly recommend is The Speaking Formula, 

written by accredited the speaker. She's also a Toastmaster. So it's called Speaking Formula by Dale 

Rees-Bevan. I will put her book in the show notes that you can share with your podcast community. 

Very good book to read and to formulate how you deliver your presentation or even a short 

meeting, how you structure your presentation to get audience engagement. So it is a great book to 

have.  

 

Helga Svendsen  29:31   

Oh, that is excellent. I'll pop that on my reading list as well. Thank you. Oh Helen, thank you. I knew 

when we had that chat in Sydney that this would be a fantastic topic for the Take on Board 

community, and it has. It's certainly got my brain firing in all sorts of interesting ways. So thank you 

so much for being open to the invitation and sharing your wisdom with the Take on Board 

community today. I really appreciate it. 

Helen Hu  29:54   

Thank you so much for having me and let me share my journey. Really appreciate it. 
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