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Rosie Wheen  0:07   

Welcome one and all to Not in My Workplace. Our hope is that this podcast and the time we spend 

together can be a resource for you and your workplace to become safer, more respectful and 

inclusive. We will focus on how we can prevent and respond to sexual harassment in the workplace. 

You'll join me, Rosie Wheen, in conversation with a fabulous range of guests. We'll hear stories of 

progress and showcase expertise and experiences of those leading the way and finding their way.  

 

Rosie Wheen  0:40   

Thank you for joining this community of change as ever a reminder to pause and notice where you're 

at today and to take care of yourself.  

 

Rosie Wheen  0:51   

We're going to learn together, and we're going to share lots of resources in the show notes. If you do 

need support for a situation you're in at the moment, please contact 1800respect.  

 

Rosie Wheen  1:04   

We're recording this podcast on the lands of the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin nation, and we pay 

our respects to elders past and present and to all custodians across this beautiful country. My guest 

today is a facilitator, a coach, a non Executive Director, and the host of a podcast and the connector-

in-chief of a quite incredible community that she brings together. She is quite a force of nature. She 

brings together a community of engaged women and gender diverse board members, but also brings 

in those that are aspiring to be in the boardroom, and they share together experiences and actively 

work together to grow their governance wisdom. Helga Svendsen, welcome to this podcast. 

 

 



Take on Board Podcast - Transcript 

Helga Svendsen  1:55   

Thanks, Rosie, it is so good to be here. Slightly weird being on the other side of the microphone. 

Awesome to be here. 

 

Rosie Wheen  2:01   

I was so looking forward to learning about all of your wisdom, including your podcast wisdom, and 

congratulations on your 200th episode recently. 

 

Helga Svendsen  2:09   

Thank you. I cannot believe that it's been five years. I know when I started, I was looking at other 

podcasters and they'd get to 50 episodes and 100 episodes and two years, three years, four years, 

five years, and I'm like, Wow, that's amazing. And all of a sudden, that's me, and it feels like it's just 

whipped by in a moment. So yeah, it's great. So many wonderful conversations. 

 

Rosie Wheen  2:31   

It's such a powerful way, isn't it, to have those conversations and to curate resources and expertise 

and to share it more broadly with a really diverse audience.  

 

Helga Svendsen  2:42   

it's fascinating getting messages from people, from, I don't know, wherever it may be, sometimes in 

Australia, but sometimes outside Australia. Oh, I listened to your podcast and I learned this. It's a 

great way to connect people, and I am a great connector. So it's one part of what I love about 

podcasting. 

 

Rosie Wheen  2:58   

You certainly are, and it's so wonderful to have you connecting with us today. Can you just by way of 

introduction and to turn the tables on you? Because I know this is something you often ask your 

guests, and I think it's a really powerful question to give you an insight into someone and where they 

spend their time and energy. Can you share with us something you're proud of in the past month.  

 

Helga Svendsen  3:22   

So at the start of this podcast, you said something about just noticing where you are and taking care 

of yourself. So one thing I'm proud of from the last month is I took a holiday. So I took a couple of 
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weeks. My partner and I went to South Korea, and we didn't set the alarm. The whole time we were 

there, we went and saw stuff, but we absolutely didn't push ourselves. We just were in a new 

culture and a new place, new sight, smells, tastes, all sorts of wonderful things, and just was away. 

And that's something when you work for yourself, it's sometimes hard to get away. When you work 

for somebody else, it's sometimes hard to get away. So I think taking that time to get away or to do 

whatever it is, whether you're taking a walk in the park or whatever it is, taking that time for yourself 

is something and me, taking that time for myself is something that I'm really proud of. 

 

Rosie Wheen  4:13   

That's fantastic, and as you say, it's just so important to pause and notice and take care of yourself. 

So part of what does take your time and energy is the Take on Board Podcast, which I touched on in 

the introduction. It's a space that is curating conversations, particularly for women and gender 

diverse people. Why is it that you see governance so important and particularly that community that 

you're supporting. 

 

Helga Svendsen  4:43   

So governance is kind of the systems and processes you have in place for the good operation of an 

organisation. It's the oversight of an organisation. And to me, it's not just about compliance. And 

have you done your annual statements and so on? It's ensuring organisations work as well as they 

can. Yeah. So the board provides that oversight, provides the support. Almost is like partly, I guess, 

because I'm a coach, I feel like the board is almost collectively the coach for an organisation and the 

coach for the executive team. And I know sounds a little trite, but the setting the tone from the top 

the board can really value add to an organisation by setting the tone right, by really supporting the 

executive team and the organisation and helping to pull them up and have that oversight view. So 

for me, I'm really interested in good governance. And as I say, for me, good governance is not just 

compliance, although that is important. It is that big picture, strategic view. It is encouraging good 

culture. It is ensuring psychological safety in the workplace. Is ensuring safe, happy and healthy 

workplaces and boards have a key role in that. So if we've got good people in the boardroom, 

hopefully touch wood, those organisations will operate really well, and that will be a meaningful, 

happy, good experience for people who work and operate and deal with those organisations. 

 

Rosie Wheen  6:05   

And think about your analogy of the board being a coach, also thinking about your description there, 

if things aren't operating well, the coach can catch things before things go terribly wrong, and 

support in the solutions. 
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Helga Svendsen  6:18   

Yes, it's sometimes. I mean, I think the, you know, the board's obviously not in the day to day, or 

shouldn't be in the day today, and you can ask some of those big picture questions and just help to 

draw the conversation up a bit. I think so checks and balances big picture and having good people in 

the boardroom like good boards are diverse boards. They're inclusive boards. It's not really the way 

boards have always been, and I think there's probably still quite a bit of work to do, both in Australia 

and globally, to have those diverse and inclusive boardrooms. But the more boards are representing 

the communities that they work in or operate in, the more likely they will be operating at that higher 

level.  

 

Rosie Wheen  7:02   

Can you tell us a bit more about that driver for you, for cultivating opportunities and creating 

opportunities for women and gender diverse people? 

 

Helga Svendsen  7:11   

So I don't even really know when that started for me. I mean, for the board stuff, I know I've been on 

boards for, oh, gosh, I don't know, 15 or so years. I guess I was very fortunate that my first board 

was the YWCA Victoria, an organisation that well at the time the vision it might be something a bit 

different now, but improving the lives of women by ending inequality. Indeed, the YWCA had been 

around for 120 years and hadn't quite ended inequality yet, and we still haven't quite got there, so 

maybe that's still the vision. But being involved in that organisation with an awesome bunch of 

women meant that whilst I was on that board, and even after I'd stepped off that board, I would 

often have people coming to me and say, hey, Helga, can I talk to you about getting on a board, or 

can you talk to Mary or whoever, about getting on a board? Can you talk to Rosie about getting on a 

board? So I was having all these coffees with people. I don't even drink coffee, but anyway, having 

all these cups of tea with people. And so when I started working for myself, I thought, what if I 

brought these people together so they could support each other, so they could encourage each 

other, brains trust for each other. You know, it's not all about me. It's absolutely not all about me, 

but if I can create that community, then they can support each other, and they will help all each 

other to be their best in the boardroom. And again, that's good for the world. 

 

Rosie Wheen  8:36   

Absolutely. And so thinking about that, what's good for the world and the board's role and our topic 

today around sexual harassment. How do you think about what's important for a board to 

understand in terms of their role in preventing and responding to sexual harassment? 
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Helga Svendsen  8:55   

It's a key role for boards always has been, although the last couple of years, with the new laws 

around the positive duty obviously, has highlighted that even more. But boards are there to ensure 

there are safe workplaces. They are safe organisations, not just safe actually for the workers there, 

but also for customers and anybody else that the organisation interacts with. It's a risk for 

organisation, and boards have oversight of risk. So it is a key thing for boards to have oversight of in 

that risk framework, and boards lead the culture tone from the top. So if boards are thinking, and I 

can't imagine that's the case now, but maybe there is some organisations out there where boards 

think this is not for me to worry about. It's for the organisation, or indeed, maybe for no one, it is for 

boards to worry about the what keeps you awake at night. Question on that radar should be, is this a 

safe workplace? Are people in this workplace? Whether they are workers, customers, suppliers, 

whatever it may be, experiencing any form of sexual harassment or gender based. Uh, 

discrimination, that should be a question that boards are considering. 

 

Rosie Wheen  10:04   

So what, what would that actually look like if a board was considering that? What would you expect 

them to be looking at, reading, asking about experiencing? 

 

Helga Svendsen  10:15   

In December 2022 the new legislation came in, which requires there's a positive duty on 

organisations to prevent sexual harassment. So that gives boards an opportunity to ask about it. It's 

like so executive team or so organisation, we have a positive duty to prevent sexual harassment in 

the workplace that is with workers, customers, suppliers, whoever it may be. Can you tell me what 

we're doing to ensure that that's the case? So I would just be asking the question, the sorts of 

reports or sorts of responses will depend a lot on what sort of organisation it is. Is it inverted 

commas, just about the workers, or is it about suppliers? Is it about customers? What sort of 

information you need, but boards need to be assured that they are discharging that duty, so they 

will need whatever information they need to have that assurance, and that will vary organisation to 

organisation, but they should just ask the question, what are we doing?  

 

Rosie Wheen  11:14   

It's that governance sort of tag like context is everything, isn't it? And to really think through the 

risks that might exist, 
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Helga Svendsen  11:22   

One of the airlines recently, one of the Indian airlines recently, have allowed women to choose a 

seat where you're only seated next to a woman. Now that is, I think, a great just giving me goose 

pimples, yeah. So I don't know if that came from the board. I don't know where that came from, but 

for that organisation, they've put that in place and that that's about reducing sexual harassment of 

customers. They are customers, not workers. But as I say, your obligation is for whoever comes into 

your ecosystem. So context is everything. So you need to think about your organisation, what your 

organisation does, who it interacts with, and have in place strategies and actions that will prevent 

sexual harassment of the people that come into your ecosystem, whoever they may be, and the 

board's role is to ask about those things until they are assured that things are going okay. 

 

Rosie Wheen  12:20   

That example of the Indian airline also gets me thinking about how sexual harassment doesn't 

happen in isolation of a range of other things that you want to encourage the culture of your team 

to be thinking about, how can we working most effectively for an airline, to service our customers, 

for all of our customers, what are the concerns they're having, and to innovate. It's not a policy on a 

yes shelf, is it? It's really bringing it to life. 

 

Helga Svendsen  12:48   

Sexual harassment and sex based discrimination is grounded in gender inequality, and organisations 

need to be shifting the dial on gender equality as well. Like I said, my first board role was the YWCA 

Victoria, and our vision was improving the lives of women by ending inequality. We're not there yet. 

By all accounts. It's going to take many decades, possibly centuries, to get to gender equality, and 

that is the root of sex based discrimination and sexual harassment. So boards need to be looking at 

what they are doing to improve gender equality in their organisations, because that is part of 

reducing sexual harassment and sex based discrimination.  

 

Rosie Wheen  13:28   

Absolutely, that's such a reminder, isn't it, that it's just it sounds to me as well your money, so it's 

not a one off conversation. And so what would you say to a board that isn't receiving any reports 

that sexual harassment is happening in their workplace or their business. How would you feel if you 

were that board director? What would you do? 

 

Helga Svendsen  13:49   

Actually, to take a step back, I think increasingly boards, I mean, there's all sorts of committees of a 

board, finance committees, risk and audit committees, are very common, and increasingly, some 
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form of people and culture committee is becoming increasingly common for boards, because 

increasingly culture is seen as an issue that boards need to have that oversight of. So that's probably 

the sensible place for these conversations to start.  

 

Helga Svendsen  14:15   

So if a board director is on, well, if there is no people and culture committee, it might be a 

suggestion, if there is a people and culture committee, then it might be asking the question at that 

committee to start with, but then those reports still need to come to board overall. And the other 

thing I'd say is that in asking for these reports, it's important to also be aware that there's no reports 

of sexual harassment. Oh, look, we've done our staff culture and look zero, no reports of sexual 

harassment, no reports of bullying, no reports of sex based discrimination. It's like, I think that's 

unlikely. And I think what would really be happening if there are zero reports is that people are not 

speaking up. Yeah.  

 

Helga Svendsen  15:00   

So one thing for boards to really bear in mind is that as there is an increased focus on things and 

asking for this, your stats, which might be the first thing you're looking at, your stats, might get 

worse before they get better. And that's not necessarily a bad thing. And I'm absolutely not saying 

that having sex based discrimination and sexual harassment happening in a workplace is good thing, 

but it is happening in most workplaces. Yep, so boards need to know about that, and if they're 

hearing that it's not happening, that is actually, to me, a little bit of a red flag. 

 

Rosie Wheen  15:32   

Yeah, it's we know from all of the data, don't we, that it happens in all workplaces at all levels, and 

it's how to bring it into the forefront to be having appropriate conversation.  

 

Helga Svendsen  15:43   

Absolutely, you know, it happens in boardrooms, so there needs to be a safe environment for people 

to call it out. 

 

Rosie Wheen  15:52   

And so, I mean, you touched on this earlier, Helga, of the role that boards play in setting the culture. 

Can you speak a little bit more to that and how board members can be thinking about how they're 

showing up to board meetings with this world of virtual how do they get there? How is that 

influencing of culture that is one that's a safe and inclusive, respectful space?  
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Helga Svendsen  16:15   

I think boards and even in asking questions about this, I think it's asking curious questions rather 

than accusatory questions, I guess, and exploring with the again, it depends on what sort of 

organisation, but if the executive is reporting to the board, and you've got the executive in the 

boardroom, it'll either be the CEO or the head of people in culture, possibly even the head of risk 

might be involved in these things. And it's asking exploratory questions, and it's doing culture 

surveys. It's getting feedback from staff in formal and informal ways about what is happening. And I 

think boards, yeah, curious questions, I think, are key for boards, rather than demanding or 

accusatory or whatever it may be, it's exploring it you are, as I say, my view is that you are the coach 

of the organisation, and you need to provide that you're part of providing that psychological safety 

in the boardroom so that people can speak up, so that there is time to explore these things, and 

encouraging the exec to be able to speak to the board will hopefully then encourage the rest of the 

organisation to be able to speak up as well.  

 

Rosie Wheen  17:23   

I love that picture you were drawing of that you need to build a picture through those different tools 

that are coming through of the people report informal feedback, formal feedback. So if I was the 

CEO and I was presenting all of those things to you. What would an exploratory question sound like 

to me?  

 

Helga Svendsen  17:46   

If I got all the data, I might ask the CEO, what are you seeing here that you think we're doing well, 

and what are you seeing here that perhaps we might be missing? I might ask that as two questions, 

rather than as well.  

 

Rosie Wheen  17:58   

Love, that got me thinking already in a really I noticed it in myself a really open way. 

 

Helga Svendsen  18:03   

Yeah, and even, what are you hearing? What are others saying about the data that we've got here? 

What might this mean for us? How might we shift the dial? Because we can always shift the dial, as I 

say, if, if all of the data is saying 000, in terms of reported incidents, well, as counterintuitive as it 

seems, you want to shift the dial so you're getting reports, because it is bound to be happening. So 

how can we shift the dial? How can we make this safer? What are some things we can do? Those 

sorts of things. 
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Rosie Wheen  18:37   

Open and your use of we is really interesting to me? 

 

Helga Svendsen  18:41   

Yeah, well, boards are part of it. If boards are not seeing themselves as you know, the board is 

shouldn't be writing the CEO or the executive team harder and harder and harder about things. 

There are a lot of hard and very complex things that need to be dealt with, but they're complex 

mostly, and they won't be dealt with. If there was a simple answer to this stuff, we would have 

already done it. It is mostly not dealing with people, dealing with culture, dealing with these big, 

complex challenges. It's all about, I think, shifting the dial. If we could fix it, we would have done. 

 

Rosie Wheen  19:17   

These are generational, long term. What have you heard from victim survivors or people that are 

experiencing sexual harassments have you had conversations with them of what they're looking for 

from boards or governance or the organisations, and how they want to respond? 

 

Helga Svendsen  19:34   

So the conversations I've had are not so much with people who work in the organisation that I'm on 

the boards of or whatever it may be. So it's probably more informal than formal. But as I understand 

it, victim survivors want to be heard. They want to be believed. They want processes in place so that 

it doesn't happen again to the next person. So that's what boards need to do. They need to ask. They 

need to listen. They need to. Leave, and they need to make things better. That's their responsibility. 

 

Rosie Wheen  20:04   

After saying something so complex, and then to hear you saying those things, which all sound very 

human and very doable, it does leave me with that sense of of hope, of where we can go.  

 

Helga Svendsen  20:18   

I'm hopeful. I think there is an increased light being shone on these issues, on gender inequality, on 

sex based discrimination, on sexual harassment in the workplace, there are new laws around it.  
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Helga Svendsen  20:31   

The Workplace Gender Equality Agency also does reports around gender equality. There's a whole 

matrix of different laws and requirements which are changing the conversation. And I don't think 

we're there yet, like I say, I don't think we're quite at gender equality. I don't think we're quite at the 

place where, if workplaces are seeing zeros on their from their customers or staff, that they can be 

overjoyed, maybe, if it's a very small workplace. But I think you got to have hope, don't you? 

Absolutely you got to have hope that it's getting better, because sometimes it can feel a bit 

hopeless.  

 

Helga Svendsen  21:07   

You know, I remember a few years ago, I'm a lawyer by trade, and the legal industry, in fact, lots of 

industries where it's very hierarchical, like the legal industry has traditionally been, the health sector 

and someone is where there is often lots of sexual harassment and sex-based discrimination. And I 

can't remember exactly when it was, but a few years ago when one of the High Court associates 

spoke out about the harassment they had experienced from their high court judge, and I just 

thought, Oh my God. It's like 20 years since I was a junior lawyer, and these sorts of things were 

happening. Haven't things changed in that 20 years and hearing her speak out, like, wow, things 

really haven't changed, but I think they are. I think they are slowly, and even though she spoke out, 

she spoke out that wouldn't have happened 20 years ago, it is a perfect example, I think, of when 

you hear about these reports, it's actually a good thing because it's been happening, so you need to 

hear it. 

 

Rosie Wheen  22:05   

And that reminder of when you do hear it, as you said, for people to be believed and understood 

and for then appropriate action, yeah, to be taken, absolutely, yeah.  

 

Rosie Wheen  22:15   

So Helga. One of the things I mean that we've touched on already through this conversation is 

around the importance of who's on the board, around the board table, and we've talked a lot 

around gender equality, but in a lot of your conversation as well, you talk about inclusion more 

broadly, and how have you seen that around the board table or in governance, and then how that 

might impact culture to then support the experiences of people in the workplace to be inclusive.  

 

Helga Svendsen  22:40   

So the thing that I think is interesting about diversity, equity and inclusion? Oh, look, there's a whole 

range of things that are interesting, but one of the things I often talk about right is that all of the 
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evidence is that diverse groups make better decisions. So that means boards, diverse boards, will 

make better decisions. And diversity comes in all shapes and sizes. So it's not just gender equality, it 

is different cultures, different languages, LGBTQIA, plus people, different ages and so on. So all sorts 

of different diversity.  

 

Helga Svendsen  23:13   

But what's interesting is another piece of research that I've read is that whilst diverse groups make 

better decisions, part of that is because of the robustness of the conversations and the testing of 

each other in that decision making, and that means that diverse groups often feel less confident in 

the group decisions that they've made. So boards, I think traditionally, there has been, traditionally, I 

think a bit of group think going on, and people walk out of the boardroom and go, oh, aren't we 

awesome? You know, we've made that great decision. We're all on the same page. Great minds 

think alike. Isn't this fantastic now that again, that's a little bit of a red flag. If diverse groups are 

making decisions, people might walk out of the room or whatever the forum is thinking, oh, not 

sure. Did we actually land in the right place, that group will be more likely to have landed in the right 

place, but they will feel less confident in that decision.  

 

Helga Svendsen  24:08   

So I think for groups to know that, to know that you might feel less confident in in the decision, and 

that's okay, and indeed, thinking about we're all on the same page, great minds think alike may be a 

bit of a red flag. So ensuring there are those robust conversations, but to have those robust 

conversations, you need to have inclusion. You need to have openness, everybody's voice, heard, 

everybody's voice, valued.  

 

Helga Svendsen  24:34   

The chair is key in that you really want to have a chair who is able to harness the power and the 

wisdom that is in the room from everybody that is in the room, and in a range of different ways. So I 

mean, I would really encourage chairs of boards and for boards themselves to incorporate into their 

board evaluations. How inclusive was this meeting? Did we hear from all voices? Did we hear from 

diverse voices? So there's tools that you can measure psychological safety. Use those tools to make 

sure that the boardroom is psychologically safe, and indeed other interactions and meetings and 

teams and so on within the organisation. Because the more psychologically safe the boardroom is, 

the executive team is the team, meetings are all of those things the workplace, the planes, the 

people are flying on, all of that stuff, the more psychologically safe they are, the more likely people 

are to speak up, and the more likely you are to then be able to deal with these issues.  
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Rosie Wheen  25:30   

And it all circles back, doesn't it, to the humans and that feeling of safety to Yeah, to raise concerns, 

absolutely people are watching, aren't they? They're always watching to see the responses. 

 

Helga Svendsen  25:40   

Absolutely, yeah. So you need to assume people are watching, observing, keeping an eye on what's 

going on, and picking up on the signals. So the signals need to be good.  

 

Rosie Wheen  25:51   

Helga, you've had some great conversations across your Take on Board Podcast, so we'll recommend 

people to that and to some of the episodes in the show notes, are there any key things that you 

would point people to in the take on board community, actions that they could take to be part of it?  

 

Helga Svendsen  26:08   

Well, I invite people to join the take on board community that might be listening to the podcast. It 

might be joining us in the take on board Facebook group, there's a Take on Board LinkedIn group. It's 

really just engaging in the conversation. So come join us on any of the socials, listen in on the 

podcast, get in touch and be part of it. We welcome you as part of the community.  

 

Rosie Wheen  26:28   

Yeah, and that's such a great thing for people to be able to be part of, so that if they're wherever 

they are on their journey with governance and grappling with some of these or have positive 

experiences to share. This is a nice, safe community, absolutely, to have some of those 

conversations, isn't it?  

 

Helga Svendsen  26:45   

Absolutely, there is many ways of interacting, whether it's, you know, inverted commas, lightly 

through the Facebook group, or more deeply, through some of the events or the programs. And it's 

being a director can be a bit of a lonely job. You don't get to interact in the same way. If you're 

working in a team, you've got your colleagues that you see all day, every day, and you interact with 

them. That's not what being on a board is about. So it can be quite lonely, and sometimes you can't 

toss these things around with your colleagues. So having a safe space to really work through some of 

these challenges, I think is key, which is exactly what the take on board. Community is all about. 
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Rosie Wheen  27:24   

Beautiful community you're creating and connecting. Helga, as we come to the end of this 

conversation, are there key things that you'd really like to leave our listeners thinking about? 

 

Helga Svendsen  27:36   

I think the key thing for directors is ask the question, just ask about this. Ask what is happening in 

the organisation? What are we doing to discharge our duties around sexual harassment and sex 

based discrimination? Ask in a curious way and explore in a curious way. And just be a little nervous 

if there's red flags like zeros in your data. So yeah, ask the question and explore.  

 

Rosie Wheen  28:03   

Thank you so much. Helga, it has been a joy to be here.  

 

Helga Svendsen  28:07   

Thank you, Rosie, and thank you for all that you do in bringing this podcast together. It's so 

important. So thank you for all that you do. Thank you. 

 

Rosie Wheen  28:16   

Thanks again for listening to not in my workplace, for this community of change to achieve our vision 

of workplaces across Australia becoming safer, more respectful and inclusive, we all need to play our 

part, so please do share this podcast with your friends and across your workplace, and also identify 

the actions that you can take to make your workplace safer, more respectful and inclusive. Go well. 
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