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Narelle Underwood, the first woman and the youngest person in 200 years to hold the position of NSW Surveyor-General.

Resilience the key
to reaching the top
Leading public servants learn just
as much from their failures as
successes, writes Will Brodie.

H

igh achievers. Role
models. Leaders.
What’s the secret of their
success? Superior
networking? Ruthless
competitiveness? Elite education?
For some of Australia’s most
prominent female public servants, the
answers are humbler.
Don’t forget failure, counsels
Turkan Aksoy, the cultural and
inclusion ofﬁcer for Canterbury
Bankstown Council.
“Failure will come to every one of us
at some point but it’s being able to get
up, move forward and learn from those
experiences that strengthens us.”
Aksoy grew up as a migrant with
parents who didn’t speak English. She
was also dyslexic, a condition
misunderstood by teachers. She used
school detention to devour visual
magazines, learning about everything
from aerodynamics to quantum
physics. Then her siblings read to her.
She took a “visual picture” for every
word.
“Having that lived experience made
me realise how many people fall into
the gaps of society. So, from an early
age, I became resolute in wanting to
channel all my energy into promoting
inclusion and access.”
Aksoy graduated from university
(memorising words she couldn’t read)
and became an award-winning health
professional and administrator.
Overcoming challenges launched
her.
“Fear is productive as it prompts us
to get moving, and if we’re not scared
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of something, we’re not being
innovative. We need to create brave
spaces that teach citizens how to
process their fears and failures from an
early age,” she says.
Elizabeth Koff, secretary of NSW
Health, believes these so-called “soft
skills” are essential.
“Many people seem to think the
smartest and hardest working person
in the organisation should be the
leader. Intellect alone is not enough for
a leader in a business that requires
development of relationships and
alliances,’’ Koff says.
In healthcare, leadership demands
“communication, integrity, problemsolving, empathy, adaptability, and
creativity”.
“Personal resilience and ability to
deal with change is also key; one of my
favourite quotes is, ‘If you don’t like
change, you’re going to like irrelevance
even less’.”
Narelle Underwood, NSW
Surveyor-General, quotes writer Maya

‘‘One of my favourite quotes
is, ‘If you don’t like change,
you’re going to like
irrelevance even less’.”

Angelou: “People will forget what you
said, people will forget what you did,
but people will never forget how you
made them feel.”
That for her means being clear:
“Nobody will follow you if you can’t
articulate the what and why.”
As the ﬁrst female and the youngest
person in 200 years to hold her
position, she knows what builds
success.
“Hard work, dedication and passion
for your profession. Problem solving,
challenging the status quo,
communication and people skills.
Conﬁdence in your abilities [don’t let
imposter syndrome hold you back].
Being open to honest, constructive
feedback so you can continually
improve,” she says.
Underwood believes schools are not
the only place where leadership skills
are developed.
“Sporting teams, dance troupes,
student councils and debating teams
offer great opportunities to start

Elizabeth Koff
building foundational leadership skills
… Leadership is part of life and so
family, community and friends have a
role.”
Dr Bridie O’Donnell, director of the
Victorian Ofﬁce for Women in Sport
and Recreation, and an elite road
cyclist, says sport taught her more
than her medical education.
“I think riding as a domestique in
professional cycling teams taught me
the value of servant leadership – I can
use my skills and physical strength to
help my teammate win a race, and
there’s no better feeling than
wrangling a group of hardworking,
talented and diverse people towards a
difﬁcult goal,” she says.
O’Donnell values good schooling and
professional mentoring but also relies
on “frequent self-reﬂection”.
“You must be willing to ask yourself
what part you played in the failures as
well as the big victories; determine
what you’d do better next time; seek
out experts and be willing to ask for
help.”
Linda Fleet, director, strategic
marketing and communications at
Creative Victoria, values life
experience. “Travel, extensive reading
and engaging with a range of people
will open you up to new perspectives
which can be invaluable in the
workplace,” Fleet says.
Her words epitomise the commonsense humanism of these successful
women.
“Don’t take knockbacks too
personally and enjoy your work. Don’t
be afraid to fail, and when you do, take
time to reﬂect and learn from it.
“You’re dealing with people. So,
trust your instincts, leave your ego at
the ofﬁce door, and most importantly,
always think of the real-life person at
the other end of the conversation.”

