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In conversation with 

Karen Smith, NSW Crown Solicitor 

 

International Women’s Day (8 March) is a 
day to celebrate the social, economic, 
cultural, political, career and personal 
achievements of women across the globe.  

In 2018, for the first time in Australia, women 
outnumbered men in the legal profession. 

The NSW Crown Solicitor’s Office (CSO) is 
proud to be contributing to the growth in 
gender equality in the legal profession. 
Today, 63% of our senior executive roles are 
held by women, and approximately 74% of 
our workforce is female. 

As part of International Women’s Day, we 
spoke with Crown Solicitor, Karen Smith, 
about her experiences as a woman in law 
and her journey to becoming the head of 
the NSW Crown Solicitor’s Office.  

When she started her role in 2019, Karen was 
the second female Crown Solicitor in the 
Office’s 204-year history. The State’s first 
female Crown Solicitor, Lea Armstrong, was 
appointed in 2015.  

What do you think makes the CSO such an 
attractive place for women to work? 

I’m very proud that we’ve got a large proportion 
of women in the organisation, and particularly a 
large proportion in senior leadership roles. 

The most attractive thing about working at the 
CSO is the diversity of work we do, and we do 
really interesting work. 

We’ve got a wide range of complex advice work 
and interesting litigation matters. There are 13 
different practice groups that range from difficult 
child protection matters and inquests to questions 
involving statutory interpretation. We deal with a 
lot of legal matters that are peculiar to 
government. 

I don’t think there is anywhere you can get such 
interesting work. Coupled with the interesting 
work we do is the fact that we have great 
people. The organisation and our people have a 
strong history of professionalism and integrity. 
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What made you want to become a lawyer? 

I think I really enjoy arguments. I enjoy 
understanding issues and identifying solutions to 
complex problems, and that’s what we can do 
as lawyers. 

Often, by the time something comes to us, 
people are in panic or in stress and they don’t 
know what to do. I like being able to help people 
solve problems and I think that analytical skill and 
strategic problem solving are where I can help 
people. 

When and where did you start your career? 

I started at Legal Aid in1994, working in the child 
support area. All of my clients were women at the 
time, and my boss was a woman. I really loved it. 

The people I started out working with there are 
lifelong friends and it’s a strong connection to 
me. I think it’s a great thing for people to be able 
to connect closely with the people they start their 
career with. 

I had an accredited specialisation in criminal law, 
and I saw myself very much as a criminal lawyer. 

I was really interested in criminal law reform and 
so I went and worked on secondment at the 
Attorney General’s Department for what was 
meant to be two years. It was around 1997. 

I thought that I was going to be able to change 
the world by working in policy reform and it was a 
real eye-opener. I realised how difficult and 
challenging it was to do that. I missed the 
certainty of acting for individuals and individual 
matters. and I went back to Legal Aid. 

I got to a point where I had to decide what I did 
next in my career. I was the main breadwinner at 
that time, and I was thinking “should I go to the 
Bar or not?” 

Had I been braver I might have, but I wasn’t. I 
went back into government in early 2001 and 
have worked for the NSW Government in various 
different agencies since then. 

How have things changed since you first started? 

It was quite different when I started. I’d say as a 
general proposition you saw lots of women in law 
but working in quite particular areas in law, often 
family law.  Now you see women in all areas of 
law at all levels across all organisations. 

I’ve seen a real shift in the numbers of women 
and the breadth and depth and diversity of 
women working in the law and the roles they 
work in. 

Far more women are in senior roles. There are 
also far more women as Counsel and more 
women as Judicial Officers. I’ve seen that shift 
over time. 

Do you think having strong mentors has 
contributed to who you are today? 

Absolutely. I think that’s the benefit of women in 
leadership roles you see “oh, people can do this”. 
And not just in leadership, but also in your peers 
and colleagues. All that support is incredibly 
important.  

I think one of the critical areas of support for me 
was my boss at the Department of Premier and 
Cabinet. He facilitated a job-sharing 
arrangement for me and another person in a 
senior executive role in the Department. It’s far 
more common now, but at that point in time it 
wasn’t common at all.  

Having people prepared to break ground and 
back real change like that is incredibly helpful. 
That’s opened the door to a lot more flexibility. I 
think it is one of the real shifts I’ve seen – how 
flexibility is treated in the workplace. 

When I had my first child, it was available but not 
widely, and it also tended to be available for a 
limited time,limited purpose and in limited roles. 

I’d like to say that I’ve helped contribute to 
increased flexibility for all employees across the 
workplace and it is something important to me 
personally and important to me as a leader. 

Lastly, is there any piece of advice you would 
give your younger self about your career or 
personal development? 

Trust yourself. Be confident in yourself. Rely on the 
support of your peers and colleagues, they are 
your friends and can help you. Take the 
opportunity to forge those connections and 
value those relationships. Don’t be afraid to try – 
try new things. And work hard, you have to work 
hard.  

 




