Spotlighton...
ShamiNissan

ShamiNissan

Head of Responsible
Investment, Actis

When Shami Nissan embarked
on her masters in environmental
technology, careersin ESG
didn't exist, yet she always

knew she wanted to work in
roles that aligned with her
values. Today, Shamiis Head of
Responsible Investment at Actis
and part of the firm's executive
committee. We spoke to her
about what drives her and how
private equity as an industry can
improve its record on diversity.

Why didyoudecideonacareerin
responsibleinvestment?

"I've alwaysfeltthatit wasimportant
toworkonthingsthat!|careaboutand
Iwantedajobwhereldidn'thave to
parkmyvalues atthe frontdoor.Idida
mastersinenvironmentaltechnology,
butlalsobecameinterestedinsocial
issues and development while working

asamonitoring officer at United Nations
Development Programme projectsin
GuatemalaandMexico.|wasfocusedon
community-based projects and evaluating
whether funds were being spentinthe
areas thathadbeen specified—and quite
oftentheyweren't. That showed me the
nexus between socialand environmental
issuesand made merealise thatlwanted
toworkinadevelopingeconomy context.

"Sustainabilityis areallyinterestingand
rewardingareatoworkin.Bestpractice

is constantly evolving, thereisaneed
toadaptandinnovate and each new
investmentthrows up new challengesand
solutions. I've never had two days the same
inmy six years here.”

Sohow hasinclusionanddiversity
practice evolved at Actis?

"We've already made significant strides,
butwe know we have alot more work to
doandwe recognise that culture change
takesyears, notmonths. We have 17
differentinitiatives eitherimplemented
orunderway. Thisincludes our female
network, whichisalso opentomen, by the
way—weransessionsonthe challenges
ofhome schooling during the lockdown,
forexample,and have a parents Teams
groupto supportour staff. We've also got
anopendoorinitiative thatencompasses
everyfemale partneranddirector, who
agreetobe available to other femalesto
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discussissues. We wantto make it clear
that we are here to supportourfemale
employees. Andwe're alsoworkingona
formalinclusionanddiversity plan.

"Withintheinclusionanddiversity
committee, mymainroleisto support
portfoliocompaniesindrivinginclusion
anddiversity (I&D) initiatives through
theirorganisations. As part of this, we
havelaunched amentoringprogramme
fordiversetalentinthe portfolio, we
arereframingourinvestment process
toincludel&Dissues, we have run
unconscious bias sessions with many of
our CEOs, andwe are producing some
good practice guidance notesto support
portfoliocompaniesto move the needle
ontheirl&Djourney.”

How engaged have portfolio companies
beenwithinclusionanddiversity?

"We've had alot of positive feedback
andourapproachisverymuchtowork
alongside portfolio companies - we're not
seekingtoimpose diktatsfromabove. As
anexample, welaunchedasurvey of the
whole portfolio recently and weinvited
themto share whichaspects of diversity
wereimportant fortheir corporate
performance, where they wantedto
improve and which aspectswere hardto
tackle. That helps us ensure that our work
isastargetedandimpactfulas possible.”
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What's your view on where private
equityisasanindustrywhenitcomesto
inclusionanddiversity?

“Ithinkthereisalot of unconscious biasin
theindustry. Thereisareallack of diverse
role modelsin private equity —youhave
toreallywantto succeedandthenwork
harderto berecognisedandtoriseifyou
areinaminority group. COVID-19 may
actuallychangethisasthereisasense
thatthe old schoolofthoughtandthe
rigidity that prevailed around working
practices are shifting. Deal-doinghas
always beeninherently hard forwomen,
especiallyreturning mothers, because of
thelonghoursandtravelinvolvedto get
transactions across theline. However, with
theright mindsetand commitmentfrom
firms, workarounds should be possible —
flexible working policies clearly needto
belookedatafresh.I'mhopefulthatthe
lockdown experience willlead toamore
insightfulapproach.”

What needs to happen to make private
equity amorelevel playingfield for
diversetalent?

“There needstobe agenuine commitment
tochangeforastart. Andthat comesfrom
the top of organisations—there needs
tobeawillingnesstolisten,learnand
empathise with others. Leadership needs
tounderstandthatafocusoninclusionand
diversityisnotathreattomeritocracyora
backdoorto quotas, butratherameansto

ensure everyone thrives. And there needs
tobeabroaderanddeeperrecognition
thatbiases have prevented many of

us fromfully accessingthe significant
untappedtalentoutthere. We need more
role modelsandwe needtheindustryto
maintain focus on this topic soit stays

top of mindamongst so many competing
priorities.”

What types of challenges have you
personally facedasawoman?

I've experienced arange of challenges
fromslights and snubstounacceptable
comments. Looking back, when working
with UNDP as afemalein mytwenties,
Irecall multiple occasions arriving for
meetings where people assumed|was an
assistantratherthanthe UNmonitoring
officer, people wouldalso greet the

male driver first presumingthathe was
incharge. More recently, ondiligence
visits toremotelocations|'ve found
thatthe facilities do notinclude female
toiletsandl've had to share with the male
workers. That'snotuncommonandit'sa
smallexample of how muchwork needs
to be done to make workplaces equally
welcoming and safe for females. Returning
totheworkplace after maternityisalsoa
challengingtime where you are juggling
multiple responsibilities, trying to find your
work-life balance whilst simultaneously
re-assertingyourself professionally—Ihad

mixed experiences here with some very
supportive colleagues andline managers,
andotherslessso.

What arethe mostimportantlessons
you'velearned throughyour career?

"Therearethreemainlessons.l'dinvest
more heavily earlieroninmy careerin
buildinga supportive network to seek
guidance, compare experiences andjust
create asense of solidarity.

Also, we've allexperienced those 'micro
incivilities'inour careers.lwouldreact
differently now. It'simportant to call this
outinamoderate and constructive way
because notdoingsonormalises these
behavioursand, over time, that cements
aculture. Alsoonapersonal basis, you
internalise what'shappenedandthat
harmsyouinthelongtermintermsof
your ability torespond effectively, your
resilience andhow youcomeacrossasa
role modeltoothers.

Andfinally, Inowknowit'simportantto
understand that the workingworldisn't
meritocratic—ifyoujust beaver away,
head down, people don'tautomatically
recognise your contribution. Research
tellsusmentendtobeverygoodat
broadcastingtheirachievementsand
so,asawoman, you have tobe willingto
be proactiveinsettingout whatyouhave
achievedandhowyou have contributedto
ensureyouare notoverlooked.”




