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Having developed a careerin
private equity at Nigeria-based
firm Africa Capital Alliance,
Funke Okubadejo joined Actis
in 2007, where she rose to her
current position as Director of
Real Estate based in Lagos. We
spoke to her about her interest
in economic development

and what it takes to get ahead
as woman in what is often
thought of as a man's world.

What do you enjoy about yourrole?

"First ofallitlinks directly tomy deep
interestinthe economicadvancementin
emerging markets and Africain particular.
Real estate developments have potential
for significantimpact oneconomic
developmentinasustainable manner.
Private capitalwhenallocated well, even
more so. Ourinvestmentshave helped
toseedanddefineindustriesin African
markets, especially in the retail sector
where we have pioneered the destination
format mallinkey gateway cities.”

“Inaddition, lalso find my role really
interestingbecauseit's sovaried, spanning
from originationand execution of deals
throughtobeingnotjustaninvestorin
thebusiness, butalsoatrustedbusiness
adviser. It draws on multi-disciplinary
expertise,including finance and
structuring skills as wellas softer skills
suchasnegotiationandinfluencing. Ireally
enjoy helpingto shape, understandand
implementbusiness strategiesto attain
target outcomesforourinvestors.”

How did youbuild up your experience?

"I studied STEM athigh schoolandthen
didanengineeringdegree, althoughl
soonrealisedwas moreinterestedin

the financial side of businesses. Ithus
transitioned by trainingasa Chartered
Accountantwith Arthur Andersenin
Nigeriawhile workingon assurance and
business advisory engagementsincluding

for private equity transactions. After
sixyears|joined Africa Capital Alliance,
apioneer private equity firminNigeria,
wherelwasinvolvedinafundfocusing

on SMEs from conceptthroughtothe
completeinvestmentcycle, andlater
helpedinsettingup areal estate fund.
Afterthat, | completedaMastersin
Finance at London Business Schooland
thenjoined Actisin 2007 because of the
firm'sfocus onemerging markets andits
South-South knowledge transfer which|
found appealing. Initially, | spenttwo years
focused on private equity, before moving
totherealestateteam.”

What was the gender balance likearound
youthroughall this?

"As|Imovedthroughmy STEMclass to
engineeringstudies atuniversity, the
numbers of females shrank, lessthan 20%
of my classmateswerewomen. Thereare
clearlymore womenin finance ingeneral
bothinpractice andin Private Equity but
the numbersstilldon'treflect society at
large.

“ldon'tthink the lack of genderbalance
necessarilyhadanimpact onme because
Ihave always felt able to express myself
and have not feltlimited due to the gender
imbalance. Rather myfocushasbeenon
how | can build my skillsand competencies
aswellas my socialnetworkstohelpme
excel. What has helped me are the female
role models that signal that glass ceilings
canbebroken. Thatsaid, Ithinkifwe are
tosee morewomeninengineeringand
finance careers, thereisneedtostartearly
ingirls'lives by havingmore participation
inSTEM subjects. Role models canbe
very helpfulhere because once you
seesuccessfulwomeninthese career
positions, theybecome more acceptable
andaccessible career options.”

Didyouhavearolemodel?

“Ilhave hadand continue to have several
role models for differentaspects of my
life. One oftheinfluences onmy career
choice was atacampusrecruitment event,
wherelsubconsciouslyhonedinonthe
only female member of the panel. Having
herthere onthatstagewas soimportant
becauselcouldrelate toherimmediately.
Irememberher clearly and thinking that|
couldbeher.”
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How haveyoumanagedacareerand
family?

"Ihave hadto be clinicalin thinking through
the supportlhave neededtomanage

my work life balance over the years as

this evolves continually. Withmy partner,
we builtareliable support systemand
networks—Ihave beenabletoleanon
family andfriends alongthe way. For
instance, we have a family friendwhowe
helped eachotheroutto babysitduring
business trips therebyincreasingour
options. Also, as technology has evolved,
there has beenincreased flexibility for
remote working. Prior to Covid, lworked
remotely last year for four weeks outside of
Nigeriain orderto meetfamily obligations.

How is Actis supporting female team
members through their careers?

"Well, it startsby ensuringthatthere
aremorewomenintherecruitment
processandthereisanincreasedfocus
onattractingandretainingmore female
talent. That'savirtuous cycle because the
more women there are inthe organisation,
the moreitbecomesanattractive place for
otherwomentowork.It'sgreattoseethe
increaseinthe number of senior women
comparedtowhenljoinedthe firm.

"Akey success factortoattaining this
iscreatingasupportive environment

for female talent, bothforthoseinthe
early stage of their careersandalso
whenwomen have children. [feelthatit's
possible tobe successful at Actisandhave
afamilybecause thereisaflexible working
environmentwhenyouneedit.Ithelps
that peoplejudge you by the quality of
your outputratherthantime spentinthe
office".

"However, it's notjustabout supporting
femaletalent. Itisalso about promoting
inclusion and diversity and engenderingan
environment of respectforallindividuals
thatenablespeople tothrive. Thischimes
withmebecause lwenttoaunity school
hereinNigeria. These schools were
establishedto celebrate the Nigeria's
multicultural society, sofromaveryearly
age lhad exposure to many different
culturesandtribes.|strongly believe
thateveryone hasaroletoplayandthat
everyone shouldfeelincluded—it's hugely
empowering.”
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And forthoselookingtobuilda
successful career, what advice would
you offer?

"Beintentional. Seektherightenvironment
andright opportunities to grow your
skillsand competencies and to build your
internaland externalnetworks. Beingin
acompetitive environment sometimes
doesn't play towomen's strengths, but
ifyoudon't putyourselfforward, no-one
elsewill.lhadtolearnthis.

“I'dalso advise gettingamentor. It's
really helpfulto getanotherperson'’s
perspective on opportunities and
challenges. Having a soundingboard
canreally helpyousee—andgofor—the
opportunitiesthatare outthere.”




