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Trained as an engineer with an
aptitude for finance and as a
French national living in Mexico,
Helene Dimitracopoulos says
sheis far from being a standard
case —thisis even more so,
given that she has managed to
reach the position of CFOina
sector thatis not known for its
diversity. We spoke to her about
why she loves her role and of the
challenges women often face

in reaching senior positions.

Why did you decide to gointofinance?

“Ididn't setoutto gointofinanceinitially.
Icome from afamily of engineers—my
fatherandsisterare bothengineersandso
Itrained atthe Ecole Nationale des Mines
inParisinengineeringand statistics. [t was
averytraditionalschooland, at that point,
we were the first generationwhere more
than 10% of our class was female.

“Ifocused more on project management
thanontechnicaland structural
engineering. Thatled me tofinance

quite quicklyinmy career—itjustcame
naturally to me. Ireally enjoyed beingable
toseeacrossalldimensions of aproject,
fromlegaland economictofinance.lwas
interestedinrenewable energy, soljoined
EDF Energies Nouvelles, initiallyin France
andthenmovingto Mexico, where |moved
throughthe careerladder tobecome CFO.

"The combination of engineeringand
financeis quite anunusualone, butit's
really usefulin our sectorbecause there
aresomany elementstoeachproject.
Hereat Zuma,lamresponsible for project
developmentandacquisitionandlam
alwaysinvolvedinthe financial evaluation
of projectsaswellas structuring.It'sa
really excitingandvariedrole.”

What challenges do you think women can
faceinyourindustry?

"Renewablesis certainly more progressive
than oil & gas, butthere are stillnot many
femalesinsenior positions here. The more

senioryouare,itbecomesveryapparent
thatyour peersarenotdiverse—that'strue
inother sectors, butthe energyindustry
hasbeen quite latein promotingwomen.

“I'mstillastounded at times by behaviours.
lhave beeninsomany meetingswherea
woman makes apointonly forthe same
pointtoberepeatedbyamale colleague
andit'sonlyatthatpointthatpeoplelisten
—it'sasiftheyjustdidn'thearwhatthe
woman hadto say. We really needto get
overthesekinds of cultural limitations that
stillexist.

"Thatsaid, there canbe benefitsinbeinga
minority attimes. Asaforeignfemaleina
senior positionin Mexico, it can sometimes
beanadvantage—people seeyouasbeing
exoticandunusual.”

What can organisations do toimprove
thessituation?

"Organisationscandoalot.have been
very proactivein gettingengagement
fromthe CEOs|have worked withto
promote the gender diversity agenda.
Ifyoudon'tgetbuy-infromthe CEO,
diversity willnever getaddressed. Ithas to
come fromthetop.

"My CEO hereat Zumahasbeenreally
importantinensuringdiversityis,and
remains, animportant topic—it would
have beenimpossible forme todomyjob
otherwise. We are very careful athiring
stagetoensurethat 50% of the people we
recruit are female —we are very conscious
aboutthis. Yetit'salsoaboutretaining
female talent. Todo that, organisations
needtotake account ofindividual
circumstances, particularly during

life's transition moments. We offered
asingle mother maternity coaching,
forexample. Thathelped acknowledge
thatshewasamotherandwantedtobe
ambitiousinher careerandthatthe two
arenotcontradictory. lhave also ensured
thatfemale equalityisimportantand
addressedinmy team, offeringinitiatives
suchas coachingto helpwomenreturning
frommaternity leave—whichcanbe avery
difficultmomentintheirlives—tointegrate
backintowork.

“Ithink many problems come fromnot
acknowledgingdiversity —we're not all

the sameandwedon'tallhave the same
pressuresinourlivesbothinside and
outside of work. Youneedanhonestand
opendialogueinthe workplace to promote
understandingbecause there willbe some
peoplethatarejust notaware of certain
issues.”

actis

What's the biggestlessonyou’ve
learned?

"Whenljoined Zuma, my daughter was
one.lwasclearatthetimethatlcouldn't
work 20 hoursadayand our CEO agreed
thatlshouldbe able toleave the office at
sixo'clockeveryday. The problemwas that
Inever left the office then. Workinghours
inMexico arelong—it's usualto work until
eighto'clockinthe eveningandsothere
would beissues of meetings notending
ontime orbeingscheduled forafterlwas
meant to have left, forexample.

"This experience taught me thatIneeded
tobereally consistent with the decisions
thatImadeandthat|hadtoworkat
balancingtheneeds of raisingafamily
anddoingagoodjob. Ifameetingwas
scheduledto finish aftersix, lhad tolearn
tosayno,andthat canbedifficult whenyou
love yourjob and youwant to contribute as
muchasyoucan.

"This experience has meant thatlam now
very consciously supportive of my team.
One of myfemale team members, for
example, has afamilyandsolensurethe
conditions areright forhertoleave on
time.

"Butlalsothinkthatit's notjustabout
havingafamily—it'sabouthaving
somethingelseinyourlife otherthan
work. Youneedto give people flexibility to
accommodate other thingsintheirlives,
whatever theymaybe. Thereisnosingle
pattern of behaviour, we're all different and
there shouldn'tbe amouldthat everyone
has tofitinto.Ifyou canacknowledge and
addressthat, you'llgetthe most out of
people. That's beneficial for the individual
andit's beneficial for the business.”

What advice would you offer to other
womenwho aspire to senior positions?

"You have tofind your ownway through.
Build anetwork within the company and
outsideittoshareviewsandhear other
perspectives. Thisis fundamentalto
gaining confidence and building your own
viewandvoice.

"Women shouldn'tassumethatthe
gender equality battle has beenwon.
[twon'tbeuntilwomen'svoices are
heardequallyinthe workplaceandin
society. Don'tdeny thatthereisanissue
here—acknowledge thatexperiences
aredifferentandfromthis, gainthe
confidenceto speakout.”



