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With over a decade of
experience of global marketing
for several LOréal brands and
five years as Vice President of
Marketing & Sales at Laureate
International Universities
(Laureate), Laura Kakon is now
Global Chief Growth & Strategy
Officer at pan-African private
university group Honoris United
Universities. We talked to her
about her own experience of
carving out a successful career
and explored how female talent
can be fostered in individual
organisations and across Africa,
where female participation in
the workforce canrange from as
high as 86% to aslow as 15%in
Algeria, World Bank data shows.

What attracted youto marketing?
“It'savery multi-disciplinary and
comprehensive functioninan
organisation. As part of the management
teamyouhave tounderstandhow fourkey
areasofthebusinessintersecttocreate
profitability: marketing, sales, product
andfinance. You'reinteractingwith so
many different stakeholders each day. |
really enjoy the strategic and analytical
elementoftheroleandthere'sahuge
amount of satisfactionin seeingadirect
result of yourworkinbuilding the brand
equityandvalue. At Honoris, the creation
of high quality programmes generates
realvalue for students, parents and
employers - educationhas the power to
transformindividuals, their families and
the communities and the economy.”

HowdidyourtimeatL'Oréaland
Laureate prepare youforyour current
role?

"One of the mostimportantskills |
learned while at LOréalwas how to ensure
excellenceinexecution. The company
gave mealotof responsibility atayoung
age andthathas givenme thediscipline
tochallenge whetherwhat!'mdoingis the
bestthatcanbedone.talsoencouraged
entrepreneurial spirit because lwas
responsible foranumber of product
developmentsand forlaunching products
inmarkets such as Japan, Korea, France
andthe USA, wherelhadto take account
of different cultures, ethnicities and
expectations. My colleagues andlused
tosaythatitwaslike beingpushedintoa
swimming poolto seeifyou could swim
—itwaschallenging, but very satisfying. It
helped metodevelop mylearningagility
very quickly, and my resilience.

"While at Laureate, we launched the first
private university in CasablancaMorocco,
sothatwas great experience for Honoris
wherewe are building the firstandlargest
pan-African private higher education
network."

Wheredoyouthinkthebarrierslie for
womeninreachingtop positions?

“I'mnot convincedthere are necessarily
structuralbarriers—Ithink barriers
oftencome fromwomenthemselves.
Sometimeswe need to make choices
inlifeand accept that we can'tmanage
everything perfectly. Inmany senses, the
multi-tasking many women with children
domeans theycanbe highly adeptat
managing complexity —thisneedstobe
turnedintoanadvantage.

"Workingremotely for part of the time can
really helpwomen continue toadvancein
theircareers, soldothinkthattechnology
isarealenablerinthatsense.”

actis

How do youseeHonoris'srolein
developingandfostering female talent?

Thereisanoldsayingthat "toeducate a
manis to educate anindividual, to educate
awomanistoeducate anation”. Honoris
isthefirstandlargest pan-African private
higher education platform, we have
universitiesin 10 countriesand 32 cities on
the continent. From Casablancato Cape
Town, from Abujato Tunis, we are helping
totrainanewgeneration of world-class
African professionals, who can have ahuge
positiveimpact ontheir communities.

Aseducators, we believe that
strengtheningwomen'’s accesstohigher
education, particularly todisciplines such
as STEM, and encouragingwomento
continue with their studies will promote
andincrease femaleleadershiponthe
continent. Offeringflexible working
arrangements suchasdistance and online
education allows women, especially
mothers, to be able to continue their
studies while working. We are also
launching specific training courses, such
asthe "Advanced Certificate Women
BoardReady"recentlylaunchedin Tunisia,
inpartnership with the Essec Business
Schooland Université Centrale, amember
institution of the network. More women
areneededingovernance bodiesto offer
broader diversity of thoughtamongst
those settingindustry standards.

In addition, we're partners withthe Women
in Africa Initiative (WIA), an organisation
thatencouragesfemale entrepreneurship
andleadership acrossthe continent. The
pan-Africaninitiative sits at the heart of
Honoris'mission - Education Forimpact.
We have partneredwith WIA for 3 years,
supporting 54 womenentrepreneurs each
year (1 fromeach Africa country selected
outofthousands)andfacilitatinganannual
entrepreneur 'bootcamp’, alongside the
WIA's other partners. Honoris also offers
entrepreneurs free training, tailored to
their specificneeds and projects. Since the
launch oftheinitiative, nearly 30 women
entrepreneurs have benefited from our
training, mostly distance or online MBAs.

Onlyacollective effort canincrease
femaleleadership onthe continentand
beyond, each of us hasaresponsibility.



