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Recently promoted to Head of
Africa, Energy Infrastructure
at Actis, Lisa Pinsley has
spent most of her careerin
emerging markets and most
of her life in male-dominated
environments. Here, we catch
up with her to talk about her
views of getting ahead when
you are in the minority and
why frontier markets are

an exciting place to be.

Canyoutellusaboutyourcareer
journey?

"I spentmy early careerin Afghanistan,
initially working for the United Nations
Development Programme, where Iwas
advisingondisarmament, demobilisation
andreintegrationand then for the Afghan
Finance Minister oneconomicreform.
Theseroleswerefascinating, and an
educationonhowanemergingmarket
works onthe microand macrolevels,
buttheyshowed methelimitations

ofthe publicsector—therearealotof
stakeholders, and projectsare subject
toelectioncycles, soit'shardtoget
thingsdone. There were some extremely
talented Afghanstaffatthe UNasthejob
was one of the best paidin the countryand
it offered aroute out of the country, which
was extremelyunstable. ButIrealised that|
wantedtobeinthe private sector, building
long-lastingeconomicblocks, suchas
manufacturing, energy, hotelchains and
improvingagriculture to export standards,
asameans todriving productive, enduring
development.|lcompletedanMBAand at
thetime, therenewable energyrevolution
was really taking off so lknew that was the
areaformetofocuson.

“lwantedto stayinemerging markets, so
Imovedto AES Africa Power Company,
thento Globelegandonto American
Capital. Globelegat the time was an Actis
portfoliocompany and Actis acquired
anumber of businesses fromAES and
American Capital—they were the most

active, focusedand flexible buyers of
assets -andsolalready knewthe firm
beforeljoinedin2016.Inowmanage a
teamof sevenacross Londonand Cape
Townandamresponsible for African
investmentsfor Actis'energy long-life
infrastructure funds.”

How have youfound the genderbalance
throughyourcareer?

“Ihave always beeninsituations where
laminthe minority. Iwenttoaboys'
boarding schoolinthe US thatin my first
year became coeducational but was still
predominantly male.lthenwentonto
study applied mathematics at Harvard,
wherelwas oftenthe only femaleinthe
class.I'mnot surelnoticedthe gender
dynamicsuntillwentontodoanMAIn
literature, where, for the first time in my life,
| was with mainly female classmates.

"Overall, financial servicesis male-
dominated, especiallyinmore senior
positions andthe sameis true of
Afghanistan, where men have positions of
power because of culturalnorms and even
the ex-pat community was largely made
upofmen.So,it'sbeenaconstantinmy
lifeandI've charged onwith blinders on. My
approach may have been abit naive, but
insome ways, my naivety helped me get
through.”

What challenges do youthink women
faceinthesekinds of situation?

“I'thinkmenare often groomedfor
positionsinawaythatwomentendnotto
be.lhave never feltgroomeduntil finding
this supportat Actis—I'mnot complaining;
it'sthewaythingsare.l've alwayslet my
work speak foritself, and have felt that Ihad
to prove myselfmore than others because
of my gender.

"I'think havingafamilyiswhenthe
challengesreally startto biteinterms of
careertrajectory. Thefirstyearsofachild's
life are soall-consuming, you have tobe
abletotake time outandtravelless.Inmy
firstmaternity leave, [tookthree months,
butitwasdifficult because thisindustryis
sodeal-based andit's not straightforward
tohandoveradealandthentakeitback
again. Thisrealisation meant that withmy
nexttwo children, | decided to hand over
many of my day to day responsibilities and
continue workingon the advanceddeals
lwantedtodo, andlworked fromhome
onthese.lhadanannyandahands-on

actis

husbandandwas able totake calls from
lenders oradvisorsinmy pyjamasif|
neededto.

"Ifthereisapositive to be drawn from our
experiences with COVID-19, |hope thatit
isagreaterrealisation that flexible working
canhappenandthatshouldreally help
women's ability to manage a young family
andher career.”

Didyou ever havearole model?

"Whenlwas 24, lwas workingforan
internet start-upinLondonand my
manager there was quite inspirational.
Shewasinher 30s, former management
consultant, had kids and she was bright and
assertive. She was anearly role modelfor
me, butsincel'vejoinedhere, Lucy Heintz,
my bosshasbeenanamazingrole model.”

How is Actis working toimprove the
genderbalance and diversityinthe firm?

"Actisistryingreallyhardhereandthe
mostimportantthingis thatthe executive
committee takestheissue very seriously,
with Lucy driving theinitiatives. We have
anopendoor policy, mentoringschemes,
unconscious bias trainingand there have
beenaseries of speakersatevents. It
meanstheissue getsexposure,anditisat
the front of people’'s minds. That doesn't
onitsownsolve problems, butit creates
awareness of what the problems may be,
whethertheyarerelatedtogenderorrace
—tomakeimprovements, youhavetobe
preparedtoraise uncomfortableissues.

"We do have womenin senior positions,
with Susan Wilkins, our CFO, and Shami
Nissan, our Head of Responsible
Investment, on our executive committee,
andwith Lucy ashead of Energy Fund 5, but
thereisarecognitionthatthereis much
more we cando, especially whenitcomes
toattractingmore womenintoinvestment
positions who canthenmove up the
organisation.”

What advice would you offer others
lookingto getinto senior positions?

"Youneedtoworkat marketing yourself
andyour achievements. Don'texpect
otherstonotice whatyou're doing—you
really have tobe proactive about this.
Use'l', not 'we'so youmake sure you take
the creditforagoodjob. Spendtime
beingstrategicinhowyoumanage your
reputationupwardsratherthan focusing
onyourwork downwards. And, finally, pay
forgoodhelpathome.”



