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When Shimi Shah took her first
board position at the age of
just 27, she was hooked and
knew she wanted to help shape
business strategy and build
value. She now holds a number
of board seats, including as
Non-Executive Chair at Impact,
the joint venture between Actis
and South African real estate
investor, Improvon specialising
in build to buy logistics and
warehousing space. We caught
up with her to find out what

has driven her through her
career and what it will take to
increase boardroom diversity.

You've had quite a varied career, sowhat
gotyouinterestedincompanyboard
positions?

"Having startedoutininvestmentbanking
—which | quickly discovered was not for

me - I setup my ownjewellery distribution
business. It was after lhadbuilt that up
thatlwas approachedby 3i, whichwas
interestedinmakinganinvestment.ldidn't
takeit, butsoldthe business—inretrospect
tooearly.

"3iasked metojointhe firm, soldid.lwas
very good at spotting gapsinthe market
andthe operational side, but farless soon
the commercialandfinancial side. llearned
alotthere—fromhowtovalue abusiness
and negotiation skills through tohow torun
aportfolioandhowboardswork. I helped
thefirmsetupitstechnologyinvesting
business—thatwas anexcitingtime
becauseitwasas theinternetwas going
mainstream.

“lwas appointedtomy first board position
ata 3iportfoliocompanyatthe age of

27 —itwasfascinating. | discoveredlloved
everyaspectofit, especially the influence
we could have asinvestors supporting
through providing capital, bringingin skills,

drawingonnetworks andhelpingwith
expansion—allareasthe company couldn't
doonitsown.

"Atlmpact, myroleistochallenge the
commercial view of both the stakeholders
—ActisandImprovon—and provide
guidance and advice forthe CEO. I really
enjoy thataspectand!have mentored
afew C-suite executivesinmytime. My
experience of beingonmany private
equity-backedboards meansthat|
understandhow to build companies for
value and have aview onthe exitand how
togetthere.”

Whatdrives you?

“"I'have always had a hungerforlearning
andunderstandingandwantedtoapply
thattoreallife situations. lalso get onwith
awide variety of peopleinvery different
situations. Thisreally came to bear when
lwentinto 3ias|had myentrepreneurial
backgroundthatreallyhelpedme
understandwhatitislike torunabusiness
day-to-day—itcanbepretty mundane
—inaway my colleagues oftencouldn't.|
was able to speak the samelanguage as
the people we were backing. That early
experiencereally helped shape how|
approach myroles now.

“lwas also always conscious that Ineeded
toworkhardtogeton. Eventhoughlhave
never feltasense of beingdiscriminated
againstasawomanfroman ethnic
minority, allthe industriesI've worked
inhave beenvery male dominated—
including venture capitaland technology
inthe 1990stoearly 2000s, and the large
number of male-dominatedboards |have
saton.Asaresult, I've alwaysjust feltIhad
toworktwiceashardtogettothesame
levelasmenand, although lhave aninner
self-confidence, | have always prepared
significantly more than many male
colleagues before walkingintoaroom full
of men.”

Boarddiversityisasubject thatis often
talked about but is still some way off.
What do youthink needs tohappento
create more gender-balanced boards?

“There's stillahuge discrepancy atboard-
level. Quite oftenyou see token femaleson
boards oryou'll see companies appointing
female board membersjusttolookmore
rounded. Thereisalsoaprobleminthat
many boards recruit fromthe same pool of
womenratherthanlooking further afield.

"Partoftheissueisthat many womenjust
don'tget past the middle management
levelbecause they have careerbreaks

actis

and sometimesleave to set up theirown
businesses to achieve a work-life balance.
Thatmeans therearen'tenoughwomen
with deep operational experience coming
through. Atthe sametime, many of the
networks thatboards tendtorecruit
throughare quite closed—itcanbevery
hardto penetrate these networks.

“Inmy view, what's neededis more
mentoring of womento support their
journey toboard positions—Ispendaround
20% of my time mentoring potentialboard
members and help with transitioning
careers.|tcanreally make a difference. It's
alsouptocompaniestobe proactive and
deliberatein establishingand followinga
diversity andinclusionpolicy. Thisneeds
tocome fromthe top andit must consider
whatcanbedoneatalllevels sothattalent
isnurtured.Board candidate lists also need
toinclude atleast 20%to 30% females.”

How doesImpact foster diversity?

Impactisinagood position, even
thoughithas grown fromatraditional
construction culture. The organisation
has agoodbalance of gender throughout
the organisationand, inadditiontome,
thereisanother female onthe boardand
the chieflegal counselis also female. As
aSouth Africancompany, italsohasa
black economic empowermentpolicy,
aninitiative the company has beenvery
keentosupport. Ithasalsosignedupto
the Actis portfolio company mentoring
programme.”

You stresstheimportance of mentoring
—didyouhaveamentor?

"No, butlreallylwishl'dhad one—Iwould
have benefited greatly. | thinkamentor
canreally help youthink through whatit
isyouwantandhowyouare goingto get
there. Theycanhelpyoudevelop afive
toten-yearplansoyoucanbeproactive
aboutyour career choices. Instead, |was
sofocusedongettingtothenextrole, |
didn'thave enough ofaplan. lalways knew,
though, thatlwanted tobe onboards,
shapingcompanies andtheir strategies.”

What advice would you offer to aspiring
female board members?

"Youreally have to thinkabout where
youcanaddvalue—women oftensell
themselves shortandhave atendency
toholdback. But once youunderstand
what value you canbring, youcanworkto
shape and positionyourselfaccordingly.
Youneedtobeveryproactiveandcreate
anetworkbybuildingalarge variety of
contacts.”



