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Praise for


The Courage to Advance


“One cannot help but be inspired by the courage, humility, and tenacity of the special women profiled in these stories.”


—Christian Brickman, CEO of Sally Beauty Holdings


“Women’s empowerment is the single biggest opportunity of the 21st century. Read this book and be inspired by the courageous stories of those who are re-writing the rules of leadership.”


—Paul Polman, former CEO of Unilever PLC; cofounder & chair of IMAGINE


“It’s often through hearing the stories of others that we come to the best moments of clarity in our own. Women leaders are courageous, resilient, fully capable of making sense and success of the world around them. We adapt, and we also lead change. All, with grace, humility, and vulnerability. In this book are thirty-six stories of proof.”


—Coco Brown, founder & CEO of Athena Alliance, Inc.


“The Courage to Advance will inspire you to never give up and to achieve more than you could have ever imagined!”


—Dimitri Panayotopoulos, board director & former vice chairman of The Procter & Gamble Company


“If you are ready for your head to be full of ideas, your heart running over, and your insides raring to go, The Courage to Advance is for you!”


—Nanette Harrell, Independent Fractional Chief Information Officer & former Transportation Executive, Faneuil, Inc.


“Remarkably elegant advice on how women have overcome societies innate obstacles to achieving their full potential in leadership without selling out on family and work-life balance. This book really helps our world on a path to gender neutral leadership. The stories told will give you courage, inspiration and the confidence to help you navigate the rocks, stones and jerks in the road.”


—Chris Perry, President, Broadridge Financial Solutions, Inc.


“There is no single background, style, or path to become a successful leader. As seen in The Courage to Advance, one often has to overcome challenging systemic and interpersonal obstacles. Through hard work, clarity of purpose, and perseverance we see examples of women who are making significant, positive impacts on people and organizations. An inspiring read with useful words of wisdom for any leader.


—Ken Pasternak, executive educator; keynote speaker; author


“This book offers a compendium of advice from truly accomplished women leaders who shine a light on the executive path to success that often is hidden from sight. Part memoir, part guide to business, and part life advice, [The Courage to Advance] should stick to any serious reader who is looking for a path to succeed on their terms.”


—Dr. Anita Gupta, distinguished physician; author; FDA adviser


“This book serves as a wonderful reminder that courage takes many forms. If ever there was an assembly of gutsy, talented leaders with inspiring stories, this is it!”


—Jordan Rich, WBZ Radio Boston; podcast host; author


“A great collection of strong, powerful, and easy-to-read stories from women leading business to the place it belongs. Value and beliefs are the main stimulants of quality leadership, and this book demonstrates in a humble way through real-life examples how these two factors can help to not only achieve business goals but also contribute to a better world.”


—Ali Ahmadian, CEO of Heliospectra


“The courage demonstrated in the stories of these exceptional women serve as a reminder to us all to aim for the stars, even in the face of adversity.”


—Dr. JJ Walcutt, scientist; author; CEO of Clay Strategic Designs; former Director of Innovation at the US Dept. of Defense; former US Democratic presidential candidate


“The wisdom from experiences that led these women to step fully into the light of their success is a gift to the reader and a road map for stepping into one’s own power and potential.”


—Rebekah E. Dopp, founder & chair of Exponent


“The book presents a moving account of the courage and resilience of these strong women leaders from all walks of life. These poignant portraits will stay with you long after you’ve finished reading.”


—Charlotte Dennery, CEO of BNP Paribas Personal Finance


“Stories like these, brilliantly curated by Hagemann and Pent, will be pivotal in galvanizing the next generation of leaders. A must-read for every aspiring young woman.”


—Carmen Ene, CEO of 3stepIT & BNP Paribas 3 Step IT


“This book will call you out, lift you up, and help you thrive in your purpose. A great how-to on leadership for those looking to take things to the next level.”


—Sherrese Smith, partner at Paul Hastings; board member of Cable One, Norton LifeLock, America’s Public Television Stations


“Courage to Advance brings the power of story front and center to educate and inspire the next generation of leaders”


—Shellye Archambeau, author of Unapologetically Ambitious; board member of Verizon, Nordstrom, and Roper Technologies


“Hagemann and Pent artfully weave together a narrative of empowerment and resilience in share-your-story format. In the spirit of being ‘judged by the company you keep,’ those who read this work are keeping very good company.”


—Cathy Benko, Nike board member; former vice chairman of Deloitte LLP


“Some may pass over Courage to Advance simply because its title doesn’t seem to resonate with them personally; they do so at their own peril! What’s evident from the start is that these are REAL stories that have the power to immediately draw one in and then inspire and then teach! THAT is a combination to lean in to for growth!”


—Julie Laulis, chair of the board & CEO of Cable ONE


“This is a much-needed, inspirational, multicultural road map of how thirty-six extraordinary women leaders got to where they are. We need more examples to show to our young girls and emerging leaders of the grit, resilience, and pure creativity women needed when they came up against the expected norms set by their societies. Simply inspirational.”


—Muna AbuSulayman, Social Impact Investor; Philanthropist; Global Equity board member & adviser for Gucci


“These stories contain big lessons in bite-size pieces [and] show courage, resiliency, adaptability, sensemaking, and vulnerability at work. [The Courage to Advance] should be on the top of your desk, the lessons very much top of mind.”


—Andrew R. Hoehn, senior vice president of the RAND Corporation


“The Courage to Advance offers engaging leadership lessons, tips, and reminders— all through the power of storytelling!”


—Aicha Evans, CEO at Zoox; board member for SAP & Joby Aviation
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Every person who has ever done anything
meaningful has done it in the midst of
challenge, struggle, and pain.


If you’re struggling,
you are not alone, and…
there is hope ahead.
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We dedicate this book to the unnamed and unrecognized
women who have gone before us to make a way for
the women in this book to be leaders and influencers
all across the world.









FOREWORD


In our professional roles at Harvard Business School, we have the privilege of getting to know some of the world’s brightest and most accomplished executives— in the classroom, at various events, and through our research. The authors of this book, who attended the “Women on Boards: Succeeding as a Corporate Director” executive education course at HBS, are glowing examples of the kind of remarkable leader with whom we get to build relationships, and by whom we continue to be inspired. Bonnie Hagemann, Lisa Pent, and their colleagues in the WomenExecs on Boards network came to Harvard Business School to get an education, and they left with a mission to change the world.


The issue of gender parity in leadership positions is a complex one that deserves rigorous and sustained attention. Both of us are passionate about bringing the insights of gender research to people who can use those lessons to create real change in their companies and in society. Together, we coauthored Glass Half Broken: Shattering the Barriers That Still Hold Women Back at Work (Harvard Business Review Press, 2021), with the goal of helping organizations dismantle the barriers that keep women from advancing. With colleagues at HBS, we helped to found the school’s Gender Initiative in 2015, where Colleen serves as director and where Boris is a faculty affiliate. Boris also co-chairs the “Women on Boards” course and teaches an MBA course on gender at work. We’ve authored and coauthored numerous articles and case studies on the state of gender in the workplace and on the career paths of women leaders. The courage, resiliency, and perseverance of the leaders profiled in this volume demonstrate what we have known for years: companies and industries need more women at the top.


Our experience studying leadership and organizations, and working directly with executives to help them develop and foster talent in their companies, has made it clear to us that women who have ascended to senior ranks have a critical role to play in fostering gender equity. The female leaders in the following pages provide inspiration for other women, whether emerging or established in their careers, who too often see very few role models who share their gender. They also provide important insight to all readers, regardless of gender, about the obstacles that women navigate in pursuit of their aspirations. The proverbial ladder of corporate success remains more difficult for women to climb. In the following pages, women who are incredibly successful by any measure are courageous enough to tell the messier parts of their stories— the challenges, the frustrations, and the hurdles they had to overcome to attain the heights they’ve reached. Together, they offer an honest look at the complexities of life and work and what it takes to keep moving forward in the face of adversity. There are lessons to be learned from these career journeys, but perhaps more importantly there is solace to be taken in knowing that everyone struggles— even those who appear to have it all. This book is a call to other leaders to find their inner strength and persevere, and to appreciate that everyone around them has had to do the same.


“When you make it to the top, turn and reach down for the person behind you.” This exhortation, often attributed to Abraham Lincoln, is carried out faithfully by the team behind this remarkable book. They have normalized struggle and setbacks for current and future leaders, and in so doing inspired compassion for ourselves and others. That compassion and encouragement is exactly what women deserve as they grow, rise, and reach for the top.


Colleen Ammerman and Boris Groysberg


Harvard Business School


Authors of Glass Half Broken: Shattering the Barriers That Still


Hold Women Back at Work









PREFACE


Sometimes there are stories that impact us in a way that helps us reframe our situation or causes us to change or inspires us to do something we weren’t sure we had the courage to do. The late Susan A. Brock, PhD, lived a life that was one of those stories, the kind of story that inspires others and impacts lives, many lives. She was a consulting psychologist and led a Minneapolis-based management consulting firm. She was also an expert in psychological preferences and eventually created FLEX Care®, a program based on an understanding of fundamental differences in individual personalities for healthcare professionals. She once told the story of why she created it, in a graduation speech given to a large group of graduating medical residents.


Following her introduction, Dr. Brock walked onto the stage, tailored and polished from head to toe. She stood tall and proud before the graduates and looked across the audience, catching their eyes as she waited for silence. Then, she began to read her résumé. She listed achievement after achievement and degree after degree, until she had read all of the most pinnacle points of her life; and then she looked up as if awaiting their reaction but knowing that they were wondering what this had to do with them and their graduation. After a pause, she set down the paper and said, “Pretty impressive, huh?”


Next, Dr. Brock reached under the podium and pulled out a bag. She reached inside to pull out some facial wipes and began to wipe off her makeup. Once finished, she stepped back from the podium and out of her expensive high-heeled pumps to put on hospital slippers. She reached into the bag once more to retrieve a medical gown, which she put on over her tailored suit, and finally, she reached up and removed the beautiful wig she wore, revealing her smooth, bald head.


Standing before the graduates, now looking like the patient that she was, she told of her terminal cancer and how doctor after doctor had treated her, how they often spoke to her as if she were an unintelligent youth. Desiring to give them something that would last, she encouraged the soon-to-be physicians to see beyond the patient before them, to see the professional, the mother, the father, the laborer, the neighbor, daughter, friend, and sibling, and ultimately to speak to them as intelligent participants in their healthcare.


This story, like the stories in the book you are about to read, shows a person with great achievements, who others may at first assume to be lucky or rich or gifted or in some way out of reach; but behind what can be seen on the outside— behind every leader— there is great struggle, pain, sickness, tremendous work, and sacrifice. Learning about the struggles and how these leaders came through them can help you get up and keep getting up when you feel defeated or lacking in resources, support, finances, time, or energy. Even if you only have time to read one story on a bad day, this book can give you the encouragement to not give up and potentially so much more as you think about your own life and leadership.


The Courage to Advance is an inspirational leadership book that includes a powerful collection of stories about a specific group of women leaders as well as our thoughts on the leadership lessons revealed in the stories. It is intended to help women and men for generations to come, particularly for those who live in the gladiator world of business.


The women in these stories are powerful and internationally diverse and have impressive leadership accomplishments. They were brought together through one unifying experience: They have all completed the same course at the Harvard Business School, a course that has turned into a movement. In 2016, Harvard Business School offered the first-ever Women on Boards: Succeeding as a Corporate Director program. Program co-chair, Professor Boris Groysberg, shared that Harvard approved getting the program in the syllabus, and in the first class of 2016 there were 64 women from 18 countries. The criteria for acceptance included the following:




1.The attendees had to be senior businesswomen who hold or have held positions in large, established companies ranging from division head to CEO or those in senior executive roles who currently sit on nonprofit or private boards and who wish to serve on public corporate boards.


2.Each woman also had to have a nominating letter from a sitting CEO or board member for admission.





HOW THE AUTHORS CAME TOGETHER
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Bonnie Hagemann, coauthor of Leading with Vision and CEO of EDA, Inc., a top-of-the-house human capital firm, took an evening to create a database of the women who went through the 2016 and 2017 programs. When the database was complete, she sat back, blown away by the powerful seats these women held across the globe, convinced that if they banded together, they could change the world concerning gender equality in corporate leadership and governance, and she went to Lisa Pent with an idea for a professional network that has become an exciting reality.
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Before the formation of the network and after completing the inaugural course, Lisa Pent, Global Head of Strategic Product Growth at Thomson Reuters at the time and current Client Partner of Professional Services at Cognizant, held the participants together through bimonthly conference calls for continuing education and support. By mid-2017, and with the next year’s class joining, they realized that not enough of the women were getting on corporate boards, and the network needed to do more to change that.


Together, they founded a formal network to bind these leaders together, use their connections to help one another, and to advance the state of women on boards, first for the network members and then to leave the ladder down and help others coming up behind them. Today, the formal WomenExecs on Boards network has over 190 members, from 23 countries, who are deeply committed to one another’s success and who are working together systematically to create positive and lasting change for corporate governance and ultimately for the workplace. These women are the overcomers who will share their greatest successes, their most difficult obstacles, and how they faced them down to live and fight another day.


Connect and Follow


For questions and interaction with the authors, please reach out via the website or directly.




•Bonnie Hagemann via LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/bhagemann/


•Lisa Pent via LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/lisapent/


•WomenExecs on Boards: https://www.linkedin.com/company/womenexecs-on-boards





BONUS FOR THE READER


There are additional stories, full interviews, and packaged podcasts available for those who purchase the book on the website. Here is your access code: 36storieswithpower. Website: www.couragetoadvance.com.


And… we have a special bonus section called “The Things We Couldn’t Say,” a compilation of incidents that the members of the network— both those in the book and those who are not in the book— stated happened to them but for multiple reasons do not feel they can share while they are still in the game.


HOW THE BOOK IS ARRANGED


In every story there are clear successes and deep, behind-the-scenes struggles. In most of the stories, there are valuable leadership lessons. Some of the lessons we will call out as themes and share a few coaching and mentoring thoughts. The leadership themes we will focus on are:




Courage


Resiliency


Adaptability


Sensemaking


Vulnerability





There are other important leadership themes and competencies that show up throughout the book. Some that you will see in every story are passion and hard work and grit. We do not know of any leaders who make it to high levels without these three. There may be some, but we’ve never met them.


There are also some themes you will read about that are especially helpful during times of difficulty and disruption. One of them is Creating a Compelling Vision and Engaging Others Around It. We are living through such a disruptive point in history that we need leaders who will dare to imagine a bright future for their companies and then inspire others to lean in, roll up their sleeves, and help figure out how to get there. This type of visionary leadership gives us hope and helps us get through the times when there is no clear direction. It also requires all of the five characteristics that we cover in our themes, which is why we call them out and provide a short overview that we hope will help you as a leader.


Finally, you will see in each story what each leader felt were their highest achievements, followed by Stumbling Blocks or Stepping Stones. This is where you will read the story of at least one of their greatest struggles. The heading is a part of a longer quote, from Friedrich Nietzsche: “There will always be rocks in the road ahead of us. They will be stumbling blocks or stepping-stones: it all depends on how you use them.” The last section is each leader’s advice in their own words directly to you, the reader.


As you read the following stories, we hope that you will not only be inspired by these leaders but that you will also think about your own leadership and that you will take time to stop and really think about what you are reading. You can just enjoy the stories, or you can make them come to life by extracting the lessons, talking about them with others and drawing out what they mean in general and what they mean to you personally. However you choose to read the book, we hope that the following stories will help make the difference for you between staying down and getting up, one more time.









Chapter 1


Courage




“The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, [ … ] who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.”


—Theodore Roosevelt





THE FOLLOWING STORIES HAVE AN underlying theme of courage: the mental or moral strength to venture, persevere, and withstand danger, fear, or difficulty.1 Former 3M CEO George Buckley once said:




Leaders make unpleasant decisions. They often face unpalatable choices. … Norm Coleman, our local senator (R-Minn.), asked me if it was right to bail out the automotive companies. I said it’s not about good choices and bad choices but making choices that are bad or worse. I wish we weren’t rewarding people for what they have done. But leaders had to choose between the unpalatable and the unthinkable. The unpalatable is supporting the banks. The unthinkable is the collapse of the banking system. Leaders aren’t given the choice between dandelions and roses. It might be dandelions and chickweed. They are forced to make choices with too little time and too little information. It requires courage and a strong stomach. I might be forced to make a decision in five seconds, which will then be studied for months by a team of 40 lawyers. The job that leaders have is difficult, and there are increasingly few people capable of doing it.2





Leadership requires courage, and it is not for the weak or the thin-skinned. Those who make their way up the leadership pipeline often do so by stepping out and stepping up. They take risks; they fail; they get up; they fail; they get up, and then they succeed.


In the stories that follow, you will read about leaders who immigrated to the United States, who bet their business on a deal, who blew the whistle on corruption, and many more who stood strong in the face of great adversity.








	

 








	

Surviving and Leading Through Extreme Circumstances
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SANIYE GÜLSER CORAT


Director at UNESCO


Location: Greater Paris, France











MY HIGHEST ACHIEVEMENTS




1.First woman to successfully lead an Asian Development Bank (ADB) project-preparatory mission to design a $50 million income-generation project for veterans, mine victims, and women in Cambodia during a period in Cambodia’s history when Khmer Rouge was still active in the countryside (1996–97). This was the first ADB loan project for Cambodia of this magnitude and scope.


2.First woman and first social scientist selected as a member of an international panel of experts by the World Bank to oversee the four-year process of drafting the Bangladesh National Water Policy and Management Plan (1999–2003). This was the first water policy in the world to integrate gender equality considerations.


3.First director for gender equality at UNESCO to make gender equality one of two global priorities of the organization in 2007; achieved gender parity in decision making (starting from 9 percent in 2004); established several flagship programs in education, the sciences, and media. Most recently, published two reports on artificial intelligence and gender equality that sparked a global conversation on gender bias in frontier technologies.





STUMBLING BLOCKS OR STEPPING-STONES


Interviewed by over 600 media outlets after commissioning the latest research, I’d Blush If I Could,1 and the winner of the 2020 Women in Tech Global Leadership award, Saniye Gülser Corat is touching the world for gender equality. She is the epitome of an independent French woman who is beautifully comfortable with both her femininity and her power; but she isn’t actually French, although she speaks the language fluently, along with English and Turkish. She grew up in Istanbul, Turkey, where she stayed until she attained her undergraduate degree in business administration and political science from Boğaziçi University. After that, Gülser spent a year studying European affairs at the College of Europe in Bruges, Belgium, and then moved to Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, to complete both a master’s degree and a doctorate in political science from Carleton University.


Gülser’s doctoral thesis was on rural development, and her studies took her to the Ivory Coast and Cameroon, in West Africa, to do her field research. She w

as studying political economy and learning from various villages, where she gathered information about the different forms of organization for agricultural production. And this is where her life took on a deeper purpose. During the process, she noticed that as she conducted her research, she always ended up talking to men. Officially perplexed, she finally inquired where the women were in these villages. They said that the women were working in the field and the men were the ones with the time to meet with her. Surprised by the statement, Gülser started to look at how labor was divided between men and women.


After her university studies, Gülser started her own international development consulting company, ECI Consulting, Inc. Her efforts bore fruit as she built the company, established a broad funding base, managing investments of over $50 million, forming and leading teams of over 150 international staff. The work influenced strategic decisions in international development and funding and provided innovative solutions to development issues around the world. As she led her company, Gülser became culturally fluent, eventually living and working in over 30 countries and on all continents. After her initial awakening to gender inequality, she made sure that there was an analysis of the gender relations included in every project. The work was often difficult, and while many assignments were dangerous, the one in Cambodia took the most out of her as a person and as a leader.


In 1997, she was leading a project-preparatory mission for the Asian Development Bank in Cambodia. While no longer in power, the Marxist leader Pol Pot and his brutal Khmer Rouge regime were still around. The country was emerging from a horrific time under his leadership during which their history was destroyed, their educated class executed, and their citizens starved and overworked. The country was in ruins. The Asian Development Bank wanted to give a $50 million loan to Cambodia to use for employment for people who were veterans. As the team leader, Gülser’s mandate was to create a project that provided employment opportunities for three groups of people: the military veterans, the people with disabilities, and the women.


She and her team were to set up shop in a well-protected area in the capital city of Phnom Penh. They also had their own private guards, because Pol Pot and Khmer Rouge were still active outside of the city. To add to the complications, the country had practically no infrastructure. She was supposed to set up an office with one Cambodian young man, who was acting as her interpreter, because she didn’t speak Khmer, the language of the country. Everything had to be imported. They had to negotiate with businesses to get a generator so they could have electricity in the office for the computers for her team. The computers had to be approved by the government. She had to build everything from absolute scratch. And, to top it off, there was no trust in the country: under Khmer Rouge, the people had to give each other up to survive, and as a result no one trusted anyone. She would negotiate to buy a generator and then the next week spend hours convincing a business owner to sell her the same generator he had already agreed to sell her the week before.


Traveling with her team to different regions, Gülser was a prime target for Pol Pot, so they had to go in government vehicles with security, and she had to travel in disguise. Due to the intense circumstances, her team became more needy than others she had worked with, so she also had to find the extra strength to lead them. They had to live together as a team, and to stay safe they had to move living quarters several times during her eight months in the country. It was very exhausting, both emotionally and physically.


Fortunately, Gülser has a very supportive spouse and partner in Tom Corat, who was a rock and a comfort throughout. He didn’t live there with her, but they had an arranged call every three days for 15 to 20 minutes, and it was during these calls that she could let her guard down, often venting and in tears. He would tell her that she could quit and come home. That was a comfort, and it would somehow give her the strength to keep going. She also found a friend and confidant in the young man who was her interpreter.


The work was very important, because this was the first time any development agency or multilateral bank was going to give a special loan to Cambodia. She was the representative of the bank, and they were providing incomes that many people needed and relied on. They were also reestablishing infrastructure by setting up business incubators and educating the citizens.


When she felt like giving up, she would hear the words of her father, who taught her to aspire to a higher purpose than herself. His words solidified when a very poor Cambodian woman walked up to her with her three stark-naked kids in tow and explained that she had walked for 800 miles because she was told that the ministry would help her if she could get there. As she stood before the woman, she realized that if she didn’t do this, no one would, so she pressed on. In terms of risk and reward, Cambodia was at the top of Gülser’s list for both. It was one of the most difficult and continuously dangerous situations of her career. It took everything she had for eight long months where the days were long, the nights were longer, and where she slept with one eye open.


While successful as a business venture, the work itself began to wear her down. She worked in the poorest countries with people who had absolutely nothing. She wanted to help, and although her work contributed to each country and constituency group, the impact seemed small. Unable to fix or compartmentalize the often horrific living conditions she saw, Gülser began to internalize her stress. She became sick when she returned home from her trips and later began to get sick while still on the trips, ultimately having to be carried off an airplane on a stretcher. It was too much. She needed to make an impact in a different way.


When a position opened for the director of gender equality at UNESCO, Gülser applied. This is a specialized agency within the United Nations system established in 1945, in Europe, after the Second World War, with the objective to make sure that there was never another. Among 2,000 candidates, she made the final cut and was offered the position. She closed her business and took an influential seat on a global platform.


UNESCO’s charge is to educate and create cultural dialogue in hopes that it will assist in positive progress and communication, and avoid future wars. At this writing, it is supported by 193 member states (countries) and is based in Paris, France. During her time there, Gülser championed programs and initiatives that promote gender equality. For the next 16 years, she was very influential in making gender equality one of two global priorities for UNESCO, convincing all 195 of the member states involved at the time to vote in consensus on the issue. Today, Gülser is stepping into new opportunities, including serving on corporate boards, where she will continue what has turned into her life’s mission to advance the state of gender equality throughout the world.


WORDS OF WISDOM FROM GÜLSER TO YOU




•Stay focused and true to your personal values and principles. Nothing is worth selling your soul for.


•We need women who get to the top to continue to advocate for gender equality, as we find that many who get to the top stop advocating for fear of losing their stature. We must remember that any woman who has made it to high levels has done so on the backs of the women who have gone before them. They made a path, and we must take the path and create an even broader and more accessible path behind us. When you get to the top, don’t forget to leave the ladder down.











	

 








	

Everything on the Line
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VIRGINIA PARKER, CFA


Founder and CEO, Parker Global Strategies


Location: Stamford, Connecticut, United States











MY HIGHEST ACHIEVEMENTS




1.As a woman-owned, independent boutique firm, became a well-known alternative investment manager in Japan, launching the first public fund of hedge funds (1998), the first collateralized fund obligation structure for a multi-manager strategy (1990), and the first US energy infrastructure fund (2008)


2.From a startup, eventually raised $3 billion in assets under management, operating in 15 countries, with offices in six


3.Using cutting-edge technology along with complex risk reporting, won one of the largest Japanese mandates, in 2005, competing against 98 other firms





STUMBLING BLOCKS OR STEPPING-STONES


Virginia (Ginny) Parker has a reserved yet warm demeanor. In a room full of strong leaders, you might not notice Ginny, until she weighs in on a topic and then you notice … because when Ginny speaks, everyone listens.


She is helpful and thoughtful and creative. Ginny will be in a meeting, and she will listen, often waiting until several dissenting opinions are on the table; and if you’ve worked with her before, you know she is not passively hoping this will go away. Instead, she is problem-solving; and when she does finally weigh in, her solution is often the end of the discussion, because she will have taken all the competing needs into account and then resolved many of the issues with one swoop and manage to resolve contentious issues without contention. Ginny’s skills at resolving issues may be partially due to her intelligence and temperament, but those skills have been honed in the fire, as she has built a successful firm that provides institutional clients with alternative investment strategies, specifically hedge funds and infrastructure.


While Ginny’s success and financial prowess are impressive, it isn’t something that she fell into. She started early with an interest in the stock market at only 5 years old. She studied the stock market all through her youth, but after pursuing a bachelor’s in economics and political science from Duke University, she found herself in the insurance industry. Compared to the market, insurance felt like watching grass grow. She knew she needed to find her way to the work she loved.


She watched and waited, and eventually she zeroed in on a gap in the market. She stepped out and started an exciting journey that has taken her all over the world, working with some of the highest financial powers and dealing with corporate and government leaders and officials. It’s been quite a ride, but it didn’t start with a lot of flair. Ginny started her business in December of 1996, with a blank sheet of paper to write her business plan and began raising money. Surprisingly, when she started raising capital and explained the firm’s unique opportunity, some top traditional money managers didn’t understand what she saw and wouldn’t invest.


Rejection often turns weaker hearts back to the norm, but Ginny’s heart isn’t weak. She began to reach out to her contacts to gain access to large banks who wanted to outsource a portion of their foreign exchange trading. This wasn’t Ginny’s big idea, but it would pay the bills and ultimately help fund what she really wanted to do. When the potential clients saw what she could offer, the mandates rolled in, and Ginny was able to land several of the largest Canadian banks as clients as well as a major Canadian pension plan, but she still wasn’t satisfied.


What she really wanted was to provide institutions access to hedge funds and diversified strategies so her clients would have complete transparency with continual risk monitoring of their portfolios. Other hedge funds were very, very secretive, and few of them were willing to provide information. She believed that if hedge funds were going to be a real business, that transparency, independent risk oversight, and diversified and strategic manager selection were going to be the most important factors for success.
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