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Do organisations look and feel different when there’s a woman at
the helm? LISA WITEPSKI chats with some of South Africa’s most

inspiring women to find the answer

BE YOUR OWN HERD

Christi Maherry, co-CEQ of Snode
Technologies, has had her leadership skills
shaped (and tested) in various settings: as a
team leader when working in the intelligence
industry and then as the founder of LAWTrust,
which became one of the largest cybersecurity
entities in South Africa before she sold it,

17 years after inception.

Maherry’s time as an entrepreneur was a
critical one for evolving her leadership style.
“I made a point of hiring an exco with very
different skills and thought patterns. | never
shied away from hiring people smarter than
me because | didn't feel | had to protect
my position as leader; to the contrary, 'm a
collaborator and | believe it's more important
to have a strong team than a single figure
of authority.”

The diversity of skills was also important
as Maherry believes in harnessing people’s
strengths and filling in the gaps where
necessary. So, if one team member has
a special flair for strategy but isn’t quite

as polished at presenting, she'd delegate
presenting to someone who shone in
this area.

Maherry has a strict “no egos and no
politics” rule because she believes people
focused on themselves, rather than the team,
add less value. She also strives to minimise
hierarchies as far as possible because siloed
thinking is less effective. She admits that it
can be difficult to find people who embody all
these attributes and share a similar mindset,
especially as candidates may present
differently when interviewed. That's why her
hiring process always includes a conversation
at a coffee shop. “A candidate will obviously
try their best to impress me, but | want to see
how they treat others, especially when they
have nothing to gain from the relationship,”
she explains.

It's this willingness to see the other side of
a person’s nature that makes women good
leaders, maintains Maherry. “We look at
our team members as a whole person. For
example, if someone has just had a baby, we'll
consider how this might affect how they show
up. It's about empathy.”

Her advice to aspiring women leaders? “I've
often noticed that women hesitate to raise
their hand for a role because they believe they
are not ready or don’t have the skills, whereas
aman would try anyway. You can't wait for
people to help you or see your value - you
must be your own hero. This lesson applies as
much in life as in business.”

A JOURNEY OF SELF-DISCOVERY
Leadership comes naturally to Asanda Gcoyi,
CEO of the Vapour Products Association.
At school, she wouldn't hesitate to raise her
hand for the jobs other people didn’t want.
She feels comfortable in challenging
situations. As a university student, she
volunteered to spend a week in Oranje,
interviewing residents ahead of the 2005
elections - no small task for a black female.
Similarly, she was the first African female to
attend Peking University’s international class
where she completed her MBA. “My trajectory

Asanda Geoyi

“WOMEN SHOULD NEVER FEEL
UNABLE TO REVEAL THEIR SOFTER
SIDE. IT'S THAT ABILITY TO
EMPATHISE THAT HELPS US FIND
SOLUTIONS." - Asanpa ccovt

has always been plotted according to the
questions: What can | do now? What new
way can | find to stretch myself?”

While this quality has been a driving force
throughout her career, her approach to
leadership has evolved significantly. “I used
to be impulsive, doing things because they
felt right at the time. I'm now more grounded.
| have come to understand the importance
of understanding others, so | have become
more consultative. Although | still understand
the buck stops with me, | am open to input
and eager to let people try things.” This may
be because she has learned to develop trust
in her team members - a natural outcome of
her efforts to capacitate them. “When you've
helped people grow, it's important to let them
try out the skills they've developed and to let
them know that it's okay if they fail.”

Gcoyi maintains that, as leaders, women
are relatable. In the boardroom, the instinct
to nurture translates into a natural talent
for handling conflict. One of the questions
she was frequently asked in her days as
an executive coach was how women could
become as “feared” as men - her answer was
unchanging: “Women should never feel unable
to reveal their softer side. It's that ability to
empathise that helps us find solutions.”
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Gceoyi believes actions like this make
leadership a journey of self-discovery. “Often,
we want to skip a step and move ahead
because this journey forces us to confront
parts of ourselves we don't like. But that’s
how we grow. Most of us know our strengths,
but addressing your weaknesses helps you
be a more grounded leader who is not
easily shaken.”

STEPPING OUT OF THE COMFORT ZONE

If a single action could be said to encapsulate
Nicole Dodd’s feelings about how women
should approach power, it would be her recent
decision to enter Mrs South Africa. “This
was all about stepping out of my comfort
zone, forging new networks and creating
communities,” she says —all of which are
actions women leaders need to work on.
Dodd, a partner and specialist recruiter
in tech and digital at REDi Recruitment,
initially studied information systems. After
realising a career in software development
was not for her, she was contacted by her
current employer, who thought she might
be a match for one of their tech clients.

Instead, they offered her a job seeking out
specialist IT skills within their own ranks.
So began Dodd’s career climb: “When | first
joined the firm, | focused on building the IT
recruitment portfolio, but also looked after
the HR portfolio until a new consultant took
over. Two years later, | started mentoring
that consultant. In 2016, | moved into
management and began building my own
team to assist me with IT recruitment.”
Another move came in 2018, when Dodd
concentrated on strategic projects, working
independently until she decided she was
ready to build and manage again. “| wanted
to teach, nurture, impart my knowledge and
experience and watch someone grow,”
Dodd comments.

This accent on development remains
the foundation of her approach to leadership.
Dodd is keenly aware of the “emotional” side
of leadership and maintains it is one of the
strengths of female leaders. “We have a talent
for making people feel seen, supported and
valued.” She also believes women leaders
are resilient and adaptable and can juggle the
demands of work-life balance.

The key to harnessing these positives lies in
leading with authenticity, but it also requires
refusing to let others take responsibility for
your confidence. “Have a support system
in place, find a community that shares your
passion, and continue to learn and grow
throughout your career,” she advises. W

fast fact
Research reported on
science.org reveals
that collaboration
improves under
women leaders.

Nicole Dodd
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