EMPOWERING
WOMEN

Women make up 48% of Shell South
Africa’s workforce. As an essential
part of the company’s fabric, they
occupy vital positions across the
company. They are crucial to Shells’
ability to deliver high-quality services
and products for which the company
is renowned.

Whether the role requires
maintenance of infrastructure,
engineering skills or development of
Shell commercial and retail services,
or working in support or executive
positions, women have proved they
can make significant contributions.
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Masedi Koee
– Chemical Operations Learnership

A Spirit of Learning
Learnerships, which provide the
practical and theoretical skills needed
to build careers at Shell, are a vital
component of Shell's educational
programmes.
Opportunities are provided at the
company's depots, installations and
other areas across the country. It is
at these sites that learners, of whom
a growing number are women,
concentrate on learning the technical
skills that are needed to ensure the
smooth operation of a company
which has a multifaceted customercentric operation supplying services
and products across many economic
sectors in South Africa.
Whether they learn their skills in a
city or rural environment, qualifying
from a learnership programme is
the first steppingstone in a Shell
career that can develop and take the
learner into new areas of activity and
development as they grow within the
company.

It would be natural to reconsider a
career choice if you found yourself
climbing around a fuel terminal very
early on a Free State winter morning.
This would especially be so when
you have a science degree in hand
that would guarantee regular working
hours in a warm space.
This didn’t apply, however, to Masedi
Koee whose real desire was to be
working in the engineering field at
Shell. There was very little, including
being outdoors in Kroonstad in early
midwinter mornings, that was going
to deflect her from the learnership
programme that would help her
achieve her career dreams.
After matriculating with thoughts of
becoming an engineer, Masedi found
herself instead studying for a BSc. in
medical bioscience. However, her
heart wasn't in pursuing this career
avenue. She filled some time with
community work and then heard
about learnerships being offered
at Shell – something for which her
excellent grades in maths and physics
was well-suited.

Starting work in Kroonstad, she
found her preconceptions about
work at Shell being tested. It was a
challenge. Instead of an office, she
found herself being introduced to
a world dominated by fuel storage
tanks, PPE and the hustle and bustle
of a busy industrial facility. In a
male-dominated field, she found that
expectations about her ability to do
the job were governed by others'
observations about her physical size
and strength. It wasn't plain sailing.
Masedi admits that some of the
'doubters' could be quite forthright
when comparing her youth to their
years of expertise and experience.
"The key for me was about having
a teachable spirit. This spirit is a
path to learning and means staying
humble. I wanted to learn and so
listened to what was being said. The
people had the experience and the
knowledge – exactly what I needed
if I was to get where I wanted to be,"
she says.
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Her 'can do' attitude soon turned
things around.
"What I loved about the environment
was the support I got from senior
people and operators alike. They
were always ready to share advice
or knowledge about the terminal.
Doing theoretical studies and
practical work at the same time was
great. At the same time, I wasn't
scared to approach people when I
felt I didn't understand something or
thought that I had made a mistake. I
was shown what I had done wrong
and how to avoid making the same
mistake in the future. The focus was
on teamwork and team performance,
not about criticising an individual."
“Doing operations and studying
taught me to multitask effectively. I
wasn’t treated like a learner; I was
treated as an operator and was
allowed to explore and find out what
the business was all about.”
She pushes aside suggestions that
early Free State mornings could have
caused doubts about her career
choices. “We have doubts in life. But
opportunities are often covered by
risks and challenges, and the path
to them is often difficult. To discover
whether an opportunity exists and
knowing what you want to achieve
means looking forward and thinking
about where you are going, rather
than concentrating on doubts and
obstacles.”

“I knew what I wanted and that I
couldn't be scared. I knew that I had
to take personal risks and see where
what I was doing would take me.
Yes, there were times when it was
freezing, and I was shaking with
cold, and I wanted to cry. But I had
to see where it would all lead.”
When she felt ready to move, she
applied for a head office post in
Johannesburg - a significant change
in responsibilities, more training and
more challenges. The future?
“There are many opportunities within
Shell. Ultimately, I would like to
work in finance,” says Masedi. And
what about her initial ambitions in
engineering? “Life is a journey. You
may discover things that you were
not exposed to initially now have
some appeal. If it hadn’t been for the
learnership at Shell, I wouldn’t have
become aware of what is available
in the company or thought about
eventually changing my route.”

“SHELL IS IN THE
BUSINESS OF
DEVELOPING PEOPLE.
I BELIEVE THAT THEY
DON’T WANT ME TO
STAY IN THE SAME JOB
FOREVER. THEY WANT
US TO PURSUE OUR
DREAMS AND ALSO
DO THINGS THAT WILL
MAKE AN IMPACT ON
THE BUSINESS.”

“Involvement in significant projects
illustrates that Shell is willing to
provide opportunities for those it
believes have potential and are ready
to learn and grow,” says Masedi.
“Shell assists by providing a
supportive environment, rather than
one that is based on a hierarchy and
limits discussion.”
As an inspiration, she points to a
colleague who started with a Shell
learnership and is now a manager. “If
it was possible for him, it is possible
for me. I know, too, that there are
always people here willing to help
and guide me,” she concludes.
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Shireen Strong
– Territory Manager

The Power of Hard work
Johannesburg-based Shell territory
manager Shireen Strong is testament
to the power of hard work and
positive attitude.
Just over five years ago, Shireen left
a permanent position running a call
centre and joined the Shell family
as a Customer Promise Specialist
working within the Commercial Fleet
business unit, on a two-year contract.

“It was very scary, leaving a
permanent position for a contract
position because I’m quite a stable,
secure person,” she says, looking
back. “But I knew if I didn’t take the
chance, the opportunity might not
ever come up again. So, I took the
position and decided I would work
hard and prove myself”.
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Prove herself, Shireen did.
Within eight months of having joined
Shell, she became a permanent
employee. And a year later, when a
junior territory position opened up,
both she and Shell knew she would
be a perfect fit.
“I got the job and in my first year
- despite the fact that I was a juniorlevel territory manager - I was ranked
first out of the 25 territory managers
around the country and rewarded
with a trip to Dubai. This was the
most amazing experience that I could
have ever imagined,” she says, “My
position was also upgraded. There
was another, more senior position in
Johannesburg that became available
and I was appointed”.
Shireen describes the culture at Shell
as completely different from anything
she had experienced before joining
the brand.
“The senior management treats me
like I’m one of them. It’s so refreshing.
People have gone out of their way
to help me grow and develop,” she
says. “The company does so much
for me and, in turn, everything I do
for the company comes from the
heart, and I do my job with a lot of
passion”.

Shireen is proud to be a part of an
sorganisation that values women,
“I feel very privileged because Shell
also works to empower women.
They strive to develop women in the
business, and that motivates you and
encourages you. The Country Chair
is also truly supportive in that regard”.
Looking ahead, Shireen says she is
excited for what the future holds for
her at Shell.
“For me, I’m always looking for an
opportunity to grow. I love the brand,
the culture and the people. I’d like to
become a district manager one day
and be able to lead the business and
take it to another level,” she says.

“I LOVE BEING PART OF
THE SHELL FAMILY AND
PUT MY HEART AND
SOUL INTO MY WORK
AND TRY TO INSPIRE MY
RETAILERS AND THEIR
STAFF TO WORK
HARD AND LIVE THE
SHELL BRAND.”

“Through my many accolades, I
have been approached by many
colleagues in the business to coach
and mentor them. I always believe in
imparting my knowledge. Someone
gave me this opportunity to spread
my wings and shine, and I would
like to do this for others. I feel
truly blessed to have been given
such opportunities by my amazing
company and will always strive to do
my best”.
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Barbara Makhubedu
– CFO

C Suite is Possible
The road to a C-Suite office is usually
long, takes dedication and can be
lonely. For many women, it also
means devoting energy to breaking
through stereotypes and proving by
achieving a corporate goal that they
are worthy of being behind the desk
they occupy.
At Shell, women are found at all
levels of the company and occupy
roles that a decade ago would have
been viewed as being primarily for
men. Women holding executive
positions, however, are still rare,
making the accomplishments of
Shell SA’s CFO and Board Executive
Director, Barbara Makhubedu, more
noteworthy. The first woman to fill the
position, she has done so for three
years after building a career with
Shell over ten years.

Reflecting on women who wish to
climb the corporate ladder, Barbara
says that self-examination is required.
It is about deciding how far you
want to go and grow and identifying
those who can inspire you to achieve
your aims. Black women also face
the additional pressure of having to
work exceptionally hard to prove
they deserve their positions. As they
move up the promotional ladder, they
also must show others just starting or
building careers, that the only criteria
for occupying a senior position are
ability and performance.
The pressure is on not to quit, not
giving it anything but your best is not
an option because as the first black
woman in this or any role, you are
considered as a role model and a
symbol that affirms that others can
also accomplish whatever they set
their hearts on.

“I WOULD LIKE PEOPLE
LOOKING AT ME TO
SEE A PERSON WHO
WORKS HARD, IS
DETERMINED, RESILIENT
AND HAS THE CLARITY
OF PURPOSE REQUIRED.
Ultimately, although you are doing
things for yourself, you have to remind
yourself of the fact that there’s more at
stake.
Keeping perspective means
remaining as you always have
been, by staying approachable and
maintaining relationships.
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"I regard resilience as the most
important pillar to build on. This
means being able to remain focused
on what you want to achieve and
being able to deal with the obstacles
that are part of any life journey.”
Choosing Shell SA as an employer
not only matched her aspirations but
also had several other attractions.
These included being a global
brand - something that promised the
possibility of seeing different places
and countries. Most significant,
however, was the opportunities
that Shell offered a dedicated
professional.

Joining as a tax specialist, Barbara
says she had a personal development
plan handwritten on paper which
she referred to when applying for the
position – it is a document she still
possesses as it provides a checkpoint
on her progress.
“I joined as a tax specialist but made
it clear that this was a steppingstone
to enable me to understand the
business, as once you are a specialist
it is generally difficult to move into
a more generic finance role. I have
always had that ambition.”

“Shell lived up to my expectations in
every way.”
Attaining and keeping a work-life
balance becomes a challenge as a
more demanding career can impact
on family and life outside of work.
Finding out that she was pregnant just
after joining Shell, Barbara always
felt that the company supported her.
“Shell cares about family. It was not
an expectation I had, but the family
orientation played a large part in me
committing to this company.”

Her advice to younger woman looking to build their careers is:


Join a company where you do not have to compromise your values. Look for company values and make
sure they resonate with your values.



Be open-minded. When you grow, your career may not follow a straight line. Shell offers opportunities
that you may initially think are detours to your personally held ambitions. These opportunities will often
develop you from a ‘depth’ and substance point of view that can prepare you for a leadership role.



Join a company that will allow you to grow and build character. At Shell, there are many stakeholders,
and it can get confusing, but this helps develop your leadership attributes.



When you ask, you will be heard. It may not mean that you will get an immediate answer, but you
will be heard.

Although acknowledging that
things have changed over the
years and that the status of
women in business has changed,
Barbara feels that there is still
much more to be done. “Shell has
made a great deal of progress,
but women are still a minority
in the company’s more senior
structures.”
The girl who grew up in
Bushbuckridge as one of seven
siblings has come a long way

since her formative years in rural
Mpumalanga. Barbara attended
and graduated from the University of
Cape Town with a BCom in finance
and economics and has a qualified
as a Chartered Accountant. She has
garnered experience both locally and
internationally.
Her most defining moment in Shell
was being offered an assignment
in the Hague and being able to
experience a new way of life with her
then seven-year-old daughter.

It was also natural, she says, that
instead of staying in the Netherlands
and enjoying the many benefits
offered by the ‘ex-pat’ lifestyle to
come home to take up the role of
Chief Financial Officer.
It is here in South Africa that she
wanted to build her career. She has
inspired many with her achievements.
The future, she has shown, is open to
women at Shell who wish to excel.
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