Daily Oil Bulletin: Early Operating Experience Key, Says Top Female Executive [image: image1.png]



By Lynda Harrison 

CALGARY-  The only person in a skirt during Petro-Canada's board meetings has this advice and more for young women entering careers in the oil and gas industry: get operating experience early in your career.

"Early in your career take on roles that give you an understanding of how the money gets made in your business," said Kathleen Sendall, Petro-Canada's senior vice-president, North America natural gas. "Some of us who sit in head office sometimes forget where the money really gets made, where the product actually gets produced and put into pipelines. It's important to get that solid operating base in your life."

Sendall is the only woman at almost every one of her meetings of oil and gas executives and has now gotten so used to that, she no longer notices.

She was the guest speaker at Deloitte's Women of Influence luncheon series in Calgary yesterday, and told about 350 women that she wants to be branded as a leader who's proud of her femininity, especially in the environments in which she generally works. And although it's important to her that she has developed a style in which men are comfortable, she does not want to be an honourary man.

Sendall said she wants to be known as a leader who is a good communicator, because it is critical that she conveys what is important to her, her visions and objectives clearly, articulately and concisely. "I want to be recognized as being fluent in male as a second language."

Listen to a group of women and then to a group of men when each of them is trying to make their point to the group, she said. "In many cases it's a real study in contrasts."

Sendall graduated from Queen's University in 1977 with a Bachelor of Science (Honours) degree in mechanical engineering, and attended the executive program at the Ivey School of Business in 1990. She has been working at Petro-Canada continuously since 1982.

She has been a reservoir engineer, a construction supervisor, marketing manager, operations superintendent, strategic planner, economist, information technology project manager, and has worked both onshore and offshore.

Married to the same, extremely supportive man for 32 years, Sendall suggested that career success is as much about choosing the right spouse as it is about choosing the right job.

She didn't have any women as mentors as she climbed the corporate ladder. Nor has Sendall had a single male mentor, although she has stood on the shoulders of a lot of men who helped her and taught her many things, such as the rules of the game, which aren't always obvious, she said.

She advised women to make sure they have multiple mentors in their lives; to step back and look at the areas and skills on which they want to focus, and to do a scan both inside and outside their companies for people they can learn from.

Asked whether it's best to achieve one's ambitions by jumping from one company to another or by staying with one organization throughout one's career, Sendall said it depends on the company.

She said she has learned that the more senior her position, the less important what she personally does is. "I can't shoot or interpret a seismic line, I can't drill or produce a well. I'm successful only when people in my organization are successful. And they are only successful when they are provided with clear goals, are equipped to do what is necessary to achieve those goals, and receive clear and unambiguous feedback on their performance. They can only be successful when they work on highly functioning teams with a lot of objectives, free from politics."

Sendall later told reporters she believes everyone has different kinds of challenges in their careers and she is not sure she would single out working in a male-dominated industry as a particular challenge, separate and distinct from other challenges she may have faced. 

"I think that being different, if you want to call it that, is always a double-edge sword. It can work to your disadvantage but it can also work to your advantage in that if you are different, many times it is noticed when you have a good idea (or) when you make a particularly intelligent comment, some of those sorts of things, she said. 

"I think that applies equally for women and men, and I think if you work for an organization like Petro-Canada, that values diversity of thought and opinion, then I think that there is a real advantage to getting that collective difference in the way that people think and process information and solve problems."

She said developing a style that men are comfortable with was cited in a survey of North American female executives as one of the primary reasons for their career success. "It's learning to speak male as a second language, to use humour appropriately to defuse uncomfortable situations -- and I don't think there's any substitute for being really competent at what you do. I consider that to be the table stakes in the game," she said. Those are what determine how well one succeeds in any environment, she added.

Although Sendall continued to work while raising her two daughters, and only took five and six weeks' maternity leave to have them, she doesn't recommend that route to other young women. Nor does she believe it will hurt their careers to take the full, now-allowable, year for maternity leave. 

"I don't feel my children suffered as a result of it but I think I lost something," said Sendall. "I have a great relationship with my kids and I always did but I think it would have been a wonderful thing to have had the opportunity to have taken that one-year maternity leave."

When she was a new mother and her children were young and her life was chaos, most days she just kept putting one foot ahead of the other. "I just kept moving forward because if I stopped I'd fall asleep and never wake up again."

She recommends young career mothers find balance in lumps. During periods when work would demand a lot of her time she would make an effort, when things were a little quieter, to make it up to them by leaving work early, picking her children up from school and doing something fun.

Now that her daughters are mostly grown, she has time for work outside the office and home, and contributes her free time to her industry and community. She is the director of the public policy forum at the Canadian Centre for Energy Information. 

Sendall is a governor of the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP) and in 2006 was the first woman to be named chair of CAPP. She also is a director of the Canadian Council of Academies and the Calgary Opera, and sits on the board of governors of the University of Calgary. 

The number of women enrolled in engineering programs in universities has risen and held steady in the past few years and at Petro-Canada there is a high percentage of women in mid-level positions who are extremely successful in those roles, Sendall noted. At the same time, women have a lot of choices in their lives now and don't always choose to pursue career paths.

While she can accept that, Sendall looks forward to the day when the cohort of young women who are in the industry now work their way through their child-bearing and rearing years and into supervisory, management and executive jobs. 

"I think it will be quite different 10 years from now."
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About the Deloitte Women of Influence Luncheon Series
Now in its 14th year, the Deloitte Women of Influence Luncheon Series brings together Canadian women in business through a series of luncheons complete with highly regarded guest speakers. With a wide range of influential Canadian women sharing their experiences and advice, the luncheons offer the opportunity to learn, entertain, share and network. Originally launched in Toronto by The Powerpoint Group, the program has since expanded to include Vancouver, Calgary, Ottawa, and a French speaking series in Montreal.

To attend the Deloitte Women of Influence Luncheon Series, guests may register online at www.womenofinfluence.ca or by calling: Toronto (416) 923-1688, Montreal (514) 521-8700, Toll Free: 1 (800) 354-3303.

Women of Influence Luncheon Series is presented by Deloitte. National Feature Sponsors are: Shoppers Drug Mart, Bell, IBM, Jones New York, and Queen’s School of Business. For a detailed listing of regional sponsors and national media sponsors, visit www.womenofinfluence.ca/sponsor_info.

About The Powerpoint Group
The Powerpoint Group is an event and marketing communications firm that has been specializing in women since 1994. Originally created to fulfill the needs of the Canadian business women, The Powerpoint Group has since launched a series of events focused on creating opportunities for women to inspire and guide each other towards success. Such events include the Women of Influence Luncheon, the Canadian Woman Entrepreneur Awards and the Women of Influence Golf Tournaments.

The Powerpoint Group also offers event management services and marketing consulting. With the objective of being “the voice of influential women”, The Powerpoint Group helps clients efficiently access the women’s market. www.powerpointgroup.com
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