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Interviewed by Belinda Otas

Women Who Inspire   

 L isted by the Powerlist 2011 as 
one of the most influential 
black people in Britain, Sandie 
Okoro is the global general 
counsel for Barings, one of the 

world’s oldest and most prestigious finan-
cial institutions. The daughter of a Nigeri-
an father and a Trinidadian mother, in her 
40s, Okoro is one of few women currently 
functioning within the capacity of the 
Global General Counsel (GGC), a much 
coveted role in the financial world. In her 

spare time, she is a director of Internation-
al Lawyers for Africa and in an exclusive 
interview with New African Woman, she 
tells Belinda Otas why women must not 
view their careers as an option.

Q You knew you wanted to be a 
lawyer aged nine, but was 

told by a teacher “little girls 
from balham don’t become judges”. 
what did that do your psyche?
It made me think they do now and because 

it was a teacher, I thought she doesn’t 
know that much. I might have had a very 
different reaction and taken it as factual 
if it had been a judge but I didn’t and I 
like a challenge.

Q What does your role as barings 
ggc involve and what is ex-

pected of you on a day-to-day basis?
My overall job is to manage my company’s 
legal risk across the globe. You are looking 
at lots of different aspects of law across dif-

Sandie Okoro
“As women, our careers 

are not optional”
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ferent jurisdictions and no day is ever the 
same. That’s what I like about it. I’m much 
more of a generalist than I’m a specialist. 
But I’m a generalist within the remit of 
financial services, so I understand the as-
set management industry, my particular 
area of expertise. 

Q You went to work at schrod-
ers, an asset management in-

stitution, at 25. did that over-
whelm you or did you view it more 
as a challenge?
Throughout my career, I have never 
thought and seen things that way. It’s only 
afterwards that I say I should have given 
this some more thought. When I went in 
at 25, straight after qualifications, it was in 
the capacity of a management role, manag-
ing a team of 6-to-9 people. This was right 
after ‘Big Bang’, when London’s financial 
services went through deregulation and 
significant changes. There were lots of op-
portunities as a result. I landed this great 
job and Schroders was a great organisation 
to work for.

Q As in-house lawyer at one of 
the world’s leading asset man-

agement institutions, you manage 
a team in london, boston and hong 
kong. how challenging is it to man-
age all three jurisdictions on dif-
ferent continents? 
It’s challenging but I like a challenge. I 
think I work in one of the most interesting 
professions and with one of the best asset 
managers. I have done that with Schroders 
and Barings, and that’s quite something. I 
have always worked with great people, real 
teams and I really enjoy my job, otherwise 
I wouldn’t do it. In terms of managing peo-
ple in other countries, I visit at least once 
a year and the important thing with all of 
these is good communication and people 
you can trust to get on with it. If you are 
delegating responsibility, which you have 
to do due to different time zones and of-
fices, you must delegate and cannot be a 
micro-manager. That’s the secret, not being 
a micro-manager, hiring the right people 
for the job and letting them get on with it. 

Q You talk about your love for 
a good challenge. where does 

that mindset come from?
I had a formidable and interesting mother 
and a laid-back father, and my mum always 
told me I could do anything I wanted to 
do. I have always disliked injustice and I 
grew up in a time when you were fighting 

against apartheid, racism and there was a 
lot going on in my formative years about 
the struggle of other people in different 
places. So, I got involved in all those sorts 
of things. It’s really important to have a 
voice and some people don’t have a voice. 
That’s why I have always liked a challenge. 

Q There has been a debate about 
the introduction of quotas to 

enable women to break into prom-
inent directorial roles. what are 
some of the hurdles still prevent-
ing women in some sectors from 
high profile jobs?
It’s very difficult and I think it’s a combina-
tion of the hurdles are there, so deal with 
it and work out how you can get around it 
and don’t put hurdles in front of you which 
may not actually exist. It’s very difficult 
for women to have a family and a full-on 
working life but I don’t think it’s impossi-
ble. You have to be very organised. Don’t 
worry about it, get on with it and do it. 
That’s my theory. I understand the debate 
about quotas and one viewpoint I would 
put forward is that one of the benefits of 
quotas is it allows you to get in the room 
and prove yourself, which you might not 
get without the quota. But the quota doesn’t 
mean you are going to stay in the room if 
you are no good and that’s the absolute 
truth because they have got other pools 
of women to pull from. Also, rather than 
quotas, look at the criteria for entry into 
these boards and see if it’s actually exclud-
ing women inadvertently. I would suggest 
that women lawyers, in the way that law-
yers think and with training, would make 
excellent non-executive directors.  

Q You are a strong proponent of 
diversity. if more people from 

diverse backgrounds start coming 
forward, what do the companies 
stand to gain?
If you are always recruiting the same 
types of people from the same types of 
background, you are always going to get  
the same kind of ideas and attitudes, and 
the problem with not having a lot of di-
versity is that it will stifle innovation. So, 
with lots of diversity, you have lots of in-
novation and innovation is the future of 
everything. Diversity equals innovation. 

Q What do we as women need to 
take into account on our jour-

ney in the workplace, in our ap-
proach and negotiating skills 
where our careers are concerned?

I think the most important thing is the 
unpopular thing to say, but I’m going to 
say it. We must not think that our careers 
are an option. The first thing is that if  
it gets too hard or difficult, we should give 
it up and try something else. Men don’t 
see it that way. Their job is to grow up, 
get serious, get a job and you work until 
you retire and there’s a lot of pressure on 
men. For women, it’s like, I have a fam-
ily now, maybe I’ll give up. But I think 
there has been a shift, which is that, it’s not  
really acceptable for women to get mar-
ried and stop working. Everyone would 
think that’s a bit strange. It used to be like  
that but now it’s when you have chil-

dren. So, there’s still a mindset that you 
don’t work after you have had children. 
In my background and in many similar  
backgrounds, my mother worked all her 
life. It wasn’t an option for her to work 
because my father was a teacher and he 
didn’t have enough money to support us. 
Increasingly women are becoming the sole 
breadwinners, so many women are not 
seeing it as an option. When you have got 
it like that, you sort out the child care, you 
put food on the table and other things you 
have to sort out and you don’t feel guilty 
about it because you realise that if you 
don’t put food on the table, nobody else 
is going to. 

“It’s really 
important to have 
a voice and some 

people don’t have a 
voice. That’s why I 
have always liked 

a challenge”
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