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Helen Basuuta Nan-
gonzionce planned a
Fquiet academic path,
but a chance encounter
during fieldwork opened
the door to banking.
Today, after more than
adecade across lead-
ing financial institutions
and regional roles, she
reflects on a career
shaped by learning on
the job, mentorship,
resilience, and the disci-
pline of simply commit-
*ting to the work, writes
Giloria Irankunda.

hen Helen Basuuta Nangonzi

speaks about her journey, you

quickly notice her openness,

curiosity, and a mind that is al-
ways learning, yet grounded in quiet
discipline.

It explains how she stepped into the
world of work immediately after uni-
versity,and into a career she had never

~__imagined for herself.

¥5° <] always thought I would be a lectur-
er.The plan was to do well in schoolget
a first-class degree, and get retained as

an assistant lecturer;”she recalls. ceptit,”she explains.

She excelled academically, graduating That humility;she believes, is part of
o~ among the top of her class with what sustains growth. The same

“a degree in Social Sciences mindset also shaped her in-

t‘mmMakeremUmvemtg to what she calls a“general-

But life, as she has since B ist” someone who under-

learnt, rarely follows a stands the business be- :

neat script. yond a single function,

‘While doing fieldwork A% . su'engt.hemng her lead-

for her dissertation at YEARSA[

an organisation support- “Whenlsnmaboard

ing womenJiving with HIV, room now, I do not see iso-
= she met a professional lated departments. I see how

Standard Chartered Bank. They everything connects,”she shares.

had an interaction, the kind that could

easily be forgotten. He handed her his = Away fromhome

card and told her to call when she fin-
ished school.

She did, and that one call set off a
chain of events that would shape her
career. She was guided to go through
the standard appli€ation process, ap-
plying for a direct sales role. Though

it was far removed from anything she

had studied, her background in sociol-
ogy had taught her how to understand
people.

“I’had no background in banking, but
social sciences allow you to work al-
most anywhere,”she says.

Steppinginto the unknown

When Nangonzi joined Standard :

Chartered Bank, the recruitment pro-
cess included psychometric tests fol-

lowed by several interviews.In one of
them, the then consumer banking di- °

rector reviewed her CV, which at the
time only reflected academic qualifi-
cations,and told her she had done well
at school but was wasting his time with
the role she had applied for.
“During the interview, he barely
« - asked me any questions and spent
much of the time on phone calls,and
1left feeling I had not made it,”she re-
calls.

However, Nangonzi was called back
and taken through about seven inter-
views with different people, without
clarity on the exact role.

“In the end, I was offered a position as
a product development officer, a mid-

dle management role, desplte having
no experience,”she explains.

It was, she reflects, a chance taken on
potential rather than experience.

“This meant I entered management
without really knowing what to do.You
sitin rooms and feel like you do not be-
long,”she says.

This compelled her to work harder,
learn faster, ask questions and listen
more than is usual at entry level.

Progressive career

Her 14-year journey at Standard Char-

tered Bank was defined by constant
movement, with new roles every two
to three years, spanning product man-
agement,serving as executive assistant
to the CEO,leading marketing, working
in customer experience and human re-
sources,and taking on regional respon-
sibilities in Nairobi,Kenya.

Nangonzi shares that behind the pro-
motions and new roles was support
from people around her.

“Some mentors stepped in without
being asked, some leaders pushed me
forward while colleagues trusted me
with more responsibility before I felt
ready, and I was humble enough to ac-

Her move to Nairobi in 2017 as the
head of corporate affairs, brand and
marketing for Uganda, Kenya and Tan-
zania marked another shift, as she was
younger than most people in the room.
She acknowledges that on some days,

+ self-doubt crept in.

“You it there and think,I am not sup-
posed to be here. Everyone else looks
. more accomplished,”she says.

This feeling, often described as
imposter syndrome, is some-

. thing many professionals qui-

- etly carry. Nangonzi shares

that it never fully disap-

. pears,but she has learnt to
it.

“Preparation became
my tool, so I worked
longer hours, stud-
ied more, identified
. my gaps, and closed
| them deliberately
. through profession-
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BACKGROUND

ty with a degree in Social

Sciences.

. Earlycu'eer. Joins
tandard Chartered

Bank ina product deve-
lopment role.

© 2010s: Rotates across
roles: marketing, HR, cus-

tomer experience, execu-

tive office.

© 2017: Moves to Nairobi

as head of corporate af-
fairs (W role).

© Post-2020: Joins Absa
Bank as marketing and
customer experience di-

Skills that shaped her
career

eS| ic thinking.
© Leadership and
mentorship.

How Nangonzi shaped a
career she never plannec

al courses and continuous learning,” she ex-
plains.
Joining Absa

After more than a decade with Standard

- Chartered Bank, life shifted again. Nangonzi
. became amother,and with that came a deci-

sion to return home.

Shortly after, she joined Absa Bank as mar-
keting and customer experience director, at
a time when the institution was rebrand-
ing from Barclays to Absa and rebuilding its

identity in the market.

Opportunity

“This meant an opportunity to contribute
to building something from the ground up.
Watching the brand take shape and grow in-
to a name many Ugandans now recognise
has been one of the most fulfilling parts of
my journey,” Nangonzi explains.

In her role, Nangonzi listens to customers,
often at their most frustrated moment, with
complaints that have escalated and prob-
lems that have not been solved.

“My job is to listen and, in those moments,
the work is not about systems or policies, but
restoring trust.I also listen to my team, their
ideas,challenges, and plans,and my roleis to
support them to do what they do best,”she
: says.

Nangonzi points to the
s bank s growth, from

1ts improved mar-
& ket position to a
stronger brand
L presence. But
k. when asked
. about her
j greatest
achieve-
ment, she
talks about
people.

“I have
seen my
team grow,
and that is
what I am
most proud

mo-

Justification
I have seen my te
grow, and thatis
am most proud of:
promotions, the
gnition, the perso
development, and
even the improved
incomes that cha
lives at home. For me, success i
measured in these quieter, hul
outcomes,”
- Helen Basuuta Nangonzi

tions, the recognition, the perso
velopment,and even the impro
comes that change lives at home. F
me, success is measured in these g
er,human outcomes,”she shares.

Personal reputation

Along the way, Nangonzi has
the importance of character.

“You have to be known for som
Consistency, hard work, and intej
are the kinds of traits that travel
ofyouanda:espokenmmomsym

only one if you are not helping I
getthere’shementions.

- cessisnot atitle; it is doing e

well, whether at work or athome.
“If 1 can stand and say I helped e-
one grow;that is “shesays.
As for legacy, she states: “I want to

;theeaﬂystagsofherweet, 0
2 tentookpnontyaspmmouons

Scanned with

i & CamScanner’;


https://v3.camscanner.com/user/download

