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No longer a member
of any boys’ clubs

that end up being very closed to each
other. They see themselves being in
competition.”
Was she not part of those silos before

the gender transition?
“I don’t think it’s something I ever

did, but I’ve seen it happening from
both sides and having that insight into
how the guys operate does assist me.”
She is also concerned about the nega-

tive perception of IT as being “geeky”
and not a sexy career path: “There’s a
view that if you want to get on in IT
you can’t be feminine, you can’t be
attractive.
“Women in IT say they have to be

able to rise to the banter and become a
ladette; you have to be willing to laugh
at the crude jokes in order to be
accepted because you a minority group,
so you have to subsume part of your
identity into the collective. This can be
why women feel uncomfortable in IT
careers, because they aren’t allowed to
be themselves. They feel they have to
be part of the boys’ club to get on.”
No longer part of any boys’ clubs, Ms

Craig-Wood is determined to get on –
her way.

in, that’s where the gender balance
becomes more important and that is a
worry.
“Also, a lot of our creativity comes

from within and comes from me talk-
ing to the guys and gleaning from them
that they have some interesting tech-
nology that can be converted into a
really great product or service

enhancement. That interplay can be
really important.
“When we get to the point where I

can’t reach out and touch everybody
all at once, I would want to see more
women embedded within the organisa-
tional structure. Because – and it’s a
gross generalisation – women are bet-
ter at talking to all those people and
then thinking ‘Oh this person needs to
talk to that person’, in a sort of oppor-
tunistic innovation.
“One of my worries is that you end

up with silos, or male-dominated teams

woman to developing and gaining con-
fidence and getting the dress sense
right, and the hair and especially the
breast augmentation – the reaction to
that was bizarre – it suddenly became
really difficult to get guys to take me
seriously on technical subjects. I found
myself having to re-state points several
times before it clicked that this blonde
knows what she’s talking about.
“There is a really irritating percep-

tion that women aren’t good at technol-
ogy. From a very personal perspective,
and without wanting to sound arro-
gant, I’ve become more attractive, and
it has become increasing difficult to
establish credibility with male col-
leagues on technical and complex busi-
ness areas. Once I’ve established credi-
bility it’s OK – but sometimes it’s
really hard. It’s something I’ve experi-
enced in an unusual way in a short
time span.”
Sometimes, the response to her femi-

ninity is more blatant. Ms Craig-Wood
occasionally likes to answer calls to
Memset’s technical support line and
says at least a third of the male callers
ask to be transferred to a man: “It
makes me laugh – it’s outrageous
sexism.”
On top of that, there are Memset’s

growing pains to worry about, and how
a lack of women will affect it when it
grows to a size that requires layers of
management: “When you put structure

the last round of interviews, we had 70
suitable applicants for a post of sys-
tems administrator and only two were
female. We’re always on the lookout –
but even my own company is being
swamped by guys. It worries me
because I don’t want to be alone in five
years.
“We need more girls going into all

areas, not just facilitator or slightly
fluffy interface areas, but also the hard-
core areas, systems administrators,
programmers – you need that gender
balance throughout.”
She accepts there is no easy or quick

way to turn things round, although she
believes companies needs to address
the issues of pay for women and work-
place culture: “There is a 23 per cent
gender pay gap in IT, which is 6 per
cent more than the UK as a whole.
Some of that is plain discrimination,
some of it comes down to issues of
women not being good at asking for
pay rises.
“If I were able, I’d positively discrimi-

nate towards women – if it wasn’t ille-
gal – because I’m deeply concerned.
There’s almost a jobs war looming in
terms of people fighting over the few
women there are.”
Growing up as a boy, Ms Craig-Wood

knew that she should be a girl. It
became a dark secret that grew increas-
ingly difficult to hide. Growing older,
she shunned alcohol to prevent her
more animated female persona from
being seen. She closed herself down
emotionally and suffered the conse-
quent pain.
Two years into her marriage to the

woman who had been her first girl-
friend, Ms Craig-Wood created Kate in
an online computer game. As Kate
gradually started to permeate her real
life, she sought help and embarked on
gender reassignment. She described the
agony of growing up: “Choosing male
interests was a good way to mask my
secret. I wanted to do what my sister
was doing, but if I did I was worried
about being discovered.”
Later, at work, she found being male

had some advantages: “In my earlier
career, establishing credibility was
very easy – it was just assumed I must
know stuff. It was even assumed I
knew more than I did.”
Those particular advantages are now

gone: “Since transitioning, and particu-
larly in the past year, when I’ve gone
from being a fairly average-looking

ing back, my sister didn’t get that same
encouragement. I showed an interest –
and she wasn’t prevented from doing
so, so it wasn’t anything sinister – but
that cultural programming does exist.”
Ms Craig-Wood is managing director

of Memset, a web and IT hosting solu-
tions provider based in Guildford, Sur-
rey, a company she founded in 2002
with her brother Nick, its technical
director.
She was made a UK finalist in this

year’s BlackBerry Women and Technol-
ogy awards for “best use of technology
by a woman in a small to medium
business”, largely for her work in
green IT and for pushing the bounda-
ries of data centre and virtualisation
technologies which she hopes will
make Memset the UK’s leading utility
computing provider.
For now, the company is small but

fast-growing, with 12 employees, only
two of whom are women: “We have
only two full-time women employees
and only one with a technical back-
ground.
“It’s not through want of trying. At

Women say they are put off
working in IT because
they often feel left out in
what tends to be an over-

whelmingly male environment. One
woman who understands this better
than anyone is Kate Craig-Wood.
Because until two years ago Kate was
Robert.
In her first 29 years – “I was born

with a female brain and a male body” –
she played the role of son, brother,
husband and businessman. Since her
gender transition was completed in
2006, she has been daughter, sister, girl-
friend and businesswoman.
“Having been one of the guys – or at

least doing a good job of pretending I
was – I have seen it from both sides. I
can see if I’m being closed out of a
conversation and can push my way
back in, while other women don’t…
perhaps because of assertiveness or
they don’t recognise what’s happening
because they haven’t been in that situ-
ation,” she explained.
Ms Craig-Wood, the attractive, intelli-

gent and articulate 31-year-old manag-
ing director of a successful technology
business, is a woman whose extraordi-
nary journey provides a unique insight
into the role that gender plays in the
technology workplace.
Mentally and emotionally, she has

always been feminine: “You could
regard me as an interesting social
experiment. As a boy, the dinner table
conversation was all around business
and technology, so I was socialised
towards an interest in them – but I am
stereotypically female.
“One doesn’t like to criticise one’s

parents, but I think if I’d been born
female I would not have been encour-
aged towards business and technology.
My sister certainly wasn’t. And it
wasn’t anything deliberate – there’s
just an assumption that girls don’t do
that stuff.
“My brother was often introducing

me to computers and things but, look-
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‘I always like to be insured’
Favoured communication

method?
Face to face. It’s

interesting, informative and
straight to the point. But
there are some advantages
to SMS [text messages],
e-mails and paper. There’s a
proper time for each type of
communication.

Worst mobile working
experience?
I haven’t had a lot of bad

experiences, because I’m the
kind of guy who likes to be
insured. I usually have two
[mobile phone] SIM cards
with me, so if one doesn’t
work, the other will. I’ve
had some bad luck with
data roaming, though.

Website favourites?
Russian business portal

RBC.ru is a big favourite. I
also love Google, for both
news and search, and
YouTube for funny videos.
And I visit MTS’s site often
too, to see developments or
check this or that service.

How wrong have you
been?
One of my favourite

quotations translates loosely
as “there are no what-ifs in
history”. I’m sure I’ve got
lots of things wrong,
especially in personal
relationships. But it’s
impossible to know what
would have happened if I
had acted differently. So I
have no regrets.

Company to watch (not
yours)?
Apple really intrigues me.

The way the iPhone
interacts with the internet
has been shown to increase
data use on mobile
networks. At the same time,
closer integration between
content and device appeals
to users. As we are
witnessing fast uptake of
data in our markets, this
provides important lessons
for our own development.

Left field technology?
Ways of living longer.

Demand is huge. I expect
drugs, machinery or
prophylactics to become
available to extend life
significantly. But research
and investment in this area
is lower than it should be.

I know it sounds like
something from a movie,
but it always impresses me
when I see it.

If money was no object?
I’d like to make the world

a happier place. And money
can help. Some people need
food, others a good pair of
jeans or a modern
computer. It wouldn’t be
altruism. To be happy
yourself, you have to be
surrounded by happy
people.

MTS’s network doesn’t
work properly. It’s not that
often. But maybe once a
year, 100,000 people can’t
get connected or can’t
perform some function,
such as text messaging.

What would you most
love to see?
I would love to see more

people overcoming
difficulties and achieving
success in their chosen
field, whether it be sports,
family, politics or whatever.

Leonid Melamed, president
and chief executive of Mobile
TeleSystems, talks about his
likes and dislikes

What’s in your pocket?
A Nokia E90

Communicator. I like its big
keypad and display. It’s also
great for working in two
languages as I do. I’m
always trying new
smartphones.

First crush?
My first Motorola. It was

grey and brick-sized and
you had to take the
antenna out of the handset.
But in Russia, it was a
revolutionary thing. I got it
in 1994, when I became one
of the first customers of
Mobile TeleSystems while at
insurers Rosno.

IT True Love?
The speed with which my

five-year-old daughter got to
grips with a sparkly Nokia
phone I bought her for
Christmas. We were in the
supermarket and she asked
for one with Swarovski-like
crystals. Within 24 hours,
she managed to make a
call, take photos and was
close to sending messages.

Latest squeeze?
I’m tempted by Apple’s

Air notebook. It’s so thin
and light. But I’m also
daunted because it’s a bit
different from the Windows
PCs I’m used to. I have a
very limited amount of time
when I sit down to work on
a notebook and I don’t want
to have to spend extra time
familiarising myself with it.

What makes you mad?
Very long board meetings.

I also hate irrational
behaviour. I’m prepared to
accept that someone else’s
logic could be different from
mine. But it really annoys
me if their explanation is:
“It’s like this because it’s
like this.”

What’s your most
embarrassing moment?
I feel very embarrassed

and uncomfortable when

Technophile
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WHAT IT MEANS TO ME

Kate Craig-Wood has a
unique perspective on
being a woman in the IT
world. Peter Whitehead
explains why

Leonid Melamed: ‘there are no what-ifs in history’

Male hobbies?
Meeting her for the first time, it is
hard to believe Kate Craig-Wood was
ever a man: her looks, movements,
mannerisms and ways of thinking all
seem so thoroughly feminine.

She does, however, enjoy
stereotypically male hobbies:
motorcycling, flying helicopters,
Scuba diving, sky diving and online
games. How does she explain this:

“It’s a good point; but the question
one should be asking is why are they
stereotypically male interests? Lots
of girls are into bikes, flying and IT,
so even if in a minority I am not
unusual.

“I would argue that it is society
that encourages boys towards such
areas and girls away from them, not
anything innate. There is no good
reason why those interests should be
the domain of one gender.

“I suppose I am bolder than many
women, but again I would argue that
is largely thanks to my upbringing.
I suspect that if girls were not so
cosseted during their youth we might
have many more women in
leadership positions, for instance.”

Kate Craig-Wood: ‘If girls were not so cosseted we might have more women in leadership positions’ Daniel Jones

She is concerned that IT is
not seen as a sexy career
path: ‘There’s a view that
if you want to get on in IT,
you can’t be feminine,
you can’t be attractive’

HEAR THE INTERVIEW
Listen to Kate Craig-Wood’s views in our
latest podcast (for May 7), at:
www.ft.com/dbpodcast


