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lessandra Pena leads

BDP Pattern’s Lima studio
at a pivotal moment for sport
and infrastructure across Latin
America. Based in Peru’s capital,
where she has lived for most
of her life, she is an associate
architect and studio head,
overseeing a core feam of five,
with project teams expanding to
as many as 25 as needed.

*l was raised in a home where
art was always something very
important,” she says. Her father,
a watercolour artist, instilled an
early appreciation for creation
- athread that still runs through
her life. Alongside architecture,
she publishes art books featuring
watercolours, preserving and
sharing a personal legacy that
shaped her own creative path.

Architecture, she explains,
offered the possibility “to create
something” tangible - to
combine design, art and impact.
Like many 18-year-olds, she
chose her degree with curiosity
rather than certainty. | was very
lucky - | fell in love with it and
continued down that path.”

After qualifying in Lima and
gaining additional accreditation
in Italy, Pena spent several years
working abroad before refurning
to Peru in 2018. That decision,
prompted by personal reasons,
proved career-defining. "It's
strange how | managed to get
this position in an international
studio once | got back home,”
she reflects. A major project was
unfolding in Lima at the time
- and she found herself af the
centre of it,

Since 2019 she has been
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part of BDP Pattern, the sports
and entertainment division of
BDP, and for almost five years
has led the Lima studio. Her
role spans project leadership.,
regional business development
and studio management.
She co-ordinates with support
teams in the UK and Canada
on payroll and HR, oversees
local operations and actively
seeks new opportunities across
the region.

The project that marked
her arrival on the international
stage was the Lima 2019 Pan
American Games. Eight venues
were designed and built in
just 18 months - in a country
where, as she notes, significant
investment in sports infrastructure
had not taken place “for 40 to
50 years”. International architects
and engineers collaborated
to deliver facilities at speed,
infroducing new standards and
processes to the local market.

It was amazing to have the
opportunity not only to learn alll
of this and to try to make it work,”
she says, “but also to contribute

Don’t be afraid

of being the only
woman in the room.
Eventually you enter
other rooms where
there are more
women

Lima studio manager and associate
architect, BDP Pattern

to something that | know is being
used by the city.” The success

of the venues has had lasting
impact; Lima has been selected
again to host the Games in 2027,
in part because the infrastructure
is already proven.

For Pena, the experience
confirmed that complex sports
infrastructure - while culturally
specific - benefits from rigorous
international expertise. That
philosophy has carried into
her latest major achievement:
leading the architectural design
for the redevelopment of El
Campin Stadium in Bogotd.
Facing challenges similar to
those in Lima, she saw the
project as an opportunity to
fransfer knowledge across
borders. “You can bring better
standards wherever you are
in the world and show the
proper way to do complex
infrastructure,” she says.
“Knowledge transferred.”

Working across Peru, Italy,
India and Colombia has required
constant adaptation. “lt's not
just the language barrier,” she
explains. “It's a totally different
culture... even just how projects
are structured through their
timelines is different in each
country.” Learning to navigate
those variations - technically and
culturally - has become one of
her strengths.

On affracting more women
intfo the sector, Pena observes
that representation offen
appears balanced at entry
level but diverges over time. "lt's
down the career path that things
start to switch and change,”

she says. Flexibility, she argues, is
essential. With the right balance,
women should be able to
continue progressing.

Pena most admires women
who pursue what they truly
want - not to prove anything,
but because it is meaningful to
them. *“Women sometimes have
this incredibly high standard
that they need to do it all,” she
reflects. Instead, she values
authenticity: doing what you
want to do, and doing it well.

Her advice to women entering
the profession in Peru is grounded
in experience. "Don’t be afraid
of being the only woman in the
room,” she says. “Eventually you
enter other rooms where there
are more women.” The key is
persistence - and choosing work
that feels rewarding.
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he sector is so much

broader than its
traditional perceptions.” For
Krithika Ramesh, head of built
environment and urbanism
engagement af Connected
Places Catapult in London,
that breadth defines both her
career and her ambition for
the industry. From her home in
Leigh-on-Sea in Essex, where
she lives with her husband and
four-year-old daughter Kaira,
she leads strategic partnerships
designed to accelerate
innovation across construction,
infrastructure, planning and
urban regeneration.

At Connected Places
Catapult, Ramesh works af
the intersection of industry,
government and research,
shaping collaborations that help
built-environment businesses
scale solutions that improve
“liveability, sustainability and
economic outcomes for
places”. Over six years, she has
strengthened engagement
with government departments,
repositioned relationships with
major industry partners and led
high-impact accelerators and
place-based programmes.

In doing so, she has overseen
multimillion-pound initiatives that
unlocked investment in emerging
solutions and accelerated
adoption of technologies that
enhance resilience.

Day to day, her role balances
strategic leadership with hands-
on engagement: building
relationships, shaping market
strategy. speaking at events
and franslating industry needs
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Organisations must
build cultures that
recognise different
leadership styles

Head of built environment and
urbanism engagement, Connected
Places Catapult

into actionable programmes.

A central thread is ensuring that
innovation ultimately serves
communities and the long-term
evolution of places. That offen
means bridging very different
perspectives - from policymakers
to start-ups to major contractors.

Her pathway began far from
London. Growing up in India, she
was surrounded by buildings that
reflected “deep history, culture
and extraordinary diversity from
state fo state”. She studied
architecture, restored historic
forts in Rojasthan and worked
with practices committed to
local material sourcing, nurturing
a deep interest in sustainability
and context-led design.

A master’s in sustainable
design brought her to the UK.
While working on a natural
ventilation project for the
Senedd building in Cardiff Bay.
she redlised “designing better
buildings alone wasn‘t enough”.
Reducing environmental impact
required influencing wider
systems - policy, partnerships
and behaviour - and shaping
the conditions that allow good
design to scale. That insight
drew her into public-realm

regeneration, construction
and eventually strategic
engagement, where she now
focuses on convening sectors
around shared purpose and
long-term resilience.

The fransition from India to
the UK demanded resilience.
Navigating a new professional
culture while moving from
building-scale design to
complex, interconnected
systems required a broader
perspective. Early in her career,
she was often the only woman
on construction sites or in
tfechnical meetings, experiences
that at times fuelled imposter
syndrome. She overcame
these challenges by investing you bring.
in preparation and credibility, “The built environment shapes
cultivating mentors and networks = how people live, move and
and consistently delivering in experience places. If that excites
senior decision-making spaces. you, there is absolutely a place

Among the projects she recalls = for you here - and the sector is
most fondly is a tactical urbanism  better for having you in it.”
initiative with Sustrans that
reclaimed car-dominated streets
and fransformed parking bays
into pocket parks for children
and families. Seeing children
play in spaces that days earlier
had been reserved for cars
reinforced her belief that small,
thoughtful inferventions can
redefine neighbourhoods and
spark wider conversations about
public space, active travel and
healthier urban environments.

When it comes to attracting
more women, her focus is on
visibility, representation and
culture. Women must be able
to see themselves thriving, not
simply entering the industry.
"Organisations must build

cultures that recognise different
leadership styles,” she says,
alongside mentoring, sponsorship
and transparent progression
routes. Flexible working and
supportive policies, particularly
around shared parental leave,
are equally critical.

Asked what advice she would
give women entering the sector,
her message is expansive: Do
not limit your understanding
of what the built environment
can be. Explore planning,
fransport, policy, regeneration
and innovation. Stay open
to non-linear paths. Seek out
communities and mentors early.
And, above all, frust the value

REHAH JAMIL
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atherine Stephens did not

set out to forge a career
in the built environment. Today,
as chief operating officer for
Aecom’s Canada region, she
leads operations across an
organisation of 3,500 employees,
helping shape the delivery of
infrastructure across the country.

Aecom celebrates 115 years in

Canada this year, and Stephens
sits at the operational centre of
that legacy. For the past two
years she has led the company’s
water, transportation, buildings
and places, environment,
programme management and
advisory operations in Canada
- ensuring the business scales
sustainably while meeting
revenue, profit and cash
commitments: “In my current
role, | live at the intersection of
strategy. execution and culfure -

where great outcomes happen.”

With more than 23 years of
experience, Stephens has built
a career defined by constant
“gear-shifting” between
short-term execution and
longer-term strategy. Her days
range from de-risking projects
and forecasting quarterly
performance to pricing major
pursuits, infegrating acquisitions
and strengthening project-
management discipline
while “frying to take grit out
of systems”.

Practically, that means
spending time where value is
created: resource planning
and commercial strategy for
major pursuits, portfolio reviews
with project managers, and
close partnership with HR

and safety leaders. As the
business grows, she is focused
on embedding a culture that
puts safety, quality and ethics
first, while positioning Aecom
as an employer of choice in
a resource-strained market.

Stephens’ pathway into the
sector was non-linear. With
a business degree and early
experience in finance and
organisational change, she
followed opportunities that
stretched her. The more time
she spent alongside designers,
engineers and scientists, the
more she wanted to ensure the
right systems and tools were
in place to enable them to
perform at their best.

"My pathway was a series of
pivots,” she explains. *At each
step | was honest about what
| didn‘t know, ready to work hard
and curious enough fo learn
fast.” That curiosity, combined
with a reputation for execution,

My pathway was

a series of pivots.
At each step | was
honest about what
| didn’t know, ready
to work hard and
curious enough to
learn fast

Chief operating officer, Canada
region, Aecom

built frust across the organisation.
A defining accelerant came
when two senior women leaders
sponsored her for a director
of operations role - a stretch
appointment that proved
fransformative. Stephens credits
that sponsorship, alongside
candid mentoring. as pivotal
in expanding her leadership
trajectory.
One of her earliest challenges
was credibility. Without a

technical certification in a sector

where professional lineage often
defines status, she encountered
scepticism, particularly in a
male-dominated environment.
Her response was consistency.
She explains: *Credibility is built
the same way projects are -
scope i, do the work, deliver
the outcome, repeat.”

Among the initiatives she
values most is a multi-year
effort to strengthen project-
management discipline,
tools and culture across the
business - the “project” that
improved thousands of others.

Though less visible than physical
infrastructure, the work increased
client satisfaction, improved
profitability performance and
provided faster visibility into risk.
[t also reinforced the importance
of co-designing systems with the
people who use them, ensuring
change feels enabling rather
than disruptive.
Stephens believes that in
order to attract more women,
the industry must broaden
its narrative - highlighting
commercial, operational, digital
and sustainability pathways
alongside traditional technical
routes. Sponsorship is crifical: “If
you can see it, you can be it.”
Flexible, life-aware policies
and investment in safety and
wellbeing are equally essential.
Asked whether she sees herself
as arole model, she answers with
humility. *I'm a work-in-progress
leader,” she says, though she
recognises that her journey helps
others imagine their own. She
takes seriously the responsibility to
open doors and sponsor talent.
Outside work, Stephens is a
wife and a mother of two boys in
the Greater Toronto Area. From
spring to fall, her family can be
found hiking conservation areas
and the Niagara escarpment -
a reminder that resilience and
perspective matter in leadership.
Her advice to women entering
the industry is straightforward:
say yes to stretch opportunities,
get out on site to understand the
work firsthand, be candid about
what you don‘t know - and seek
a sponsor who will advocate for
you when you're not in the room.
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rom her base in Amsterdam,
Sanne de Wit has spent
the past 15 years working at
the intersection of construction,
sustainability and systems
change - not designing
buildings, but redesigning
how the industry operates.

She co-founded the
Energiesprong Global Aliance,
an infernational foundation
accelerating large-scale
housing renovation through
a performance-based, market-
driven approach. The aim was
to move retrofit beyond pilots
and into scalable propositions,
supporting market development
feams across Germany,

France, Italy and the UK. She
stepped down from operational
leadership this summer and now
sits on the advisory board.

Five years ago she co-founded
Bureau Door with three other
women. Now a team of
nine, the company develops
communication strategies
and events aimed at driving
sustainable change within
construction. *Most of our clients
want change.” de Wit says.
“And real change almost always
requires organisational change.”

She explains: “Innovation is
rarely about ideas. It is about
creating an environment where
people feel safe enough to
question, vulnerable enough
to learn and bold enough to
act. If you do not organise that
environment, innovation simply
does not happen.” Her work
focuses precisely on that invisible
architecture - culture, positioning
and community-building.
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Her route into the sector was
“quite random”. In a chance
encounter, a woman bluntly told
her she was “wasting my talent”
in the tourism sector. This led to
a freelance assignment and a
proposal: fry it for three months
and leave if it doesn‘t fit. “That
level of directness turned out to
be exactly what | needed.”

Construction is compeliing. she
finds, because it is “extremely
fraditional and extremely
innovative at the same time”.
The tension between legacy
systems and urgent climate
imperatives creates opportunity:
*If you can connect those
two worlds, there is enormous
potential,” she says.

The woman who first
challenged her became
a defining influence. “l am
socially strong, but for along
time | was afraid to fail,” de Wit
admits. Social infelligence, she
realised, can mask avoidance.
Her mentor worked from first

Innovation is rarely
about ideas. It is
about creating an
environment where
people feel safe
enough to question,
vulnerable enough
to learn and bold
enough to act

Co-founder and head of ideas at
Energiesprong Global Alliance and
co-founder of Bureau Doors

principles and was unafraid

to call out weak thinking. "It
was uncomfortable. It was also
fransformative.”

Af some point, de Wit decided
she was fired of operating from
fear. “Whenever something
gave me a stomach ache,

I went towards it instead of
away from it.” The lesson she
carries forward is simple but
demanding: always return to first
principles. Even when a problem
appears familiar, treat it as if it is
new. Understand it fully before
proposing solutions.

Her career has unfolded
within a male-dominated sector
- and, she adds pointedly, “a
largely male-dominated world”.
Early experiences working for
a dominant leader created a
dynamic she now recognises
as common among women:
disagreeing internally while still
seeking validation externally.
Sustained over time, that tension
contributed to burnout.

| overcame it by growing up,

in away.,” she says. By becoming

more fully her own boss and
building a company with other

women. What she learned is that

“resentment changes nothing.
As long as we are angry, we
remain reactive. And reactive
systems do not transform.”
Asked what the industry must
do to affract more women, de
Wit reframes the question. | am
a feminist, although not always
in the way that is fashionable, ”
she says. The core issue, in her
view, is not simply numbers.
It is about valuing so-called
feminine and masculine qualities

equally in decision-making.
Empathy, collaboration and
vulnerability must sit alongside
decisiveness and control. “If we
only talk about numbers, we risk
addressing symptoms instead
of the underlying imbalance.”
Without honesty about the
dynamics between men and
women in professional settings,
she warns, “we will simply
professionalise our frustration”.

Her greatest achievement,
she says, is not a single project
but perhaps “that | no longer
organise my career around
fear”. That internal shift altered
everything.

Her advice to women entering
the built environment sector in
the Netherlands is nuanced.
“Do not change yourself to be
accepted. But also, try not to
fight people. Fight systems. And
if you can, do the hardest thing
of all: stay compassionate while
you do it.”
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Gleeds is a leading global property and construction
consultancy. Independent since 1875, we are proud to
deliver award-winning projects around the world.

Gleeds believes that individual ability to achieve potential
should not be hampered by unconscious bias or prejudice.
At Gleeds, we are committed to ensuring that all our
people, policies and practices for staff are fair, eliminate
discrimination and drive a sense of belonging.




