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Cheryl Mele has spent her en.re career
working in the energy industry. She
started at GE in the Power Systems
Division in Schenectady, NY. When her
husband decided to aDend Graduate
School at the University of Texas at
Aus.n, she found an opportunity to join
Aus.n Energy. There she worked in the
opera.ons areas and spent .me in
power produc.on. She was promoted to
the plant manager role before transi.oning to the wires
business as the Director of System Opera.ons. Her ﬁrst
execu.ve role was the Sr. Vice President of Electric Service
Delivery. AOer 24 years at Aus.n Energy, she re.red as the
COO in December 2015. She joined ERCOT as SVP and COO in
January 2016. Cheryl graduated from Union College in
Schenectady, NY with a degree in Mechanical Engineering. She
has been married for nearly 28 years and has three children
who are all in college.
How has the energy ﬁeld changed and what are your
thoughts about how the industry has evolved?
Not overlooking the big legisla.ve and regulatory changes that
brought about the switch to compe..ve markets, this industry
has also seen evolu.onary change come from wind,
technology and people. Driven by incen.ves, customer
preferences for clean energy and advances in the
manufacturing and design of wind turbines, wind energy has
probably changed the ERCOT power market and topology of
the grid more than any other factor. As a result, we have an
abundant and growing presence of intermiDent renewable
energy resources opera.ng and, at .mes, supplying nearly
50% of total energy. No one would have believed that this
would be feasible 15-20 years ago.
T h e ex p a n s i o n a n d a d o p . o n o f te c h n o l o g y a n d
communica.ons to gain eﬃciencies, automate the grid, and
enhance opera.ons has also exploded. Rather than just a small
IT department taking care of a customer billing system, radios
and phones, technology is pervasive and employs signiﬁcantly
more people than in the past. Technology is embedded in the
grid, power plants, bucket trucks, meters, customer
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thermostats and the advanced systems the u.li.es and grid
operators use to manage opera.ons and markets. The appe.te
for and capabili.es of technology have brought new
par.cipants into the industry and supported the
transforma.on of previously high priced ideas into reality with
solar, smart inverters, and storage coming into use. These new
technologies are challenging the tradi.onal models of energy
supply and use. Addi.onally, the steady adop.on o f
technology requires us to con.nually evolve skills and business
prac.ces for securing data, systems and networks.
People have also impacted the industry, and the diversity of
those working in the electric industry has rapidly changed.
Women are increasingly employed in more visible and
important roles that are shaping the future. While I can s.ll
occasionally walk into a mee.ng and be the only woman at the
table or aDend a conference and count the number of women
present on one hand, that is now more oOen the excep.on as
contrasted to my experience when I ﬁrst joined execu.ve
management. Interes.ngly over the last ﬁve years, I have had
to learn how to adjust my own style to be eﬀec.ve at working
with more women. While I s.ll have worked exclusively with
male bosses to date, the days of peers and staﬀ being male
only have passed. The execu.ve team at Aus.n Energy as well
as at ERCOT have an execu.ve leadership mix that is very
gender balanced. There is also a signiﬁcant shiO in the diversity
of backgrounds of people working in energy today. The ethnic
diversity con.nues to grow and adds new and interes.ng
dimensions to our workplaces. And ﬁnally, there is a shiO away
from everyone being career u.lity or engineering types. You
encounter successful people with experience in ﬁnance,
technology, business, banking, educa.on, etc. serving in a wide
range of capaci.es and bringing new ideas and perspec.ves
with them. This has added new crea.vity and “energy” to our
industry.
What advice would you give to women who aspire to reach
the C-Suite and excel as leaders?
Three areas come to mind if this is what you aspire to. First of
all, be realis.c about the level of commitment you are willing
to make and the tradeoﬀs that may come with it. If you have a
family think about what your priori.es are for that role and
how it will mix with the responsibili.es and .me demands of
the C-suite. Be prepared to consider what gives you
sa.sfac.on. I had three young children when a n execu.ve
opportunity became available. I had to consider what I would
be willing to give up at home to make the posi.on work. For
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me, choosing to pass up the class par.es or parent commiDee
gatherings while priori.zing leaving the oﬃce in .me to make
aOer school spor.ng events worked. Limi.ng my aOer-hours
networking opportuni.es to par.cipate and support my kids’
ac.vi.es in the evenings worked. You have to be willing to
priori.ze and meet the job requirements, but also be sa.sﬁed
going to the mee.ng du jour rather than the game if that is
how it works out. Most people are accommoda.ng when you
really need .me oﬀ or need to miss an important mee.ng if
they know you have supported the business needs. If you can’t
live with missing things or are going to beat yourself up over it,
the C-suite may not work.
Second, be self-aware. There’s certainly not just one path to
achieving the execu.ve ranks, but self-awareness is one of the
traits that I’ve observed in the people I most enjoyed working
with or for. Without it, people can fail to grow or make the
correc.ons needed to sustain the career growth they desire.
Being cognizant of your impact on others and assessing your
impact is a con.nual process and, over the years, I have
unfortunately seen the lack of this hold people back.
Finally, know your strengths and leadership style and how you
can use those eﬀec.vely in the situa.ons you ﬁnd yourself in.
Having worked primarily in management in opera.ons areas
ﬁlled with highly technical subject maDer experts for most of
my career, I have been keenly aware that I am not the expert in
the room. I am comfortable lefng people know that and in
learning from them. That is more than okay since my role in
management is focused on learning what people bring to the
table, understanding the work they do, and how we can
leverage the talent and capabili.es of people to improve
organiza.onal eﬀec.veness. Not being the technical expert
lets me pay aDen.on to other priori.es such as establishing an
open, respecgul environment where people are comfortable
and commiDed to exchanging ideas, challenging each other in
the interest of improving outcomes and working eﬀec.vely
across silos. It has always been a priority to me to create an
open and safe environment where organiza.onal trust and
commitment to the team performance are high. It’s certainly
not the only approach, but for me, it provides the right base
for the team where we can hold each other accountable and
meet the objec.ves rather than compete with each other
internally.
Tell us about the achievements that you are proud of and
what you aMribute your success to?
I’m proud of a couple of things. First, I am proud to have
helped pave the way and support other women working in
nontradi.onal roles in the u.lity business. Second, I am proud
of my overall contribu.ons and reputa.on. Whether staﬀ,
peers, boss or the organiza.on at large, I have helped others
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look good. That always feels good and is the best way to build
your reputa.on.
If I had to aDribute a couple of quali.es to my success, I would
say they might be embracing ﬂexibility as opposed to
perfec.onism and avoiding workplace drama. I don’t get
caught up with the fear of making small mistakes. We learn
from these situa.ons, and there is no shame in adjus.ng a
strategy or decision along the way. As for drama, not
everything can be urgent, organiza.ons can’t be in ﬁre drill
mode all the .me nor can we improve everything
simultaneously. Priori.ze what is important.

Book Review
“I Am Malala” by Malala Yousafzai
Reviewed by Mary Anne Brelinsky
President, EDF Energy Services
You know those rare moments that happen to you that make you feel
small? Not skinny jeans small, but that “Holy cow, I am a tiny-speckon-a-tiny-planet-hurling-through-space small?” When one of those
moments happens to me, I try to sit up and take notice. I had one of
those moments a few weeks ago while reading I Am Malala, an
autobiography by Malala Yousafzai. It is the story of one brave girl
who stood up against the Taliban to change the world.
I Am Malala is not the typical leadership self-help book. Malala isn’t
trying to teach how to deliver a better presentation and she isn’t
giving advice on how to deal with a difficult boss. Malala, in a very
visceral way, tells the reader how it is possible for one person to stand
up in something that he or she strongly believes in, even in the face of
death. She demonstrates that it is possible for each and every one of
us to create a meaningful difference in the situations in which we find
ourselves.
In an almost prophetic foreshadowing, Malala was named after a
famous warrior woman from Afghanistan who led her people into
battle. In Pakistan, the birth of a boy is cause for celebration: guns are
fired in the air, gifts are placed in the baby’s cot and the son’s name is
inscribed on the family tree. When a girl is born, no one visits; the
women express sympathy for the mother. Malala tells us that her
birth was different. Her father paid no mind to these customs and he
wrote her name in bright blue ink amongst the male names of her
family tree. Malala was the first female name in over three hundred
years to be written on her family tree. Malala was fortunate to have
parents that married for love and not for duty and a father who
believed that girls should be educated and valued as equals, teaching
her to always stand up for her beliefs.
Malala was only ten years old when the Taliban took control of the
Swat Valley in Pakistan, a region known for its beautiful mountains,
lush green hills and crystal clear rivers. Her view of the world was
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turned upside-down by the changes implemented by the
Taliban, and she tells her story in such a maDer-of-fact way
that it is impossible for you to not be moved by her
experiences. No more music, it is a crime. No more dancing, it
is a crime. No more women in the markets, it is a crime.
However, for Malala, the worst part of the new Taliban rule
was that girls were no longer allowed to openly aDend school.
Instead of becoming a vic.m, or giving into the injus.ce,
Malala became an advocate for girls’ rights. That same year, at
the age of ten, she became a BBC secret correspondent. She
also appeared on TV to speak out against the Taliban. The
apex of the story happens to Malala at the age of 15. She is
riding home from school on and school bus and was shot point
blank in the face by the Taliban. Not only did she survive, but
she has become an interna.onal symbol of peaceful protest
and the youngest-ever recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize.
AOer reading this book, I felt stronger and more powerful in
my own skin. I began to realize that, while the challenges I face
every day are signiﬁcant and are real, I can make a diﬀerence. I
will be vocal when I see injus.ces. I will be an advocate for my
team, my colleagues, and for young women star.ng in our
industry. I am Malala.

emPOWERing Women Leadership Conference:
WHY Don’t You Join Us?
The agenda for the 3rd Annual emPOWERing Women
Leadership Conference is shaping up to be an amazing ride.
“Why?” you may ask… and you’d be right! With the help of
experts in the ﬁeld of leadership along with leaders from the
electric power industry, conference par.cipants will explore:
why diversity maDers, why leaders must be storytellers, why
unconscious bias inﬂuences the choice of leaders, and why
women leaders maDer. Our dynamic line-up of speakers won’t
just leave it at “why.” They’ll also take on “How”: how three
families fostered successful careers while also raising children,
how a pioneering women’s ini.a.ve was created, and how to
deliver diﬃcult informa.on.
The where of this year’s conference will be the classroom-style
sefng of the amphitheater at the AT&T Execu.ve Educa.on
and Conference Center, and will feature new itera.ons of
popular events from 2015. When the event kicks oﬀ the
aOernoon of November 14, acclaimed author and execu.ve
coach Natalie Manor will present a workshop customized
speciﬁcally for the conference - “Conﬁdent Communica.on:
Delivering Diﬃcult Informa.on Successfully.” Following the
workshop, a Kendra ScoD pop-up trunk show will take place at
the AT&T Center with 20% of proceeds beneﬁfng GCPA
emPOWERing Women Scholarships – just in .me for holiday
shopping.
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On Tuesday November 15th, the conference opens with a
panel of three successful professional women discussing how
they achieved their incredible career success while raising
children. Speakers include Janet Melcher (Shamlian), Na.onal
Correspondent for NBC News appearing on the Today Show
and NBC Nightly News; Neena Newberry, President of
Newberry Execu.ve Solu.ons and former HR execu.ve at
DeloiDe; and Cheryl Mele, Senior Vice President and Chief
Opera.ng Oﬃcer of ERCOT. The topic will be introduced by
2015 GCPA emPOWERing Award winner and co-founder of
StarTex Power Marcie Zlotnik and the panel will be moderated
by Allison Piper Wall, retail energy execu.ve who was most
recently Chief Opera.ng Oﬃcer at Spark Energy.
Have you wondered how to communicate the beneﬁts of
diversity within your organiza.on? Catalyst Inc. will present an
interac.ve session exploring the business case for diversity,
why change has been so slow, and how individuals can drive
ac.on in their organiza.ons and careers. Addi.onal speakers
throughout the day include Merrie Spaeth (President, Spaeth
Communica.ons), Julia Rathgeber (President, Associa.on of
Electric Companies of Texas), Dee Mar.n (Bracewell Policy
Resolu.on Group), and Julie Parsley (Parsley, Coﬃn & Renner,
former PUCT Commissioner). Execu.ve Editor of Ms.
Magazine, Katherine Spillar, will wrap-up the conference with a
keynote reﬂec.on on the day’s discussions. Following the
conference, join us for an informal happy hour with speakers
and aDendees.
That covers the how, why, when and where for the 3rd Annual
emPOWERing Women Leadership conference. What are you
wai.ng for? Registra.on opens in August.

Upcoming Events
GCPA 2016 SPP Conference:
Sept. 1, The Westin DFW Airport - Registration now open
GCPA 2016 Fall Conference:
Oct. 4-5, Hilton Austin - Registration Now Open
GCPA emPOWERing Women 2016 Conference:
Nov. 15, ATT Conference Center in Austin
Registration opens in August 2016
Join our Mailing List: If you are interested in receiving email
no.ﬁca.ons re GCPA emPOWERing Women events and
opportuni.es – CLICK HERE.
Join the GCPA emPOWERing Women LinkedIn Group: Interact
with other women, post items of interest and keep up with
GCPA emPOWERing Women events – CLICK HERE to join.
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