feature

The One About
Resilience,
Energy, Culture,
and Crafting
Joreen Arigye, a data analyst at Fenix International, shares her perspective
on the importance of culture in the workplace. Having grown up
directly connected to the typical Fenix customer, she has the ability to
contribute knowledgeably to validating results from models, analysis,
recommendations, and intervention strategies.
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oreen Arigye, a data analyst at Fenix International in Uganda, discusses how culture
influences the work that she does. Fenix International is a company that provides
lease-to-own solar home systems to people who are off the grid. They also provide
inclusive digital financial technologies that are used by those with little to no
experience with technology.
This conversation shines a spotlight on a culture of resilience and grit—a determination
to persist despite circumstances. Arigye delves into the murky waters that are life decisions
and career transitions, and shares how Fenix has fostered a culture that compliments the
aspirations of the people that it serves.
LYNN KIRABO (LK ): How did you get
started on your journey into computing?
JOREEN ARIGYE (JA): As a software
engineering major at Makerere University,
I was very accustomed to a scientific,
methodical way of doing things: Put in the
work and the results will reflect in equal
measure the effort exerted. This didn’t
seem to work the same in the corporate
world. My first job as a supply chain
management apprentice really illuminated
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to me the things that I do not want or like
to engage in. My work was very routine,
and I felt my creativity being stifled day
by day. An interplay of company politics,
strategic positioning, and many other
dynamics presented a real challenge for
me. Bundled with family and personal
challenges, I fell into a depressive state for
one and a half years.
I set out to change my circumstances. I
engaged the consultants who were building

that company’s information system. I
started by being the liaison between the
technical consultants and my company
(eliciting requirements, evaluating
modules developed, and the like). I later
joined the consulting company and began
to learn and develop windows information’s
systems using C# and MySQL.
It is from then on that I started to gain
confidence. This led me to apply to Carnegie
Mellon University Africa (CMU Africa) to
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revive my interest in big data analytics.
An interest that was first ignited by an
undergraduate course unit called “Emerging
Trends in Technology.” It was onwards and
upwards from there. Moral of the story: It is up
to you to change your circumstances.
LK: Why did you make the transition from
software engineer to data scientist?
JA: I identified quite naturally with the
problem-solving nature of data science.
Looking for answers in the data by playing
and wrangling with it, and, even better,
predicting behavior and events within
some confidence interval absolutely
intrigued me—and still does to this day.
I figured having a software
engineering background gave me
the experience of and appreciation
for every step of solving a problem,
from eliciting requirements, to
systems analysis and design, to code
implementation, and then finally, to
deployment and maintenance—all
alongside stakeholder management.
I did appreciate the work and fulfilling
nature of developing a solution and all the
dynamics involved, but I guess I felt better
aligned with research and exploratory
kinds of work. And so here we are.
LK: Tell us a little about Fenix
International? What is it that you do
at Fenix and why did you choose
to work there?
JA: Fenix International is a company
that provides lease-to-own solar home
systems using digital finance technology
accessible to even the most rural
farmers. To date, Fenix has provided over
500,000 households with clean energy

Different
perspectives will be
tabled by people of
different cultural
backgrounds, and
I think it is
important for all
perspectives to be
considered when
making decisions.

and impacted over 2.5 million peoples’
lives. Fenix has processed over 15 million
mobile power payments from low-income
households. Fenix’s mission is to improve
the quality of life of our customers through
inclusive energy and financial services.
The flagship product, ReadyPay Power,
is an expandable, lease-to-own solar
home system providing lighting, phone
charging, TV, and radio, financed through
affordable installments over mobile
money. Fenix combines rich customer
payment histories with additional data
sources to create a cutting-edge credit
score that enables those living off-grid
to access both power upgrades and other
life-changing loans.
My primary responsibility as a data
analyst currently is to ensure the data
in the reporting database is available as
the business requires it, and this data
is reliable and accurate for reporting,
analysis, and modeling purposes.
I choose to work at Fenix because
they share the vision and appreciation
of using data to improve decision
making, business processes, and overall
customer experience.
The work culture encourages creativity
and expression. The work environment
is very diverse, and serves as a platform
for networking widely and global learning.
It provides an opportunity to use my
skills and learn from my intelligent and
high-performing team members. The
remuneration and benefits are also
commensurate. But above all the direct
impact of the work on the rural low-income
demographic is tangible and fulfilling.
LK: At Fenix, you deal with solving
everyday problems, how do you
determine which problems are important
to solve?
JA: In pursuit of this mission, Fenix
focuses on six core values. These values
are at the heart of everything we do at
Fenix. They are:
˲˲ We are committed to smart,
iterative design.
˲˲ We relentlessly pursue exceptional
customer experience.
˲˲ We create inclusive, life-changing
products.
˲˲ We think big and make it happen.
˲˲ We invest in a high performing,
passionate team that loves what they do.
˲˲ We drive to triple bottom line of
people, profits, and planet.
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We prioritize challenges to be solved
at Fenix by aligning them with the mission
and values. The various teams further
break down and prioritize their work and
focus areas along these lines.
LK: Working with data offers unique
advantages, how do you think your
cultural background has played into your
application of different data strategies
and use cases?
JA: More than 600 million people in
Sub-Saharan Africa have no access to
electricity, and the majority of those
have no documented financial history.
Many households without access to
electricity use kerosene lamps for
lighting at night. These are often dim,
dangerous, and very unhealthy. Access
to a cleaner electricity solution would
allow a brighter, safer, and healthier
alternative for the families.
Providing a solar product on loan to
a very rural customer is a complicated
feat, from ensuring the customer has
all of the necessary information at
the time of sale, to providing service
in the case of kit malfunction, to
managing the repayment of a loan
lasting 1-3 years. This becomes even
more complicated when you do it
across several countries and multiple
languages, difficult terrain, and
frequent network outages that can
result in data delay/loss.
We must keep all of these things in
mind when designing and implementing
data strategies, [as well as] working with
our software, firmware, and hardware
teams to ensure they are robust, reliable,
and scalable. Also this rich and unique
dataset can be used to develop credit
profiles for individuals, allowing them
access to credit for other life-changing
loans or utilities.
Coming from a similar demographic
and having family who still to this day
are a typical Fenix customer, gives a
particular perspective and appreciation
for the impact of the work we are doing.
Having grown up directly connected to the
customer gives me the ability to contribute
knowledgeably to validating results from
model, analysis recommendations, and
intervention strategies.
LK: What is your opinion on the influence
of culture and setting on the design and
application of different technologies?
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It was onwards
and upwards
from there.
Moral of the story:
It is up to you
to change your
circumstances.
Has your work at Fenix informed this
view? If so, in what way?
JA: I think culture and setting,
essentially context, is absolutely
imperative when designing or applying
different technologies, because the
solution will be based on the context
and the designer’s understanding of
the challenge. Experience and exposure
to the context, [and] understanding
whose problem you are solving, can give
one the ability to capture the subtle
nuances of the problem and appreciate
its impact. Different perspectives will
be tabled by people of different cultural
backgrounds, and I think it is important
for all perspectives to be considered
when making decisions and policies.
Fenix emphasizes staying connected to
the customer. It encourages fieldwork
and facilitates it routinely for all teams.
All this is in effort to innovate accurately
for the real customer.
LK: From your experience, do you think
that countries in Africa are ready for the
data revolution?
JA: I think they are ready in terms of
having the data, and they have unique
challenges that would benefit from
data-based solutions. However, they
aren’t ready in terms of having the
required skilled personnel, or in having
management appreciate the role of
data in for-profit businesses and policy
making, and hence, incorporating it in
day-to-day activities of organizations.
Real efforts are currently being made
to raise awareness of data as a core tool
for business through various conferences,
e.g. Data Science Africa.1 Also universities
are incorporating data science and
analytics in curriculums, bootcamps, etc.
These initiatives are accelerating data
1 http://www.datascienceafrica.org/

science and analytics knowledge across
the continent.
LK: You have a love for crafting. Do you
have any ideas of how your passion for
data and crafting intersect?
JA: I think crafting is a form of
expressing one’s creativity. It has a
meditative and relaxing effect because
of the concentration required and the
repetitive nature, which takes patience
and diligence. The end products provide
a sense of accomplishment for one’s
time and effort. These good qualities cut
across your life in general; but to speak
more to the intersection with my data
work, data work requires being focused,
organized, timely, and creative. For
example, when doing exploratory data
analysis, one can be prone to analysis
paralysis. Also, when one is running
backfills or training models, patience
is a useful virtue. Having these traits
practiced during hand crafting directly
impacts my data work.
LK: What would your advice to data
scientists interested in contributing
knowledge to context-based
challenges be?
JA: I would say to immerse yourself
in the context in order to appreciate
the intricacies and the dynamics of the
problems/challenges you are trying to
solve. This can be done by spending
time with the various stakeholders
and communicating widely with them.
The data results will always tell you
something about your challenge. This
combined with field visits and good
communication with stakeholders should
give one a good standing in solving
context-based challenges.
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