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Waiting for 
superheroes

Banking Matters: Hot topic

The banking workforce of the future



Crisis of
identity

Since the dawn of capitalism, 
banking has been a privileged 
business. Over the years it has 
attracted the smart and ambitious, 
and rewarded the most successful 
with great wealth. Careers in 
banking and finance have built 
the fortunes of a disproportionate 
share of the one percent. 

Being a leader in today’s banking 
industry is not easy. However, 
there is a general sense that 
something needs to be done, in 
part because there is a mismatch 
between the talent that will be 
needed, and the talent that it has 
today. 

In a future where computers  
are smart, you must be wise.  
When machines have intelligence, 
you must have courage. 

Cornel West
Address to students, MIT, 8 February 2018

Depending on your point of view, 
and politics, that mismatch might 
be about any number of things: 

• training (e.g. insufficient to 
cover products, technology or 
analytics)

• personality (e.g. not enough 
empathy, creativity, or 
conscientiousness)

• diversity (e.g. fewer white men 
and more of everyone else) 

• character (e.g. not enough 
honesty and humility, too much 
arrogance and greed). 

For many, it’s a combination of all 
the above. 

This is no academic point. In 
Australia, the four major banks 
alone directly employed almost 
160,000 people at a cost of over 
$20 billion last year. If one also 
considers indirect employees 
– contractors, suppliers and 
consultants, the cost doubles. 
Banking is a people business – and 
it does business with every one 
of us. 

Yet within banks, executive teams 
are rightly focused on whether 
they have the right people. Many 
suspect they don’t, and believe the 
challenges which have bedeviled 
their organisations could be better 
met if only they had more ‘world-
class’ talent, from different places 
and often different industries, or if 
they were able to upskill existing 
talent more rapidly. 

2   |   Banking Matters



Unfortunately, there are no 
superheroes that can fly in to save 
the industry from all of these issues 
in combination – not in London, 
San Francisco, nor even at Google 
or Apple. Likewise, there is no 
point being nostalgic for some 
halcyon time before bankers were 
supposedly ‘de-skilled’ by the great 
currents of the modern economy: 
technology, specialisation 
and offshoring. 

Wisdom

Accordingly, the banking workforce 
of the future sits before us today, 
waiting to be unshackled – mostly 
working inside banks already, 
but also in large part ready to be 
recruited from the communities 
that banks serve.

The purpose of this paper is to 
provoke thought about how we 
might do this. We do so in three 
parts: 

• the case for change, 

• the perspectives that we hear 
regarding what the banking 
workforce needs to be, and

• our provocation - to perhaps a 
different path.

1. These include possible increased use of short-term, part-time or contingent labour, ‘renting’ vs ‘acquiring’ key skills, more remote working 
and greater integration between people and machines. See PwC report: Workforce of the Future: Competing forces shaping 2030. 

 https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/services/people-organisation/publications/workforce-of-the-future.html

Though the nature of the 
relationship between banks 
and their people will change 
in line with trends we have 
described in previous reports – 
including demographic shifts, 
socioeconomics, globalisation 
and technology1 – the essential 
elements of what makes 
banking unique remain, as does 
the essential fact that banks, 
unlike most companies, are 
systemically important. 

Understand 
customers

Ask 
questions

Connect  
dots Speak up

Courage Morality ResilienceAdaptability
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Numerous operational-risk events 
hitting banks everywhere in the world 
appear to have a number of common 
root causes: the failure to understand 
and/or prioritise customers, connect 
dots, ask questions and speak up 
when something looked wrong. 
Going forward, a changing economic 
environment, shifting workforce 
demands, and the nature of work 
itself may make all those things 
even harder.

The case for change: 
 bankers, gangsters

and tech disasters

Technology, money-
laundering, cyber and conduct 
issues around the world, 
including Australia

Despite a benign global environment for banks, 
and a local environment that remains conducive 
to profitability, especially for the majors, much 
has gone wrong in the industry around the world.

In the past quarter alone, we’ve seen:

• the CEO of TSB resign due to a catastrophic 
technology shut down, 

• Danske Bank’s money-laundering scandal 
metastasize throughout the global financial 
system when it was revealed that the bulk of 
suspect deposits in its Estonia branch were 
transferred via Deutsche Bank to other banks 
around the world, 

• a new twist in the story of Goldman Sachs’ 
involvement in the 1MDB scandal with news 
of the involvement of its former CEO, and

• Tesco Bank fined for what was deemed an 
insufficient response to a 2016 cyberattack. 
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Similar issues with technology, 
financial crime including anti-
money laundering (AML), conduct 
and security have of course 
afflicted banks in Australia as well. 
By global standards, however, the 
problems have been of a more 
limited scale. 

Failing to understand 
or prioritise customers, 
connect dots, ask 
questions or speak up 

Although every case is different, 
what they commonly involve is 
a failure, or multiple failures, to 
understand the implications of a 
decision on customers and other 
bank objectives, to connect dots, 
ask questions about things that 
didn’t look right, and speak up. In 
many cases, even naive questions, 
in the right context, could have 
made a big difference. 

Consider for a moment AML, a 
topic of considerable attention in 
Australia over the past year. In all 
major markets there has been a 
dramatic increase in activity and 
spend, and AML specialists have 
become some of the most sought-
after and highly paid compliance 
professionals in banking. However, 
at its core, AML is a job for the 
entire organisation and everyone in 
it. It’s not just the responsibility of 
the compliance analyst. AML is the 
art and discipline of understanding 
customers, asking questions, 
connecting dots and speaking up. 

Changing economic 
environment, workforce 
demands and nature of 
work may increase the 
challenge for banks

As troubling as the above may 
be, we must remember that this 
is all happening in the context of 
broad-based economic growth, 
as well as changes in the labour 
force and nature of work which are 
still nascent. 

In Australia, the long period of 
economic expansion means that 
many senior leaders weren’t in 
the workforce during the last 
recession, and none were yet 
leaders. If banks cannot get the 
basics right in the benign present 
environment, what will happen 
in a downturn such as the one 
experienced in 1992, but this time 
perhaps alongside additional 
pressures such as potential 
disruption from fintech or other 
global institutions all happening at 
the same time? 

Moreover, if banks can’t get 
things right with a workforce that 
is still, for the most part, fully 
employed, physically co-located 
and committed to banking, how 
will they do so if the majority of 
the workforce were contingent, 
working virtually from locations 
around the world, and who might 
view banks as clients no different 
than any other?2 And how will 
they do so with a workforce with 
substantial pockets of employees 
that are overworked, disillusioned, 
or disengaged?

2. For a discussion of these and other broader trends, see PwC reports on the future of work 
at https://www.pwc.com.au/publications/future-of-work.html 
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Perspectives on what
 the banking workforce

 needs to be

Where there is general agreement on the 
case for change, there is no consensus on 
the right direction. However, despite diverse 
views, today in Australia we can describe 
three overarching points of view. For the sake 
of exposition, and at the risk of stretching 
illustrative analogy, we’ll call them the ‘artisanal’ 
perspective, the ‘industrial’ perspective, and the 
‘default’ perspective. 

Three overarching  
perspectives characterise the 
industry’s view of the ‘banker 
of the future’: what we call 
the ‘artisanal’ perspective, 
‘industrial’ perspective and 
‘default’ perspective. 
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Artisanal perspective

Spend any time with a career 
Australian banker over fifty and 
it’s almost certain you’ll hear a 
complaint about how banks have 
‘de-skilled’ bankers, or about 
how hard it is these days to find 
seasoned, multi-dimensional 
bankers with broad end-to-end 
perspective on the world and 
their customers. 

What’s behind all this nostalgia, 
and is there any validity in it? 

From a process perspective, 
bankers used to do a lot of things 
they don’t do now. Consider 
retail banking: when you walked 
into a branch a generation ago, 
the manager was responsible 
for the entire balance sheet. The 
banker who interviewed you about 
your needs and objectives also 
completed the paperwork, verified 
your declarations and managed 
all the required documentation, 
payments, terms and conditions. 

Even as late as the 1990s, all 
this would have been recorded 
in branch-level systems which 
may have been reconciled with 
headquarters in a batch process 
only at the end of the day. In 
corporate and institutional banking, 
the ‘industrialisation’ of service-
delivery is less different but no 
less relevant, and the effects are 
the same. 

In short, bankers 30 or more 
years ago were in a position to 
understand the customer, connect 
dots, ask questions and speak up 
in ways that aren’t available today, 
and that benefited customers. 
To draw an historical analogy, 
banks once manufactured many 
financial products in a manner not 
dissimilar to the way car makers 
made cars: one at a time, made-
to-order, mostly by hand. The best 
cars were superlative – smooth-
riding, durable, and many are still 
roadworthy today. Unfortunately, 
they were expensive and hard to 
come by. 



3. Try shopping for ‘mid-century modern’ furniture or the ‘retro’ kitchen appliances now back 
in vogue. They look like they were designed in a wind tunnel. “Less is more” said Mies van 
der Rohe and he wasn’t just talking about design. 

4. For a seminal account of the industrial transformation of the modern economy and 
organisation, see Alfred P. Sloan’s 1964 memoir My Years at General Motors.
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Henry Ford put an end to that 
way of making cars and, along 
with others such as Alfred Sloan, 
triggered changes to our industrial 
economy, workplace and society 
which shaped the twentieth 
century. The most relevant of 
those reactions for our current 
discussion was the ‘Arts & Crafts’ 
movement which began at the end 
of the 19th century. Those in the 
movement argued that the solution 
to the problems of industrialisation 
and mass production was a 
return to the methods of a prior 
era, with greater emphasis on the 
interactions and interplay between 
artisans, their consumers and 
the products of their labour. They 
were the hipsters of their day. They 
weren’t wrong. 

Just like our nostalgic banker, 
they had important things to say 
about what was happening in 
the industrial economy and its 
alienation of producers from their 
customers. Unfortunately, their 
vision of ending mass production 
didn’t survive its first encounter 
with basic economics. 

Even so, the banker of the future 
in an artisanal world would stand 
out for their breadth of skill and 
experience. They would have 
strong relationship skills, show 
empathy, but also be quantitative, 
and detail minded. They may be 
more likely to possesses a general 
business/economics degree rather 
than a narrow technical degree. 
Leaders in this scenario would have 
deep core banking knowledge in 
order to effectively lead, evolve and 
govern banking activities. 

Industrial perspective

Needless to say, over the passage 
of time, artisanal phases of many 
industries have not survived critical 
economic scrutiny. Rather than 
bemoan the consequences of 
progress, many chose to embrace 
change and simplify or streamline 
everything along the way. 

They weren’t wrong either. 
Like financial products today, 
manufactured products were 
complex and overly customised. 
Industrialists cheering on the 
modernisation of manufacturing 
advocated streamlining and 
simplification in almost every 
domain they could (sound 
familiar?), from process and 
organisational design even down to 
aesthetics3. 

If artisans were the heroes of the 
Arts & Crafts movement, then the 
heroes of the modern industrial 
economy were specialists: 
engineers, financiers, marketers 
and, at the center of it all, a 
professionalised managerial class4. 

In banking, the arguments we hear 
today are not dissimilar. While 
some lament the passing of the 
banker who did everything, many 
more worry about gaps in needed 
specialist skills such as cloud 
computing, data science, robotics, 
machine learning, cyber-security, 
AML, regulation, design, or even 
visual arts. A recent PwC survey 
of Financial Services (FS) CEOs 
around the world revealed that 
obtaining necessary specialist skills 
was their fastest-growing worry 
and potential obstacle to future 
growth (Figure 1). For CEOs across 
all sectors (FS and non-FS alike), 
the figure is as high as 80 per cent, 
having risen just as dramatically 
over the past four years. 

However, there are some 
downsides to this future scenario. 
Firstly, it is hard to find someone 
with this breadth of skills, not only 
because it is an unusual individual 
who possesses such a combination 
of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ skills, but also 
because in the current education 
landscape, many of these skills 
are developed ‘on the job’, so 
availability of capable talent would 
be limited and will take time to 
develop. It’s also an expensive 
workforce model (for everyone 
to be doing a bit of everything) 
and hard to scale. It may also 
mean that the deep specialist 
knowledge that is required in this 
modern day banking world (e.g. 
risk and compliance, digital and 
technology) might continue to be 
areas of exposure for the industry 
going forward.



5. PwC, 21st Annual Global CEO Survey, https://www.pwc.com.au/ceo-agenda/ceo-survey/2018.html, 2018
6. Bill Gates famously suggested in 1994 that we should think of banks as technology companies delivering banking services. Many assumed 

he was heralding Microsoft’s entry and domination of financial services. That didn’t happen.

Figure 1: Rising worries about skills shortage as obstacle to growth5 
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The future banker in this scenario 
would obviously possess 
such deep specialist skills. 
Not surprisingly, even as they 
shrink their overall workforce, 
banks are already aggressively 
recruiting people with specialised 
skills, especially in technology, 
development, design and analytics. 
Rather than recruiting from within 
the industry, many bank insiders 
today believe their first priority is to 
recruit from companies like Google, 
Amazon, Apple and Microsoft. 

Required capabilities in this 
scenario would be many and 
varied across the bank. Digital 
and strategic skills will be crucial 
at head office in order to create 
simple user friendly solutions 
and tools from an almost endless 
availability of data and options. 2014

FS CEOs who are concerned about the impact of skills shortages on their growth prospects

59% 70% 70% 72% 74%

2015 2016 2017 2018



?
? ?
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Default perspective 
(corporate drift)

Finally, there is the ‘default’ 
perspective. In the absence of 
strategic commitment to a long-
term vision, it is what we call 
‘corporate drift’. It’s probably the 
most significant factor determining 
the make-up of today’s banking 
workforce, propelled by the logic 
of relentless cost reduction and 
short-term financial targets. Doing 
more requires a vision out of step 
with an environment where two in 
three executives say it’s impossible 
to plan workforce needs beyond a 
two-year horizon7. 

Every year, experienced 
professionals depart the industry 
and are replaced by younger and/
or contingent workers who perform 
specialised tasks and may have 
no one to tell them why banking 
is an industry distinct from any 
other. Furthermore, turnover is high 
amongst such staff who aren’t 
necessarily seeking a career in 
banking, or with a strong loyalty to 
any particular institution.

The result is that rather than 
an industry whose workforce 
comprises people who see 
themselves as bankers, the 
banking workforce increasingly 
comprises functional specialists 
who see themselves as working for 
a bank. In other words, the banking 
workforce increasingly looks 
like the professional workforce 
to be found in any other large 
corporation.  

It’s not clear how a workforce that 
is less invested in the industry 
and its reputation can do better 
than the workforce in place today. 
Simpler processes, automation and 
improved controls will help – but 
that’s just Henry Ford’s solution, 
updated for the service economy. 

In short, there are significant 
economic, cultural and practical 
limitations to all three dominant 
perspectives. This leaves the 
evident question of which other 
dimensions need to come in 
to play. 

7.  PwC Workforce Planning and Analytics Survey, 2017 (includes 98 responders working as Executive or HR Professionals)

The potential pool for sales 
and service staff would grow 
significantly, as key capabilities 
were drawn from other sales and 
service pools such as traditional 
retail, IT or telecommunications 
roles. And leadership capabilities 
would focus on interpersonal rather 
than governance/ banking skills 
due to the automation of these.

Clearly banks do need specialist 
skills. But the industrial point of 
view by itself is limiting6 and in 
fact may very well be one of the 
obstacles to addressing the core 
problems we described earlier 
– people failing to understand 
customers, and connect dots 
because the banker in this scenario 
is only responsible for a piece 
of the puzzle, or a piece of the 
product or customer experience. 
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First, as organic farmers like to say you can’t 
do just one thing8. In fact, a workforce strategy 
only makes sense in the context of a coherent 
vision for aspirational culture, business strategy, 
capabilities, customer needs an economic 
model which are all congruent. This is a topic 
that goes far beyond the scope of this report 
and gets to the heart of the long-term vision 
for the bank (as per The Future of Banking in 
Australia9), so we won’t expand on it but must 
acknowledge it. 

Second, it must be said that along with cultural 
transformation, workforce transformation is a 
long-term endeavor. There are no silver bullets 
and it won’t happen quickly.

The ingredients for
a different path

8. The Omnivores Dilemma, Michael Pollan, 2006. 
9. PwC, Escaping the Commodity Trap: The Future of Banking in Australia, September 2016:  

https://www.pwc.com.au/pdf/pwc-report-future-of-banking-in-australia.pdf

Whilst there is no single answer 
that’s right for every organisation, 
a fourth and more compelling 
scenario must be achievable. 
In our view, this would include 
contemplation of at least one, 
other dimension. To build and 
develop a future banking workforce 
based on personal attributes. 
Defining desirable and undesirable 
behaviours that flow from such 
attributes would then be essential, 
and all the elements of the 
employee lifecycle would need to 
be refined towards identifying, 
nurturing, developing, reinforcing 
and rewarding such attributes.
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10. Sakichi Toyoda famously insisted workers ask ‘Five Whys’ when understanding the root of a problem.
11. It’s worth noting that for all its vaunted success on the shop floor, TPS, which by now is well-established across the entire automotive 

industry, has not protected auto makers from numerous high-profile scandals at the corporate centre, nor even the manufacturing problems 
at a Mexican subsidiary of Takata, the leading supplier of airbags to most players in the industry, including Toyota. There is no silver bullet. 
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That said, a complete answer 
to the challenge that banks face 
cannot solely lie in rediscovering 
someone’s long-gone idea of a 
‘true banker’, nor in importing 
‘superheroes’ from other industries 
or other places to do things better. 
It may simply lie in attracting, 
selecting, nurturing and retaining 
those people ready to do the basic 
things bankers working in a more 
‘artisanal’ mode did automatically, 
and then require them to 
work conscientiously within 
industrialised bank processes. 

What kind of banker does this? It’s 
not necessarily someone with any 
particular set of skills, educational 
or professional background. In fact, 
it very likely could be someone 
working inside your organisation 
right now with the personal 
attributes needed. Attributes like 
Wisdom and Courage, which Cornel 
West talked about, or Resilience, 
Adaptability and Morality as 
summarised in Figure 3. 

The objectives and virtues 
of industrialising processes 
(efficiency, speed, consistency, 
etc.) need not conflict with these 
personal attributes, nor the 
imperatives of being responsive 
and attuned to customers, so 
long as processes are designed 
with this end in mind. Regardless 
of the level of automation, 
standardisation or specialisation – 
or even, in the future, reliance on 
AI – there will remain a need for 
people working in the system to be 
able to understand the customer, 
connect dots, ask questions and 
speak up when required. 

This is not a radical aspiration. 
Many other industries, from 
manufacturing to farming, have 
gone through the process of 
industrialisation described above 
and have, as illustrated in the 
story of car making, found ways 
to address the same workforce 
challenges banks face today. 

In Germany, a culture that prizes 
what they call ‘Technik’ holds 
factory work in high esteem. 
‘Labourers’ can be credentialed 
and can also elect representatives 
to sit on their employers’ 
supervisory boards. In Japan, what 
became known as the ‘Toyota 
Production System’ (TPS) created 
an environment in which ordinary 
workers were encouraged and 
empowered to speak up10. If a 
problem were serious enough that 
it affected quality, any ordinary 
worker had the authority to stop 
the line until it was resolved. And all 
workers were expected to have the 
Wisdom to identify the problem, 
and the Courage to speak up.

Imagine a bank doing that. What 
would happen if every banker 
or operations analyst had the 
authority, alongside the personal 
attributes, to stop loan fulfilment, 
fee collection, or payment 
processing if they believed that 
something was seriously wrong? 

At its heart, TPS was a social 
innovation more than a process 
innovation. Strip away the jargon, 
rules and rituals associated with 
any management system (TPS, 
Lean, 6-sigma, Lean-Six-sigma, 
and yes, Agile too) and what you 
have is a framework designed 
to provide extrinsic motivators 
(and cultivate intrinsic ones) for 
humans to do those critical things: 
understand the customer (end 
goal), connect dots, ask questions 
and speak up. The context and 
application domain may be 
different, and so the rituals and 
language evolve, but the common 
objective to influence desired 
behaviours has not changed11. 

Of course, this is about Wisdom 
and Courage, and injecting more 
of that into the banking workforce 
depends on not only identifying 
such desirable personal attributes, 
but then affecting a cultural 
transformation so that all parts 
of the bank prioritise and nurture 
these attributes. 



Figure 2: Four-part framework for building the workforce of tomorrow
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All elements of employee 
lifecycle management must 
then be re-oriented

Thirdly, it must be said that along 
with cultural transformation, 
workforce transformation is a long-
term endeavor. There are no silver 
bullets. This is especially true when 
considering practical issues like 
cost targets and critical roles to fill. 

Even within the narrow range of 
activities we think of as ‘workforce 
management’ or ‘human resources’, 
the dictum mentioned above 
applies: you can’t do just one thing.

There are many levers to pull 
and to be managed consistently 
and coherently to reorient to 
personal attributes. 

For the purposes of exposition, 
we organise them into the stages 
of the workforce management 
lifecycle (Figure 2): attracting, 
selecting, nurturing and retaining 
the people you need. 

Crucially, before adjusting your 
employee lifecycle, it is important 
to gain a view on what you need 
more of and less of within your 
workforce in order to deliver this 
new vision. This requires conscious 
planning and alignment around the 
key attributes that matter most, 
and example behaviours and 
mindsets that indicate the presence 
of these attributes. This up-front 
thinking and alignment will provide 
effective foundations to employee 
lifecycle adjustment.  

Framework  
for change

Attracting

Reaching the right people 
with the right messages.

Culture

Strategy

Messaging

Selecting

Understanding the gaps you 
need to fill and increased 
rigour in the way you seek to 
evaluate candidates.

Understanding the gaps

Rigorous selection

Retaining

Consider environment that 
will retain quality talent.

Work selection

Reward

Working conditions

Nurturing

Nurturing capabilities 
including resilience, digital 
literacy, global awareness 
and creativity.

Investing in capabilities

Strategy vs capability alignment 

Job variability



12. See PwC FS viewpoint: The Right Stuff: how financial services institutions can use talent assessments to improve returns on human capital: 
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/industries/banking-capital-markets/human-capital-management.html 

13. Including more strategic use of external references, background testing and analysis of social media.
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Attracting
Attracting the best people requires 
an alignment of strategy, capabilities 
and messaging with behaviour, 
especially the behaviour of your 
most senior leaders. To state the 
obvious: you can’t attract a wise and 
courageous applicant pool if you are 
having difficulty demonstrating wise 
and courageous behaviour today. 

So organisations need to ‘be’ who 
they want to attract, and then, it 
is imperative to reach the right 
people with the right message. 
This is especially relevant for your 
Diversity and Inclusion strategy, 
as under-represented populations 
(however characterised) are, almost 
by definition, less likely to be found 
through normal channels or less 
likely to respond to traditional 
recruiting outreach. It may well 
be that in these populations, the 
attributes that you are seeking are 
well represented, and that a diverse 
workforce also assists the wider 
strategic challenge.

Finally, a key to attracting the right 
people is to create an engaging 
experience that will make them want 
to come and then stay, which we 
discuss to follow.

Understanding 
recruiting channel 
analytics   

Recently an organisation that did most of its recruiting online 
significantly increased their recruiting ‘hit rate’, reduced overall 
time and cost-to-fill roles by 10% and overall vacancy rate 
by 36% simply by performing the same kind of ‘recruitment 
analytics’ to their candidate pipeline that they would apply to 
any other channel: 

• Understanding penetration by segment, geography and other 
demographic factors, 

• Analysing throughput and drop-off rates through various 
stages of the candidate information-gathering and 
application process,

• Identifying and removing bottlenecks, and

• Looking for correlations between early behavioural analysis 
and ultimate hiring success. 

Selecting

Candidate selection is the area 
where we perhaps see the 
greatest variability in practice 
and performance between 
organisations, and often between 
teams within a single organisation.   

Firstly, to re-orient to personal 
attributes, banks will need an 
understanding, in both quantitative 
and qualitative terms, of what they 
have and the gaps they need to fill. 
Talent assessment and what we call 
‘workforce inventory analytics’ is an 
area of enormous experimentation 
and development. Although 
psychometric testing continues 
to be a common feature of many 
recruitment systems, there is a great 
deal of variability in the degree to 
which it is understood and effectively 
leveraged in practical applications 
such as helping an organisation 
decide where to invest, or what 
capabilities to build, rent or acquire12.

Second, there is an opportunity 
for more rigour in the way banks 
select and evaluate candidates 
for roles – internal or external, 
permanent or temporary – with 
a focus on more testing13 for 
personality traits rather than 
technical skill, knowledge 
and experience, which can 
be acquired. We discuss this 
to follow. 



14. There are professional organisations (e.g. ABA and FINSIA) developing or offering various credentials in Australia and other countries, yet 
none so far has the general acceptance and market status of a banking degree in Switzerland or Germany.

15. PwC report: Performance adjustment: Improving the performance management model:  
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/financial-services/publications/assets/pwc-performance-management-model.pdf 

16. Australian Bankers’ Association (ABA), Retail Banking Remuneration Review, April 2017
17. Future of Financial Advice (FoFA), 2014
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Third, in a world where roles may 
become redundant at a faster 
pace, we need to place additional 
emphasis on selecting people 
who are ‘right for the organisation’ 
(rather than ‘right for one role’) and 
could potentially move from role to 
role over time, taking with them the 
right personal attributes, as well as 
knowing how to get things done in 
a particular organisation, knowing 
how to lead through change, 
knowing how to be creative and 
evolve their thinking.

Nurturing

Another area of enormous 
opportunity is in the way banks 
nurture talent. 

Let’s start with the idea of 
‘connecting dots.’ A prerequisite for 
connecting dots is having exposure 
to dots worth connecting, that is, 
a minimum breadth of exposure 
across the industry. In Australia, 
this is mostly left to individuals. 
There are no guidelines, common 
expectations or even formal 
processes. This isn’t the way it is in 
other markets. 

In Germany and Switzerland, 
for example, senior bankers are 
expected to demonstrate general 
competency across a range of 
relevant topics, including customer 
segments, products and internal 
functions, regardless of the specific 
areas in which they work. This is 
often first obtained in university, 
where degrees in banking (as 
opposed to finance or economics) 
are offered for those seeking to be 
credentialed as generalist bankers. 

In Switzerland especially, the 
credential carries a prestige 
comparable to that of a doctor or 
barrister. There is nothing like that 
in Australia or anywhere else in the 
English-speaking world14. 

Of course, the need to nurture 
talent goes beyond exposure to 
the subjects of banking. Relevant 
capabilities such as digital literacy, 
global awareness and creativity 
must be considered alongside the 
key attributes we describe here, 
not only in the way you hire, but 
even more in the way you develop 
and nurture. Like any muscle, 
capabilities must be exercised 
to be retained and stressed to 
be strengthened. 

In a future of greater job variability, 
more virtualisation and contingency 
employment, there will be 
enormous pressure to cut back 
investment in human capital (Why 
train someone who may soon work 
for the competition?). This would 
be short-sighted. Rather, one must 
be creative and strategic to ensure 
that when you invest in talent and 
capability, there is a fair return for 
the organisation. 

This can be done through such 
mechanisms as minimum ‘payback’ 
tenure (as in Germany and 
Switzerland), shared investment 
(e.g. with a professional body), 
or explicitly tying the capability 
being nurtured to an immediate 
deliverable or project under way. 



18. Kill Your Performance Ratings: Neuroscience shows why numbers-based HR management is obsolete, strategy+business, August 2014
19. ‘Human factors’ has its origin in ergonomics and its focus on the way environmental stimuli influences health and performance. The ideas 

apply more broadly to all areas of professional and organisational behaviour and performance. 
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Retaining 

Beyond all the measures described 
above to attract, select and nurture 
talent, one must also consider the 
environment that will keep them. 
This requires attention to workload 
allocation by leaders, working 
conditions and the ability of people 
to satisfy non-work interests and 
commitments (work–life balance). 

Crucially, one must also consider 
the way performance assessments 
and rewards influence behaviour 
and communicate priorities15.
This is a vexed issue that has 
received enormous attention in 
the years since the Sedgwick 
review16 and FoFA17, and especially 
during the Royal Commission. For 
this reason, we won’t say much 
more here, but we will point out 
that there is a growing body of 
work in experimental psychology 
and behavioural economics 
demonstrating that traditional 
performance assessment and 
review frameworks (fixed bell-
curves, numerical ratings, etc.) can 
not only incentivise dysfunctional 
behaviour and organisational 
dynamics, but can also inhibit 
individual and team performance18.  

Incentive frameworks also need 
to be revised. Firstly, extrinsic 
rewards (ie. those that are tangible 
and mostly financial in nature) 
need to be more punitive when 
undesirable behaviours occur, and 
more sensitive to directing truly 
differentiated rewards to those 
that consistently demonstrate 
positive behaviours. Secondly, 
intrinsic rewards need to be more 
deliberately offered to foster 
a culture based on personal 
attributes, for example, providing 
employees with a sense of 
meaningfulness/purpose. And so 
to retain employees, leaders need 
to be trained in offering intrinsic 
motivation just as much as they 
are in utilising extrinsic motivation. 
And even when organisations 
get the motivational tools right, 
it won’t have the impact desired 
if they don’t also adjust other 
cultural drivers like how targets 
and objectives are described, the 
markers of status and respect, 
and of course the whole spectrum 
of informal communication and 
messaging. 

Morality: principles 
concerning the 
distinction between 
right and wrong 
or good and bad 
behaviour

Resilience: an ability 
to recover from 
or adjust easily to 
misfortune or change

Adaptability: the 
quality of being able 
to adjust to new 
conditions

Courage: deliberate 
choice in the face 
of painful or fearful 
circumstances for the 
sake of a worthy goal

Wisdom: is the ability 
to think and act using 
knowledge, experience, 
understanding, 
common sense and 
insight

Personal attributes are key 

In short, the lessons of workforce 
transformation from other 
industries are useful for Australian 
banks today as they involve a 
common set of very basic things – 
enabling workers to demonstrate 
behaviours that in a smaller 
organisation and simpler context, 
they did automatically. 

This requires of course that 
recruitment, training, performance 
management, and rewards are 
aligned and congruent with ways 
of working, enterprise strategy, 
communication, culture and, most 
importantly, leadership - all in 
ways that promote and encourage 
those desirable behaviours and 
discourage undesirable behaviours. 

Finally, it requires that 
organisations orient their talent 
and workforce agenda around 
the imperative of attracting, 
selecting, nurturing and retaining 
the necessary personal attributes 
as much as they do for skills, roles, 
capabilities or other factors. 

It’s a tall order - but history 
suggests it’s possible.

Figure 3: Personal attributes to look for
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