Practicalities and Implications of the Charter

Management  -  Human Capital Development Challenge

Good Morning Ladies & Gentlemen.

It is a pleasure for me to have this opportunity to share with you in seven minutes my views and opinions on the practicalities of implementing the Charter in respect of Human Capital Development.

Here I borrow directly from the Charter itself -   “The pool of intellectual capital in the sector must be improved by focusing on attracting new entrants and continually investing in the skills development and training of existing and new black professionals and managers”.

Here, I am going to be boldly controversial.

(slide 2) -  “In the main, insurance is not rocket science”.

Ladies & Gentlemen, the next time you are at a cocktail party and in need of conversation, just ask those around you how they ended up in insurance.  I come from an agricultural background, and the first time I heard of the word reinsurance was when Munich Re was looking for an Agronomist!  If you ask around the room, you will find backgrounds anything from, University drop-outs, ex policemen and soldiers to professors, PhDs and Actuaries.

Since on the short term side we cover events, that are sudden and unforeseen, it looks like that’s generally how we end up in insurance sudden and unforeseen.  This present crop of practitioners has, however built a vibrant and world class insurance industry.  What we brought with us were qualifications in other areas and the ability to learn insurance on the job.  Very few of us went through any formal insurance training before joining the industry.

Knowledge of insurance itself, perse has thus never been a barrier to entry into the industry.  We have learned the trade on the job, in some cases, with formal qualifications like the Associateship and Fellowship.  What we all had in common was the opportunity to get into the door and learn on the job.

I argue therefore that, now that we are transforming and seeking black and female candidates, lets not suddenly change the rules of engagement and require recruits that are black, and female with extensive skills in insurance as a requirement.  Yes, we need our insurance rocket scientists (your actuaries, chartered accountants, etc…) but in the main you need people of potential who can learn the ropes of the trade.

Having said that, I will be even more boldly controversial.

(slide 3) -  “The raw material is available…”

The human resource development raw material exists in the form of black and female graduates that our universities and other institutions of higher learning are churning out in large numbers.  Thousands of them are either unemployed or under-employed – black BComm girls working as receptionists and such like jobs.

Professor Vivian at Wits has produced many black students with a good BComm insurance qualification, and I can bet not many of them find a job in our sector.

All these graduates need is the opportunity we all had to get through the door and learn on the job.  When you talk of generic professions like lawyers, finance and human resources, other sectors seem to find them a lot easier than our sector.  

Such an initiative could be complemented by a process of internal training and development with fast tracking programmes, provided we are not selecting people of limited potential so that we can throw our hands in the air after three years and say we tried…!

I get even more controversial!

(slide 4) -  “Industry Executive Resolve now called for….!”
There are players in the industry who have taken the lead in black human resource development and in making significant improvements in their employment equity status.  However, if you look at the industry as a whole, which is the picture that South Africa sees, Ladies & Gentlemen, it’s a sad picture indeed.

You will see more blacks and females in the high streets of London, than you see in our large industry functions. This, 10 years after the first democratic elections, employment equity act and all is a sad state of affairs indeed.

I received a list from the good Prof. a month ago and I dare anyone in this room to say these people cannot be found.

I have personal experience where as the Insurance Institute of Gauteng, we have bursaries to some of Prof. Vivian’s students.  Armed with an Honours Degree in insurance, these people still could not find jobs in our industry.  One is now working for us at Munich Re, the other, after a brief stint in the industry joined one of the brewing houses.

Under the Charter, we now need the resolve from the Executive Floors of the industry to drive the recruitment and RETENTION of black professionals.  We need to create within our organizations, an internal affirmative environment that is comfortable for our new recruits.  They too, need mentors like we all had our “godfathers” in the industry.  Without this executive resolve, the Charter will remain just a Charter - The name of the game is now implementation.  We stand poised to enter that phase and we should not faulter now.

(slide 5) - “Professionalism in the Industry….”

Opening up opportunities, need not be accompanied by a drop in standards.  I know, in the past we are coming from, as a black person you had to be outstanding to grudgingly receive equal recognition to your white counterpart of average ability.  As the Rev. Jesse Jackson once said, “…if we were to walk on water, the American press would carry the headlines : Jesse can’t swing”

We should not swing the pendulum to the other extreme.  If you take on a black candidate, given them the tools and support they require, but the performance demands should be no lesser.  We should expect and extract the same professional standards from all our employees regardless of the background.

If we are to be an employer of choice as an industry, we must offer real career prospects and insist on the attainment of professional qualifications, that are accepted world wide and sought after by employees - That professional pride needs to return to the industry.  That is a challenge for the training and skills development service providers – to produce this quality product : a well qualified (academically) person with a professional qualification in addition.

We need to sell ourselves as a sexy industry to work in – especially among the previously disadvantaged communities who might not have had an encounter with our industry.

(slide 6 & 7) -  “What to do?”

1. By Executive decree, the performance contracts of all middle managers should carry a significant score for progress on employment equity achievement and internal development of black and female managers.  This is where actual implementation takes place.

2. Target black and female university graduates and put them through fast track training programmes.  Many companies have done this successfully.


3. Identify internal black and female candidates who show potential, for fast track training programmes   -  Do not set up people of limited ability for failure simply to get the numbers up.

4. As part of the deal, these candidates must achieve professional qualification within an agreed time frame.  This is their investment, which will actually increase the career switching costs.  They are more likely to stay in the industry after such 

an  investment.

5.  Audit internal HR Policies and Proceedures (this is just a sample).

· Your recruitment process.  If you are not using black recruitment agencies, you will obviously struggle to find black candidates.

· Your mentorship, coaching programmes and the mentors themselves.  Are they ready to mentor across cultural lines.  Other than polite work encounters, do black and white people in this industry really know each other and each other’s cultures?

· Performance Management – Don’t expect any lesser from your fast tract candidates.  Help them deliver but do not condone poor performance.  Nothing is more degrading and demotivating than being kept in the periphery of the business.

· Environmental Audit – Does your work place offer an affirmative environment?

· Remuneration Practice

There is a premium on black candidates right now and this a function of scarcity.  Once the industry as a whole has more of them, through supply and demand, this premium will go away.

· Perseverance

Those who go first will lose some of their trainees through poaching – do not give up, for it shall come to pass.

Lastly, Ladies & Gentlemen, this is a subject of a life time and in seven minutes one can only scratch the surface.  However, where we are now, on the dawn of the Charter era, unfortunately the buck has to stop with the Executives.  They will make or break it.

Can you imagine where South Africa would be today if years ago, the ANC Charterists had just drafted their Charter and left it in their bottom drawers – assuming they had 

drawers in those days!


I thank you.

