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Transformation in the Financial Services Sector: Fact or Fiction?

Transformation in the financial services sector has, until recently, followed a rather slow but interesting route.  The signing of the Financial Sector Charter, however, means that an entirely new and exiting journey has begun.  Having embarked on this journey, we need to maintain our momentum and ensure that we keep on track so that we can reap great rewards for the industry.

Before we draw any conclusions about the success of transformation in the finance sector we should understand the nature of the “beast”.  

Traditionally this sector has been a conservative environment and it remains so today.  In part this can be ascribed to the fact that it is driven by actuaries and accountants whose primary focus is on hard facts and figures rather than the management of people.  Figures are dispassionate:  they do not take into account emotions or any of the “people-driven” issues that predominate in some other sectors.  A further characteristic of the industry is that the majority of its employees are white women, mainly, but not exclusively, deployed in the administrative and client interface environments.  This has resulted in transformation initiatives being focused on the employment of black persons and the promotion of both black and white women into the upper echelons of the corporates.  In addition, the industry is not highly unionised.  While some regard this as a positive factor, in actuality the absence of trade union pressure may have delayed transformation to some extent.  

In the initial stages of transformation, therefore, there has been very little to incentivise or compel the industry to make meaningful changes and, for many of the corporates, it has been very much business as usual. 

Then transformation started to move to centre stage and the sector has found itself facing a whole range of new issues and phenomena.  In particular, two factors have placed transformation more firmly on the sector’s agenda.  Firstly, and emanating externally, is the newly introduced employment equity legislation.  This has led companies to adopt a different mind-set and either to initiate empowerment processes or enhance those already put into place.  The legal requirement of setting numerical equity targets suits the nature of the industry, but most companies have quickly realised that they are operating off a very low base and will have to accelerate the pace if realistic targets are to be met.  This has led to “churning” in the industry because of a shortage of appropriately qualified and available black staff.  

Secondly, and internal to the industry, has been the hugely significant recognition by industry leaders that transformation is a business imperative that should be vigorously pursued so as to obtain a competitive advantage.  The result has been innovative and creative advancements in the fields of training, development, recruitment, retention and “fast tracking” programmes.  

As a result of these factors, predominantly the latter, industry leaders proactively engaged key role players in initiating the Financial Sector Charter.  As a participant in this process I can say unequivocally that, insofar as transformation debates go, this was a positive experience.  The intensity with which the actuaries and accountants dissected and analysed the various scenarios before coming up with a workable formula was remarkable.  It is particularly significant that the targets and deliverables in the financial sector charter, although tough, are achievable.  As a human resources practitioner, I was initially very sceptical about the somewhat mechanistic approach.  However, I soon became very comfortable with the outcome and am convinced that we now have a platform to make a quantum leap forward with transformation in our sector.  In addition, we also have the opportunity to set the pace for other industries as our charter can serve as a sound example for sectors wanting to follow suit.  

Transformation in the financial services sector is a fact.  The charter is the visible manifestation of the industry’s resolve to play a leading role in transforming the economy and empowering all South Africans.  The journey towards a more equitable sector has begun in earnest and none of us can afford to be left behind.

Viva the financial services sector, viva.

Vic van Vuuren

