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“Deepest fear

Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate; our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.  It is our light, not our darkness, that most frightens us.

We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented and fabulous?

Actually, who are you not to be?  You are a child of God.  Your playing small doesn’t serve the world.  There’s nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you.

We are born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us.  It’s not just in some of us; it’s in everyone.  And as we let our light shine, we unconsciously give others permission to do the same.  As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.”









Mary Anne Williamson

It is a well-known fact that South African banks operate in sophisticated local and world markets which comprise a diverse range of banking operations including micro finance. It also has an emerging, relatively unsophisticated yet increasingly regulated sub sector that operates in markets where a large proportion of the population remains unbanked.  

Our banking sector is a dynamic environment - ever changing as we respond to the requirements for transformation locally and as we change to maintain international best practice standards.  However, it still has some way to go in terms of people development and knowledge transfer because of its very traditional, silo-based approach.  A wise woman once said that the banking sector is like a big ship – it takes a long time to turn it around in terms of change.

We all know that the banking environment is fast paced, innovative and highly pressurized and change is a constant.  In the last few years we have seen the sector experience significant changes that further position the South African banking sector as a notable contender in the global field. In fact the South African banking sector is a trend sector in many technical respects within the global arena but there is no doubt that greater strides need to be made in the human resource sphere.

For example, during my career in banking I have witnessed the following changes:

· A move to more revenue from non-interest income as compared to interest income

· A consolidation of the banking sector during 2002 in the wake of the liquidity crises and the subsequent demise of some of the small and mid-sized banks

· 2 corporate governance reviews and a focus on risk management and corporate governance following international best practice trends

· The implementation of new accounting standards

· the introduction of Basel II and a revised capital framework

· the implementation of anti-money laundering control measures in line with local and international requirements

· changes to the Banks Act

· the voluntary signing of the Financial Sector Charter

· The development and introduction of cellphone & internet banking, new encryption mechanisms and an increasing reliance on technological banking solutions

· A flood of regulatory and legislative changes such as FICA, FAIS, the new National Credit Act etc

· Changes to the National Payment System

· The introduction of debit cards

· The move by retailers entering the traditional banking space and increased competition within the banking sector

· A focus on banking the unbanked with the introduction of the Mzansi account and the rise of the micro finance sub-sector

· The re-entrance of international banks into South Africa 

· Pockets of improvement in the development and career progression of women

In view of these changes and the sector’s commitment to transformation, The BANKSETA’s Women’s Development programme, was long overdue.  The shortage of skilled women in senior positions within the banking sector has to be addressed in a manner that is relevant and beneficial to all players in the sector.

Some of the constraints or challenges facing women the world over are:

· Exclusion from informal networks

· Lack of bottom-line business experience and knowledge

· Lack of mentoring

· Work-life issues and career interruptions

In fact an article in the CFO magazine in June 2006 publishing the results of a survey conducted stated that the 3 factors that helped women achieve their current position were:

· A supportive boss

· A supportive spouse 

· The culture of the organization

We are confident that this programme will not only address existing constraints for women to participate, but will build a foundation and a framework that will enable the sector to deal with emerging challenges relating to women participation and ensure sustainability of such frameworks.

With modern civilization, democracy and now transformation in many sectors, we have seen a gradual change with more women showing greater commitment for career growth and advancement.  My personal view of the programme is that it is an intervention that signals the sector’s recognition and commitment to the development of women.  Much thought and effort has been put into developing a holistic solution in order to address the problem.

My involvement in the sector dates back to 1999, when I first occupied the position of Consultant: Employment Relations.  I still remember the HR manager telling my boss that I should not be employed because I did not have an HR diploma – this in spite of the fact that I had an Honours degree in law and was an admitted attorney!  However, I was fortunate enough to be employed by someone who could recognize my potential and was prepared to develop and mentor me.  He, yes he was a man, used to say that I was like a rose growing amongst the rocks and that all I needed was to be planted in fertile soil so that I could blossom.  Even though he has since left the banking sector he still uses me as his personal success example!  My wish for every woman in the sector is to have such a person as their champion.

I have been fortunate to have had strong, senior mentors who had a keen interest in my development and career progression.  They have all been male which in itself is surprising and yet at the same time sad because I was not fortunate enough to be exposed to senior women with an interest in the development of other women.  It is these mentors as well as a relatively quick career progression in interesting jobs that have kept me in the industry for so long.  I have worked hard, invested in my own development and taken opportunities that crossed my path, when they were appropriate.  In addition, I developed a good understanding of myself and my own limitations.  Organisations such as the BANKSETA go a long way to address the developmental needs within the sector and I was fortunate enough to myself be a recipient of a scholarship to do my MBA.

I still believe that the banking sector is one of the most exciting, stable sectors to be part of.

Generally women are under a lot more scrutiny than men and they are still held back from realizing their full potential at work but they are taking on more leadership roles, they are going out and developing themselves in order to be eligible for leadership roles.  Sadly though they don’t always have a forum in which they can lead as the glass ceiling still exists.  This is the reality and I believe that the sector needs to become more women-friendly because after decades of talented women entering the sector, the sector remains male-oriented.  

We must not forget however, that great strides have been made to increase the representation of women in the sector and the FSC has gone a long way to formalize the need to increase women representation.  Like any piece of legislation, the intent is good but the crux lies in the implementation of the noble principles.

I did a quick survey of a few female colleagues and friends in the sector and the underlying view echoed by all is that you are often expected to be a man and lose your identity as a woman in order to gain recognition.  This is a sad state of affairs because the reason there should be more women at senior levels within the sector is not so that they can act more like men but so they can bring their own female uniqueness and balance to the business world. But there are many stereotypes – men are seen as the capable, assertive, workaholics whilst women are seen as flighty, too interested in matters related to the home and children to be really effective in the workplace.  In fact, just because I am a woman, although I am Company Secretary, those who do not know what a Company Secretary is or does, often refer to me as PA to the Chairman!  So I guess the stereotypes persist.  Now I just make a joke of it and call myself the Group Typist.

There is no denying that there is a dire need for strong, effective mentoring of women at all levels of the organization whilst simultaneously recognizing that men and women bring different yet equally important skills, knowledge, attitudes and dimensions to the organization and teams

In conclusion, I have learnt that there is no substitute for technical competence and a credible track record.  That a woman can be assertive without being aggressive.  That there will always be detractors to your success but the trick is to believe in what you can contribute.  That one needs a champion in the organization in order to progress.  That there is no such thing as a work life balance – it is all about the choices you make and that choices should be made on principle.  That ethical behaviour is non-negotiable and that you should always be able to hold your head held high.  That I can retain my femininity and still be regarded as a valuable asset of the company.  That I need to invest in myself and build a strong foundation.

There are no quick win solutions to the dilemma facing the sector but we have made a wonderful start on the journey and I wish all the women on the programme and women in general within the sector strength and tenacity on this journey.

Thank you
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