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About us

Promoting positive change in UK banks

The Bank Workers Charity (BWC) exists to support the health 

and wellbeing of the banking community. We work with banks to 

complement their existing wellbeing strategies, and aim to support 

them in building better workplaces. Our Wellbeing Pulse blog delivers 

the latest in thinking, research and techniques across the four pillars of 

workplace wellbeing: psychological, physical, social and financial.

Research shows that wellbeing is a major factor in employee performance 

and productivity, and therefore in organisational effectiveness. We 

believe a meaningful and sustained employee wellbeing strategy is not 

an extravagance, it’s a business imperative.
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The evidence has been building for 

years linking high levels of employee 

wellbeing to improved business 

performance, productivity and staff 

retention, and these arguments are 

holding sway. 

The latest Employee Wellness 

Survey found that employee 

wellbeing continues to rise up the 

business agenda with 31% of UK 

organisations intending to develop 

wellbeing strategies in 2016.1 

Research has repeatedly shown that 

jobseekers are increasingly attracted 

to employers with a reputation for 

looking after employee wellbeing, 

and businesses are waking up 

to this fact. Equally, employers 

are beginning to appreciate the 

scale and impact of mental health 

problems in the workplace and they 

see wellbeing programmes as the 

best way to address them. 

Future success 

Banks already recognise that their 

future success hinges on having 

a workforce that is healthy and 

resilient in mind and body and this 

is evident in the range of wellbeing 

programmes they have in place. 

The Bank Workers Charity (BWC) 

plays an important role in building 

and maintaining levels of wellbeing 

among the UK’s banking population. 

Our relationship with banks gives 

us a privileged window into the 

different approaches they are 

bringing to employee wellbeing. In 

this paper we explore some of these 

initiatives and how the challenges 

banks face in the present economic 

climate are giving them further 

reason to prioritise employee 

wellbeing. We look at some of the 

innovative wellbeing programmes 

they’ve initiated, identify gaps and 

consider how they can build on 

their successes. Finally, we consider 

pioneering wellbeing approaches 

from businesses in other sectors 

that may point the way forward for 

the UK’s banks.

The landscape of wellbeing
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31% of UK organisations 
intend to develop wellbeing 
strategies in 2016.

31%

Banks recognise that 

their future success 

hinges on having a 

workforce that’s healthy 

and resilient.

1 Employee Benefits (2016) The growing importance of workplace wellness.  
 Accessed at: https://www.employeebenefits.co.uk/the-growing-importance-of-workplace-wellness/
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The earliest employee assistance 

programmes (EAPs) were 

developed in 1950s America, 

initially in a bid to tackle alcohol 

abuse among the workforce. 

In the UK, however, the current 

thinking around wellbeing at work 

emerged from a preoccupation 

with stress management in the 

1980s. Then, the emphasis was on 

employees managing their own 

stress levels. Perspectives shifted 

in the 1990s when the Health and 

Safety Executive’s Management 

Standards for Workplace Stress 

prompted businesses to recognise 

their responsibility for identifying 

and addressing sources of 

workplace stress. At the same time, 

the language around stress began 

to change and the term ‘wellbeing’ 

with its positive connotations 

began to appear with increasing 

frequency. 

Re-set to present day, and 

wellbeing has penetrated global 

consciousness in a way that 

was unthinkable even ten years 

ago. It has become part of 

everyday discourse and this in 

turn has carried over into the 

workplace, creating a new frame 

of reference for thinking about 

the links between people’s health 

and business performance. We 

now have bodies like the Work 

Foundation and CIPD, who 

have a major influence on HR 

thinking actively championing 

employee wellbeing. CIPD’s 

recent appointment of workplace-

wellbeing pioneer Professor Sir 

Cary Cooper as president is a clear 

signal of an increased commitment 

in this direction. In research, the 

What Works Centre for Wellbeing 

is identifying the most effective 

wellbeing interventions within 

and outside of the workplace. 

We’re also seeing independent 

organisations like Business in 

the Community (BITC), Business 

Healthy and City Mental Health 

Alliance collaborating with 

major UK companies to promote 

healthier workplaces. 

Prioritising wellbeing 
in business

A 2016 report from the Global 

Wellness Institute estimated that 

the global spend on employee 

wellbeing programmes is $40.7 

billion, a clear indication of 

their increased importance to 

businesses.2 A recent Virgin Pulse 

study found that overall, employers 

are either increasing or stabilising 

their wellbeing spend, and are 

taking a more holistic view that 

embraces employee psychological 

and financial wellbeing, alongside 

physical health.3 Perhaps more 

importantly, the study reported 

that companies are looking beyond 

cost-reduction, appreciating the 

contribution their programmes 

make to performance, loyalty 

and culture. It may be happening 

gradually, but organisations 

are developing a more nuanced 

understanding of the range of ways 

employee wellbeing programmes 

benefit them. 

The banking sector, which has 

shown a strong commitment to 

employee wellbeing over recent 

years, has seen a proliferation of 

jobs focused on wellbeing. HSBC is 

a good example. There are People 

Experience teams in each of the 

bank’s contact centres whose 

role is to develop a programme 

of initiatives and events that build 

and support the wellbeing of the 

workforce. Indeed, virtually every 

bank now has someone in a senior 

role taking responsibility for the 

wellbeing agenda. This was simply 

not the case five years ago. 

Looking at the bigger picture
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The HSE’s Management 

Standards for Workplace 

Stress prompted 

businesses to recognise 

their responsibility  

for stress in the 1990s.
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has someone in a senior 

role taking responsibility 

for the wellbeing agenda.

The global spend on 
employee wellbeing 
programmes is $40.7 billion.
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2 Global Wellness Institute (2016) The future of wellness at work, page i

3 Virgin Pulse (2015) Virgin Pulse “State Of The Industry” Report Reveals Employers Will Invest In Well-Being To Drive Productivity,  
 Engagement And Culture In 2016. Accessed at:  
 http://www.virginpulse.com/press/virgin-pulse-state-of-the-industry-report-reveals-employers-will-invest-in-well-being-to-drive-productivity-engagement-and-culture-in-2016/
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It is going too far to say that 

wellbeing is embedded in UK 

business culture; there are too 

many organisations who are yet 

to take a strategic approach to it, 

but the direction of travel is clear. 

Wellbeing is still a relatively young 

and complex field and its future 

trajectory is likely to be one of 

incremental progress on many fronts. 

Models of wellbeing

There are many conceptual models 

and frameworks that influence 

how we think about health and 

wellbeing. Each highlights some 

aspects while downplaying 

others, and it is a measure of the 

mercurial nature of wellbeing as 

a concept that so many different 

perspectives have developed. 

Wellbeing is about more than 

the absence of negative feelings 

about the different spheres of 

our lives, implicit in it is that we 

also experience some feelings of 

positivity in each. 

At BWC, our view of wellbeing has 

been filtered through the lens of 

our own direct experience with 

bank employees but it has also 

been framed by current research. 

The BWC wellbeing model 

is based around four distinct 

pillars: psychological, physical, 

social and financial. Key to the 

model is the interplay between 

the different domains, with each 

potentially affecting the other and 

all contributing to the subjective 

experience that is our personal 

wellbeing. Until relatively recently, 

financial wellbeing did not feature 

in many wellbeing models. This is 

beginning to change, as evinced 

by recent research from Close 

Brothers Asset Management. This 

showed that 59% of responding 

organisations with a staff wellbeing 

strategy in place now include 

financial wellbeing within it.4 

At BWC we include it as a pillar 

because, through our work with 

bank employees, we have seen 

the impact on all other spheres 

of life when financial wellbeing is 

compromised. 

We also recognise the importance 

of not viewing employees’ work 

and personal lives in isolation. 

We see events at home spilling 

over into the workplace and 

work issues being brought 

into and affecting home life. It 

makes sense, therefore, to view 

them both as part of a whole, 

systemically affecting employee 

wellbeing in both positive and 

negative ways. This is mirrored 

in a change taking place in how 

the relationship between these 

two interlocking areas of human 

experience is regarded. The 

work-life balance perspective that 

characterises home-work boundaries 

as competing and irreconcilable 

opposites is beginning to give 

way to one that recognises that 

the two can be integrated in a 
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4 Employee Benefits (2016) 59% include financial wellbeing in staff wellbeing strategy.  
 Accessed at: https://www.employeebenefits.co.uk/issues/september-online-2016/59-include-financial-wellbeing-part-staff-wellbeing-strategy/
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harmonious way – a view referred 

to as work-life integration.5 This is 

consistent with a holistic view of 

employee wellbeing that refuses 

to compartmentalise these two 

interlocking areas of human 

experience.

For BWC, no workplace wellbeing 

strategy that seeks to address 

only in-work factors will ultimately 

be successful, from either an 

employee or a business point 

of view. We also believe that 

creating a healthy workplace is 

not simply about reducing the 

factors that impinge on employee 

health; whether that’s working 

environment, organisational 

processes, work patterns or 

aspects of organisational 

culture. It’s also about instituting 

initiatives, behaviours and 

practices that support the health 

and wellbeing of the workforce. 

A growing body of research links 

positive organisational cultures 

with significantly higher levels of 

effectiveness, including financial 

performance, productivity, 

employee engagement and 

customer satisfaction. A 

workplace that is good for 

employee wellbeing is one that’s 

good for everyone: 

• it’s good for businesses in 

improving performance and 

productivity, linking to positive 

customer outcomes

• it’s good for employees in 

helping them build and maintain 

high levels of health and wellbeing

• it’s good for society in helping 

reduce healthcare costs at a time 

when the NHS and social care are 

struggling to cope.

A challenging world 
for businesses

The world of work has become 

increasingly complex, beset by 

change at almost every level. In 

a globally interconnected world, 

competition is fierce. Many 

organisations have absorbed the 

impact of recession by becoming 

leaner through outsourcing and 

redistributing work. We are also 

in the throes of major disruption 

as businesses increasingly turn 

to automation to reduce costs 

and gain competitive advantage. 

Indeed, by 2025 it’s anticipated 

that 45% of existing jobs will 

be automated or digitised.  

The growing influence and 

impact of digital technology is 

transforming business and will 

continue to do so. 

Organisations are also having 

to contend with the different 

and often competing needs of 

a multigenerational workforce. 

Different age-groups have 

always co-existed in the 

workplace, but never before have 

generations been characterised 

by such distinct attitudes and 

expectations. Employers now have 

to think about how they manage 

the varied communication styles, 

work preferences and motivations 

of five generations at once. And 

with an ageing working population 

and the delay of retirement, 

health issues in the workplace 

are going to become a significant 

consideration in the years ahead.

The outcome of the recent 

referendum on EU membership 

has injected new uncertainty into 

what was already an unpredictable 

business environment. Uncertainty 

is bad for business, and the banking 

sector is affected more profoundly 

than most. The short-term 

prognosis for life after Brexit has 

emerged as cautiously positive, 

with recent reports showing the 

UK service industry experiencing 

an up-swing. However, the long-

term uncertainty implicit in Brexit 

represents a real threat to financial 

intuitions, with the various 

scenarios that could emerge 

over the next few years having 

drastically different implications 

for the UK’s banks. Estimates vary 

on the impact on jobs, but some 

suggest as many as 100,000 

banking positions may be at risk. 

We know that banks are reflecting 

on its impact and some are 

considering the extent to which 

their operation can remain in the 

UK. Meanwhile, in the economy 

overall it is clear that businesses are 

stalling on significant investment 

until the fog clears. 

Brexit has injected 

new uncertainty into 

what was already an 

unpredictable business 

environment.
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Businesses have never existed in 

stasis, but change is happening 

at an unprecedented rate, with 

inevitable repercussions for the 

day-to-day work experience of 

employees. The inexorable rise 

of zero hours contracts, self-

employment, the gig economy and 

technology-driven job reduction 

are creating heightened levels of 

job insecurity. So much so that 

the concept of the career, in the 

conventional sense, seems under 

threat. 

A long-hours,  
always-on culture

The drive for organisations to 

increase competitiveness in light 

of this uncertainty is manifest 

in many ways, not all of which 

are conducive to the health and 

wellbeing of employees. Britain 

works the longest hours in the 

G7, yet lags 20 percentage 

points behind the G7 average for 

productivity.6 Moreover, a long-

hours culture comes with risks, 

as there are well-established links 

between extended working hours 

and increased risk of common 

mental health problems. 

Another by-product of 

technological change is that we 

have developed an always-on 

culture that can make it hard for 

employees to switch off from an 

increasingly pressurised work 

environment. It should be noted 

that this change isn’t always 

driven by business. An addiction 

to mobile devices results in many 

people constantly dipping in and 

out of work mode. Undoubtedly 

some employees are comfortable 

with a more harmonious interplay 

between home and work, but 

others prefer greater separation, 

and find that disruption to their 

home life takes a toll on their 

relationships, life satisfaction and 

mental health.

Whilst some businesses are 

positioned to thrive in a digital 

world, many large corporations 

have delayed their response and 

are now reacting through cost 

savings and short-term planning. 

Such reactiveness can lead to 

an insecure work environment. 

And as organisations strip back, 

the fewer staff who remain carry 

increased, possibly unsustainable 

workloads. This can lead to 

bad decision-making and poor 

customer service. 

A measure of the increase in 

pressure at work can be seen in 

the rise of presenteeism – working 

while ill – in the UK workplace. 

Presenteeism is associated with 

long hours and heavy workloads 

and is more common when there 

are high levels of job insecurity. 

In a recent CIPD report, one third 

of businesses reported that it had 

increased in their organisation 

over the last 12 months.7 Though 

it can be difficult to measure, the 

cost of presenteeism is estimated 

to be up to three times as high 

as sickness absence for UK 

businesses.

Together, these developments 

create a potent cocktail of work 

stress which employees struggle 

with alongside the host of 

pressures that originate in their 

home lives. No surprise then that 

there has been an explosion of 

mental health issues amongst 

UK employees and, regardless of 

whether they originate at work, 

their impact is felt keenly there. 

Another CIPD report revealed that 

the number of people reporting 

having experienced poor mental 

health at work has climbed from 

a quarter (26%) to an third (31%) 

since 2011.8 Significantly, of those 

who experienced a mental health 

problem 42% had done so in the 

last 12 months. So how are banks 

responding to this challenging 

climate?
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6 The Guardian (2015) UK’s poor productivity figures show challenge for government.  
 Accessed at: https://www.theguardian.com/business/2015/sep/18/uks-poor-productivity-figures-show-challenge-for-government

7 CIPD (2015) Absence Management: Annual survey report 2015, page 6

8 CIPD (2015) Almost one in three people have experienced mental health issues while in employment.  
 Accessed at: https://www.cipd.co.uk/pressoffice/press-releases/eo-mental-health-270716.aspx
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Banks are interested in employee 

wellbeing for many of the same 

reasons as employers in other 

sectors. They want to remain 

competitive, they wish to attract 

talent, and they want to see 

improvement in the same key 

organisational indicators that 

concern other businesses. There is 

also a belief that they have some 

responsibility for the health and 

wellbeing of their people, and 

they wish to create a working 

environment that supports 

that. However, there are several 

additional reasons why banks see 

wellbeing as important.

Legacy issues from the economic 

crash have affected not just how 

banks are viewed publically, but 

how they’re required to conduct 

themselves to provide good 

customer service and protect 

against a repeat of the events that 

led to the financial crisis. Banks are 

primarily addressing this through 

cultural change anchored in strong 

values and a set of behaviours 

that flow from and support them. 

Lloyds is a good example. Their 

three core values, ‘keeping it 

simple’, ‘putting the customer first’ 

and ‘making a difference together’, 

are designed to demonstrate the 

bank’s overriding responsibility to 

act in customers’ best interests. 

Such value statements are a key 

element in sector-wide efforts to 

rebuild banks’ public reputation 

through a culture change that is 

visible from the outside. 

This review of values has occurred 

in parallel with a number of 

important practical steps designed 

by the banking sector to embed 

cultural change. The Banking 

Standards Board, an industry-

driven initiative to restore trust 

and reputation, has introduced the 

Senior Managers and Certification 

Regime to improve accountability 

and professionalism, and ensure 

the competence and behaviours 

that customers have a right to 

expect. Meanwhile, the Chartered 

Banker Professional Standards 

Board has introduced the 

Foundation Standard, designed 

to instil the professional values, 

attitudes and behaviours that will 

improve customer confidence. 

Already, 187,000 bankers have 

achieved the standard. Finally, the 

Financial Services Vulnerability 

Taskforce was set up in 2015 by 

the BBA to ensure that vulnerable 

customers are treated fairly and 

with empathy and understanding. 

These are all key measures in 

banks’ efforts to regain credibility 

in the eyes of their customers. 

By building employee wellbeing, 

banks recognise that they can 

support the implementation 

of these far-reaching changes, 

creating a workforce that is 

more resilient and capable of 

negotiating this fast-changing 

environment.

The working environment 

A less obvious aspect of the 

culture change has been the 

need to reconnect with and 

inspire employees. The vast 

majority of staff played no part in 

precipitating the crash, yet those in 

customer-facing roles frequently 

found themselves facing public 

opprobrium. The resulting sense 

of shame caused many bank 

employees to feel uncomfortable 

admitting publically to working 

in the profession. Re-creating a 

sense of pride in their work and 

rebuilding morale has been a 

vital part of the cultural change 

that banks have embarked on. 

Investing in a comprehensive 

employee wellbeing strategy is 

one important way of making staff 

feel positive about the business 

again, and of signalling that 

the bank’s commitment to their 

welfare is not just empty words. 

The organisational turbulence 

resulting from the recession means 

that the day-to-day working 

environment for bank workers 

has changed in tandem. Following 

the financial crisis, banks needed 

to address risk comprehensively 

throughout the business. However, 

regulation of the system has 

placed great pressure upon bank 

6
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other employers.
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employees and has changed the 

scale, scope and content of many 

of their roles. The extent of the 

impact can be seen in the fact 

that the daily burden of regulatory 

updates received by the big banks 

has increased from 10 a day in 

2004 to nearly 200 in 2016.9 

There has been an accompanying 

growth in the number of people 

working in compliance areas 

within banks. At HSBC, the 

number of people employed to 

specialise in risk grew to over 

24,000 in 2014, almost 10% of its 

workforce.10 The regulatory burden 

has fallen particularly heavily on 

managers who are expected to 

implement the changes, monitor 

their effectiveness and police 

their adherence across the 

business. The impact is also felt 

by other bank employees who 

find that compliance training and 

administrative tasks required to 

meet strict audit standards add 

significantly to their workload. 

Banks are already operating with 

a leaner workforce where there 

is little slack in the system. They 

appreciate the pressure this places 

on employees, and this makes the 

provision of health and wellbeing 

programmes vital in terms of 

building people’s resilience and 

ensuring support is available when 

needed. 

Responding to disruption

There are other reasons why 

wellbeing is being prioritised. 

Banks are at the forefront of 

far-reaching economic and 

structural changes associated 

with automation and digital 

transformation in the workplace. 

These disruptive changes are only 

in the formative stages, yet their 

consequences are already being 

felt. The preference expressed by 

many customers for transacting 

their banking digitally is greatly 

reducing footfall in retail branches. 

This means that bank branches 

are closing at an unprecedented 

rate and will continue to do so. 

Watching this unfold does nothing 

to calm the anxieties of employees 

who already think they can see 

which way the wind is blowing. 

The negative impact of prolonged 

uncertainty on wellbeing is widely 

recognised, and banks are acutely 

Looking ahead: Wellbeing at work in the banking sector
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9 Thomson Reuters (2016) Five steps banks can take for worry-free compliance.  
 Accessed at: http://blog.financial.thomsonreuters.com/5-basic-steps-to-implementing-a-successful-regulatory-compliance-program-for-multinational-banks/

10 Financial Times (2014) HSBC wrestles with soaring costs of compliance.  
 Accessed at: https://www.ft.com/content/0e3f0760-1bef-11e4-9666-00144feabdc0
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aware of this. So in this context, 

health and wellbeing programmes 

are seen as a key way of equipping 

employees to manage the 

uncertainty that pervades the sector. 

One final incentive for banks to 

invest in wellbeing is because it 

is a great bulwark against rogue 

behaviour and errors. As banks 

slowly rebuild credibility and public 

confidence, the need to eliminate 

reputationally costly errors and 

inappropriate behaviour is critical. 

Employees with high levels 

of physical and psychological 

wellbeing have much better levels 

of concentration and performance 

and are therefore less likely 

to make avoidable errors. At 

the same time, good financial 

wellbeing makes it less likely that 

financially strapped employees 

will be tempted into actions that 

put customers at risk and damage 

the brand.

How banks are responding 
to the challenge

If banks are treating wellbeing 

seriously, how are they doing 

compared to other sectors? 

Wellbeing programmes are 

commonplace in most sectors, 

but they rarely form part of a 

coherent wellbeing strategy. Most 

banks have already developed an 

organisation-wide strategy or are 

in the process of developing one. 

Those that don’t yet have one 

nevertheless have a comprehensive 

package of integrated wellbeing 

initiatives. Barclays is an example 

of a bank that has been prioritising 

employee wellbeing for a number 

of years and, as a consequence, 

has a wellbeing strategy that is 

global in reach. 

There are also particular areas 

of wellbeing that banks are 

covering exceptionally well. 

Most have prioritised tackling 

the way mental health issues are 

managed in the workplace and 

some have developed innovative 

approaches to this. Barclays’ 

This is Me campaign is a great 

example. Employees with mental 

health issues told their own stories 

in videos to create a rounded 

picture of themselves and show 

their mental health did not define 

them. These were hosted on a 

well-publicised micro-site on 

Barclays’ intranet that allowed 

other employees to add their 

own experiences. Many did just 

that and, although they could 

do so anonymously, most chose 

to identify themselves. The site 

received 75,000 visits and the 

campaign had a huge impact 

on reducing the stigma around 

mental health. Other businesses 

are now being encouraged to 

replicate its success as part of a 

City-wide initiative.

Lloyds too ran the innovative 

Inspirational People campaign. 

This had a strong mental health 

strand, and encouraged employees 

to engage in a mental health 

conversation with a colleague 

and register it on a dedicated 

website. An impressive 6,000 

conversations were registered. 

Santander has taken a different 

approach, placing branch 

managers at the heart of their 

initiative to change the way 

mental health is managed in the 

business. A training programme 

called Positive about Mental 

Health is designed to up-skill 

branch managers so they’re better 

placed to understand, empathise 

with and support employees 

experiencing common mental 

health problems. The training 

has already been rolled out to 

70% of the managerial cohort 

and by October 2016 all branch 

managers will have undertaken 

it. Evaluations so far have been 

excellent and, in conjunction with 

signing up to Time to Change 

and Mindful Employer campaigns, 

the programme ensures that 

psychological wellbeing is a major 

priority for the bank.

Financial wellbeing, often the 

missing component in wellbeing 

strategies, is another area in which 

banks are leading the way. With 

in-work poverty now exceeding 

out-of-work poverty, most banks 

recognise that financial concerns 

rank high among sources of stress 

and anxiety for employees. This 

was clearly apparent in research 

we undertook with Robertson 
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Cooper into wellbeing in the 

financial sector.11 Barclays too 

has focused on this. In a piece 

of research among 2,000 UK 

employees, the bank found 

that not only was poor financial 

wellbeing having a damaging 

effect on employee health, but it 

can cost UK businesses up to 4% 

of productivity. Unsurprisingly, 

Barclays and many other banks 

are building up the financial 

components within their wellbeing 

strategies, making a range of 

materials, training and interactive 

tools available to build employees’ 

skills in managing their money 

more effectively. Financial 

wellbeing remains a taboo in the 

workplace, but banks are taking 

serious steps to de-stigmatise it. 

Diversity and inclusion networks 

play an increasingly prominent 

role in promoting wellbeing 

across UK banks. Lloyds’ women’s 

network, which has 13,000 

members making it the biggest in 

the UK, ranked as one of the 2015 

Top Ten Women’s Networks in 

the inaugural Global Diversity List 

published by The Economist. Some 

banks run regular programmes of 

wellbeing-themed webinars, and 

it is often through these diversity 

and inclusion networks that they 

reach their intended audience. 

Covering a wide range of themes 

from financial wellbeing to flexible 

working and support for carers, 

they are a highly effective way 

of reaching the niche audiences 

to whom these issues are 

relevant. And the scale of reach 

is impressive. Recently at Lloyds, 

over 900 employees registered 

for a live wellbeing webinar on the 

needs of parents with teenagers.  

Another area where banks are 

seeking to create a healthy and 

supportive culture is around 

flexible working, the availability or 

lack of which has a huge impact 

on employee wellbeing. Whether 

its millennials seeking greater 

freedom around when and where 

they work, older employees 

wanting to work differently in the 

latter stages of their working lives, 

or carers wishing to rethink their 

working pattern to accommodate 

caring responsibilities, more 

employees want to take advantage 

of flexible working. Banks have a 

further rationale for encouraging 

flexible working. In recent years 

they have all been trying to alter 

the demographics at the top and 

promote more women into senior 

roles. Creating a more flexible 

working culture is instrumental in 

achieving this, and a report from 

the BBA found that 31% of board 

directors on FTSE 100 banks 

are female, up from 11% in 2011.12  

But banks are trying to move this 

agenda forward at all levels of the 

organisation, and their progress 

is reflected in the fact that they 

have featured prominently in the 

Working Families annual awards 

for flexible working. Since 2014, 

Barclays, Lloyds, Santander, 

Bank of England, UBS and RBS 

have all either won awards or 

been amongst the top-ranking 

businesses.

Looking ahead: Wellbeing at work in the banking sector

Whether its millennials, 

older employees or 

carers, workers want 

to take advantage of 

flexible working.

31% of board directors on 
FTSE 100 banks are female, 
up from 11% in 2011.

11%

31%
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At BWC we are encouraged by 

what we’re seeing in the financial 

sector. Banks clearly recognise the 

importance of having a workforce 

that is healthy and resilient, and 

this is evident in the range of 

wellbeing initiatives that we’ve 

seen. However, it would not yet be 

true to say that wellbeing is part 

of the organisational furniture. 

While some banks have put a 

comprehensive wellbeing strategy 

in place, this is not universal. The 

rest have an impressive array of 

wellbeing programmes in place, 

but fall short of taking a truly 

strategic approach.

Culture at work

Cultural factors more than 

anything else determine the 

success of a wellbeing strategy, 

which means that buy-in 

throughout the organisation is 

vital. Employee wellbeing should 

represent a community of interest 

with different organisational 

stakeholders all playing their part. 

To start with, employees need to 

take responsibility for their own 

health and wellbeing, particularly 

if the business is providing 

services and amenities to facilitate 

this. Next, line managers need 

to be custodians of the strategy, 

raising awareness of programmes, 

encouraging staff to make use 

of them and modelling good 

behaviours themselves. HR needs 

to have overarching responsibility 

for rollout of programmes and 

monitoring progress. Senior 

management need to support 

line managers in encouraging 

uptake of wellbeing programmes 

within their teams. And finally, 

board room support for employee 

wellbeing needs to be evident 

to the workforce at large, ideally 

through high-profile board 

members championing it. 

The banking sector has some way 

to go before it’s possible to say 

that wellbeing is organisationally 

embedded in this way. In some 

banks, employee wellbeing 

remains the preserve of HR when 

responsibility for it needs to 

be distributed organisationally. 

Board room buy-in is variable 

too, though in some banks there 

is clear evidence of commitment. 

RBS, for example, is in the 

forefront of best practice in terms 

of annual reporting on wellbeing. 

In BITC’s 2015 survey of FTSE 100 

public reporting on employee 

engagement and wellbeing, 

RBS was one of the four leading 

companies for the depth and 

breadth of reporting.13

Measuring impact

Another area we’d like to see more 

progress on is measurement of the 

impact of wellbeing programmes. 

Too often, wellbeing initiatives are 

implemented as an act of faith; 

because competitors are doing 

it, it’s the brainchild of someone 

with political clout who can 

mobilise support for the project, 

or because there is a common 

sense rationale for its assumed 

effectiveness. As a consequence, 

the great majority of wellbeing 

initiatives are not well evaluated, 

if at all. Yet evaluation is crucial 

over the long term, as without 

some evidence that the wellbeing 

strategy is creating benefits for the 

business, boardroom enthusiasm 

for it will diminish. Moreover, 

the evidence that wellbeing is 

making a difference can provide 

justification for maintaining or 

extending programmes that have 

proven their value. 

It should be recognised that 

measurement of impact needs to 

be undertaken at lots of levels. 

Because businesses in the USA 
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While some banks have a 

comprehensive wellbeing 

strategy in place, this is 

not universal.
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Too often, wellbeing 

initiatives are implemented 

as an act of faith and are 

not well evaluated, if at all.

Building on success

Without evidence that a 
wellbeing strategy is creating 
business benefits, boardroom 
enthusiasm will diminish.

13 BITC (2015) FTSE 100 public reporting, page 5
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cover the cost of employee 

healthcare it is much easier for 

them to track return on investment. 

UK businesses assess impact in 

lots of other ways; through effect 

on sickness absence, levels of 

employee loyalty, engagement 

and performance. This means 

that evaluations of wellbeing 

programmes need to go beyond 

the basic success measure of the 

level of employee uptake and 

satisfaction with the programmes. 

They need to look additionally at 

employee health, at engagement 

scores and other organisational 

measures to get a more 

sophisticated appreciation of 

impact. It’s more than possible to 

create a meaningful effectiveness 

measure for a wellbeing strategy, 

provided it’s carefully thought 

through and takes advantage of 

the wealth of data available.

Finding the audience

Finally, there is room for 

improvement in terms of creating 

targeted communications about 

wellbeing. Communication isn’t 

just about letting the workforce 

know that wellbeing programmes 

are there; it’s about careful 

messaging, so those groups in 

the workforce to whom particular 

programmes are most relevant 

understand their value and how 

to access them. This is an area in 

which few businesses in any sector 

are doing well, usually because of 

deficiencies in the quality of data 

on employee health. 

One bank making good progress 

in this area is Santander. The bank 

is taking an innovative approach 

to physical wellbeing through their 

Health and Lifestyle Assessments 

pilot. These assessments 

create a health risk profile for 

each employee, offer health 

improvement suggestions and 

provide access to telephone 

occupational health support. The 

resulting data allows the bank 

to develop a group health risk 

profile for participants. Applied to 

the workforce at large this would 

produce data that allows for a 

much more targeted approach 

for future health promotion and 

wellbeing interventions, greatly 

increasing the likelihood of their 

having the desired impact.

There are many instances where 

banks are at the forefront of good 

practice in employee wellbeing. 

We will now explore several 

pioneering developments in this 

field, some of which may influence 

the content of banks’ wellbeing 

strategies into the future.

Looking ahead: Wellbeing at work in the banking sector

Evaluations of wellbeing 

programmes need to go 

beyond measuring levels  

of uptake and satisfaction.

Careful messaging is needed 
to reach groups to whom 
programmes are most relevant.



Wellbeing is a young, if complex, 

field, and it is also one in which the 

horizon continues to expand. Much 

that is happening in other areas 

of scientific and psychological 

research is beginning to impact 

significantly on the way we think 

about wellbeing. And some of this 

learning is already being applied 

by forward-thinking organisations 

to improve the quality of working 

life for employees and the 

performance and productivity of 

businesses. 

Space and meditation

Research into office design 

is finding that many physical 

aspects of the modern workplace 

are not conducive to employee 

wellbeing. There are numerous 

examples. The amount of green 

space that is visible to employees, 

the availability of quiet places in 

which to work, and the extent to 

which people can move freely are 

just some of the considerations 

that research tells us we ought to 

take account of in office design. 

Poor air quality alone has been 

found to decrease productivity 

by up to 10%. Organisations like 

Google and Amazon are applying 

these and other findings to create 

workplaces that promote better 

health, wellbeing and productivity. 

Mindfulness, the meditative 

practice that focuses on being 

in the moment, is increasingly 

being practised in organisational 

settings. A substantial and growing 

evidence base links mindfulness 

to improved concentration and 

better decision making, and 

studies have shown it also benefits 

those suffering from common 

mental health problems. 

Mindfulness is being introduced in 

different contexts in the workplace 

to aid productivity, often to build 

resilience among the workforce 

and in some instances to help 

business leaders themselves 

become ‘mindful’. A number of 

banks have already begun to 

introduce mindfulness, including 

one which has encouraged a 

bottom-up approach where 

highly motivated employees have 

created mindfulness communities 

across the organisation’s UK sites.

 

Neuroscience and sleep

Technological innovations in 

neuro-imaging are transforming 

our capacity to do brain mapping. 

Though primarily directed towards 

medical outcomes, the increase in 

understanding of brain functioning 

generated by this research is 

proving valuable in other, often 

unrelated, fields. Already, insights 

from neuroscience are being 

applied within organisations 

to determine the conduct of 

performance reviews, to rethink 

managerial styles and to question 

the effectiveness of multi-tasking. 

It’s a fast-moving field, and we can 

expect its influence on HR thinking 

and workplace practices to grow 

significantly in the years ahead.

Developments in investigative 

technology have also driven new 

discoveries in sleep science. As 

a consequence, we have a much 

more sophisticated understanding 

of the purpose of sleep. We know 

how much of it is beneficial and 

we’re aware of the consequences 

of sleep deprivation. This 

knowledge is already being 

harnessed in the workplace, with 

employers like Google introducing 

nap rooms and sleep pods, while 
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Green space, quiet places 
and freedom of movement 
need to be accounted for in 
office design.

Insights from 

neuroscience are being 

applied to performance 

reviews and managerial 

styles.

A number of banks have 

begun to introduce 

mindfulness, the 

practice that focuses on 

being in the moment.

An evolving landscape



also promoting sleep training 

programmes. 

Wearables and apps 

Over the last five years there has 

been a proliferation of digital 

tools to help people improve their 

health and wellbeing. Apps and 

devices are available to cover a 

wide range of health concerns 

including sleep, diet and physical 

and mental health. Increasingly, 

these are being pitched at 

employers rather than individuals, 

as they offer the opportunity for 

businesses not just to support the 

wellbeing of individual employees 

but to gain a unique insight into 

the wellbeing of their workforce. 

As employees use these health 

apps, the resulting data is 

anonymised and aggregated to 

create a corporate dashboard. This 

digital approach makes it possible 

to create wellbeing programmes 

tailored to populations or areas 

within the business with specific 

health needs. 

This greatly enhances the 

prospects of the interventions 

being utilised and having their 

desired impact. It also addresses 

a deficiency of one-size-fits-all 

wellbeing programmes that don’t 

take account of individual needs. 

By 2018, according to ABI Research, 

at least 13 million wearable devices 

will be incorporated into wellbeing 

programmes. With an ageing 

population whose health needs 

will only increase over time and an 

already digitally savvy generation 

Y forming a growing part of the 

workforce, these figures may not 

be unrealistic.14

The road ahead 

These are some examples of the 

ways in which research around 

wellbeing is changing the way 

we understand and organise 

work, but they are by no means 

mainstream. All currently sit on 

the periphery of organisational 

approaches to wellbeing but they 

are moving closer to the centre 

and are indicative of the direction 

of travel. All it will take is for 

the early adopters to be able to 

evidence the benefits and we’ll see 

them become a familiar feature in 

UK workplaces, including in banks. 

The world of wellbeing is not a 

static landscape. It will continue to 

be influenced by new thinking and 

research and some of this will help 

shape the working environment 

of the banks of the future. BWC’s 

goal is to improve and maintain the 

wellbeing of bank workers. We will 

continue to support UK banks as 

they develop wellbeing strategies 

that create positive outcomes for 

employees, for the business, for 

customers and for wider society.

The world of wellbeing 

is not a static landscape; 

it will continue to be 

influenced by new 

thinking and research.
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14 HR magazine (2015) Wearable technology for health and wellbeing.  
 Accessed at: http://www.hrmagazine.co.uk/article-details/how-to-use-wearable-technology-for-health-and-wellbeing

The digital approach 

makes it possible to 

create programmes 

tailored to specific needs.

http://www.hrmagazine.co.uk/article-details/how-to-use-wearable-technology-for-health-and-wellbeing
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