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2 Bank on your people
New research into Work and Non-Work pressures

Foreword by Cary Cooper CBE, Distinguished Professor of 
Organisational Psychology and Health, Lancaster University 
and Director, Robertson Cooper

This applied research carried out by Robertson Cooper for The Bank Workers 

Charity builds on the earlier stage work which also involved The Work 

Foundation. With the co-operation of a large bank, a substantial sample of 

bank workers has been accessed to provide an updated and comprehensive 

perspective on the work and non-work experience of UK bank workers. The work 

adds weight to the need to understand the specific nature of the pressure faced 

by different groups of bank workers. The categorisation of workers based on 

their work-life balance and engagement levels has been extended and serves to 

build a compelling business case for intervention. I have always believed that one 

size rarely fits all when it comes to improving wellbeing and that there is a need 

to embed long-term preventative approaches.

To serve the needs of bank workers and others facing increasingly complex and 

demanding lives we need to improve the integration of support. In part, this is 

about existing support providers working together more effectively but as noted 

in this report there may be opportunities for new forms of organisations, such as 

social enterprises, to fill gaps in support provision.

Day-to-day relationships hold the key, particularly the line manager relationship 

at work. However, we can’t just pour more pressure on line managers demanding 

they provide more support to their staff without adequately supporting them 

to do so. This research demonstrates the need to consider the whole person 

rather than treat work and non-work problems as if they affected different 

people. The challenge is to get people to relate to people, not managers to 

resources. Preparing managers properly to have the right conversations with 

their teams about the pressures they face should be a core part of management 

development.

As I said in my foreword to the report on the earlier stage of this research, 

I am not arguing for a paternalistic approach. We are recognising that people 

have increasingly complex lives and that employers have a key role to play, with 

attainable business benefits, in broadening the scope of the support they provide. 

This work helps to quantify the business benefits of improving psychological 

wellbeing in terms of productivity gains and sickness absence reduction. The 

Bank Workers Charity with others can provide employers with the support they 

need to realise these benefits.

January 2014

Research and report carried out by Matt Smeed and Gordon Tinline of Robertson Cooper in 
partnership with the Bank Workers Charity. We would like to acknowledge the contribution made 
by The Work Foundation to the earlier stage of this research.
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Introduction

The work pressures faced by bank workers are substantial. The last few years 

have seen a significant increase in economic pressures which have impacted 

those working in financial services directly.  In addition, a growing proportion of 

the workforce is striving to manage an increasingly complex boundary between 

work and non-work pressures. There is a need to understand these pressures 

better to enable support to be provided that helps bank workers deal with work 

and non-work issues in a way that prevents them escalating into major problems 

in terms of their health, work performance deterioration, or prolonged absence.

The main purpose of this research is to strengthen the evidence base relating to 

work and non-work pressures and their interaction.

Our main objectives for this research project were to:

• Identify the extent and nature of the work and non-work pressures facing bank 

workers 

• Quantify the impact of these on work productivity, health & wellbeing

• Identify the level and type of support which workers need to equip them to be 

more resilient.

We carried out an initial small pilot survey of bank workers (N=546) in late 2012 

to early 2013, in partnership with The Work Foundation. An initial summary report 

based on this work was published by the Bank Workers Charity in March 2013.  

We have now extended this work by carrying out a survey in a major bank which 

has provided a data set an order of magnitude larger (N=4,900) than the initial 

pilot work. Both surveys were built around Robertson Cooper’s established and 

validated ASSET wellbeing tool (see ASSET model on page 5).
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The whole person perspective

Work and non-work pressures have often been separated by organisations 

as if they affected different people. Work pressures, when they are addressed, 

are often the domain of HR and line managers.  However, there can be 

a reluctance to intervene when an employee is experiencing significant 

non-work problems.  The latter might result in a referral to external support.  

The organisation’s duty of care to their employees is definitely bounded by their 

working environment.  Nevertheless there are two compelling reasons for taking 

a whole person perspective and considering both work and non-work pressures:

• Non-work pressures account for a significant proportion of stress and mental 

health related problems in the workplace (e.g. sickness absence, support 

required from charities and EAPs)

• Non-work pressures are likely to interact with work pressures in a way that 

could increase the likelihood of behavioural and performance related problems 

manifesting in the workplace.

The second point above is essentially a hypothesis which we are seeking to test 

with this research.

The ASSET model extended to include non-work pressures 

Organisational 
Outcomes

Individual 
Outcomes

Workplace
6 Essentials

Psychological
Wellbeing

NON-WORK LIFE

Productivity & performance

Productivity & satisfaction

• Control

• Positive emotions

• Resources & communication

• Sense of purpose

Attendance (sickness absence)

Morale & motivation

• Balanced workload

Retention (turnover)

Employee engagement

• Job security & change

Attractiveness to recruits

Commitment

• Work relationships

Customer/user satisfaction

Health

• Job conditions
• Relationship

• Personal Issues

• Daily Hassles
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Research approach

The initial research carried out for The Bank Workers Charity by Robertson 

Cooper and The Work Foundation in late 2012 and early 2013 included a literature 

review, a small number of interviews with bank workers, and a cross-bank survey 

of workers.  These stages are summarised in Box 1 below.

The initial research, driven by the survey results, enabled us to develop a 

preliminary model categorising bank workers in terms of their work-life balance 

perspective and reported level of engagement. See ‘Four types of bank workers’ 

diagram on page 7.

Box 1 summary of preliminary research stages

Literature review:  A primary source review of published 

studies that quantify the impact of work/non-work issues 

on the health and wellbeing of employees.   In addition, 

we looked at some secondary data, including Labour Force 

Surveys and materials collected by the British Banking 

Association.

Interviews:  18 people were interviewed working in various 

banks across the UK.  Participants were asked to describe 

some of the wellbeing factors addressed by the survey 

model in more detail, and provide us with examples of the 

management of competing pressures in their lives in and 

outside work.  The findings were used in the previous report 

to provide qualitative insights into some of the experiences 

of bank workers.

Cross-bank survey:  A survey using Robertson Cooper’s 

ASSET tool with additional non-work items was opened to all 

bank workers in late 2012.  This attracted 546 responses from 

bank workers. 
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AVE. NUMBER OF HASSLES: AVE. NUMBER OF HASSLES:

This group is engaged 
and productive, and believe 
they give the organisation 
more than they get back.

They also have the highest 
levels of caring responsibilities 
and a fair amount of other 
hassles outside work.

Tend to be older with 
a relatively high level 
of caring responsibilities.

These employees are stressed 
in and outside work and as a 
result have the poorest levels 
of productivity and health.

In control of work and non-work 
responsibilities. They are 
motivated, engaged, and 
therefore productive.

Make good use of flexible 
working and only work longer 
hours if they have to, although 
they are willing to do this.

They don’t work particularly 
long hours, so they’re not 
troubled by the hours.

This lack of engagement 
has led to rust out already. 
They feel unchallenged 
at work rather than content.

AVERAGE PRODUCTIVITY: AVERAGE PRODUCTIVITY:

84.8%

71.0%

85.1%

70.4%

7.42

10.67

10.25

11.63

n=135
(23%)

n=145
(24%)

n=113
(20%)

n=149
(27%)

Career optimisers

Untapped potential

Firefighters

Captives
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T

NOT TROUBLED BY WORK-LIFE BALANCE TROUBLED BY WORK-LIFE BALANCE

% MALE % MALE

TENURE 
OVER 
10 YEARS

TENURE 
OVER 
10 YEARS

% USING 
FLEXIBLE 
WORKING

% USING 
FLEXIBLE 
WORKING

% USING 
FLEXIBLE 
WORKING

% USING 
FLEXIBLE 
WORKING

% AGED 
OVER 40

% AGED 
OVER 40

% WORKING 
CONTRACTED 
HOURS

% WORKING 
CONTRACTED 
HOURS

% WITH CARING 
RESPONSIBILITIES

% WITH CARING 
RESPONSIBILITIES

% WITH CARING 
RESPONSIBILITIES

% WITH CARING 
RESPONSIBILITIES

52.6%

61.5%

49.6%

58.6%

51.7%

31.0%

62.1%

43.0% 34.8%

53.0%

34.1%

29.2%

41.4%

34.9%

55.9%

14.5%

58.4%

36.2%

60.4%

57.5%

65.2%

65.5%

18.1%

They are happy and healthy. 
They feel valued by the 
employer and respond with 
high organisational commitment.

Their health is suffering as 
a result of having a difficult 
home life, but still willing 
to work very long hours.

However, their job role is 
unfulfilling, and they’re not 
particularly engaged with 
what they are doing and 
hence not very productive.

Work very long hours, not 
because they are engaged, 
but because they have to, 
likely through the dependency 
on income from the job to meet 
their non-work responsibilities.

AVE. NUMBER OF HASSLES: AVE. NUMBER OF HASSLES:AVERAGE PRODUCTIVITY: AVERAGE PRODUCTIVITY:

% MALE % MALE

TENURE 
OVER 
10 YEARS

TENURE 
OVER 
10 YEARS

% AGED 
OVER 40

% AGED 
OVER 40

% WORKING 
CONTRACTED 
HOURS

% WORKING 
CONTRACTED 
HOURS

38.9%

Four types of bank workers (Initial research figures) NOTE: These types are not dependent on 
seniority or job roles, they exist across the board
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New larger survey

Following the early stage research we wanted to validate our provisional findings 

by accessing a much larger sample of bank workers. This was achieved with the 

co-operation of a major bank. The survey was conducted in the spring of 2013 

and attracted 4,900 responses.

The survey was again undertaken online using Robertson Cooper’s ASSET tool. 

The non-work items included in the previous survey were analysed to produce 

a smaller number of questions. These items were initially taken from previously 

published scales. 

The key demographics of this new survey sample are summarised below.

Key sample demographics

• 59% female

• 41% male

• 86% full time

• 32% with over 10 years’ service

• 43% with less than five years’ experience

• 71% married / civil partnership or living with 

a partner

• 63% primary income earners

• Main employment functions:  Corporate roles (Finance, 

HR, Strategy and Marketing); Central service delivery 

(e.g. corporate and commercial banking); Retail 

distribution (Branch and Contact Centre).
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New results

A number of themes emerged from the initial study, such as:

• A significant ‘Sandwich Generation’ of employees who have caring 

responsibilities for both elderly relatives and their children

• A growing number of financial worries for bank workers

• An unmanageable level of work intensity created by the rapidly changing 

working environment during the recession.

The results from this latest study allow us to validate and strengthen the 

findings from the initial survey, but also provide a deeper level of insight into the 

interaction of work and non-work pressures for bank workers in the UK.

Key work pressures

On an absolute-basis, the five workplace pressures that were most troubling for 

staff within the bank were as follows:

• A lack of control over their job

• Pay and benefits not being as good as other people doing the same or 

similar job

• Not having enough time to do their job as well as they would like

• Having little or no influence over their performance targets

• Not being involved in decisions affecting the job.

These results seem to show that bank workers would ideally like more control and 

autonomy over how they do the job, and a chance to influence the targets that 

they are set. Indeed when compared to other organisations in the General Working 

Population it was again found that a lack of control was significantly more troubling 

for the bank workers in this sample than is typically seen in other sectors. 

This finding, taken against a backdrop of increasing work intensity as highlighted in 

the initial study, paints a worrying picture for the stress levels of bankers within the 

current sample. It is long established that highly stressful and unhealthy jobs are 

often defined by this interaction between a high level of demand and a low level of 

perceived control (Karasek, 1979). 

Another interesting aspect that emerges from these work pressure results is the 

fact that many people are troubled that they are not paid equitably for the job they 

do. The fact that this is a significant source of pressure for many adds weight to the 

argument that financial worries are a real priority for many people working within 

the banking sector. 
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Key workplace drivers of ill health and reduced productivity

Whilst it is important to ensure that all workplace pressures are manageable, it 

is also possible to gauge the relative importance of reducing these pressures 

by measuring the impact that they have on key outcomes such as health and 

productivity. 

The current study has found that the three biggest single work pressure drivers of 

ill health (both psychological and physical) were:

• Lack of enjoyment of the job

• Concerned that work is interfering with home or personal life

• Troubled that the job is likely to change in the future.

With the three main drivers of reduced productivity being:

• Lack of enjoyment of the job

• Not receiving the support from colleagues/boss that they would like

• Feeling insecure in their job.

These findings again highlight the important impact that work intensity can have 

on the wellbeing and performance of bank workers. It is essential that employees 

not only feel that they can cope with their current workload, but also that they get 

genuine enjoyment from what they do. The findings suggest that by creating more 

enjoyable and stimulating jobs with achievable goals, where support is available, 

tangible gains to the bottom line of the business could be achieved. Banking 

employees working in those conditions are much more likely to be high performing, 

and this will be sustainable in the long-term through lower health risks.

Key non-work pressures

In addition to pressures faced within the workplace, the survey also measured 

the main pressures (or hassles) that employees within the bank feel they are 

facing outside of work. The top five non-work pressures in terms of frequency 

were as follows:

• Poor quality of sleep (60% of the total sample experiencing frequently)

• Troubling thoughts on the future (47%)

• Financial security (40%)

• Concerns about weight (39%)

• Rising price of common goods (36%).

It is interesting that sleep quality is actually seen as a hassle by the majority 

of people within the sample (nearly 3,000 individuals in total). Sleep deprivation 

is something that has known negative consequences including:
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• Difficulty concentrating and more easily distracted (Blagrove et al., 1995)

• Impaired decision making in some circumstances (Harrison and Horne, 2000).

It is important that the individuals themselves, and the banks that they work for, 

recognise the potential impact that a seemingly routine day-to-day hassle like this 

can actually have on health, wellbeing, and indeed performance levels. 

Clearly some of the non-work hassles are related to the state of the economy, 

such as the rising price of common goods and worries about financial security.  

Interestingly, it was found that financial hassles may be the most important non-

work hassles to tackle.

The most frequently experienced non-work pressures tend to be day-to-

day hassles (such as poor quality of sleep, household chores and home 

refurbishment), and the impact these have on wellbeing is relatively small.

The non-work pressures that have the largest impact on wellbeing are family and 

relationship hassles (such as health of a family member, problems with ageing 

parents and problems with a partner), but these tend to be relatively rare in terms 

of their frequency. 

Whereas financial hassles (such as the rising price of common goods, cutting 

down on household bills and concerns about debt) were found to be both 

frequent and to have a large impact on wellbeing levels. 

This effect is shown in the graphic below:

This finding has implications when tackling non-work pressures on an 

organisational basis. The first suggestion is that family and relationship hassles 

generally have the greatest potential to impact on the wellbeing of individuals, 

which is reinforced when we consider the ‘Sandwich Generation’.
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The Sandwich Generation

It was found that 7.6% of bank workers in the current study care for an elderly 

relative (N=435), and 28.3% of those also have childcare responsibilities (N=123). 

These individuals were identified in the initial study as part of a ‘Sandwich 

Generation’, with the difficulty of balancing these pressures with their job. In the 

current study, this group was actually found to have similar productivity levels 

to others who do not fall into this category. However their physical and 

psychological health was significantly poorer. The inference here is that without 

the right support structures, this is not a sustainable situation for people in this 

group without substantial health risks.

Financial hassles

Perhaps the highest priority in terms of non-work pressures should be to assist 

employees with the financial hassles that they face, as these are relatively 

common and have a large impact on levels of wellbeing. Employers have a key 

role here as they are responsible for providing the primary source of earnings for 

most households (62% in the current study sample). This is also an area where 

employers would benefit from working more closely with organisations that 

provide assistance for those experiencing financial hardships, such as the Bank 

Workers Charity.  There should be a return on reducing financial pressures for 

some bank workers; as those facing financial hassles show productivity levels 5% 

lower than their colleagues who aren’t troubled by these pressures.

The interaction between work and non-work pressures

The data from the survey shows that generally, for most people, work pressures 

are a more important driver of health and productivity than non-work hassles. 

However, there was a significant interaction between the two, suggesting it is 

essential that both domains are tackled to have the greatest positive impact on 

health, sickness absence and performance levels. 
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Impact on productivity

Impact on ill-health symptoms

The above clearly shows that work stress has a more significant effect on 

productivity than non-work hassles. This makes sense on the basis that stress at 

work has a more immediate and direct impact on productivity than non-work 

problems. However, non-work problems have a compounding negative impact on 

those suffering from work stress, reducing their productivity by a further 6%.

In terms of health, work stressors again have a larger negative effect than non-work 

problems but experiencing stress across both areas simultaneously has by far the 

largest negative impact on health.  The health impact, in terms of the frequency of 

ill-health symptoms experienced, of finding work and non-work stressful is double 

that of those experiencing only low level stress across either domain.
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Key interaction effects are shown in the graphs below:
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The results from the current study were analysed against the ‘Four bank worker 

types’ model generated from the initial survey. The results are shown below.

The outcomes from the new data help to reinforce the ‘Four bank workers types’ 

model as a valid and useful categorisation. For example, we still see a group 

of Career optimisers who have very positive levels of health and productivity; and 

a group of Captives, with significant caring responsibilities and poor health and 

productivity. However, there were findings within the current results that differed 

from the initial study. These are highlighted below.

Four bank worker types

Best health score

Most likely to use flexible working

Least likely to have caring responsibilities

Lowest levels of absenteeism

Average to poor health score

Relatively high use of flexible working

Relatively high levels of caring responsibilities

Relatively high levels of absenteeism

Poorest health score

Least likely to use flexible working

Most likely to have caring responsibilities

Highest levels of absenteeism

Average to poor health levels

Rarely use flexible working

Relatively few caring responsibilities

Relatively low levels of absenteeism

n=1747
(36%)

n=940
(19%)

n=962
(20%)

n=1201
(25%)

Career optimisers

Untapped potential

Firefighters

Captives
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PRESENTEEISM PRESENTEEISM

PRESENTEEISMPRODUCTIVITY

PRODUCTIVITY PRODUCTIVITY

PRODUCTIVITYIMPACT OF HASSLES

IMPACT OF HASSLES

IMPACT OF HASSLES

IMPACT OF HASSLES

46.2% 68.0%87.1% 63.5% 83.6% 62.6%

76.6% 65.5%57.0% 71.0%74.8%69.8%
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Career optimisers

Employees in this group feel in control of both their work and non-work 

responsibilities and are relatively untroubled by work-life balance issues. They are 

generally motivated and committed to achieving their job goals, and feel that 

their employer is worthwhile to work for. As a result, they are the most productive 

and healthiest group, with the lowest levels of absenteeism and highest levels 

of exercise.

The positive work-life balance felt by this group is possibly helped by the fact 

that, when compared to the other groups, they are the least likely to have caring 

responsibilities for a family member, but still make good use of the flexible 

working options available to them. 

This group represents the largest proportion of employees across the current 

bank – around 3 in 10 employees from this bank fall into this category.

Firefighters

In the initial survey, firefighters were the most productive of the four types 

of bank workers: results from the current study with a much larger sample show 

that is not the case (Career optimisers are more productive). Bank workers in the 

Firefighters group are troubled by their work life balance, but show high levels 

of engagement. One explanation for this may be that almost three quarters 

of firefighters regularly work more than their contracted hours per week – 

affecting their work-life balance - although they may “choose” to do this because 

they are very committed to their role. 

Furthermore, the troubling work-life balance is taking a toll on the levels of health 

for this group, which are relatively poor – only the Captives show poorer physical 

and psychological health. Despite this, 80% of employees haven’t been off work 

due to sickness absence at all during the past three months. This will almost 

certainly mean that many of the employees in this group have a propensity to 

come to work whilst ill (Presenteeism).

The Firefighters category is a real pressure cooker experience, some may exist in 

this space for long periods fairly productively but the burn-out risks are high.
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Captives

Bank workers who fall into this category tend to work long hours, in fact 56% of 

the Captives typically work more than 40 hours per week. However, these long 

hours aren’t worked because of an engagement with the job – they are actually 

the most disengaged of the four groups. Their reasons for working such long 

hours are more likely due to dependency on the income of the job to meet their 

non-work responsibilities. For example, almost half of the employees in this group 

have caring responsibilities for a family member – more than any of the other 

groups. 

This group are the least likely to use flexible working, which probably contributes 

to a lack of participation in exercise. Their health is suffering as a result of this; 

they have the poorest psychological and physical health of the four groups, and 

highest levels of absenteeism.

Untapped potential

One fifth of the current sample of bank workers are categorised as untapped 

potential – workers who aren’t troubled by their work-life balance but who 

aren’t showing high levels of engagement with their job.  They are generally 

unlikely to work longer hours than they have to and have few non-work hassles. 

For some, the spare time that they have may be spent positively. For example, 

approximately 40% of this group indicate that they manage an ideal exercise 

programme. It should it be noted though, that overall health for this group is 

average to poor.

This group are not particularly productive in their roles. It seems that they may 

be ‘rusting-out’ rather than at risk of burn-out and organisations have a real 

opportunity for productivity gains by challenging this group further and creating a 

sense of purpose and motivation for them at work.
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Calculations based on average annual salary for bank workers (retail banking) of 

£36,000. This will be higher in many other areas of banking. (Source:  Reed)

Using a form of utility analysis developed and published by Robertson 

Cooper founder Professor Ivan Robertson (2007) (explained in Appendix 1) 

we have calculated a conservative financial productivity benefit. This relates 

to significantly improving the positive psychological wellbeing of those in the 

Captive zone.  

This is based on just 10% of Captives significantly benefiting from interventions 

and support that improve their psychological wellbeing by a realistic amount.

• 10% of Captives in this research sample = 120 people

• Financial productivity benefit of moving 120 people from Captive to   

 Career optimiser = £205,200 or £1,710 per person.

Captives represent 25% of this sample. If this holds for all bank workers, this 

could result in the following potential productivity benefits:

• For all bank workers in the UK (based on a total of 400,000 UK bank  

 workers) a productivity benefit of £17.1 Million

• For a bank with 25,000 UK employees a productivity benefit of £1.07 Million.

The direct cost of one day’s sickness absence is approximately £164 per 

employee (in terms of average salary bill alone). Based on the results from this 

survey, the average annual sickness absence cost for an employee in the Captive 

zone is estimated at £669, compared to £407 per employee in the Career 

optimisers zone (a difference of £262 per person).

If we extend these projections to a bank with 25,000 UK employees, of which 

approximately 25% are Captives (6,250), the estimated financial saving by moving 

10% (625) of these Captives into the Career optimisers zone would be £164,000. 

However, this is a very conservative estimate based on direct salary costs of a 

day’s sickness absence which does not include the cost of lost productivity, staff 

replacement costs and other factors that may impact financially on a bank.

There is clear evidence of a link between work-related pressure, as measured 

by the 6 Essentials, and sickness absence levels from the survey results. The 

implication here is that by improving wellbeing levels across the 6 Essentials 

areas, banks will be taking proactive steps to reduce the sickness absence levels 

of their employees and hence make significant financial savings.

Improving wellbeing for captives:  The financial benefits

PRODUCTIVITY GAINS

SICKNESS ABSENCE COST REDUCTIONS
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Implications of this research

In many ways this research demonstrates that bank workers experience a similar 

range of work and non-work pressures as employees in other sectors.  However, 

it reveals some interesting trends which have implications for the support of bank 

workers going forward. One principle that does need to be at the core of future 

support is early intervention. Waiting until pressure related problems become 

severe with detrimental health and performance implications is a poor choice of 

intervention strategy. The nature of the support required by those experiencing 

different work-life balance and engagement challenges.

While bank workers in this 
category are in a positive position 
in comparison to others there 
is still a risk of complacency.  
Resilience building approaches help 
employees understand the need 
to actively manage their wellbeing 
even when they are generally 
healthy and happy. This helps them 
build coping resources to draw on in 
tougher times. 

This group is characterised by 
low levels of engagement which 
probably result in a disconnection 
from key work pressures. Pressure 
at work can lead to high levels 
of performance, satisfaction and 
emotional wellbeing.  Workers in 
this group need to be challenged 
and motivated.  Managers need 
to learn that employee wellbeing 
means using positive challenge 
pressures as well as controlling 
negative hindrance ones and how 
they can achieve this balance.  
This includes understanding how 
their managerial and behavioural 
approach creates a pressure climate 
for their teams. 

Clearly this is the category where 
most support is required and where 
the greatest benefits can be gained 
from intervention. Captives will often 
need a mix of non-work and work 
pressure coping support. They need 
to know where to turn for support 
as soon as they start to experience 
significant negative impacts in 
terms of their health and/or work 
performance.  The relationship they 
have with their line manager will 
often be the key to accessing the 
support they need in a timely and 
effective manner. 

Workers in this category are highly 
engaged but at high risk of burn-
out. They need help to better 
manage the pressures they face 
(work and non-work) and ensure 
they adopt and stick to healthy 
living habits. They can benefit 
from resilience training but their 
managers need to understand how 
to provide the right support to 
ensure that their highly engaged 
and productive staff in this category 
reduce their risks of stress or health 
problems.

Career optimisers

Untapped potential

Firefighters

Captives

SUPPORT INTERVENTIONS
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Of course moving from Captive to Career optimiser would be difficult to 

achieve. Perhaps the key to beginning to influence this shift is to understand 

how employees get into the Captive state.  In the report based on the initial 

research, produced in partnership with The Work Foundation, we speculated on 

a ‘sugar rush’ type analogy of how reward and career pressures might stimulate a 

Firefighter burn out risk for many bank workers, leading to a collapse into Captive 

and eventual career withdrawal and Untapped potential (see ‘sugar rush’ graphic 

below). Without longitudinal data tracking employees’ experience through time 

this remains a hypothesised model.  However, this less than desirable journey 

does seem feasible for some employees.   

The Captive state is characterised by both disengagement and work-life balance 

concerns. The first of these areas, employee engagement, has been firmly on the 

agenda for many employers for the last decade or more.  However, at Robertson 

Cooper we have long argued that many conceptualisations of engagement used 

by employers are too narrow (Robertson and Cooper, 2011).  In particular, we 

argue that many definitions fail to encompass psychological wellbeing and, as a 

result, under-estimate the relationship with productivity. 

Psychological wellbeing, in terms of experiencing positive emotions relating to 

work as well as having a strong sense of purpose, is the foundation for sustaining 

high engagement levels.  Not surprisingly there is a strong and significant 

correlation between work-life balance concerns and psychological wellbeing (-.32 

in the current data set). 

Health

Employee engagement

Commitment

Career
optimisers

Firefighters

Captives

INVINCIBLE
Optimal
performance
capacity

Wait one second...

Crash

Accumulating
Untapped potential
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Therefore, to reduce the risk of high numbers of employees becoming Captives, 

banks and other organisations should focus on the drivers of psychological 

wellbeing. This research demonstrates that their primary orientation should 

still be towards work factors but that understanding the influence of non-work 

stressors can add to the ability of managers to influence wellbeing drivers.     

The primary responsibility of the employer is clearly what happens to the 

employee in the workplace, and while working away from the main workplace. 

Policies and practices should be in place not just to control work stress and help 

people suffering mental health problems but to actively promote wellbeing in all 

employees.

How these practices are experienced through the line management relationship 

is probably still the key interface and point of contact for most employees. This 

places a strong emphasis on line managers, as tends to be the case with most 

early intervention approaches, and they need to be supported to have the right 

conversations at the right time and provide their staff with the support they need.  

This support will be a mix of what they can provide directly and what they can 

help staff have access to from other sources.

While work pressures should still be the main day-to-day focus for employers 

it is also clear from this research that ignoring non-work pressures is not 

advisable. These have an impact on the performance of employees as well as on 

their health and wellbeing. Essentially it’s about seeing employees as people often 

with complex and challenging lives inside and outside of work. The employer 

is not responsible for every aspect of their employees’ lives but adopting a 

perspective that they should only be interested in them at work or while working 

is too narrow - if a healthy, happy and productive workforce is the real goal.

The Bank Workers Charity is working in partnership with Robertson Cooper, 

as well as with other organisations, to better integrate the support that is available 

to bank workers in the UK dealing with work and non-work issues. It seems clear 

that partnerships between organisations that provide varying support at different 

points of contact are going to be essential to help ensure workers have whole 

person support available to them when they need it.  

There may be the need for new forms of organisations, such as social enterprises, 

to play an increased role in ensuring workers have integrated support available 

to them. This is particularly true where there are gaps in the support provided 

by government, charities and employers, or where it is too difficult to access this 

when most needed. Bodies with a stake in this future, such as benevolent funds, 

need to scenario plan for a changing work and non-work context to ensure they 

remain relevant in the support they provide. Some examples of how the Bank 

Workers Charity and Robertson Cooper are now working together to provide 

integrated support to bank workers are illustrated in the next section.
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Whole person support for bank workers

A key challenge moving forward is to provide better early intervention support that is 

whole person based covering both work and non-work related problems.  The Bank 

Workers Charity and Robertson Cooper are now working together to do this. For 

example, Robertson Cooper has developed and used a valid and powerful assessment 

tool measuring work-related wellbeing for a number of years in a wide range of 

organisations: ASSET. This is now being extended to cover non-work pressures and 

to provide reports structured using the ‘Four types’ model identified through this 

research. 

This will enable organisations to understand the whole person wellbeing of their 

employees and categorise them in a way that will enable the right support to be 

provided (e.g. Captives). Helping line managers to feel empowered and confident 

to play the role they need to has resulted in the development of a new training 

programme. It takes a whole person approach in that it helps managers better 

understand and support both work and key non-work pressure issues and their 

impact. The main learning objectives for this new programme for line managers are:

1. Understand the key sources of work and non-work pressures and the   

 relationship between them.

2. Learn how to have the right conversation at the right time with employees   

 about how they are coping with the pressures they face.

3. Understand your own personal resilience and how to maintain and    

 improve it.

4. Understand your management style as it impacts your team and    

 employees’ experience of pressure at work.

5. Learn tips and techniques for building resilience and improving wellbeing   

 in teams.

6. Identify clear lessons and practical actions you can implement to help your   

 people deal with pressure more effectively.

As part of this approach, line managers will also be better equipped to signpost and 

help their staff access the support they need to deal with any problems they are 

experiencing , particularly where these are non-work related. In particular, the Bank 

Workers Charity’s Family Support Service is being extended and can provide bank 

workers with extensive support to cope with the non-work hassles and problems they 

may be experiencing.

Overall, the emphasis is on providing integrated early intervention support, particularly 

through the line management relationship. It is also about ensuring that gaps in other 

support provision, such as that provided by many Employee Assistance Programmes 

(EAPs) are closed. The Bank Workers Charity is aware that its traditional benevolent fund 

role needs to be re-cast to provide support to bank workers in ways that help more of 

them deal with 21st century life problems, in work and outside of it. For some, this support 

will be increased access to packaged options but for others there will be a need for more 

tailored bespoke support to meet specific needs and gaps in exiting provision.
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Working with UK banks to support bank workers

The Bank Workers Charity is continuing to develop a comprehensive package 

of support that bank workers can access to deal with the non-work issues that 

affect their health and wellbeing.

Working in partnership with Robertson Cooper, our aim is to lead the way in 

wellbeing in the sector. We want to ensure that the range of services we offer 

meet the real needs of bank employees and have a positive impact on the their 

problems. We can only do this by having open dialogues with the banks around 

ways to improve their employees’ wellbeing and create sustainable performance. 

This report shows conclusively that addressing non-work problems has a positive 

impact on the wellbeing of bank employees, which in turn has implications for 

their performance and productivity at work. Problems, such as the financial 

difficulties and family concerns identified in our research as significant sources of 

stress, are typical of the issues the Bank Workers Charity seeks to resolve. Taking 

a holistic, preventative approach, we aim to intervene early, helping to resolve 

problems before they reach crisis point. 

We are keen for banks to work with us to shape the services we make available 

to bank workers, as we believe we can make a real difference, benefiting both 

employee and employer.

If you work for a UK bank and are interested in learning more about our services 

or exploring how we can work more closely with your organisation to promote 

the services we offer,  please get in touch:

Alisa Hamzic

Head of Marketing

Tel: 020 7216 8981

Email: Alisa.Hamzic@bwcharity.org.uk
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Appendix 1: Utility analysis method used to calculate 
productivity gains

The method applied here is fully described in Robertson (2007). 

The utility equation applied being:

Financial 
Benefit

Correlation 
between 

psychological 
wellbeing (r) and 

productivity

The expected 
improvement in 
psychological 
wellbeing with 
intervention, 
expressed as 
a Standard 

Deviation (Zwb)

The value of 
a standard 
deviation 

increase in 
productivity / 
performance 

(£P)

Therefore, for one individual the estimated financial benefit is:

.475 (r) x .25 (Zwb) x £14,400 =  £1,710, so:

• For 120 individuals (10% of Captives in the sample), 

the benefit is £1,710 x 120 = £205,200

• For 10% of Captives amongst all UK Bank Workers 

(0.25 x 400,000) = £1,710 x 0.1 x 100,000 = £17,100,000

• For 10% of Captives in a Bank with 25,000 employees 

(0.25 x 25,000) = £1,710 x 0.1 x 6,250 = £1,068,750
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x x =

r = .475 (the correlation 
in this data set between 
psychological wellbeing 
and productivity)

£P = £14,400 (using 
the commonly applied 
rule that a Standard 
Deviation increase in 
performance is worth 
40% of average salary)

Zwb = .25 ( a 
conservative estimate 
that appropriate support 
intervention would 
increase psychological 
wellbeing by a quarter 
of a Standard Deviation.  
This is in line with 
Robertson, 2011)
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