
Winning the digital talent 
war in financial services 

The financial services industry is one of the most impacted by digital disruption. Yet many organisations within this 
industry have not considered the far-reaching implications for their workforces, particularly the critical need for new 
digital talent.

Perspectives
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that can enable a business to 
transform digitally – usually those 
with a technology, engineering or 
creative background. Asia’s leading 
financial centres, like Hong Kong, 
Shanghai and Singapore, are 
experiencing a shortage of the digital 
talent necessary to transform their 
businesses and develop the platforms, 
products and service offerings 
required by their customers.  

For all these reasons, organisations 
need to rethink how work gets 
done. They need to navigate how 
to complete work using automation 
and non-employee talent. To do this, 
organisations should deconstruct 
their jobs into tasks or projects, then 
tap into a range of sources for getting 
those tasks or projects done, from 
robotics and AI, to employees on 
talent platforms, or even contractors 
and alliance partners. 

The financial services industry has 
been deeply impacted by digital 
disruption. In order to become 
more customer-centric, banks are 
adopting digital channels such as 
mobile and online banking, which 
then impacts the number and reach 
of retail branches and their design. 
Robo-advisors in wealth management, 
customer service chatbots and peer-
to-peer (P2P) funding are becoming 
the norm.  

Such disruption is changing both the 
way financial institutions interact with 
their customers, and how work gets 
done. Much of the work in financial 
services is susceptible to automation. 
The use of automation in the financial 
industry in Asia Pacific is expected 
to double over the next three years, 
according to Willis Towers Watson’s 
2017/2018 Global Future of Work 
pulse survey. In fact, 54% of work 
may be eliminated over the next 20 

years, including much of the work 
being done by financial analysts, 
researchers, loan auditors, financial 
consultants and traders (Figure 1).

In addition, automation and 
digitalisation have also blurred 
the lines between segments and 
industries, resulting in traditional 
financial services institutions 
competing with organisations from 
other industries, such as high-tech 
and retail, especially for digital talent. 

Digital talent is not simply a synonym 
for technology talent, but is broader, 
encompassing all talent segments 

Figure 1: Automation and digitalisation are affecting financial services
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Past Present Future

�� Electronic stock tickers and trading 
tickets

�� Increased automation of core 
processes

�� ATMs

�� Administrative clerks

�� Branch staff

�� Phone-based stock traders and 
stockbrokers

�� Rapidly declining prices of 
automation software

�� Rise of pattern recognition by 
software (machine learning) for 
investment analysis

�� Rise of robots for lending and advice

�� Rise of technology for claims 
processing

�� Financial analysts

�� Researchers

�� Transaction processing 
(for example, claims and loans)

�� Financial advisers/brokers

�� Institutional traders

�� Artificial intelligence scalability 
(computers that are able to 
anticipate needs and complete 
tasks independently)

�� Information processing

�� Client-facing positions 
(for example, salespeople)

�� Information processing-focused 
positions

�� Financial advisers

1980 – 2000 2000 – 2020 2020 and beyond

Over the next 20 years, jobs in the financial services industry are considered at ‘high risk’ of automation — more 
than any other skilled industry – about 54% of all jobs may be eliminated.

Source: Willis Towers Watson Analysis and “The Robots are Coming for Wall Street”, The New York Times Magazine, Nathaniel Popper 

Digital talent is not a 
synonym for technology 
talent, but is broader, 
encompassing all talent 
that can help a business to 
transform digitally.
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talent, they also need to understand 
that the drivers of attraction and 
retention for non-employee talent or 
contingent workers may not be the 
same as those for FTEs. For instance, 
contingent workers may place a 
higher premium on work arrangements 
that offer greater flexibility as well 
as opportunities for networking and 
development (Figure 4).

Figure 3: Many organisations are not prepared to engage a more diverse workforce

Figure 2: Job deconstruction scorecard

To what extent is your HR function prepared for the organisational change requirements 

based on digitalisation to engage a more diverse workforce? 

Some Asia Pacific financial services companies have been slow to deconstruct jobs.

Already taken some actions 
and are somewhat prepared

Already fully prepared

Unprepared

Considering actions to take to 
become prepared in the future

Planning to take actions this 
year to become prepared

30% 23%
have taken no action 
on work roles or 
automation’s impact on 
workforce planning.

More than 4 in 10 financial services employers say automation and 
digitalisation “support”, and won’t replace humans.

fully prepared or have taken 
some action to deconstruct 
jobs and identify how 
automation can perform tasks.

20% have taken 
no action to analyse 
current talent skills and 
gaps in future business 
needs.

Roughly Only are

Secure highly-skilled, non-
employee digital talent  

Almost half of employers expect 
the advancement of automation 
will enable them to use more non-
employee talent. Though contractors 
and part-timers are often perceived 
to be less engaged than full-time 
employees (FTEs), our survey 
findings revealed that employers find 
contingent workers are just as likely 
to put in extra effort for organisational 
success as traditional FTEs.

Therefore, the shortage of digital 
talent in the financial services industry, 
especially in key regional financial 
hubs, may be addressed by leveraging 
non-traditional types of employees, 
such as free agents or talent 
platforms, or through outsourcing. 

To date, Asia Pacific financial services 
companies seem to be treating this 
approach conservatively. Over the 
next three years, they plan to reduce 
FTEs by only 5 percentage points, 
from 89% to 84%. Consequently, they 
would be more reliant on FTEs than 
companies in all industries across the 
region and even globally (78% and 
77% respectively). However, only three 
in 10 organisations are either fully 
prepared, or already have taken some 
actions to engage a more diverse 
workforce, and as many as 22% 
consider themselves “not prepared at 
all” (Figure 3). Time is of the essence 
as this workforce shift takes time; 
employers must prioritise rethinking 
how work gets done.

As organisations begin to rely less 
on FTEs and more on non-employee 

However, the reality is that many 
financial services companies in the 
region are trailing in these efforts 
(Figure 2). 

So, what is required for financial 
services companies to succeed in 
this fiercely competitive war for digital 
talent?

Rewards for contingent workers need 
to be addressed differently in the 
short-term, and in an individualised 
way. While money is always important, 
non-monetary rewards can play a 
critical role in attracting, retaining and 
engaging external talent. 

Increasingly, we observe that many 
employers in the industry are   
considering a range of talent and 
reward solutions including recognition 
programs, learning and development 
opportunities, and health and 
wellbeing benefits, to free-agent 
workers (Figure 5).   

Rewards for contingent 
workers need to be 
addressed differently in 
the short-term, and in an 
individualised way.

22% 23% 24% 25% 7%



Rewards and incentives 
innovation needed  

For digital talent that is striving to 
innovate, genuine support from an 
employer can be highly rewarding. 
From LinkedIn’s “Incubator” to Apple’s 
“Blue Sky”, there is no shortage of 
tech companies that give staff time 
away to work on their own projects. 
The logic is that it is better to hire 
people with a great mind, even if you 
only have 90% of their attention. 
And besides, “10% of time away” can 
convert to “110% time at work.” 

What really matters is having an 
innovation-friendly culture that gives 
digital talent access to the right 
facilities, resources, mentors and, 
more importantly, the assurance 
that they can try new things and fail 
without consequences.

Furthermore, more than 60% of 
human resources executives in 
the industry said the design of 

it is important for financial services 
companies to focus on defining where 
performance lies and differentiating 
it based on the evolution of business 
models.

One consequence of today’s dynamic 
marketplace is that a compensation 
and benefits program that would 
previously have remained relevant 
within a company for five to seven 
years now needs to be re-designed 
and refreshed much more frequently. 

Companies need technology to help 
design and provide differentiated 
compensation, benefits and talent 
development projects to attract and 
retain digital talent. This may involve 
more investment in tech tools, such as 
mobile apps and social media to meet 
and engage with the specific needs of 
a multigenerational, dynamic, mobile-
using and digitally savvy workforce.  

New performance 
management processes to use 
blockchain, P2P and real-time 
data

Companies in the new economy are 
likely to use blockchain technology, 
peer-to-peer (P2P) platforms and real-
time data to make informed people 
decisions. Companies are beginning 

performance management, HR’s 
role and leadership development 
will also require taking on an 
innovative approach. This will help 
ensure the challenges of automation 
and digitalisation are adequately 
addressed in their organisations. 

Lastly, companies need the flexibility 
to create competitive reward 
programs, like those provided by 
their digital talent competitors, and to 
consider incorporating private equity/
venture capital compensation models.

Equity grants are common and 
often expected as a part of total 
compensation. New hire equity grants 
and top talent grants are common for 
tech companies; now, given the wider 
applicability of these skills, there’s a 
need to consider broadening equity 
eligibility criteria when hiring decisions 
are made for this type of talent 
outside of the tech industry as well. In 
designing appropriate rewards plans, 
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Figure 5: Possible and planned free-
agent benefits

Under consideration:

Planned:

recognition programs 

provide health and 
wellbeing benefits

learning and development 
opportunities 

performance coaching

67%

54%

58%

57%

Provide professional 
development 
opportunities 

Provide flexible 
schedules and 
remote working 
arrangements

Provide exciting 
and challenging 

assignments

80% 73% 72%

Figure 4: The primary IT professional attraction and retention programs are non-
monetary. 

Source: 2017 Willis Towers Watson IT Skills Matter Report  

The design of performance 
management, HR’s role and 
leadership development 
will also require taking on 
an innovative approach.

Organisations often offer 

1 to 1.5x 
a monthly salary as a sign-on bonus 
for professionals with IT skills.

Source:  2017 Willis Towers Watson IT Skills 
Matter Report 



Winning the digital talent war in financial services   5

The role of HR to win the 
digital talent war

In this fierce war for digital talent, 
HR can play a critical role. HR 
professionals must stay ahead of all 
the changes brought by the future 
of work in order to help leaders, 
managers and talent navigate the 
shift from legacy mindsets and 
infrastructures to embracing new 
ways of working.  

The first thing HR professionals need 
to do is understand how jobs may 
be deconstructed – identify jobs that 
could be broken down into tasks 
that are more efficiently completed 
through automation or other modes of 
labour. HR should understand well the 
alternative options they can explore 
to get these tasks done, such as AI, 
talent platforms, alliance partners, 
contingent workers, etc., so that they 
can make recommendations to each 
business unit.

Once a plan is in place, HR will play 
a driving role in understanding how 
to attract, retain and engage this 
diversity of talent, particularly through 
innovative total rewards — from 
financial to non-financial, workplace 
flexibility to health and wellness — 
and HR technologies to support.

Lastly, HR professionals will be able 
to help the organisation navigate 
this shift in mindset, through change 
management and communications to 
all stakeholders — leaders, managers 
and employees who will need to 
understand the new way of getting 
work done. 

It is time for HR to move forward as a 
strategic business partner, to redirect 
its skills and lead the business into the 
future.

to build reputation systems, dispute 
and resolution forms, governance 
structures and more. Such systems 
will have very profound implications 
on performance management, 
performance assessment and even 
pay levels.

Blockchain, also known as distributed 
ledger technology, provides 
companies with the capacity to 
give tangible form to “performance 
culture”; a concept that, up until now, 
has been too subtle to articulate 
and measure. It is possible that 
companies will use P2P platforms via 
this type of shared technology for 
real-time feedback and assessment 
of performance and compensation 
decisions. 

In traditional companies, managers 
assess performance against goals 
set at the beginning of the year, and 
the company determines pay levels 
based on the size of the job and 
market rates — with some variability 
based on employee performance 
relative to others. However, in the new 
world, such people practices could be 
directly informed by every interaction 
an employee has with all other 
stakeholders. 

As an example, imagine a star-rating 
— common in ride-sharing apps — in 
which employees get real-time ratings 
based on daily interactions, progress 
against milestones and project 
successes, combined with technology 
that can adjust for personal biases. 
Such systems will be able to quantify 
previously intangible concepts such as 
reputation, culture, ethics and, indeed, 
performance management. 

of employers 
said break-
through 

approaches are needed in 
performance management, as a 
result of automation. 

75%
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Mastery of workforce challenges requires HR to proactively RE-tool:

These important steps are needed to develop a flexible, but lasting, framework.

First, RE-think work and talent management.

1. RE-think work and talent management

2. RE-define the employee experience

3. RE-envision HR solutions 
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Next, RE-define the employee experience.

The ultimate goal for many employee engagement adherents is drawing a straight line from employee experience 
(EX) to the customer experience – letting employees experience the organisation’s brand like a customer, to loyalty, 
trust and success. Positive correlation is observed between the alignment of employee experience and customer 
experience, and employee engagement. Compelling research and real-world experience shows how companies with 
engaged employees perform better than those with employees who are less engaged — e.g., higher revenue and 
profitability per employee, and better customer satisfaction. 

From: To:

Being stewards of jobs and managing the risks of the 
employment pipeline

Stewards of work and leading how the organisation 
navigates a world beyond employment

Redesigning organisations defined by jobs
Creating AI-enabled micro businesses that are defined 
by talent

Retooling processes and service delivery AI-enabled user experience (UX) 

A vocabulary and skill set of functional excellence and 
process ownership

A tech-savvy, agile, intelligent workforce

Aligning the customer experience (CX) and employee 
experience (EX)

Integrated CX

Business strategy Business success

Now and in the future Customer, business and 
your people

How tech builds a strong, flexible, vibrant workforce 
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Plan

Attract and source

Separate

Develop

Reward

Deploy

AI-led measurable and predictable reasoning for planning strategies

A strong tech culture refreshes HR people decisions. 

Analytics-driven recruiting to target and engage 
the best

AI collates knowledge from retirees, to help build 
job specs for new hires

AI leading the development of personalised 
training, learning and career pathing 
strategies

Using AI to predict employee trends and identify 
workforce challenges; helping organisations address 
employee needs

AI optimising resource allocation 
through intelligent rescheduling 
algorithm

Finally, HR needs to RE-envision its solutions. 
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About the survey

The Willis Towers Watson Global Future of Work 
Survey was conducted in November 2017. A total of 
909 companies worldwide, including 507 from Asia 
Pacific, participated in the survey.
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