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OVERVIEW

NatWest Group is a leading financial services 
organisation serving 19 million personal, commercial 
and business customers across the UK. The Group is the 
largest supporter of UK business, banking around 1 in 4 
businesses across the UK. It currently employs around 
65,000 people across a wide variety of roles, primarily in 
UK & Ireland, India and Poland.

In 2020 the Group launched a new purpose: ‘We 
champion potential, helping people, families and 
businesses to thrive’. Creating a diverse, equitable and 
inclusive workplace is integral to fulfilling this purpose. 
One strategy to embed this was creating a new Talent 
Academy for their highest potential employees (c5%), 
with an explicit objective of building a more diverse 
talent pipeline.

CHALLENGE

As with many talent initiatives, previous talent 
programmes at NatWest had targeted middle 
managers, relying on manager endorsement and 
performance ratings to select. 

However, research by the Social Mobility Commission 
(2020) shows that people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds and under-represented groups are less 
likely to be in senior positions and are more likely to 
have left education earlier, without some of the skills 
and qualifications of their more advantaged peers. 
The ambition for Talent Academy was therefore to 
extend identification of high potential colleagues to all 
organisational levels to bring about a step-change in 
the diversity of the talent pipeline and enhance social 
mobility. This involved:

• Overcoming barriers to employees perceiving 
themselves as talent

• Reducing opportunity for bias within decision-making

• Using assessments that would not disadvantage 
colleagues based on their experience, skills or 
education 

• Ensuring all business areas and geographies were 
included.

APPROACH

Evidence-based approach 
The Behavioural Science team informed the approach 
by combining learning from previous talent interventions 
with insights from the latest psychology research.

Multiple stakeholders were brought together to explore 
barriers to a diverse audience being attracted by 
the programme. The COM-B model (Michie et al., 
2011) was used, uncovering assumptions about the 
programme target population and concerns about time 
commitment and support.

A literature review was conducted on minimizing the 
impact of biases and stereotypes, focusing on gender, 
ethnicity, disability and socio-economic status. Findings 
informed the design of the attraction campaign, the 
nomination and assessment process and the tone and 
language of communications.

Attraction 
Colleagues were encouraged to nominate themselves 
for the Talent Academy to mitigate the risk of managers 
failing to spot potential in diverse groups (Herring, 2009). 
Research on imposter syndrome and lower levels of 
confidence in under-represented groups (Hemphill 
& Kulik, 2016) drove a decision to also invite peer 
nominations, opening more avenues for applications. 
Eligibility criteria were minimised to reduce the risk of 
similar-to-me biases.
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The attraction campaign framed the programme as 
something completely new and for everybody with high 
potential. Employee-Led Networks ran conversation-style 
sessions for their members, offering an environment to 
ask questions and gain reassurance before applying. 
This approach considered a variety of cognitive biases 
that can influence individuals’ behaviour (e.g. affinity 
bias, where individuals gravitate toward people like 
themselves) to support and encourage a broad range of 
colleagues to apply.

A self-assessment ‘Discovery Tool’ was created to help 
colleagues decide whether to apply, encouraging 
reflection on motivations rather than past experiences 
and capability. It allowed colleagues to recognise 
their own potential and consider whether the Talent 
Academy was right for them.

Tone and language were considered throughout, using 
gender neutral language and avoiding stereotypical 
words. 

Assessment

Research by Korn Ferry Institute was used to create 7 
Indicators of High Potential. These focused on elements 
like motivation, aspirations and learning agility and 
aligned to NatWest’s behavioural framework. They 
were used as primary assessment criteria instead of 
experience and skills, helping to level the playing field for 
those with potential who had had fewer opportunities in 
the past. 

The desire to support all applicants to ‘be their best 
self’ was emphasised throughout. Behavioural science 
was used to re-word the offer to make reasonable 
adjustments and the statement expanded to include 
neuro-diverse conditions. 

There were two assessment stages. The psychometric 
assessment stage focused on behaviours, traits and 
drivers. The online video stage assessed competencies in 
NatWest’s capability framework, alongside the indicators 
of high potential. 

Decision criteria were designed to minimise adverse 
impact and under-representation. 

OUTCOME

The Talent Academy was highly successful in attracting 
applications from a diverse group of colleagues with 
no adverse impact for gender and ethnic origin across 
the overall population. There was representation across 
businesses and geographies, and gender and ethnicity 

splits were maintained at each stage. The final cohort 
significantly exceeded the target of 14% of final Talent 
Academy members from BAME backgrounds. 

Stage Total Female BAME 
background

Nominations 7276 47% 18%

Stage 1 4698 48% 19%

Final cohort 3909 46% 21%

Double the number of requests for reasonable 
adjustments were received, compared to a similar 
application process for a previous programme. Many 
neuro-diverse colleagues applied, enabling previously 
untapped potential to compete for places on a level 
playing field.

Unsolicited feedback from applicants demonstrated 
appreciation of inclusivity and appreciating 
transparency. There was also senior stakeholder 
endorsement. NatWest’s Head of Talent said: ‘Starting 
with a behavioural science lens on the challenge 
was really powerful in helping us take a totally 
different approach to attraction, communication and 
assessment, which has really paid off’. 

The Business Executive Sponsor said: ‘I have been 
really impressed with the rigour and diligence I’ve seen 
applied to making sure we engaged a truly diverse pool 
of applicants and assessed them fairly and consistently, 
whilst leaving room for potential to be demonstrated in 
multiple ways.’

Speaking about the final assessment outcome, the 
HRD said: ‘I’m delighted we’ve been able to identify a 
really diverse group of high-potential colleagues, whose 
development we can build for the future. This represents 
a real strengthening of our talent pipeline, supporting our 
purpose and tangibly impacting social mobility’.
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