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Michael William Thomas Brown (44) 
Chief Executive Officer (appointed 2010) 
 

Qualifications: 
BCom, Dip Acc, CA(SA), AMP (Harvard) 
 

Nationality: 
South African 

LCF Insights 
 
A core element of LCF's 
thought leadership 
activity is preparing a 
series of Insights 
reporting results from 
the research project. 
This LCF project has 
involved interviews with 
more than 150 CEOs 
and senior leaders from 
around the world since 
2009. The purpose of 
this research project is 
to investigate how top 
executives view the 
challenges facing their 
industries organizations, 
and themselves as 
leaders 5 to 10 years in 
the future, and what 
actions they are taking 
today to prepare. 
 
Transcripts have been 
reviewed and released by the 
participating CEO. 
 
 

LCF CEO Interview 
Series: 2011-01 

Interview conducted by 
Thomas Malnight and 
Kees van der Graaf 
 
Johannesburg, South Africa 
9 March 2011 
 
 
 

Company overview 
Nedbank Group Limited is a bank holding company and one of the four largest 
banking groups in South Africa measured by assets, with a strong deposit 
franchise. Its principal banking subsidiary is Nedbank Limited. The company’s 
ordinary shares have been listed on JSE Limited since 1969 and on the 
Namibian Stock Exchange since 2007. 

Mike Brown was previously chief financial officer of the Nedbank Group 
Limited. Prior to that he was an executive director of BoE Limited and, after the 
merger with Nedbank, was appointed head of property finance at the bank. 
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LCF: 

Let’s start off looking at the big picture. If 
you look ahead five years for South 
Africa, what do you think are the biggest 
challenges and opportunities facing the 
country? 

Mike Brown: 

It’s always good to start with opportunities, 
and we have many. A first opportunity that 
puts South Africa in a good position is 
clearly its role as the economic gateway 
into Africa, with its population of over 1 
billion. In addition, we have opportunities 
based on our enormous mineral resources 
in a world that seems to have an insatiable 
demand for commodities. 

Linked to these opportunities are the 
global shifts in economic power from 
west to east, and certainly the demand, 
including commodity demand, that’s 
coming from the east. We’re well placed 
to capitalize on the shift to the east and 
south and the growing role in world of 
emerging economies, including the 
BRICS grouping that has just been 
enlarged to include South Africa. 

Another thing that’s very powerful for 
South Africa is our relative debt situation 
compared to many countries around the 
world. We’re currently running fiscal 
deficits of probably five percent-ish that 
improve over the next three years and the 
debt to GDP ratio is well below 40%. In a 
world that is struggling with over-indebted 
nations that are going to have to 
undertake enormous austerity measures, I 
think we’re very fortunate to be in a 
country that’s got a strong enough 
balance sheet that we’re not going to have 
to go through that sort of pain with the 
resultant negative effects on growth. 

LCF: 

How about the challenges? 

Mike Brown: 

Our country has its fair share of 
challenges, but it’s also fascinating how 
you often look at your own challenges as 
being worse than everybody else’s when 
often they are not. 

A key challenge for us is the uncertainty 
and fluidity around many policy and 

that are part of our history and transition 
to democracy. For example, 
nationalization in the mining industry 
would be one key debate that is 
prevalent among certain sectors at the 
moment. We are in an environment 
where even a debate around 
nationalization is enormously unhealthy 
for attracting investment into a country, 
and we have our government saying it’s 
not our policy. But we are still 
entertaining a debate that will play out 
over the next two years, because maybe 
in an emerging democracy that’s the only 
way you get to an answer which says “ 
it’s not policy” accepted by all. 

But it’s enormously damaging for your 
country as an investment destination 
even to have the debate. According to 
the Fraser Institute’s annual survey 
[published March 2011], we’re now in the 
bottom ten countries in the world as a 
mining investment destination, which is 
appalling for us as a country given our 
mineral wealth. So that’s certainly a huge 
challenge. 

Linked to this is the challenge in the 
educational system in the first instance, 
and the labor system in the second 
instance. We effectively have a two-tier 
educational system: a private school 
educational system that can compete 
with any system in the world, producing 
fantastically qualified people who are 
eminently employable in any of the world 
centers; and a public school educational 
system that consumes around 20% of the 
total budget and has many challenges, 
with few pockets of excellence. Our 
national budget is around R950 billion; so 
there’s around R200 billion going into 
education, and it’s just not producing the 
goods, particularly in math and science. 
So we’ve got a huge challenge to fix the 
public school educational system. 

Challenges in our labor market are 
increased by its inflexibility, which may 
be reinforced by having a government 
that is in an alliance with the unions. 
There’s a lot of debate around COSATU 
– the union that is in partnership with 
government – which is very focused on 
lifting wages and creating decent jobs. 
This is fantastic for its members, but we 
have 30% of the country unemployed. 

A first opportunity that 
puts South Africa in a 

good position is clearly its 
role as the economic 

gateway into Africa, with 
its population of over 1 

billion. 

A key challenge for us is 
the uncertainty and fluidity 

around many policy and 
regulatory issues, with 

underlying issues that are 
part of our history and 

transition to democracy. 

Our national budget is 
around R950 billion; so 

there’s around R200 billion 
going into education, and 
it’s just not producing the 

goods. 



  

 3 

Every economist, I think, will tell you that 
the answer is just to get as many of those 
30% as possible any work so they can 
have some dignity, earn a living – even 
sweeping the streets, it’s better than 
doing nothing. But we seem to have a 
focus on lifting wages without a 
corresponding productivity improvement 
in a world where we need to remain 
globally competitive. 

LCF: 

Do the labor and education issues go 
together? 

Mike Brown: 

Absolutely. A key reason for the level of 
unemployed people in this country is that 
so many people just don’t have the skills 
to be gainfully employed. And that’s 
really tough in a global market that’s got 
to compete with the power of China and 
other markets. Even the US is taking a 
battering in its manufacturing businesses 
trying to compete with China, and look at 
the skill sets that it has. So how can you 
compete across a broad front on a global 
basis when you’ve got a real educational 
challenge? 

We also have clear challenges in our 
workforce. We have more and more 
companies fighting for the well-trained 
and educated population who’ve come 
through the parts of the schooling system 
that work. Our universities work quite 
well, so when students do get to 
university they come out well qualified. 
But there’s more and more people 
fighting for a smaller and smaller pool – 
particularly in the math and science 
disciplines. 

LCF: 

If you look five years going forward, what 
are the biggest challenges you face as a 
bank in South Africa? 

Mike Brown: 

I think probably one key is how global 
regulation plays out over the next five 
years. Basically, we’ve now got some 
first-world environments where some 
banks did some really stupid things and 
caused economic and social damage, 
and as a result you’ve got some angry

politicians and an angry populace. And it 
feels like whatever regulation that is 
going to come out of that mix is going to 
be pretty Draconian. The pendulum 
generally swings too far. 

Then you’ve got some emerging market 
banks which didn’t blow up, didn’t require 
any government support, didn’t require 
any guarantees, but it feels to me they’re 
going to get hit with the same – or let’s 
call it 95% of the same – regulation 
because global regulation is global 
regulation. 

LCF: 

Do you think they’re going to come 
through with real regulation, or has the 
opportunity for regulatory reform passed? 

Mike Brown: 

They’re definitely going to come through 
with some real regulation. It’s already 
there in draft format. I think the most 
concerning thing for any emerging 
market with a developed home loan 
industry (and this is not just South Africa-
specific) is the Net Stable Funding Ratio 
contained in Basel III. It’s got an 
observation period for possible 
implementation in 2018. That’s quite a 
long way out, but it simply does not work. 

Essentially what it’s trying to do is get 
banks to match-fund their assets and 
liabilities, which is exactly what banks are 
designed not to do. Banks are 
fundamentally designed to take short-
dated deposits and transform them into 
longer-dated loans (within a defined risk 
appetite), and thereby enable an 
economy to grow. If that piece of 
legislation is enacted as it’s currently 
written, it would be a disaster, I believe, 
for world growth, but even more so for 
emerging markets’ growth. 

LCF: 

What about challenges associated with 
the development of the economy in 
South Africa, and in Africa? What is the 
challenge there for your bank? 

Mike Brown: 

There’s lots of competition out there, and 
there’s been strong competition for a long 
time. I think some regulators believe that 
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the competition isn’t strong enough and 
that as a result bank charges need to be 
pushed down and we operate in some 
cozy way. That is just not true. 

Certainly if you think five years out, 
probably the type of competition that 
would worry me – and we spend a lot of 
time on our responses to that – is when 
much of your banking will be done using 
a cell phone. The phone is not owned by 
the bank, and the customer is not now 
yours, but the cell phone company’s. 
How is the model eventually going to play 
out when more and more people are 
doing this? 

LCF: 

And the cell phone company decides 
which app goes in and who provides the 
services. 

Mike Brown: 

Exactly. So how do you carve your 
niche? We have quite a few plans that 
we’re working on now, thinking carefully 
about how we position ourselves when 
this becomes the tool people use to do 
their banking. 

Something we also wrestle with is both 
the challenge and the opportunity of 
doing banking business in the rest of 
Africa. It’s enormously difficult. Often 
people point to the success of a cell 
phone company, say, in Africa, but the 
simple logic is a cell phone company will 
come to you and say, “Okay, if you give 
me $500, I’ll take your money and I’ll give 
you a cell phone.” And then every month 
you give me $10 and you can keep using 
the cell phone, and if you don’t give me 
the $10, I’ll switch it off.” Our model is 
exactly the other way around. “I give you 
$1,000 and you promise that you might 
give me $50 back every month for the 
next two years.” For the banking model to 
work, you need much more certainty 
around individual credit and reliability, 
and consistency around the legal system. 
This makes retail banking a lot harder to 
do in the rest of Africa. 

LCF: 

If you go back to SAB’s original strategy, 
what was interesting was that it was a 
first-world beer company in a third-world 

market, and this unique strength allowed 
it to expand to other less developed but 
also high growth markets. Do you believe 
there are similar skills that you have as a 
bank in South Africa that give you a 
better platform for growth? 

Mike Brown: 

The banking system in South Africa is 
arguably first world in every way. But I 
don’t think it works to say that just 
because you can manage a well-
organized bank in Johannesburg you can 
run a bank in Nigeria. You simply do not 
have the required local knowledge. The 
challenge for us is much more how to 
find a partnership model that enables us 
to partner with people who’ve got on-the-
ground local knowledge, and we can then 
provide the capital and technology. 

LCF: 

But if you do that, aren’t you just 
competing against the others from 
London and other major banking 
centers? In the partnership model, why 
would you be attractive compared to 
someone else? 

Mike Brown: 

I think you certainly are competing with 
that, but perhaps you become more 
attractive because you provide a better 
African network to connect clients than 
somebody who’s just got a London and a 
Lagos branch. But your point’s well 
made, so it’s not easy. 

LCF: 

If you look at yourself now as head of the 
bank here, what are the biggest personal 
challenges you face as a leader in the 
next five years? 

Mike Brown: 

What worries me every day as a leader is 
what I am doing to make sure that I leave 
behind an organization that is sustainably 
better than the one I inherited. To me, 
that is the measure of success. So what 
worries me is not just delivery of this 
year’s targets – we have lots of plans 
to make sure that we do this. But the 
issues for me are what are we doing 
around building new businesses and future 
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revenue streams, for example in the 
mobile space? What are we doing 
around new product development, etc. – 
the stuff that’s going to actually make us 
money in years five to ten? 

LCF: 

You are a young chief executive. So how 
long a time horizon do you have for 
yourself? 

Mike Brown: 

I don’t know. I figure you probably get 
five to ten years. And don’t worry too 
much about whether it’s five or ten, 
because it is unlikely that you’re going to 
get to pick it, unless you choose to go 
and work somewhere else. But South 
Africa also has its own peculiar 
challenges around chief executive 
succession in strategically important 
industries, to be reflective of the society 
that they serve. That probably sits out 
there as one of my key processes: How 
do I make sure that the right internal 
person is groomed as opposed to an 
external person? Because I think 
generally you only need external people 
to come in when your organization is in 
crisis. If you’re performing well and you’re 
growing organically, it’s a much better 
transition to go internal. 

LCF: 

You have been in your current role for 
one year; help us understand your 
perspective on the challenges of being a 
CEO a little bit more. Define success in 
five years for you. What’s your own 
ambition for the bank in five years? 

Mike Brown: 

Certainly for me as I said earlier it’s to 
leave behind a better organization than 
the one I inherited. We’ve expressed a 
vision of the organization, which is 
building Africa’s most admired bank, by 
staff, by our customers, by our 
shareholders, by our regulators, and by 
the communities within which we 
operate. So we’ve got five key 
stakeholders we are responsible to and I 
would like to make meaningful progress 
towards our vision. 

These stakeholders are purposely in that 
order because I think that many of the 
mistakes made in organizations around 
the world is that the order started with 
shareholders and, in some organizations, 
maybe never went past shareholders. 
And in the US, some of that is because of 
the legal system. The obligations of the 
board in the US are to the shareholders; 
in South Africa the obligations of the 
board are in fact to the company and all 
of its stakeholders, of which the 
shareholders are one – a very important 
one, but they’re just one. 

LCF: 

That’s legally in the system in South 
Africa? 

Mike Brown: 

Yes. So if you’re a director of a company, 
your obligations are to the company, not 
only to the shareholders. By definition, the 
shareholders obviously benefit from that.  

So we always start out by saying, unless 
we’ve got our staff working within our 
culture and values, we can never provide 
our customers with superior service. And 
if we don’t provide our customers with 
superior service, we’ll never provide our 
shareholders with superior returns, and 
that’s the order that it goes. So for us, it 
goes staff, customers, shareholders, 
regulators and communities. 

To give you some sense of our vision, 
staff is all about culture. Banks tend to 
have largely the same products and 
similar infrastructure so over time I think 
real competitive advantage comes from 
the people and culture of the 
organization: What does it feel like to 
work here and how are things done here 
every day? 

We’ve invested a lot of money over the 
last four or five years – and continue to 
do so – on personal mastery, 
understanding as an individual leader 
your impact on other people, including 
thinking carefully before you talk or act. 
There are so many careless individual 
actions that can cause a huge amount of 
damage to any organization. So we’ve 
got a whole culture and values
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measurement system around aligning the 
values of the people with the values of 
the organization.  

The next stakeholder is our clients. In our 
last surveys we scored three out of four 
in retail service and probably two out of 
four in wholesale service. So we now 
have a major focus on how we can lift our 
service position with our clients.  

Shareholder for us is probably relatively 
easier to measure because there are 
very visible metrics around things like 
price to book ratios. So if the book value 
of your business is 100, is your share 
price 150, 160 or 170, and what does 
your price to book multiple look like 
relative to the peer group? We were the 
lowest a year ago; our price to book was 
1.5 while others were around 1.8. So we 
absolutely want to close out the price to 
book gap, and we’ve done all the 
analyses as to what we think causes it, 
and we’ve got all the metrics and 
strategies around trying to fix it. 

Then regulators. I haven’t seen any other 
bank in the world that has regulators in 
its vision statement, but we’ve had ours 
in there for a while now. And I think just 
what did the global financial crisis tell so 
many banks? Unless you pay proper 
attention to your regulators, if you’re 
going to get caught out somewhere, who 
are you going to go to for help? The 
same people that you were not paying 
attention to. So the regulators are very 
important in our lives because we 
operate under the fact that they’ve given 
us a license to be a bank. 

They give you the license to operate. 

Mike Brown: 

Exactly, and they also have the license to 
take it back. So you’re a zero unless you 
look after that constituency properly. 

And then communities are a big part of 
our vision, particularly in South Africa 
where we’ve got such an underprivileged 
society. We do a huge amount in the 
organization around payroll giving, staff 
fixing up crèches, cleaning up rivers, and 
supporting HIV hospitals, which is great 
from two perspectives: It’s fantastic for 
the communities, but it’s also great from 
a team building perspective inside the

organization. We also have a very active 
Foundation involved in community 
projects. 

We are absolutely the leader in 
sustainability in South Africa. We entered 
into a partnership with the World Wildlife 
Fund 20 years ago, and we’ve got a 
number of these [partnerships], now 
called affinities, linked to WWF, the arts, 
the Nelson Mandela Children’s Fund, 
sports … Every time you spend any 
money on your Nedbank credit card, we 
donate a portion of our profits to your 
chosen affinity. And we’ve donated over 
R100 million over the last 15 years. In 
addition we have recently become the 
first bank in Africa to go carbon neutral. 

So at the end of the day, if you look at 
how we measure things, while the 
financial side is very important and drives 
the size of remuneration pools and the 
way it gets divvied up, you have to hit 
your scores on all the other stuff – staff, 
customers, regulators and communities – 
to be sustainable and be rewarded. 

LCF: 

How do you think your organization has 
to be different in the future in order to 
continue to attract younger generations, 
and also support and develop middle 
managers who are already there? How is 
your relationship with your employees 
changing in order to manage that? 

Mike Brown: 

I think we’ve got to be much more flexible, 
open and engaging in the way that we 
allow people to work. It’s quite interesting 
if you look at our organization: Nedbank is 
now over 65% black, with 35% white. And 
if you take junior management level, I 
think we’re 70% black. So we’ve done a 
great job of transforming our employee 
base from the bottom up. Of course, one 
of the challenges in South Africa is the 
impatience top down, and that’s one of the 
ambiguities you have to deal with. 

And then in terms of attracting the 
generation Xs, I think a big piece of that is 
what you’re doing to position your 
organization as innovative, with leading 
edge products because that resonates 
with people and they can see that you
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look as if you’re a reasonably connected 
bank with a connected world. 

LCF: 

The younger generation is often said to 
be looking for entrepreneurial 
opportunities, and they’re demanding. 
How do you keep them interested? How 
do you keep them engaged? How do you 
become a best employer for them? 

Mike Brown: 

I don’t think it’s any different to what 
people have done all along from a 
management perspective. And if you look 
at a lot of what young people like about 
us, it is this huge focus on sustainability, 
the environment, the first bank in Africa 
to go carbon neutral … and that’s very 
important in many of their lives, so I think 
that does give us an attraction and an 
affinity. 

Then we’ve got a whole career path 
model so people can see how they can 
progress within the organization. Banks 
really are such interesting companies 
that we can provide very exciting and 
stimulating careers. 

LCF: 

How are your relationships with 
consumers in Africa, the banking 
consumer? What are they expecting of 
you now? 

Mike Brown: 

Look, globally, nobody really liked their 
banks. Then came the global financial 
crisis and now they really don’t like their 
banks. But I think on that scale, South 
Africans clearly do appreciate that they 
have a world-class banking system that 
didn’t blow up and cost them money in 
the global financial crisis. I think most 
educated people appreciate that they are 
remarkably fortunate to have a banking 
system that is on a par with anything in 
the first world. On the wholesale side 
they would always like to pay less for 
what they get, but that’s a reality of life 
and human nature.  

If you go to the retail side of the 
business, there’s definitely pressure on 
fees, and some of that is political and 

some of it is real. So certainly it is going 
to be an ongoing challenge to try and 
demonstrate that in a country where you 
have to have a greater level of security 
systems and other infrastructure costs, 
our fees are in fact not out of line with 
similar markets.  

Something else that is a challenge is how 
do you get to and serve the unbanked? 
There’s quite a big unbanked population 
still in South Africa, and at the back end 
of last year [2010] we launched a product 
called M-Pesa – Swahili for money. It 
was launched in Kenya together with 
Vodafone, but basically what it enables 
you to do is to securely send money from 
one phone to another. You can download 
money onto your phone at any Nedbank 
branch or Vodacom outlet, I can send the 
money to you, and you can send it on to 
anyone else if you want to. If you want to 
use the money on your phone to buy air 
time, you can do it on your phone. Or if 
you want to get the cash, you can go to a 
Nedbank ATM and, without a card, just 
with the codes that pop up on your 
phone, you can withdraw the money. We 
only launched it in October or November 
and we’re up to about 100,000 
customers. 

LCF: 

What’s your relationship with your board 
and how is this relationship changing? 

Mike Brown: 

The relationship with the board is an 
enormously important job of the chief 
executive. I was very fortunate. I’d been 
the finance director of the bank for five 
years before I became the chief 
executive, so I knew the board and I 
knew the people and they knew me. 

But certainly one of the best things I did 
in my first three months as chief 
executive was to have an off-site session 
for a couple of days with the whole board 
and the whole executive team. We spent 
quite a lot of time on understanding the 
people and their backgrounds. “What 
have you done in your life to make you 
view the world like you currently do?” sort 
of thing. This was quite a powerful way of 
both understanding people and 
connecting at a human level before we

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Globally, nobody really 
liked their banks. Then 

came the global financial 
crisis and now they really 

don’t like their banks. But I 
think on that scale, South 

Africans clearly do 
appreciate that they have a 

world-class banking 
system that didn’t blow up 

and cost them money in 
the global financial crisis. 

Something else that is a 
challenge is how do you 

get to and serve the 
unbanked? 

One of the best things I did 
in my first three months as 

chief executive was to 
have an off-site session for 
a couple of days with the 

whole board and the whole 
executive team. 



  

8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

started trying to connect over, you know, 
“Is the strategy and next year’s numbers 
good enough?” So I think we have a very 
good relationship with the board. 

LCF: 

Was it a one-off event, or is it something 
you’re planning on doing regularly? 

Mike Brown: 

It’s something we’re going to try to do 
once a year. This is an enormously 
important relationship. And it’s tough to 
be a board member of a bank. Not only 
because the banking business is 
complicated, but also because you’ve got 
so many more stakeholders and you’ve 
got to consider so many different 
interests. And obviously board members 
interact with lots of those different 
interests, so there are many different 
agendas to reconcile. 

We have got a very good board made up 
of a broad range of South Africans with 
some internationals: a good mix of male 
and female and black and white; a 
majority of independents. The system in 
South Africa is to have an independent 
chairman, non-executive chairman. 

LCF: 

How do you view the relationship with the 
board? 

Mike Brown: 

Ultimately the board is responsible for the 
strategy of the bank so management 
needs their approval to operate. But I 
think you’ve got to think through the 
relationship in such a way that you never 
put your board into the position where 
you’re putting a piece of paper in front of 
them and saying, “I now need you to 
approve this.” You have to have had an 
appropriate build-up, so that by the time 
they get to approve it, they’re familiar 
with what’s coming and it’s not a 
surprise.  

So when we go off-site with the board, 
that’s the start of getting them to 
approve the strategy and the resultant 
three-year plan, which happens six 
months later. The executive team talk 
about, “How we see the business,

where we see the challenges”; the 
board does the same. You then craft a 
strategy that addresses these issues, 
and get the board to approve it; two 
months later they approve the numbers, 
which are the estimated result of the 
execution of the agreed strategy. That’s 
all a budget actually is. 

LCF: 

And as a bank you have quite a number 
of committees? 

Mike Brown: 

Often it feels like too many. It’s an 
enormously regulated environment. 

About six years ago we drew up an 
enterprise-wide risk management 
framework. It takes 17 or 18 major risks 
across the banking environment and 
carves them up into either a board 
committee that’s monitoring them, or 
below that, executive committees. I think 
it works really well because all of the 
board committees have formal charters 
as to what risks they’re responsible for 
monitoring and what the risk appetite is in 
respect of those risks. All of their 
agendas are run off those charters. And if 
you have to do the following 20 things in 
the year, they will produce a matrix 
agenda for all of their meetings for the 
year, such that if they work their way 
through all of those agendas they would 
have effectively complied with their 
charter. So it’s quite mechanistic but it 
means nothing is going to slip between 
the cracks before allowing time for more 
free ranging discussions. 

Generally we have a round of 
subcommittee meetings in week one, and 
in week two it’s the board meeting. 
There’s a formal written report from each 
of the subcommittees to the board. And 
the chairman of each subcommittee 
feeds back on the key issues discussed 
or decisions raised with a written 
document that everybody gets to read 
and comment on. 

LCF: 

Can we spend a few moments talking 
about you as an individual? What gives 
you energy? What are you passionate 
about?

Ultimately the board is 
responsible for the 
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approval to operate. But I 
think you’ve got to think 
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Mike Brown: 

I suppose I’m very fortunate, I love the 
complexity of banks and banking. I love 
the industry and what I do every day, and 
it’s something I’ve worked in for 25 years 
and I figure I know it well, but every day I 
learn something, because it’s that 
complicated. So that gives me huge 
energy. I love the people I interact with 
every day when I come into the office, 
and I enjoy interacting with our 
customers. So I just think it’s an 
enormous privilege to do something you 
really enjoy and I’m very lucky to have 
ended up here. 

LCF: 

What advice do you give to younger 
people in your organization when you’re 
talking to them about leadership? 

Mike Brown: 

I suppose the key thing is there’s no 
substitute for hard work. And don’t try and 
play the political game. Focus on putting a 
score on the board in a way that aligns 
with our values and you’ll get recognized. 
EQ is as important as IQ and never 
compromise your integrity. 

LCF: 

What specifically do you do to help 
develop your senior leaders, because 
you also have a bigger picture view and 
challenge? 

Mike Brown: 

There is very clear accountability for 
business unit and function heads, and 
your job as the chief executive is to make 
sure that your leaders are sufficiently 
stretched in their aspirations and resultant 
development for the next couple of years. 
We’ve got some pretty good ways of doing 
that, including making sure that the reward 
systems are appropriately linked to 
delivery. I think we’ve always said the 
obvious things: What gets measured gets 
done, and what gets rewarded really gets 
done. So be careful what you measure 
and what you reward.  

We have probably 15,000, maybe 20,000, 
people in the organization who have our 
five-level stakeholder balanced scorecard.

This is great on the one hand, but on the 
other hand, people can become so 
focused on what’s in their scorecard that 
they lose sight of the big picture. It’s not 
possible to capture in a scorecard 
everything that you need somebody to do. 
It’s probably got 20 things on it and 
measures and scores bucketed into those 
areas, but at the end of the day, it is really 
just the basis for a conversation about 
performance and reward. We also have 
regular career discussions and a formal 
career path monitoring process linked to 
personal development plans. 

LCF: 

Thank you for sharing these 
perspectives. One additional question we 
ask everybody we interview is who are the 
leaders you admire and why? 

Mike Brown: 

I think you’re going to get the obvious 
answer from most South Africans – 
Nelson Mandela. Here’s a leader who 
went through such adversity but was still 
able to paint a vision for the country, the 
Rainbow Nation vision, which had space 
for everybody. I think it was enormously 
powerful to see somebody who should 
have been bitter after 27 years in prison, 
but came out a visionary.  

I also have admiration for anybody 
leading a large corporation in today’s 
world, because I don’t think many people 
appreciate the enormous complexities of 
both managing the organization and 
managing its interface with a very fast-
changing world. 

LCF: 

It was interesting, in one of the interviews 
a CEO said, “Before I was a CEO, I had 
an easy life and what I had to focus on 
was clear. And all of a sudden when I 
reached the top of the pyramid I came at 
the bottom of the bigger pyramid of how 
we work with the rest of society. I have 
so many other things to worry about in 
addition to just running the business.” 

Mike Brown: 

I have to chuckle, I was saying to my wife 
the other day, “If you’re the chief executive,

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I don’t think many people 
appreciate the enormous 

complexities of both 
managing the organization 
and managing its interface 
with a very fast-changing 

world. 

What gets measured gets 
done, and what gets 

rewarded really gets done. 
So be careful what you 
measure and what you 

reward. 

I suppose I’m very 
fortunate, I love the 

complexity of banks and 
banking. I love the industry 

and what I do every day, 
and it’s something I’ve 

worked in for 25 years and 
I figure I know it well, but 

every day I learn 
something, because it’s 
that complicated. So that 
gives me huge energy. 



 

10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

90% of what lands on your desk in a big 
organization are the really challenging, 
difficult issues. Because if things have 
gone really well and there’s a great story 
to tell, there are thousands of people who 
are going to grab that story and tell you 
about how bright they were and how well 
they did and please pay them more for 
doing it. But if there’s a really big issue 
going on, it lands on your desk. So you 
do get a disproportionate share of 
challenges, but that’s how it is and that is 
what you have been selected to resolve. 

LCF: 

Thank you for your time and insights. 
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