
 

 

Focused Education for Financial Services and Risk Management 

“Educating at the edge of chaos” 
 

Perhaps the brief talk I am going to give will be a little one-sided because I’m the director of 

an Institute at a university that offers focused postgraduate education for Financial Services 

and Risk Management, so instead I’ll show why the model we have adopted is sensible and 

appropriate. Clearly, I should only concentrate on what is being done at universities. 

 

When I first considered motivating why this sort of education is necessary, I thought that it 

was pretty obvious, and a 10-minute talk seemed like too much time. But then I reflected on 

the following: What is really needed? Why doesn’t it already exist? Or rather, why isn’t there 

more of it? And what is it about existing programmes at South African universities that 

doesn’t satisfy employers? 

 

In 2013, our institute conducted an extensive survey of the broader Financial Services to 

ascertain, in part, what the skills deficits and recruitment difficulties were. We published this 

report in early 2014. I’d like to put up a quote: 

 

“Financial Services experience is a foundational requirement across the sector, with specific 

product knowledge within the relevant sub-sector – Retail Banking, Investment Banking, 

Long-term Insurance, Short-term Insurance and Asset Management. This includes a holistic 

understanding of processes, procedures and the interconnectedness of the different business 

areas in the relevant type of company. These underlying skills form an essential basis for the 

majority of roles within Financial Services companies.” Financial Services Sector Assessment 

Report 2014, AIFMRM, March 2014 

 

So how do we impart Financial Services experience at university? How do we assess it? What 

is really being asked for here? We believe that what is actually being asked for is simply 

maturity – maturity of mind and attitude. If it were merely product and process knowledge, 

then it would be a simpler task to address, but it isn’t. 

 



I’d like to comment briefly on my experience of the recruitment strategy of Financial Services 

firms. Many of them concentrate their recruitment efforts on Commerce Faculties and 

Business Schools. This is sensible in terms of the subject matter the students have studied, 

and the fact that most of them are business career focused – in comparison to, say, science 

or humanities graduates. Interestingly, a number of companies we interviewed said that they 

were increasingly employing engineers in senior roles, due to the strategic process-driven 

thinking that an engineering education instils. For a variety of reasons, including 

transformation, the vast majority of graduate opportunities are for 4th-year graduates. 

 

Again, in my experience, Commerce Faculties struggle to produce 4th-year graduates with 

sufficient Financial Services knowledge and holistic business skills in order to be “Day One 

ready”. The exceptions are programmes that teach practical expertise required for specific 

professional roles, such as Actuarial and Accounting specializations. Regrettably, both of 

these disciplines have quite limited postgraduate programmes and very few Masters and PhD 

students – at least at UCT. Herein lies a problem. Undergraduate education is cumbersome 

and slow to adapt to the changing external business environment. The curricula are invariably 

focused on providing a foundational business education and basic technical skills.  

 

The technical sophistication of modern Financial Services roles, the speed at which the 

environment can change, and the breadth of knowledge and abilities it requires to be truly 

useful is beyond an undergraduate education. There’s simply no time to produce this 

sophistication. Undergraduate classes are large, the subject matter is broad and the volume 

is extensive. It is unsurprising that 4th-year graduates are unprepared for the workplace. 

Universities know from experience that without a postgraduate tradition subject material 

tends to stagnate. This is why we offer a variety Master’s programmes within our institute. 

The most important consequence of this is that the students self-select. Postgraduate 

education is flexible and adaptable, coursework is specialized and intensive, and smaller 

classes allow students to be individually mentored. There is ample opportunity to expose 

students to relevant technology and industry-standard processes. The result is graduates 

with maturity of mind, comprehensive understanding, and independence of thought through 

conducting research. 

 

A 2011 report issued by the Institute for the Future at the University of Phoenix, Arizona 

entitled “Future Work Skills 2020” has the following within their list of 10: 

Sense-Making: The ability to determine the deeper meaning or significance of what is being 

expressed 

Novel and Adaptive Thinking: The proficiency at thinking and coming up with solutions and 

responses beyond that which is rote or rule-based 

Computational Thinking: The ability to translate vast amounts of data into abstract concepts 

and to understand data-based reasoning 



Transdisciplinarity: The literacy in and ability to understand concepts across multiple 

disciplines 

Cognitive Load Management: The ability to discriminate and filter information for 

importance, and to understand how to maximize cognitive functioning using a variety of tools 

and techniques 

 

With respect to this, we are asking ourselves, “What do these mean in an African context?” 

 

At the time we were accrediting our Risk Management Master’s degree, the government 

aligned itself with our thinking and agreed to the institution of what are termed “Professional 

Master’s degrees.” Without going into detail, these degrees have different educational 

outcomes to traditional Master’s programmes and allow for much more flexibility in their 

research component and methods of assessment. In essence, Professional Master’s degrees 

are specialized apprenticeships. This can produce “Day One ready” graduates who do not 

need a year or more of post-employment immersion to begin to contribute in a meaningful 

way. 

 

In order to be truly useful, universities should view specialized financial services education as 

having four key ingredients: student selection from diverse backgrounds; the acquisition of 

technical skills coupled with a comprehensive understanding of the future work 

environment; an apprenticeship ethos throughout the degree; and a determined focus on 

“job readiness”.  

 

This requires industry involvement at many points: curriculum development and assessment; 

internships or job placements; project or research co-supervision; external examination; 

explanation of the recruitment process; teaching or lecturing; and access to experts and data. 

Finally, professional degrees should be coordinated by both the industry and the university 

as a matter of course. 

 

Since the title of today’s event is FINTECH 2020, I’d like to finish with some thoughts about 

what the response should be from universities and industry around an aspect of financial 

technology – Data Analytics. The importance of this can be summarized as the following: 

 

“Risk assessment in the future will be about data analytics.” 

 

Data Analytics requires genuine expertise in, at least, the following: Mathematics, Finance, 

Financial Products, Computer Science, and Statistics. Hybrid skills of this type are commonly 



not found in a single person, which implies the need for hybrid teams. Postgraduate 

education in this area should focus on attracting students with a variety of undergraduate 

backgrounds. Student selection should identify applicants with the ability to “ramp-up” 

quickly, rather than worrying about their existing skill sets. Most of the degree should consist 

of industry-motivated group work, which is assessed in terms of the outcome of their 

cooperation. This mirrors the environment that they will find themselves in after graduation. 

The result should be graduates who can sensibly combine various expert opinions. Their core 

attribute should be flexibility. 

 

FINTECH, and specifically Financial Data Analytics, is a sophisticated environment requiring 

specialized education at a high level. An obvious consequence of this is that Science and 

Mathematics education in schools and universities has to be prioritized and supported. 

Despite unanimous agreement on this, the truth is that Science Faculties at most South 

African universities are often the only loss-generating faculty in the university. This makes 

the home of Science and Mathematics vulnerable. 

 

The good news is that we, and others, are addressing many of the issues outlined above 

already. Postgraduate programmes in financial services related disciplines have increased in 

number in the last decade. Institutes such as ours have found favor with donors from the 

banking and insurance sectors, and talented students are being drawn into financial services 

careers. Students, companies, and academics from other African countries have noticed this. 

Many of our Master’s and PhD students are non-South African Africans. Some of these 

graduates have been useful in spearheading business ventures beyond our borders. This is a 

ray of light into the future of financial services throughout Africa, and is one of our priorities. 
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