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Global evidence is mounting that more gender diversity in banking, including having more women in 

leadership, leads to better outcomes for organizations, their employees, and investors. There is increasing 

recognition of the importance of workforce diversity and equity along various dimensions, including gender. 

Besides social and moral imperatives, there is a compelling business case for improving gender diversity in 

commercial banks. Globally, commercial banks with more women in senior manager roles command up to 33 percent 

higher return on equity.1 Further, banks with more women in senior or leadership roles, especially in risk-related 

functions (for example, audit and risk committees of the bank’s boards) demonstrate better risk management 

compared to their peers.2 Having more women leaders can also allow banks to retain talent better, boost creativity, 

and tap new markets.3

While this insight is global, the barriers and pathways to achieving greater women’s representation in 

leadership vary by country and region. In 2022-23, the International Finance Corporation (IFC) initiated a multi-

country research study focusing on women’s advancement in private commercial banking in South Asia. The study 

covered three countries: Bangladesh, Nepal, and Sri Lanka.4 IFC initiated this study—among the first of its kind in the 

region—to identify opportunities that can help achieve more equitable work outcomes for women employees in the 

industry. Specifically, the study examines the following aspects: 

•	 Current representation of women in commercial banks’ workforce, especially in leadership.

•	 Specific barriers that female employees face in advancing within the industry and how their experience 

compares to their male counterparts.

•	 Policies, processes, and mechanisms that commercial banks and other organizations in the industry (for 

example, banks’ associations) have in place to support women in reaching leadership positions.

•	 Solutions that banks and other actors (for example, industry bodies and regulators) should pursue to create an 

environment that supports women’s advancement.

While the insights and recommendations of the wider study are compiled in a multi-country report, 

this edition is a complementary country brief focusing on Sri Lanka. It spotlights the key findings that emerged 

from the country and is based on an employee survey covering 1255 employees (714 women, 541 men) across seven 

banks and an organization survey filled by six human resource (HR) departments. This brief is intended to help 

industry actors—C-suite leaders in commercial banks, policy makers, industry bodies, and investors—direct their 

efforts toward increasing women’s representation in the industry’s leadership.

ABOUT THIS REPORT

ABOUT IFC’S WOMEN IN WORK PROGRAM IN SRI LANKA

https://www.ifc.org/en/insights-reports/2024/women-s-advancement-in-banking-in-emerging-south-asian-countries
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KEY FINDINGS FROM SRI LANKA – AT A GLANCE

Representation & Aspiration

Navigating hurdles

Industry action

38%

Women’s share in commercial 
banks’ workforce

<50%

of women have access 
to coaching or mentoring

40%

of women feel housework 
impacts their career

73%

of women believe they do not 
receive fair evaluations

27%

of women experience bullying 
in their organization

52%

of women feel their 
company does not have 

adequate safety measures

78%

of men believe having more 
women leaders does not 

result in business benefits

20%

Women’s share 
in senior management

70%

Women aspire to move 
to senior roles

6/6 2/6 2/6
banks have
DEI policies

banks provide 
anti-bias training 

to managers

banks have 
dedicated resources 

for DEI efforts
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Executive Summary

The International Finance Corporation is dedicated to advancing 

diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in developing countries’ private 

markets. Focusing on South Asian commercial banks, this study 

examines opportunities to increase gender diversity by improving 

women’s representation in leadership. As highlighted in the multi-

country regional report, research shows an increase in women’s 

representation in banks’ leadership leads to better performance 

on business metrics. This brief provides salient findings and 

recommendations for Sri Lanka based on the research conducted among 

seven private commercial banks in the country, which collectively hold 

41 percent of the market share in Sri Lanka.5 It is important to note that 

this research was conducted during Sri Lanka’s most severe economic 

crisis in recent history. 

Sri Lanka’s banking industry is close to achieving parity 

in hiring women, but women’s progression does not match 

their career aspirations or progression rates for men. 

Commercial banks stand to gain immense business benefits 

by improving gender diversity in their workforce, especially 

by having greater representation of women in the workforce 

and leadership.6 Sri Lanka is considerably ahead of other study 

countries in terms of women’s share in the workforce. 46 percent 

of entry-level hires in the surveyed commercial banks in Sri Lanka 

were women, compared to 39 percent in Nepal and 22 percent 

in Bangladesh.7,8 The largest drop in representation occurs when 

moving from entry-level to middle management, with 27 percent 

in Sri Lanka and Nepal and 14 percent in Bangladesh. It further 

drops at senior management level, where women occupy only 20 

percent across all the surveyed banks in Sri Lanka. However, Sri 

Lanka is ahead with 27 percent of women representation at the 

board level, compared to 20 percent in Nepal and 14 percent in 

Bangladesh. 

 

The limited representation of women in banks’ leadership is 

despite strong aspirations to advance in their careers among 

women banking professionals. Overall, 76 percent of surveyed 

women employees—a similar proportion to men—indicate 

that they want to attain leadership roles.9 However, women are 

not progressing at the same rate as men. The share of women 

in the workforce in the surveyed banks falls from 40 percent 

at the entry-level to 27 percent at middle management and 20 

percent at senior management levels.10 The decline in women’s 

representation in senior roles despite high representation at the 

entry level indicates that career progression is a clear issue in the 

country’s commercial banking industry.

Barriers: Challenges Holding Women from Progressing to Leadership in Commercial Banks in Sri Lanka

Women banking professionals face multiple unique 

challenges inside and outside of work during their entire 

career journey. Female bankers’ professional journeys vary 

significantly when compared to their male counterparts. Right 

from their entry into commercial banking, women experience 

work differently than men. Challenges existing within the 

workplace (such as inequitable professional development 

opportunities) and outside of it (such as social expectations 

and care responsibilities) impact their day-to-day experience 

and, ultimately, their advancement to leadership. While these 

challenges are covered in detail in the multi-country report, 

Figure 1 sets out how these challenges affect the career journey of 

a female bank employee in Sri Lanka.



10 |

Figure 1: Illustrative journey of a typical female bank employee’s career challenges in Sri Lanka

1.
RE-ENTRY

When applying to roles in the banking 
industry, Nuveena faced unexpected 
barriers. Recruiters held preconceived 
notions about her abilities after a 
career break.

A peer was cyberbullied by a male colleague but her complaint 
was unaddressed. Instead, she was blamed for raising a “non-
incident” and not putting a stop to the behavior. Nuveena felt 
unsure if her complaint in a similar situation would be heard.

4.
WORKPLACE INTERACTIONS

of women 
respondents report 
facing bullying at 

work.

of women respondents 
feel having children has 
impacted their careers.

SOCIO-CULTURAL 
CONSTRAINTS

Cultural expectations on women about caregiving 
demand significant time from Nuveena, and managing 
multiple responsibilities at home and office leaves her 
anxious. Some of her female colleagues in the past have 
quit the industry because of this but Nuveena dreams 
of being a top leader one day. She learned to work 
smartly but doesn’t have time to network informally 
with senior management.

5.
EVALUATION OF 
PERFORMANCE

Her performance evaluation does not reflect her contributions 
or strengths. Her manager does not offer actionable feedback 
or ideas for improvement, and so Nuveena’s career stagnates 
despite her best efforts.

Despite the promise of a bright career and strong aspirations 
to become a bank CEO, Nuveena is unable to fully unleash her 
potential. Her career progression stalls compared to her male 
colleagues and the rare female colleague who has supportive 
managers or teams.

3.

2.
PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT

She received the same technical training as her male 
colleagues but was not assigned critical projects. 
There was no mentoring offered that could guide 
her to advocate for herself.

49%

of women respondents do not 
believe women have the same 

opportunity as men to be hired.

81%

of women respondents want to be 
assigned critical projects, but only 

20% of them are selected. 

20%

27%

>2/5

Less than 2 / 5 women 
report receiving helpful 

feedback from managers.  
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Banks and policymakers have initiated many steps to improve 

women’s participation and progression, but the success of 

existing efforts is limited by a lack of buy-in from banks’ 

leadership. All six surveyed banks that responded to the HR survey 

have introduced DEI policies and initiated specific efforts to support 

women employees’ professional development. Nationally, there is 

guidance for all listed companies to aim to have 20 percent women 

representation at the board level, and various initiatives to support 

this shift are underway.12 However, over 40 percent of regional banks 

do not meet this criteria. This study indicates that many current 

managers and leaders are not yet aligned with the broader goal of 

having greater female representation in their organizations. Only 20 

percent of middle and senior–level male managers who responded to 

the survey believe that having more women in leadership can help 

their organization be more competitive. This limited buy-in can erode 

any momentum that national efforts to advance women may be able 

to build (for example, by de-prioritizing DEI on the management’s 

agenda or due to lower resource allocation).

Three key challenges stand out for Sri Lanka:

2.

3.

1.

Lack of fair evaluations: Few men and women respondents 

(approximately one in four) believe they receive fair evaluations. 

For women, this is aggravated by preconceived gender stereotypes 

managers hold around their abilities and leadership qualities. 

While two of the six surveyed banks in Sri Lanka report having 

instituted clear performance assessment criteria, others have yet 

to introduce mechanisms to make performance evaluations more 

objective or enhance accountability to weed out biases in the 

evaluation process.11

Non-conducive work environment: Less than half of 

the female respondents (49 percent) report feeling confident at 

work. Many women report facing micro-aggressions such as 

being frequently interrupted when speaking. Overall, 27 percent 

of women and 22 percent of men experience bullying at work. 

Ultimately, behaviors that are incompatible with decent work can 

erode an employee’s overall confidence levels, thereby negatively 

influencing the perception that their colleagues and managers have 

about their leadership potential.

Sociocultural constraints: Social expectations place a 

disproportionate burden of unpaid care work (such as managing 

housework and childcare responsibilities) on women. Managing 

these dual roles results in time poverty for women and makes 

it challenging for them to strike a balance between their work 

and personal lives. Many women exit the industry due to this 

burden after marriage and/or parenthood. 40 percent of female 

respondents believe managing housework and 20 percent of female 

respondents believe having children has or will negatively impact 

their career.
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Recommendations: Three-dimensional Approach to Increasing Women’s 
Leadership in Commercial Banking

Build a committed leadership that understands the value 

of and prioritizes women’s representation as an important 

focus area for the organization. First and foremost, building 

senior management buy-in around the business benefits of having 

more women in senior roles is crucial. All six surveyed banks 

have laid out commitments to support women employees via 

their DEI policies but one of the banks has introduced training on 

unconscious biases for their leadership to enable them to be role 

models for all staff. Once senior leadership buy-in is established, 

leadership teams should define time-bound targets for the 

representation of women across different seniority levels. 

Foster an industry ecosystem that can hold banks 

accountable and support them to reach their goals. Industry 

actors such as regulators and industry bodies can bring greater 

attention and accountability in the country to ensure that 

banks show meaningful progress in advancing women. While 

there is non-binding guidance from the government on female 

representation on boards, the central bank or industry bodies 

can go a step further by setting specific, time-bound targets for 

women’s representation in middle and senior management.13 

To drive accountability, this should be complemented by 

periodic tracking and reporting of representation data (and other 

relevant metrics) across banks. These actors can also support 

emerging women leaders directly. For example, the Sri Lanka 

Institute of Directors runs a dedicated program to provide 

training and mentorship to promising women leaders to rise to 

board positions.14

Create a safe and equitable work environment for all 

employees, especially concerning fair evaluations, and 

provide the necessary support to balance work and personal 

responsibilities. Banks can focus on establishing clear and 

objective performance evaluation mechanisms to ensure fair 

progression. Some banks are already leading the way. Two of the 

surveyed banks have created standardized metrics and targets 

against which employees can objectively score. Similarly, it is 

important to build safety mechanisms and nurture a culture of 

strong male allyship to make sure women feel safe and confident 

at the workplace. Finally, providing staff with mechanisms that 

ensure adequate flexibility (for example, via flexible working 

hours, remote work, access to childcare or eldercare support, etc.) 

and equitable distribution of care responsibilities (for example, 

equal parental leave for men and women) is crucial. It can help 

employees—especially women—balance work and personal 

responsibilities.

Across the study countries, driving the advancement of more 

women to leadership roles requires targeted efforts along 

three directions. First, banks must lay out clear organizational 

commitments for gender diversity and to support women in reaching 

leadership positions. This should be complemented by creating buy-in 

and incentives for senior leadership within banks to own and deliver 

on these commitments. Second, banks should make efforts to create a 

safe and equitable environment at work that enables all employees—

especially women—to thrive at work. Finally, industry actors must 

support banks in this transition and hold them accountable. Detailed 

opportunities and solutions across each direction are listed in the 

multi-country report.  

In Sri Lanka, the following targeted efforts by banks and industry 

organizations are needed in all three directions.

The above list is not an exhaustive set of recommendations but 

highlights the most critical areas where the industry must channel 

its efforts to support the advancement of women bankers. It can help 

the Sri Lankan banking industry emerge as an exemplar for women’s 

progression in banking in South Asia. In addition, these efforts can 

also contribute to the financial performance of banks and, thereby, 

sustainable growth, supporting a resilient recovery for 

Sri Lanka. This brief presents key findings and recommendations to 

steer efforts to ensure that Sri Lankan banks can reap the full benefits 

of a more gender-equitable workforce. Please refer to the multi-

country report for more details on the comparative findings and 

detailed recommendations. 
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1. 
STATUS QUO : WHERE ARE WOMEN 

IN THE INDUSTRY TODAY?

Figure 2: Share of Women in Financial Services Industry’s Workforce Across South Asian Nations17

South Asia Average - 20 Global Average - 43

Sri Lanka leads most of its neighbors in terms of 

women’s participation in the financial services 

industry. Women constitute 41 percent of the 

employee workforce in the financial services sector in 

Sri Lanka against a regional average of 20 percent.15 

Among other nations in South Asia, only Bhutan and 

Nepal—where more than 45 percent of employees are 

women—have greater female representation in the 

industry (refer Figure 2).16

SRI LANKA LEADS MOST OF SOUTH ASIA WHEN 

IT COMES TO WOMEN’S REPRESENTATION AND 

HIRING IN COMMERCIAL BANKS’ WORKFORCE. 

HOWEVER, THEIR REPRESENTATION IN LEADERSHIP 

REMAINS SKEWED DESPITE STRONG LEVELS OF 

AMBITION AMONG WOMEN TO RISE TO LEADERSHIP 

ROLES IN THE COUNTRY. 

Women’s overall representation 

in the workforce (%)
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Men Women

In commercial banks, Sri Lanka leads some of its 

neighbors in women’s hiring into the workforce at 

the entry-level. Women constitute nearly 38 percent of 

surveyed commercial banks’ employees in Sri Lanka.18 By 

comparison, women constitute 42 percent of employees 

across surveyed commercial banks in Nepal and 18 percent 

in Bangladesh.19,20 The hiring of women among the surveyed 

banks in Sri Lanka is nearly at par with the hiring of men. 

Across these banks, in 2022, women constituted 46 percent 

of all entry-level hires.21 The corresponding figures were 39 

percent for Nepal and 22 percent for Bangladesh.22

Female bankers in Sri Lanka stop progressing, but 

not owing to lack of ambition, indicating that the 

glass ceiling remains a reality.  There is no difference in 

ambition between men and women: a similar proportion of 

both indicate that they want to rise to leadership roles in 

the industry. Overall, 70 percent of female respondents and 

78 percent of male respondents indicate that they want to 

move to a more senior role with greater responsibility.27,28 

The high level of aspiration for advancement indicates that 

women’s progression is restricted not by intrinsic factors 

but by other external barriers, such as social norms and 

workplace constraints.

Sri Lanka also leads some of its neighbors in women’s 

representation in leadership, but they are less likely to 

progress than men. Women occupy 20 percent of senior-

management and 27 percent of board-level positions in the 

surveyed banks in Sri Lanka.23 Among the study countries, 

Sri Lanka leads Bangladesh but lags behind Nepal. All the 

study countries in South Asia fall behind global leaders such 

as North America and the United Kingdom, where women 

constitute 32 percent and 36 percent of senior leaders 

respectively.24,25,26 The decline in the proportion of women 

from entry-level to senior level (refer to Figure 3) indicates 

that fewer women are progressing to leadership roles when 

compared to men.

Figure 3: Breakdown of Employees at Various Levels by Gender (%)

ENTRY 
LEVEL

MIDDLE 
MANAGEMENT

SENIOR 
MANAGEMENT

MEMBER 
OF BOARD

73

80

27

20

60

40

73

27

Women’s overall representation 

in the workforce (%)

18%

42%

Bangladesh

Nepal

38%
Sri Lanka
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Many of these barriers are interlinked and play 

out in complex ways. For example, managing a 

disproportionate burden of care on the home front 

implies that many women find it challenging to balance 

personal and work lives. As a result, many women may 

leave the industry or take a step back leading to a thin 

pipeline of women leaders. Similarly, women often 

face micro-aggressions at work where their opinions 

often remain unheard or are shot down. This can lead 

to a perception of less contribution to team goals and 

influence senior leaders’ view of their competence.

This chapter outlines the key insights emerging from 

the study to help Sri Lankan banks and other actors 

develop a nuanced understanding of the unique 

challenges faced by women in career advancement.

BARRIERS PREVENTING WOMEN’S ADVANCEMENT 

IN COMMERCIAL BANKS SPAN THEIR ENTIRE 

PROFESSIONAL JOURNEY. WOMEN FACE FIVE KEY 

BARRIERS THAT IMPACT THEIR PARTICIPATION 

AND PROFESSIONAL GROWTH IN BANKING (REFER 

FIGURE 4). WHILE FEMALE BANKERS ACROSS 

BANGLADESH, NEPAL, AND SRI LANKA FACE MANY 

OF THESE COMMON BARRIERS, THERE ARE KEY 

DIFFERENCES IN EXPECTATIONS AND EXPERIENCE. 

FOR EXAMPLE, WOMEN ARE BEING HIRED AT NEARLY 

THE SAME RATE AS MEN AT ENTRY LEVELS.

HOWEVER, WOMEN CONSTITUTE A SMALLER 

SHARE OF NEW HIRES AT MIDDLE AND SENIOR 

MANAGEMENT. FURTHERMORE, WOMEN IN 

SRI LANKA HAVE RELATIVELY HIGHER LEVELS 

OF ACCESS TO PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

SUPPORT, AT PAR WITH MEN IN THE COUNTRY. 

HOWEVER, EXPECTATIONS AROUND UNPAID CARE 

WORK AND OTHER SOCIAL NORMS RESTRICT 

WOMEN’S ADVANCEMENT. LACK OF OBJECTIVITY 

IN EVALUATIONS DIRECTLY IMPACT WOMEN’S 

OPPORTUNITIES TO ADVANCE. 

2. 
BARRIERS TO PROGRESS : 

WHAT IS HOLDING WOMEN BACK?
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Women are being hired at nearly the same rate as men 

at the entry level, but recruiter bias could impact their 

hiring at senior levels.

•	 A total of 46 percent of new hires at the entry-level 

across surveyed banks are women. However, women 

constitute a smaller share of new hires at middle 

management (35 percent) and senior management 

(29 percent) levels.29

•	 This reduction in hiring is reflected in employees’ 

perception of women’s chances of being hired. In total, 

49 percent of female respondents and 36 percent of male 

respondents do not believe that women have the same 

chance as men of being hired.30

•	 Recruiter bias could be driving this perception. Both 

male and female respondents feel that interviewers 

hold biases against women’s abilities and indicate that 

organizations often prefer hiring male employees for 

certain roles.31

2.1 INEQUITABLE HIRING 

“Perceptions of women’s abilities and 
time they can devote to work come into 
play when females apply for higher roles; 
it is thought how can they [women] 
manage all the work.”
 
- Senior female banker, Sri Lanka

“When a vacancy opened up in my 
department, my manager expected me 
to hire a male candidate because the 
work sometimes requires a bit of travel 
or out-of-hours work. He automatically 
assumed that only a man would be able 
to do it.” 
 
- Senior male banker, Sri Lanka

Figure 4: Typical Barriers Women Face in Their Career Journeys in Banking

BARRIERS IMPACTING WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION, EXPERIENCE, AND ADVANCEMENT IN BANKING

Inequitable 
hiring

Socio-cultural 
constraints

Lack of fair 
evaluations

Non-conducive work 
environment

Inadequate professional 
development

Women are often 
disadvantaged at the very 
first step - i.e., gaining a 
foothold in the industry 
- as many recruiters 
hold unconscious biases. 
Women taking career 
breaks also find it difficult 
to resume work.

Lack of access to 
appropriate professional 
development support 
prevents women from 
developing the right suite 
of skills or gaining the 
right opportunities that 
can help them showcase 
their leadership potential.

Constraints arising due to 
prevalent socio-cultural 
norms, such as managing 
housework and providing 
care, impact women’s 
work-life balance. 
Lack of employer support 
to navigate these 
(e.g., with childcare) 
exacerbates the situation.

Women receive biased 
feedback even if they 
are high performers. 
Managers tend to view 
all employees from past 
examples of male-dominated 
leadership they have seen. 
Other unconscious biases 
(e.g., male affinity, being 
seen in office) also 
impact evaluation.  

Interactions at work 
disadvantage women 
further. Many women are 
frequently interrupted 
when they speak, face 
bullying (as do men) and 
have to also contend with 
issues of workplace safety. 

1 42 53
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Social expectations around parenthood and care 

responsibilities lead some women to take career 

breaks. 

•	 Women constitute 40 percent of entry-level, 27 

percent of middle management, and 20 percent of senior 

management roles in the surveyed banks.32

•	 Some women could be leaving their organizations 

due to social expectations around care responsibilities. 

In the prime working age group (25–54 years), the labor 

force participation rate for single women in Sri Lanka is 

66 percent but drops to 40 percent for married women.33 

It further drops to 32 percent for women with at least 

one young child.34 Even for women living with extended 

families but having at least one young child, the labor 

force participation rate is 39 percent, suggesting that 

care responsibilities are high even in the context of multi-

generational living arrangements.35 Discussions with 

employees from the surveyed banks indicate that similar 

trends seem true for women in the banking industry.36

However, support for women re-entering the 

workplace after care-related career breaks is limited, 

leading to a thin pipeline of women leaders.

•	 All six surveyed banks provide maternity leave to 

mothers, with two banks allowing for more leave than 

specified by law. Three out of six banks also provide 

paternity leave to fathers. However, paternity leave is 

much less than that available to women (15 days or less for 

men compared to minimum of 84 days of maternity leave 

specified by law) and unlikely to alleviate career vs. care 

trade-offs for women, encourage equitable sharing 

of parenting responsibilities, or lead to support for 

returning mothers.37

•	 None of the surveyed banks have dedicated 

recruitment drives for women returning after a career 

break. 

•	 Two out of six banks provide support with upskilling 

for women returning after an extended career break.

In Sri Lanka, we have a system where 
women are held responsible for the care 
of all family members including children, 
even when they have some support with 
childcare from their extended family.” *
 
- Senior female HR representative, Sri Lanka

“The issue is not rate of return (after 
maternity leave); getting back after 
longer breaks is a problem. If you don’t 
have a skill set, then it is a problem. 
Even for men who take breaks, say for 
entrepreneurship, it becomes difficult to 
resume a career in banking.” 

- Senior female banker, Sri Lanka *Quote lightly edited for clarity 
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Figure 5: Employee Access to Professional Development Support (%)39

Women and men have near-similar access to 

professional development support; however, the 

provision of such support does not meet demand.

•	 More than 80 percent of men and women respondents 

rank training, mentorship, coaching, critical projects, and 

sponsorship as crucial for their professional development. 

Access to such support is important for all employees—

especially women—to advance in their careers. 

•	 Men and women have near similar access to such 

professional development support (refer Figure 5 below). 

Except for training, access to professional development 

is much lower than demand. For example, more than 80 

percent of employees rate mentoring as crucial but only 

36 percent of female respondents and 37 percent of male 

respondents report that they have access to mentoring at 

work.38

2.2 INADEQUATE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Mentorship helped me stay motivated. 
My mentor used to send me vacancies 
within the bank, pushing me to take on 
new roles and finally helped me move 
from corporate banking to financial 
banking.”
 
- Senior female banker, Sri Lanka 
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Banks recognize the need for trainings, including 

specific programs catering to the unique challenges 

faced by female employees. 

•	 All six surveyed banks conduct needs assessments to 

understand the development needs of staff members 

before designing leadership development programs. 

•	 Two out of the six surveyed banks run targeted 

management trainee programs for women. 

Most banks do not have formal coaching and 

mentoring programs, resulting in inequitable access. 

•	 Two of the six surveyed banks offer mentoring and/or 

coaching programs for women. The access to coaching and 

mentoring can vary due to an employee’s initiative in asking 

for such support. Women tend not to make the ask explicit, 

which could disadvantage them in comparison to men.40  

When assigning critical projects, managers sometimes 

assume that women have limitations that would 

prevent them from accepting such assignments.

•	 Both female and male respondents report poor access 

to critical projects (refer Figure 6).

•	 Often, managers tend to assume that women have 

limitations (for example, around travel or relocation, late 

night work, etc.) even when women themselves may not 

voice such concerns.41 Such assumptions can lead managers 

to prefer male employees when assigning critical work 

opportunities.42

From the bank’s side, there can be a 
thought, ‘Because she is a woman she 
might not want to travel’, so they have 
to be more concerned and careful. Some 
banks don’t even offer the position [to a 
woman] thinking she might not take it.”
 
- Female board member of a commercial 
bank, Sri Lanka
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Expectations around managing care responsibilities 

impact women’s ability to participate fully in the 

workplace, which can result in stepping back from 

•	 Women bear a disproportionate burden of the 

care work at home, leading to inequalities in how care 

responsibilities impact the professional development 

of men and women. Overall, 40 percent of female 

respondents, compared to 28 percent of male respondents, 

feel that family expectations around managing housework 

have or can adversely impact their careers (refer to Figure 6).

•	 Similarly, 20 percent of female respondents and 15 

percent of male respondents feel that their careers have been 

or will be impacted by having children.44 Two in five female 

respondents in senior roles also report that having children 

has held back their progress. In comparison, no men in senior 

roles indicate this to be true for them.45 As noted earlier, 

challenges in managing care responsibilities alongside work 

can also lead some women to opt for career breaks.

•	 Many women respondents indicate that this 

disproportionate burden of care leaves them limited time to 

pursue professional development avenues such as training, 

2.3 SOCIOCULTURAL CONSTRAINTS

work, and prevent women from capitalizing on 

opportunities for advancement. 

networking, etc., leaving them disadvantaged in their 

professional careers.

 

Managing care responsibilities and family expectations 

associated with them, constrain many women’s and 

men’s ability to travel or relocate, which can impact 

their advancement. 

•	 Overall, 21 percent of female respondents and 20 

percent of male respondents feel that family restrictions 

around work-related travel can limit their career 

opportunities (for example, by preventing them from 

traveling outstation).46

•	 A total of 13 percent of female respondents and 11 percent 

of male respondents feel that a requirement to relocate could 

prevent them from moving to a senior role in the organization 

(for example, employees may be unable to accept a promotion 

if it requires them to move to a new location).47

Figure 6: Adverse Impact of Social Constraints on Progression43
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Many employees, especially those who have children, 

indicate that flexible working arrangements and 

other support with caregiving can help them to better 

manage work and personal lives. 

•	 Overall, 34 percent of employees with children (45 

percent of women and 30 percent of men) feel that having 

policies for flexible working arrangements such as flexi hours 

can better help them advance into leadership positions; 30 

percent of employees without children also indicate the need 

for such support. 

•	 Many employees are dissatisfied with the current 

support available. Only 38 percent of all women and 28 

percent of all men indicate that current flexible working 

options meet their needs.

•	 A total of 43 percent of working mothers who responded 

to the survey also expressed a need for other support with 

caregiving (such as on-site childcare) but fewer than 1 percent 

report having access to such support. None of the six surveyed 

banks provides on-site childcare support or allowances for 

childcare across all locations (one bank reports providing it at 

most locations).

“When it comes to women, we are 
multi-taskers; we have to take care 
of family and also enjoy our jobs. If 
there were certain number of flexible 
hours, we will be able to manage our 
challenges better.” 

- Senior female banker, Sri Lanka 
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Performance evaluation and feedback provided to 

women are often non-specific and can disadvantage 

them in career progression.

•	 Two in three employees do not believe that the 

performance evaluations they receive from their managers 

are fair. Similarly, fewer than two out of five of the women 

and men respondents believe they receive clear inputs on 

goals and expectations from their managers.

•	 Women also typically receive less actionable feedback 

compared to men. Feedback provided to them do not clearly 

lay out what they need to do to improve their performance 

and showcase their readiness for advancement.48 Managers 

also tend to provide feedback based on preconceived 

notions of what good leadership looks like while not 

accounting for other leadership styles or qualities that their 

high-potential female employees may have.49

Banks have initiated reforms to bring more objectivity 

to how they evaluate employees, but deeper 

interventions are needed to ensure evaluations are fair 

and merit-based.

•	 Banks have instituted multiple reforms to attempt 

to remove gender discrimination in their performance 

evaluations:  

	 - Two of the six surveyed banks have revised their 

	 performance evaluation criteria and set clear metrics  

	 to assess performance to ensure each employee is 

	 rated on similar metrics. 

	  
	 - Two of the six surveyed banks have introduced  

	 training for managers to reduce bias when conducting 

	 evaluations. 

	  
	 - One of the surveyed banks has introduced additional  

	 processes, such as 360-degree evaluations, to  

	 corroborate feedback from multiple sources to 

	 counteract bias. 

 
•	 Some banks indicate and feel confident that the above 

reforms have helped them successfully counter and negate 

gender-based discrimination in performance evaluations.  

•	 While these reforms are a positive step, deeper 

reforms may be needed to ensure evaluations are objective. 

Introduction of such reforms without complementary 

efforts to bring accountability and transparency to 

managerial levels can lead managers to become more 

complacent in their evaluations, which has been shown to 

reinforce gender biases the managers might hold.50

2.4 LACK OF OBJECTIVE EVALUATIONS
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Many women—including those in middle 

management—face micro-aggressions at work.

•	 More than half the women respondents (51 percent) 

report not feeling confident in contributing within team 

settings. Many cite micro-aggressions at work as a driving 

factor: 

 
	 - Overall, 17 percent of the female respondents who do  

	 not feel confident report that they are the only woman  

	 in the room. 

 
	 - A total of 30 percent of the female respondents  

	 (vs. 11 percent of the male respondents) who do not  

	 feel confident, report that they are often interrupted  

	 when speaking or others speak over them.51 

 
	 - A total of 42 percent of female respondents at middle  

	 management (vs. 13 percent of male) who do not feel  

	 confident, report that their advice is often questioned  

	 or shut down.52

•	 Micro-aggressions affect women’s workplace 

experience and compound the challenge around receiving 

fair evaluations. Being frequently interrupted and perceived 

as lacking confidence can be reflected in the insights 

managers form about women’s contributions at work, 

which is reflected in their performance evaluations. 

Employees—both men and women—report facing 

bullying and sexual harassment at work; even these 

figures may be underreported.

•	 Overall, 27 percent of female respondents and 22 

percent of male respondents report facing bullying at their 

workplace.53,54 The majority of respondents face bullying 

behavior from male as well as female colleagues (refer 

Figure 7).

•	 A similar proportion of men and women respondents 

(6 percent) report having experienced sexual harassment 

at work. Similar to previous studies on the subject, it is 

plausible that the incidents of sexual harassment have been 

underreported in this survey.55

2.5 NON-CONDUCIVE WORK ENVIRONMENT 

Figure 7: Prevalence of Incidents of Bullying and Sexual Harassment in the Organization56
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At one instance, I reported a misconduct 
by a support staff (outsourced). 
However, it was discussed among the 
unit members and I was made to feel as 
if I made a mistake.” 
 - Senior female banker, Sri Lanka 

PERCENTAGE OF EMPLOYEES WHO FACED 
SEXUAL HARASSMENT AT WORK
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Most banks have instituted policies and systems to 

ensure employee safety; yet many women are not 

confident that their organizations have adequate 

measures to effectively deal with incidents of bullying 

and sexual harassment. 

•	 All surveyed banks have policies that prohibit and 

address incidents of sexual harassment. All banks also have 

channels to report these incidents anonymously.  

 	 - All surveyed banks also provide other mechanisms— 

	 such as provisions for late-night transport—to ensure  

	 the safety of employees. 

•	 Four out of the six surveyed banks explicitly prohibit 

bullying, including cyber-bullying.

•	 Despite the existence of these policies and mechanisms, 

fewer than half of all women employees surveyed believe 

their organization has adequate measures to act on sexual 

harassment or bullying complaints (refer Figure 8). 

 	 - Over half of all female respondents do not believe 

	 that appropriate action would be taken by their  

	 organization if they report a sexual harassment or  

	 bullying incident. 

 

	 - One in 10 female respondents fear that they will 

	 have to face negative consequences for reporting 

	 such incidents.

Figure 8: Employee Trust in Organization’s Response to Sexual Harassment and Bullying Complaints57
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“I cannot answer as I do not have personal experience in this regard. However, an 
incident once happened to a colleague where people blamed her for reporting the 
issue. They made her the bad one. This was not done by the Management but her own 
colleagues. This is the culture.” 

- Responses from employee surveys
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Many employees—including middle managers and 

senior leaders—do not believe that having more 

women in leadership is important for the business 

to be competitive.

•	 Men and women differ in their belief around the 

benefits of gender diverse leadership teams (refer 

Figure 9). A total of 47 percent of female respondents 

compared to 22 percent of male respondents strongly 

agree that having more women in leadership is 

important for the company to be competitive.

•	 More than 50 percent of male respondents at 

middle management level responded neutrally or 

disagreed with the statement that having women 

in leadership is important for their company to be 

competitive. 

3. 
HEADWINDS :

WHAT IS PREVENTING CHANGE?

WHILE COMMERCIAL BANKS HAVE PUT IN PLACE 

SEVERAL MEASURES TO SUPPORT WOMEN, 

THERE IS A NEED FOR INDUSTRY LEADERS TO 

MORE PROACTIVELY CHAMPION ADVANCING 

MORE WOMEN TO LEADERSHIP. MANY CURRENT 

EMPLOYEES, INCLUDING SENIOR MANAGEMENT, 

SEEM UNAWARE OF THE POTENTIAL BENEFITS 

OF HAVING MORE WOMEN LEADERS. THIS CAN 

ADVERSELY IMPACT THE ATTENTION SUCH EFFORTS 

RECEIVE WITHIN AN ORGANIZATION AND LIMIT THE 

SUCCESS OF EXISTING INITIATIVES. 

Figure 9: Employee Attitudes Toward Female Leadership in Their Organization58
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Most banks are making efforts to support women, but 

a lack of leadership buy-in could lead to policy gaps and 

impact implementation of existing efforts.

•	 Five out of six surveyed banks report that they have 

clearly articulated gender diversity and inclusion policies 

to stakeholders. Four of these banks have also set gender 

balance targets for their overall workforce. 

•	 Even with the above steps, critical policy gaps remain. 

Only one of the surveyed banks has set gender balance 

targets for different career levels including leadership.

•	 More leadership commitment to steer implementation 

is also needed: 

 	 -  Two of the six surveyed banks report having  

	 dedicated resources, staff, and budgets to implement  

	 their gender diversity and inclusion programs aimed at  

	 increasing women’s representation. 

 	 - Two of the six banks report they conduct training  

	 for all staff members around their gender diversity and  

	 inclusion policy. 

 	 - None of the banks recognizes increased  

	 accountability for existing diversity initiatives as a  

	 priority for 2023 to improve women’s representation 

	 in leadership.
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4. 
TAKING ACTION :
WHAT CAN THE INDUSTRY DO 
TO ADVANCE MORE WOMEN 
TO LEADERSHIP?

To support more women to rise to leadership 

roles, banks and industry actors need to step up 

their efforts in three different but complementary 

directions. These three directions, specific 

opportunities for each, and detailed recommendations 

are highlighted in the multi-country report. Most of 

the opportunity areas remain relevant to Sri Lanka but 

would need to be adapted to the country’s context. 

Specific recommendations and relevant examples from 

surveyed banks that can inspire for other banks and 

industry actors are provided below.

ONE-OFF SOLUTIONS IMPLEMENTED BY BANKS 

ARE UNLIKELY TO ADDRESS THE MULTITUDE OF 

CHALLENGES FEMALE BANKERS FACE. INSTEAD, 

CONCERTED ACTION IS NEEDED TO ADDRESS THESE 

CHALLENGES AND HOLD ORGANIZATIONS AND 

INSTITUTIONS ACCOUNTABLE FOR PROGRESS.  

FURTHER, ACTIONS SHOULD ADDRESS BARRIERS 

IN A TARGETED MANNER ACROSS POLICY, PROCESS, 

AND CULTURE. 

THIS CHAPTER LAYS OUT THE KEY 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR BANKS AND OTHER 

INDUSTRY ACTORS (SUCH AS REGULATORS AND 

INDUSTRY BODIES) IN SRI LANKA TO BETTER 

SUPPORT WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION AND 

ADVANCEMENT IN COMMERCIAL BANKING.
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Figure 10: Classification of Solutions for South Asia’s Banking Sector to Implement
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1. Strong organizational commitment and 

accountability for equitable representation: 

Sri Lankan bank leadership teams must be the custodians 

and advocates of increasing gender diversity within 

their ranks and leadership pipelines. All leaders need 

to understand the benefits of having more women in 

leadership, including the immense contributions they can 

2. Promotion of positive work norms by leaders who 

act as role models: 

Sri Lanka’s banking leadership, which is predominantly 

men, should be incentivized to engender a culture that 

establishes positive working norms. Leaders should help 

make to the business, and be well-versed in the case for 

increasing women in leadership. Banks should also set 

clear organizational priorities by having representation 

targets at all levels, since only one of the six surveyed 

banks set targets for women’s representation at all levels. 

Accountability for the success of these goals must be 

assigned to the bank leadership. 

move the needle on the common narrative in Sri Lanka 

from a gender-neutral one to one that recognizes the 

inherent biases that women face. This can help drive the 

acceptability of programs and norms that help women 

progress and increase their adoption.

4.1 RECOMMENDATIONS TO DEVELOP MORE COMMITTED LEADERS

CASE STUDY 1

Training leaders to recognize their unconscious 

bias can help banks provide equitable growth 

opportunities 

Leadership can be the torchbearers for the banks to 

achieve their DEI initiatives. Standard Chartered Bank 

in Sri Lanka recognized this and identified that training 

their leadership was necessary to extend equitable 

growth opportunities to all employees. A critical part of 

this was training their leadership to be aware of their 

biases and limit their impact on organizational policies.

The training was completed with a 100 percent 

participation rate and helped the participants become 

more effective leaders. It also had a broader impact on 

the organization’s strategic decision-making, enabling 

leaders to improve their recruitment and promotion 

policies (by assessing candidates more objectively on 

merit and alleviating biases in this process).59 
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1. Tailored professional development to unleash 

employee potential: 

Curate initiatives to provide equitable access to 

professional development opportunities for all employees. 

Accounting for the unique needs of female employees at 

2. Re-evaluation of performance evaluations: 

Ensure that the performance evaluation process is 

thorough and free from gender bias. Only two out of six 

banks have standardized metrics that employees can 

be scored against to make the evaluation process less 

objective and the application of merit more subjective. 

different positions (for example, need for exposure of entry-

level and mid-level professionals to critical projects and 

building women bankers’ confidence) will allow them to 

fully leverage their technical skills, and help set them up for 

leadership roles.

Apart from having objective criteria, anti-bias training for 

managers and other organization-wide measures to correct 

for biases (statistical review of ratings to understand 

systemic bias, creating manager-level accountability for 

objective feedback, etc.) are crucial. 

CASE STUDY 2

4.2 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR BUILDING EQUITABLE 
      AND SAFE WORKPLACES

Banks are beginning to cater to specific training 

needs of women employees.

An increasing number of banks in Sri Lanka now inculcate 

soft skills as part of employee training, especially 

for women. One such training program, called the 

Superwoman Training program, was initiated by a bank 

that recognized that a cohort of women were plateauing 

in their career. The bank contacted a senior industry 

leader to design the training program by understanding 

and accounting for the specific needs and challenges of 

women professionals. A senior female director at a Sri 

Lankan bank associated with the program acknowledged 

the need to go beyond technical skills for women:

The program has since expanded and is offered by 

multiple banks.

Technical competence is not an issue (for 

progression of women). Banks already have 

trainings for that, plenty of them. Soft skills and 

confidence are where women tend to lack.”60
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3. Male allyship and safety of women in the workplace: 

All employees, especially men, should be inspired to 

actively confront inequity in interpersonal interactions and 

intervene to address inequity’s structural and institutional 

dimensions. All banks in Sri Lanka provide anonymous 

channels to report bullying and sexual harassment 

incidents, but employees do not fully trust that appropriate 

action will be taken if reported. Banks should focus on 

updating and increasing the efficacy of their respectful 

workplace mechanisms, while promoting greater male 

allyship and building trust in these channels. 

4. Equitable support for work–life balance:  

Banking in Sri Lanka is characterized by long working 

hours. Most bankers are expected to report to the office in 

person since no banks provide unrestricted work-for-home 

flexibility, which puts additional pressure on employees 

with caregiving responsibilities. In the absence of statutory 

paternity leave (although three out of six banks offer some 

paternity leave) and because of entrenched social norms, 

childcare responsibilities fall disproportionately on working 

mothers. No banks consistently provide on-site childcare 

or a childcare allowance to help employees better manage 

their work and care responsibilities.

CASE STUDY 3

CASE STUDY 4

Some banks in Sri Lanka are already pushing for more 

transparency in performance evaluations.

Some banks, like HSBC and HNB, already recognize the 

value of greater transparency and accountability in 

career development and promotions. Besides tracking 

performance evaluation ratings and promotion decisions 

to understand if these are equitable, they have introduced 

other practices—most notably in terms of setting clear 

metrics for performance goal setting, feedback and 

Some banks are instituting new work paradigms by 

transitioning to hybrid work.

HSBC Sri Lanka introduced fully remote work during 

the COVID-19 pandemic across most functions (where 

possible). As the restrictions due to the pandemic 

eased, employers began rolling back the flexibility they 

had offered. However, HSBC retained the option for 

employees to work in a hybrid setting and is now moving 

to make this a business-as-usual policy.

evaluations, and providing training for managers.

Some banks, aided by the perspectives that employees’ 

unions bring, have also revised their performance 

evaluation criteria, made them objective, and shared 

them with all employees to bring more transparency 

to performance evaluations. Such reforms need to be 

combined with others around weeding out bias to ensure 

greater objectivity.61

The result has been overwhelmingly positive for 

employees, especially women; 68 percent female 

employees reported that they found it easier to manage 

their responsibilities at work against a country average of 

38 percent in all surveyed banks in Sri Lanka.62
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CASE STUDY 5

Ensuring paternity and caregiving leave can help 

women manage caregiving responsibilities more 

equitably.

Sri Lanka guarantees 84 days of paid maternity leave 

but does not have any statutory provisions for paternity 

leave. In the absence of legal mandates for such leave, 

banks can take the lead in setting the standards for more 

equitable policies. 

 

Paternity leave can help both parents equitably share the 

caregiving burden. By offering such leave, organizations 

can level the playing field for working mothers and 

minimize any negative impacts on women’s careers. 

Three of the six surveyed banks in Sri Lanka already offer 

paternity leave even in the absence of a legal mandate 

to do so.63 In addition, banks can explore additional 

caregiving leaves for parents. For example, banks in some 

developing countries allow parents to avail additional 

leaves in a year to take care of their children or other 

family members. 

 

The John Keells Group in Sri Lanka enhanced their 

existing five-day paternity leave to 100 days to match 

maternity leave. The leadership believes the initiative 

will eliminate the discrimination around hiring and 

promoting women due to maternity leave.64
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1. Ambitious goals for women’s representation in 

the industry: Set an industry-wide vision in terms of 

representation targets for women, with a timeline that 

sets clear goals for the banks. While there is non-binding 

guidance from the government on women representation 

on boards, regulators or industry bodies can go a step 

further for banks to commit to achieving specified, time-

bound targets for women representation in middle and 

senior management. Further, these actors can provide 

knowledge support to banks to help design relevant 

solutions to achieve these targets.

2. Networks and support for emerging women leaders: 

Women in banking in Sri Lanka indicate the need for 

networks and professional support to further their careers 

in the sector. Banks may be able to move the needle on 

these gaps to an extent, but ecosystem-level actors can 

create a greater impact since they can connect women 

employees across organizations (refer Case Study 6).

3. Industry-wide accountability for women’s 

representation: Currently, only two out of six surveyed 

banks make external disclosures about progress on gender 

balance targets. Creating a culture of public disclosure of 

this information by banks in Sri Lanka will elevate their 

accountability to achieving women’s representation goals. 

This ensures that these goals are treated with the same 

importance as other key performance metrics by the banks.

CASE STUDY 6

Industry bodies can help banks identify and train 

future women leaders.

The Sri Lanka Institute of Directors launched the 

“Women on Boards” training program to create a 

strong female leadership pipeline. The program 

plans to identify and assemble a deep talent pool of 

potential leaders among working Sri Lankan women 

who can become board members and senior managers 

in the future.

The program brings together talented working women 

with different professional backgrounds and supports 

them to develop the necessary people and leadership 

skills to be placed on the boards of public and private 

companies. A leadership-ready talent pool combined 

with progressive representation targets in the industry 

can create the pathway for more women to move into 

leadership roles in the sector.65

4.3 ENGAGED ECOSYSTEM
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ANNEXURE 
LIST OF PARTICIPATING BANKS 
IN SRI LANKA

S. NO.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

Standard Chartered Bank - Sri Lanka

BANK NAME

Commercial Bank of Ceylon (CBC)

Development Finance
Corporation of Ceylon (DFCC) Bank

Hatton National Bank (HNB)

Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking 
Corporation (HSBC) Bank- Sri Lanka

National Development Bank (NDB)

Bank Y
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