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Shredded: Inside RBS – The bank that broke Britain. A round-table discussion of his new 
book, with the author, Ian Fraser, and with Paul Kearns (OMR)                                                       

and David Lascelles (CSFI).  

Held on Thursday, July 3, 2014, from 12:30-2:15pm. 
At the London Capital Club, 15 Abchurch Lane, London, EC4N 7BW. 

Much of the discussion around the fall from grace of RBS under Fred Goodwin was 
about the failures of corporate governance that meant the board was unable even to 
question the ABN Amro purchase that brought the bank to its knees. Goodwin‟s style 
was pure Jack Welch – „rank and yank‟. Even senior managers were terrified of him, and 
there was no effective pushback. His view prevailed – which meant, eventually, that 
bankers “became double-glazing salesmen”. Even regulators (it is said) were “captured” 
– as was New Labour. And journalists failed to do their job, which should have been to 
hold management to account.   
 
That said, there was also recognition that hindsight is a wonderful thing, and that it is 
very hard (actually impossible) to lay down rules for how to run a bank. Yes, managers 
should be able to challenge the boss; yes, independent directors should be independent 
– and should know something about the business. But hard and fast rules are few and 
far between - and, after all, RBS was, for much of Goodwin‟s reign, seen as a model for 
the industry. 
 
And, of course, it is all very well insisting that banks should be run in the interests of 
society. But the reality is that they are owned by institutional investors who, in turn, have 
a responsibility to those who entrust their savings/pension pots with them.  
 
In the end, what seems clear is that Goodwin was an intelligent, driven man who was 
essentially an outsider more comfortable with his mates from the SDA than with banking 
colleagues. He could be charming, but he was also brutal – particularly to subordinates. 
And, most importantly, there was no one to stand up to him - either in the bank, or in the 
FSA, or even in Downing Street. 
 
What lessons we can draw from that for the banking scene today is hard to say. But we 
always seem to be split: we want our companies to have strong leadership and a clear 
vision – but (probably rightly) we are also deeply suspicious of the strong leader, and 
immensely sceptical about the „vision thing‟. 
 
Andrew Hilton 

 


