
 
 

Yarlini Roberts 
Chief Finance Officer 
 
Born in Islington and brought up Hindu, Yarlini talks about life 

growing up as British Tamil in the 70s in south London and how 

she came to work at Kingston Hospital. 

 

Both my parents are Tamils from Sri Lanka. At that time, because of all the problems in Sri Lanka (or Ceylon 

as it was then), they weren't allowed to go to university in Sri Lanka, so they had to go to India to study for 

their degrees. Education was very important to them. My mum came to England in the mid-sixties, without 

dad at first. As Sri Lanka was part of the colonies there was an opportunity for her to immigrate and a year 

later dad followed and they got married.  

 

My parents were very keen on ensuring my sister and I had every opportunity in terms of education and 

career. My dad became ill when I was 13 so couldn’t continue to work and so mum became the sole 

breadwinner.  

 

Life was hard for my parents when I was born in the late sixties - they were faced with ‘no blacks, no dogs, no 

Irish’. I was born at the Royal Free and we were then effectively homeless. They managed to scrape together 

enough to put a deposit on a house as previously they had been renting rooms.  

 

Even though they brought us up to be really open-minded, we mixed with everybody, but my parents had their 

own prejudices. When I got married, it was a struggle because in their eyes I had chosen someone who was 

the wrong colour to marry. I found it difficult to understand, but in hindsight we all have an element of 

unconscious bias, or fear of the unfamiliar. Fortunately in time and with a lot of persuasion, they both grew to 

love and cherish Chris, so much so that they couldn’t understand what he was doing with me! 

 

When I joined the NHS, it was meant to be temporary. 28 years later and I am still here. I had done my three 

years accountancy training in a firm of auditors and I realised it wasn't the place for me. In 1993 I got my first 

permanent job at Croydon Community NHS Trust as a financial accountant but I didn’t think I would stay. 

 

“I hadn’t anticipated how much I would love it. I loved the fact it wasn't just about the numbers. It was 

about really helping people. The variety of it all was enormous and you could actually understand and 

relate it to something.” 

 

I only stayed there for about a year - I wanted to do more, but there wasn’t the opportunity to progress at 

Croydon so I moved to SLAM. It was probably the best experience I had in my early career. I did the 

acquisition merger of Warlingham Park; we transitioned the trust from a special health authority. I then worked 

part time as deputy director of finance at Kingston Community Trust which was perfect as it was closer to 

home. I had a tendency to spend many hours at work but my working patterns had to change because our 

son Oliver came along in 1997 and was born in Kingston’s new maternity wing. India and Harriet soon 

followed. 

 

At one point in my life I had three children aged three and a half and under, which was hectic so after a break 

of two years I went back to work two days a week at the Queen Elizabeth in Greenwich. It was really daunting 

going back to work after having been a full time mum but I took the opportunity and went and met the chief 

finance officer. This was my route back into the NHS.  

 

“And I suppose the thing that I would like to say is just because you've had a child or three, you are 

still able to bring value, expertise and knowledge and you can really contribute.” 



In terms of being a working woman, it’s different across the NHS, 

because although you have part-time roles in medical and nursing and 

have the ability to do shift work, in finance, until recently, part-time jobs 

at a senior level wasn’t really an option. We need to have a more 

inclusive workforce reflecting our local population. It’s something that we 

are trying to do in the London Finance Academy.  I am an Inclusion & 

Diversity (I&D) ambassador and also Chair of the London network 

supporting equality, diversity and inclusion in NHS Finance. The I&D 

Ambassadors support work being delivered to improve the disparities 

across NHS finance in terms of the diversity of staff; in particular when 

being recruited, and the processes being used that may need updating 

or changing completely. 

 

Men have always been great allies during my career, giving me 

opportunities to progress, which I alone might not have seen or even 

thought I could do. My chief finance officer at Wandsworth CCG 

encouraged me to go for my first chief finance officer role. My advice 

would be - if you want to apply for a role, you shouldn't allow any of your own anxieties or inhibitions to hold 

you back. It doesn't matter about colour, gender, sexuality or disability - you should go for it. 

 

In 2013 my mum died suddenly which came as a total shock. After mum died, dad came to live with us. Three 

generations under one roof has its challenges but I wouldn’t change a thing. Dad had two years with us where 

he'd gone from my mum looking after him in perfect tranquil surroundings, to complete bedlam with us. He 

had three grandchildren in their teenage years and Hector the dog. What was really great was he brought a 

sort of steely calmness and wisdom - we didn't realise what he was doing in the background. He was 

physically disabled, but mentally he was on the ball and we had some serious laughs and now have some 

wonderful memories of his time with us.  

 

I most admire my mum and that's one of my regrets - that I didn't tell her more 

often - a really brave woman to come across to England by herself, she was 

really insightful and clever and was a wonderful problem solver. We always 

thought that dad was the person that was in charge, but she was the brains 

behind the outfit and led the family. She just made everybody think it was him.  

 

I landed my first chief finance officer role whilst I was dad’s carer. I used to leave 

work at five o’clock armed with a laptop to go home and be a mum but I'd be 

back working at 9pm. I don't think that's the right way of doing things probably, 

but you have to get the job done. 

 

“The flexibility that the NHS gave me in terms of how it allowed me to take 

care of dad and juggle family life was so important.”  

 

I started in commissioning in 2002 and then worked my way up. I came to Kingston Hospital in December 

2019. I think it has been quite rare to switch from commissioner to provider. The things I've learned here are 

remarkable - the pace and the change of it all. It was so advantageous getting to know staff and the services 

before COVID hit. 

 

So what’s next for me? I think I've still got a lot to learn and I’d like to start supporting some of the 

transformation change. I know I'm not going to be part of the clinical pathway, but we all have our part to play 

in it.  

 

For now I’m going to keep plugging away at getting the work life balance right. Switching off is important - I 

relax by going on walks with my dog. I have also recently booked onto a Pilates class at 6pm which makes 

me leave work at least one day on time. I also love meeting up with a few friends and sharing a good bottle of 

pink fizz! 


