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editor’s letter

Another record entry for 
annual RBI Global Awards

Douglas Blakey, Editor

It is the 34th year of the RBI Global Awards, and 
another record number of entries have been 
submitted.

The winners will be announced at the awards gala dinner on 
24 April at the Waldorf Hilton, London, with full details of who 
wins what in the May issue of RBI.

The RBI Global Awards bring together the most outstanding 
and innovative institutions, and project the initiatives 
developed by the best of the best in the global retail banking 
industry. Crucially, the awards identify best practice in 
institutions that have done the most in the past year to 
advance and strengthen retail banking as an industry.

Last year, Bank of America scooped the award for Global 
Retail Bank of the Year. It was a good night also for Emirates 
NBD with three awards, and for RBC with two wins. Other 
notable winners included Santander, CIBC, Scotiabank, 
Standard Chartered, Credit Suisse and ING.

The biggest innovation in 50 years? Do me a favour! 
The number of US consumers with access to a credit card 
increased to a record 178.6 million at the end of 2018. 
According to TransUnion’s fourth-quarter 2018 Industry Insights 
Report, four million more US adults gained access to a card 
credit over the past four quarters. In total, the number of US 
credit cards in circulation rose by 2.7% to 430 million. This is an 
increase of 50 million cards, or 13% since the close of 2015.

The average US credit cardholder currently holds 2.4 credit 
cards and rising. Overall, balances grew by 4.9% year over 
year in 2018, with growth occurring across all risk tiers for 
the 19th straight quarter, so the sector remains healthy and 
highly competitive. And while serious delinquency rates rose 
to 1.94% – the corresponding figure was as low as 1.5% at the 

end of 2015 – the rate remains well below recession-era levels 
and are near the ‘new normal’ mark.

Into this competitive sector, amid much overblown hype, 
steps Apple. Cue predictable and exaggerated claims that the 
Apple credit card can do for consumer finance what the iPhone 
did in the smartphone sector.

It is not, as the launch-day claims suggested, the biggest 
innovation in the credit card sector for 50 years. David 
Solomon, CEO of Goldman Sachs, even claimed that Apple card 
completely changes the credit card experience. This remember, 
is a card that does not even offer a contactless chip. It is a 
virtual card built in to the Apple Wallet app on users’ devices – 
and it works only on Apple devices.

True, there are no late fees, over-limit fees or international 
fees. The interest rate to be charged is competitive enough, 
and it offers the apparent status symbol of a titanium card. 
Stronger features that may accelerate customer numbers 
include the card’s security features.

One genuine novelty is Apple’s plan to pay daily cash rewards 
that are instantly redeemable, but potential card switchers 
will identify quickly that the Apple card’s loyalty rewards are 
middling, and will come nowhere the top of best-buy tables.

It remains too early to judge Goldman Sachs’s risk appetite. 
Its Marcus digital sub-brand has garnered $45bn in retail 
deposits, but to date it has only lent $5bn in retail loans.

It will be fascinating to track the success of Apple card, and 
no doubt it will appeal to a certain segment of the market. 
Meantime, Chase, Citi and American Express, among others, 
will not be issuing profit warnings.

And when the Apple card comes to the UK, for this writer, I 
see no reason to switch away from Amex and NatWest. <

Get in touch with the editor at: douglas.blakey@verdict.co.uk
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Stuart Rutledge, senior vice-president 
– personal savings and investments at 
RBC, has led the bank’s savings and 

investment division since 2017.
Over that time, he has seen the continuing 

rise of fintechs and robo-advisors, and while 
many things have changed, some have 
remained constant. 

“We know that investing is not an 
easy topic for many people. What’s most 
important is having that first conversation 
and identifying long- and short-term goals,” 
he tells RBI. “While the idea of automated 
investment management definitely has its 
place for some people, we find that others 
definitely want to understand their portfolio 
and how it will help them achieve those 
goals.” 

RBC proved that theory with the launch 
of RBC MyAdvisor last year, an innovative 
service that complements the in-person 
branch process with the ability for clients to 
connect with an investment advisor in real 
time through video or telephone, in order to 
develop a personalised plan in as little as 10 
minutes. 

It may seem like a small change, but since 
its launch, more than 700,000 clients have 
activated investment plans through the 
service, including clients aged 55 and older, 
where the number of plan holders has doubled 
in a year. The service has been so successful, 
it was awarded RBI’s Best Customer-Facing 
Technology award.

“We’ve been able to extend planning to 
a much broader client base, and our clients 
have given MyAdvisor one of the highest 

‘likelihood to recommend’ scores we’ve seen at 
the bank,” says Rutledge.

RBC’s approach focuses on improving 
and customising the investment experience. 
It is combining emerging technologies such 
as artificial intelligence with the expertise of 
its teams on the ground, while improving 
the ease and convenience of interfaces. In 
fact, there is often no difference in the 
screens to which both clients and 
advisors have access.

“We’re really starting with 
the client, and we know 
there’s not a one-size-fits-all 
solution. Clients expect 
choice and flexibility. Some 
will choose to manage their 
own investments, some 
will want full service or full 
automation, while others will 
prefer a combination,” Rutledge says. 
“All clients, however, value the ease of access.”

That ease of access is a key feature not only 
of MyAdvisor, but RBC InvestEase, the bank’s 
online investment service, which provides 
automated portfolio recommendations, expert 
portfolio management and advisor access. 
The service targets clients that may have put 
themselves on the sidelines because they feel 
they do not have the time or knowledge to 
participate in an investment plan. 

“There was a time when many people 
felt you had to really know the market 
to benefit from an investment plan or 
investment advice,” explains Rutledge. “With 
technology and digitisation, we’re able to 
bring investment advice and services to more 

clients through customised services that build 
their comfort levels and help them reach their 
financial goals. It’s a client-first experience, 
and we’re only at the tip of the iceberg.”

RECORD-BREAKING 2018
In 2018, RBC posted a record C$12.4bn 
($9.24bn) in net income – an 8% increase 
over 2017 – and earned more than C$12bn 
for the first time in its history. It again met 
and exceeded all its medium-term objectives. 
It delivered double-digit diluted earnings-
per-share growth of 11%, beating its target 
of 7.5%. It raised its dividend by 8%, and 
returned a further C$1.5bn of capital to 
shareholders buybacks.

RBC has paid out C$42bn in dividends 
over the last 10 years, and has the leading total 
shareholder returns among its Canadian peers: 
11% over the past five years. 

RBC is building long-term client franchises 
and delivering a premium return on equity, 
even as it invests in an innovative digital 
strategy and pursuing its focused growth 
strategy in Canada, the US and key global 
markets.

RBC’s premium ROE (adjusted) is a class-
leading 17.9%. Meanwhile, it is improving its 
business efficiency: RBC’s bank-wide adjusted 

efficiency ratio was 53.1% for 2018, 
an improvement of 70bps from 

2017. 
In 2018, RBC 

strengthened its CET1 ratio 
to 11.5%, up 190bps since 
2013, and maintained one 
of the highest debt ratings 
for banks globally. 
RBC’s retail banking-

dominated Canadian personal 
and commercial banking unit 

maintained its #1 or #2 positions in 
all key local banking categories, including 
business loans and deposits among the big five 
Canadian banks, and it maintained its market 
leadership in home equity financing and 
overall consumer lending among its Canadian 
peers.

In addition, RBC is the first Canadian 
bank to launch an application programming 
interface (API) developer portal in March 
2018. By providing eligible external 
developers, industry innovators and clients 
with access to select RBC APIs, it has the 
opportunity to increase connectivity, create 
new tools and experiences for clients, and 
enable open and innovative collaboration to 
improve the future of banking. <

products   |   rbc

In an age of point-and-click investing, how does a company 
that has traditionally led on advice differentiate itself? For 
Canadian-based RBC, it is offering tailored investment 
services that incorporate emerging technology with proven 
adviser expertise while giving clients the flexibility to invest 
when, where and how they want, writes Douglas Blakey

banking on 
proven advice 
with digital ease
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The pace of change is faster than we 
have ever seen in our careers, but 
as Suvo Sarkar, general manager – 

retail banking and wealth management at 
Emirates NBD, tells RBI: “If you ask today’s 
generation, they would say that banks are 
behind the curve in the digital world.”

Sarkar is one of the leading retail bankers 
of his generation, and a thoroughly deserved 
winner of RBI’s Asia Trailblazer of the Year 
individual award in March.

“Multiple forces – technological 
advancements, competition in new forms, 
evolving customer expectations and changing 
demographics – are all structurally impacting 
bank ROEs. Banks’ responses, as well as the 
evolution of competition, will determine how 
this will play out in future,” Sarkar predicts.

As he correctly identifies, end-user 
expectations are set by other industries, and 
those customer expectations now also apply 
to banks.

Traditional barriers to disruption are also 
diminishing. Examples that Sarkar flags up 
include account switching: there has been 
a dramatic decline in the cost and effort for 
customers to switch account.

While banks enjoy a reputation for account 
security, start-up challengers are just as capable 
of dealing with security concerns – and with 
the latest IT investments, are nimble and able 
to respond quickly to security threats. On top 
of this, some of the most valuable data – in 
payments, for example – is moving away from 
banks to the likes of Square and Stripe. 

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION
“One of the first things we did was to redesign 
end-to-end processes, taking a customer 
journey lens. This has helped us garner 
significant processing speeds and efficiencies,” 
Sarkar explains.

“DMS has been implemented across 
products, with around 65% automated 
approvals for cards and loans. While we 
have enhanced all our digital channels, 
particularly our self-serve channels, one of the 
most important things we are doing is to set 
digitisation key performance indicators across 
the breadth and depth of the organisation.”

He adds: “Apart from delivering clear 
business impact in terms of cost and 
efficiencies, our digital channels have played a 
key role in enhancing customer experience.”

Staying ahead of the curve in mobile 
banking is a particular priority for Sarkar. 
Emirates NBD’s mobile banking app has over 
100 functionalities, charting facilities and 
transactional capabilities. It quickly became 
the highest-rated financial app on the app 
store in the UAE, and has increased mobile 
transactions over fourfold in the last four 
years. On top of that, the bank’s paperless 
tablet banking roadmap now covers all 
products, with 85% of all personal loans now 
paperless.

Sarkar stresses, however, that enhancing 
the digital channels and making them easy to 
use is not enough. “We need to pull multiple 
levers to actively drive adoption until we reach 

a virtuous adoption cycle,” he says. “Some 
customers take longer than others, and need 
to be nudged to use digital channels. Here it is 
important to offer a choice for people who are 
absolutely uncomfortable to migrate, but at 
the same time have clear incentives to use the 
digital channels.”

The bank’s digital active customers continue 
to grow by around 10% year on year, and its 
aspiration is to reach 65%, in line with global 
best practice.

AED1BN BUDGET
The bank’s entire IT architecture was 
overhauled to make it suitable for agile 
development in a platform economy.

Emirates NBD embarked on a large-scale 
transformation programme, a key element of 
which was to transform its architecture, with a 
budget of AED1bn ($272m).

Sarkar says the bank is now halfway through 
the programme, adding: “As the architecture is 
overhauled, there is always a collateral damage 
to the pace of project implementation during 
the phase. A lesson we have learnt the hard 
way is to factor this impact in our project and 
business plans.”

Technology is creating the fourth industrial 
revolution says Sarkar. Robo-advisors today 
manage $1trn of assets under management 
for 46 million users; this is expected to reach 
$2.5trn by the end of 2023.

Over 300,000 chatbots are in existence on 
Facebook Messenger alone, with the global 

Emirates NBD today is a leader in digitisation 
and innovation in the Middle East region and 
beyond. As Suvo Sarkar tells Douglas Blakey, 
the bank’s digital transformation journey started 
over five years ago. Results to date include a 
number of world-class retail banking metrics 

Suvo Sarkar: 
digitise or face 
obsolescence
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chat market expected to reach a value of 
$2.1trn by 2024.

Around 30-50% of banking jobs are 
predicted by different banks to be replaced 
by AI and robotic process automation in the 
next five, years but on a lighter note, Sarkar 
mentions the five Arabic-speaking Pepper 
robots in its branches.

“They assist customers ably, and will not 
face headcount restrictions from the bank’s 
chief financial officer! It is critical that 
an organisation lives, breathes and sleeps 
digital. To this end, there are elements of the 
company’s culture as well as skills that need to 
transform.”

He adds: “We have ensured a mix of 
tenured and fresh people in our bank, and 
our commitment is evident with our recently 
formed digital office, with close to 50 people 
led by a chief digital officer. In the words of 
our CEO, Shayne Nelson, banks must digitise 
or face obsolescence.”

ROBUST ECOSYSTEM
The bank is partnering with The Hive at 
DIFC to mentor fintechs, and has partnered 
with Motive Labs to help engage with fintechs 
in a more focused manner. It is also working 
with the UAE government on digital identity 
initiatives and blockchain use cases, and is 
teaming up with a leading UAE telco on fraud 
control.

Emirates NBD’s innovation drive is 
also taking it beyond traditional banking. 
Examples include the launch of SkyShopper, 
a multi-category, single-checkout platform 
exclusively for Emirates NBD customers. This 
represents an e-commerce foray in a fast-
growing market estimated to be worth $10bn 
by 2020 in the UAE.

The bank is also setting up the first 
private cloud platform in the Middle East; 
however, says Sarkar, one challenge is that 
this innovation might slow down its project 
implementation in the near term.

Says Sarkar: “We need to plan for this better 
as we continue to evolve our architecture. An 
area where we lag is digital sales. With our 
digital bank, we have achieved reasonable 
success, from which we are in the process of 
transferring best practices to the main bank.

“There are, however, many areas where we 
could do significantly better. I reckon this 
would be the story for most banks in their 
digital journey.”

Big successes to date include 
personalisation, with personalised offers 
to over 90% of bank customers visiting 

its website; but compared to Amazon, for 
example, Sarkar says the bank is “still far 
behind”.

The same holds for new technologies, 
and while Emirates NBD is making quick 
headway on AI, robotics, analytics and social 
media, Sarkar believes the bank is yet to 
realise their potential, and lags behind other 
industries.

‘LIVE IT, LOVE IT, BANK IT’
Millennials will constitute around 75% of the 
UAE population in 2030. They differ from 
earlier generations in terms of their outlook 
to life, their lifestyles themselves, and their 
transaction preferences. 

The bank asked itself if it was truly ready to 
serve digital natives, and made a huge effort 
to understand who the typical millennial 
customers were. It tried to paint an hour-by-
hour view of their lives, and designed elements 
that would enhance these experiences.

Given how different it found this market 
segment to be, Emirates NBD decided to set 
up an entity focused on millennials. The result 
is a bank by millennials for millennials. 

Sarkar explains: “We wanted to build an 
entity that millennials would relate to, an 
entity with no physical presence, an entity that 
customers not just trust but also love. This 
entity had to be more than a bank; after all, 

as Bill Gates said, people want banking, not 
banks. We felt that there was no better way to 
build an entity for millennials than to have it 
run by millennials.”

Almost everyone at Liv, Emirates NBD’s 
lifestyle digital banking sub-brand, including 
head Jayash Patel, is a millennial.

“Simplicity has been a key design principle 
for us, in terms of our products, interfaces and 
communication; however, this does not mean 
we relax KYC and customer due diligence,” 
Sarkar continues. “We have painstakingly put 
in place a highly robust KYC.

“The ease of use is epitomised by our highly 
loved campaign on opening an account faster 
than eating a sandwich. We open accounts 
24/7/ In fact, one in three customers open 
accounts between 8pm and 8am – something 
a traditional bank will find very difficult to 
replicate.”

The bank has also strived to deliver a 
personalised experience to millennials. This 
has helped to garner strong advocacy for Liv, 
with four out of five accounts opened being 
referral-based.

Other Liv highlights include:
• Over 20% of Liv customers regularly use 

its Social Pay feature to send or receive 
money, or split bills;

• Transaction categorisation is so heavily 
used that the bank receives over 3,000 
requests every month from customers 

Suvo Sarkar addresses the RBI Asia Trailblazer conference
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wanting to update categories to better 
reflect their spending;

• Goal accounts have been very well 
received, with 15% of customers setting 
them up;

• In terms of customer acquisition, Liv is 
the fastest-growing bank in the UAE with 
nearly 250,000 customers, over 86% of 
which are millennials and 90% new to 
Emirates NBD;

• The average customer logs in 14 times per 
month, the highest for a UAE banking 
app, and

• Its cost-income ratio is an impressively low 
18%, one-half of the group ratio.

33% SHARE TARGET
Liv already has an 8% share of the total 
millennial population in the UAE within two 
years of its launch. The target is to reach one 
million customers, or a 33% overall market 
share, by 2021.

The entire communication approach is that 
of a ‘buddy’, and definitely not of a bank. 
This, along with the style of its marketing 
campaigns, has helped the strong levels of 
engagement.

“Another characteristic of millennials is that 
they spend a lot of leisure time on games. Our 
in-app games cater to this, as well as a value-
seeking trait of millennials,” Sarkar notes.

“One of our most fulfilling moments was 
when a customer posted that she loved Liv, 
and received a number of responses from her 
contacts echoing her feeling.

“Snakes and Ladders, for example, is very 
popular with younger and older millennials, 
with more than 50% of our customers playing 
this game.

“As one would expect from a digital bank, 
our acquisition costs are also way lower than 
that of the bank as a whole.”

Sarkar continues: “One of the most 
important things to do is to develop a 
deep understanding of the customer, at a 
group level as well as at an individual level. 
Their stated and implied needs need to 
be met through a combination of a high-
tech and high-touch model – for example, 
tablet banking, digital branches, ITM and 
Facebanking.

“A popular advertising adage goes: ‘At least 
half of my advertising budget is wasted. The 
only problem is, I don’t know which half.’”

DO NOT FEAR FAILURE
“It is very important to make sure that the 
teams have the assurance that, so long as they 
do their diligence at the outset, they will not 
be penalised for the uncertainties inherent in 
innovation projects,” says Sarkar. 

“The cycle of trying out and learning from 
mistakes is essential to the culture of a future-
ready organisation.”

He adds that it is also important to plan 
for uncertainties, and not to make extremely 
bullish forecasts that assume success. Emirates 
NBD has, itself, attempted innovations that 
failed to take off, such as an Apple Watch-
linked savings account, which did not succeed 
as adoption of wearables was slower than 
expected. As a result, the bank pivoted to an 
innovative fitness app-based savings account.

Sarkar notes that banks often spend 
insufficient energy communicating 
with customers and driving adoption of 
innovations, especially in digital, adding: 
“Digital adoption is critical, as it has a positive 

impact on NPS, retention and customer 
profitability. Sociologists and psychologists 
in bars are often found saying: ‘No man is an 
island.’ In the banking context, no bank is an 
island. 

“It is critical to leverage the strengths of 
different entities outside the bank, so as to 
fast-track innovation journeys. The cost of 
time lost in building capabilities often dwarfs 
the money spent acquiring them.”

LIV PARTNERSHIPS
Liv has fostered strong ecosystems of like-
minded partners. It is also working with 
the government, as Dubai moves towards 
completely paperless government services by 
2021.

“In order to breakthrough, an innovation 
programme must adopt and internalise 
new technologies. This entails building 
competencies through a combination of 
people and partnerships,” Sarkar explains.

He continues by saying that a bank today 
is an amalgamation of a traditional regulated, 
risk-averse efficiency engine exploiting core 
skills, with an agile entity seeking, prioritising 
and building on new opportunities. In order 
that this coexistence does not manifest itself 
as a paradox, it is imperative that the people, 
processes and infrastructure evolve.

Sarkar adds that aspiration is at the heart 
of the DNA of a successful organisation. 
He concludes: “As Henry Ford said about a 
100 years back, and it holds true even today: 
‘Whether you think you can or think you 
can’t, you are right.’

“Banks should not aspire to be faster horses, 
but should reinvent themselves to become 
‘vehicles’ for the future.” <

Emirates NBD WhatsApp banking goes live
It is another digital first in the region for the bank: the first 
lender in to launch chat banking via WhatsApp.

Supported by Infobip, Emirates NBD’s WhatsApp Chat 
Banking platform allows customers to seamlessly carry out 
daily banking transactions on the go. Functions include 
account balance checks, last five transactions of account or 
credit cards, and last credit card mini-statements. Customers 
can also temporarily block or unblock cards, request new 
chequebooks and access foreign exchange rates.

The service is designed to complement the bank’s digital 
banking channels, and offers security with the simplicity and 
convenience of instant responses, 24/7.

Says Sarkar: “With customers increasingly turning to online 
and mobile banking services, Emirates NBDs’ Chat Banking 
via WhatsApp solution builds on our commitment to make 
banking easy and intuitive. WhatsApp is a simple, reliable 
and private way to talk to anyone in the world. This will lend 
further convenience to banking with Emirates NBD.”

In March, Liv debuted Olivia, its conversational AI 
chatbot from Kasisto, giving customers access to account 
information and insight on spending as if texting a friend. 

Says Sarkar: “Liv helps customers better manage their 
finances, and we’re very excited that they now have Olivia to 
further that experience.” <
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Whether you are for it or against 
it, the uncertainty of Brexit is 
holding businesses hostage.

No one knows what is yet to come, and 
businesses cannot tell how attractive the UK 
will be for trade – both domestically and 
internationally. 

Potentially, changes to regulation and 
tariffs at European level will make it more 
difficult for businesses to operate unless they 
ensure they are prepared for all the possible 
outcomes. According to the latest AIB Brexit 
Sentiment Index for the fourth quarter of 
2018, SMEs in both the Republic of Ireland 
(ROI) and Northern Ireland (NI) remain 
significantly cautious about the impact Brexit 
will have on their business.

Discussing the index and some of its 
highlights, Catherine Moroney, head of 
business banking at AIB, says: “At this stage 
we have been undertaking the index for six 
quarters. The trends have been very consistent, 
so there’s nothing that stands out as surprising. 
It’s actually the consistency that would 
probably surprise you. 

“Let any me give you the two or three 
highlights: one of them that manifests itself 
into the economy is that 35% of SMEs in the 
Republic of Ireland and 40% in Northern 
Ireland who had plans to invest have actually 
cancelled or postponed their plans directly as a 
result of Brexit.”

Moroney adds: “It is a high percentage, and 
a further 13% have their plans under review. 

They don’t know yet if they are going to cancel 
them, so that means nearly half are cancelling 
or reviewing plans.”

IMPACT ASSESSMENT
In a sense, this does reflect a high level of 
sensibility. Businesses, quite understandably, 
do not want to invest time and money towards 
an unknown situation that could potentially 
leave them worse off than before. 

In addition to those businesses planning to 
halt investments, 52% of SMEs in ROI and 
56% in NI have yet to begin Brexit planning. 
So, on the one hand, businesses are being 
careful with their investment and thinking 
about the impact of Brexit, which is sensible, 
but on the other hand, many have yet to start 
planning for it.

Many believe Brexit will be bad for 
business. In ROI, 68% of SMEs believe 
Brexit will have a negative impact on their 
business in the future, up from 63% in the 
third quarter of 2018. In comparison, 62% of 
SMEs in NI believe Brexit will have a negative 
impact on their business, unchanged from the 
third quarter.

These are worryingly high percentages, and 
they have already forced other companies 
across Europe to take protective measures. 
Fear of a no-deal Brexit has seen companies 
such as Airbus announce that it may consider 
moving its UK operations to the European 
mainland, putting thousands of jobs at 

risk in the process. In addition, Sony has 
announced the transfer of its European HQ 
to the Netherlands to avoid Brexit-related 
disruptions. With no solution yet agreed, 
businesses across Ireland have numerous 
concerns about the future. 

“One of the key concerns is what level 
of customs and tariffs will apply,” Moroney 
notes. “So even if we leave out the matter of 
borders, if you look at the fact that the UK 
would be a third country from a European 
perspective, there is the real and present 
potential for tariffs to apply – and possibly at a 
world trade level.

“For example, that will have less of an 
impact on pharmaceuticals because they 
already have standards, but if you look 
at food, the customs duty that could be 
applicable there could range from 10% to 
50% on certain raw food materials. That’s 
massive, and could have an immediate impact 
on a business’s cash flow.”

Outlining a further concern, Moroney 
adds: “The second one is the cost of the 
administration of all of those customs and 
tariffs, and of course the documentation 
needed. At the moment, businesses are used to 
being within a free trade area, and the UK is a 
very significant partner for Ireland. 

“With the UK potentially being outside 
Europe, and also being a land bridge into 
Europe through the channel tunnel, those 
are all very high and practical concerns that 
businesses have.”

On 29 March 2017, Article 50 was triggered, beginning the UK’s two-year divorce proceedings 
from the EU. As countries hurtle towards to the official leave date, questions remain about 
how Brexit will impact the financial sector. Catherine Moroney, head of business banking at 
AIB, speaks to Briony Richter about how businesses across Ireland are reacting

business after brexit: 
what is ireland 
doing to prepare?
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CURRENT EFFECTS
Fears of the unknown continue to linger in 
the air; however, some sectors are already 
seeing a negative impact from Brexit. 

Brexit continues to be a concern for the 
tourism sector in Ireland. The volatility of 
sterling is making holidays to Ireland more 
expensive for UK visitors, and the UK is a 
vital market for Irish tourism. The AIB Brexit 
Sentiment Index reports that 25% of tourism 
businesses in Ireland have reported lower sales, 
and 20% report higher costs of sales.

However, Moroney highlights that although 
Brexit has affected the sector, the industry 
is still growing. “Tourism as a sector is very 
buoyant and positive,” she notes. “However, 
tourism itself is concerned about the volatility 
of sterling impacting where they are seeing the 
business coming from. Sterling weakness is 
manifesting; there is a general feeling that UK 
tourists who would have come here for short 
day visits are sacrificing that because of the 
price increase.”

The current impact of Brexit depends 
primarily on the sector in question. “Tourism 
is already seeing an impact, whereas 
commercial real estate isn’t really at this time,” 
Moroney notes. “In between those sectors, it’s 
less about the impact so far and more about 
the lack of visibility of what the impact will be 
in the long run.”

While the tourism sector has concerns, 
the financial sector is actually seeing quite a 
benefit. Moroney explains that the Central 
Bank of Ireland has witnessed an increased 
number of applications for businesses across 
the country – some of which had previously 
been exclusively based in the UK.

“It is a sector that is seeing an advantage in 
Ireland,” she says. “That said, the challenges 

to food, drink and retail are significant. Even 
though it is absolutely the UK’s decision to 
leave, and we respect that, Ireland feels that 
Brexit overall is not a good thing from an 
economic perspective.”

Asked whether it came as a surprise that 
applications were increasing, Moroney notes: 
“As soon as the announcement came in 2016 
that Britain would leave, it became obvious 

where the challenges would be. The bottom 
line is that Ireland has been preparing for 
this from the start. The capacity ability is 
being looked at by all players. Like anything, 
business is business and things will adjust.”

BREXIT READY CHECK
From the moment the Brexit announcement 
was made, AIB started to hold events all over 
Ireland. Alongside partners and stakeholders, 
AIB spoke to customers about the potential 
implications. It also trained Brexit advisors, 
distributed around the country, to be expert 
advisors to customers, backed by the website 
and telephone advice.

While speaking to customers, AIB created 
a series of questions to ask them in order to 
assess how ready they were for Brexit. The 

questions surrounded supply-chain and cash-
flow health, among others. Moroney notes 
that customers also started to ask for copies of 
the questions.

“Due to customer interest, what we decided 
to do is create the AIB Brexit Ready Check, 
an app where, within five minutes, a customer 
can answer questions about their business and 
get back a dashboard with colours – green, 

amber, red – that prompts them toward areas 
that they may need to address.

“It’s really a private, online way to have that 
conversation. We don’t store that data; we 
only store how many people have used it, but 
we don’t know any of the answers given.

“What we are saying to all our customers 
is to make sure their cash flow doesn’t catch 
them out. If you think you are going to have 
an extended supply chain, that costs money. 
Basically, have the conversation early and be 
prepared.”

The uncertainty, however, is still looming, 
and preparation is essential. Moroney 
concludes: “I would say to all businesses now: 
plan for the worst. That’s not a forecast for 
what will happen, but our role is to support 
our customers.

“Our advice now is to assume there is going 
to be a hard Brexit. At this stage, anything 
a customer does is not a waste of time and 
money, even though we understand that they 
don’t want to invest towards a situation they 
don’t know.

“Our absolute strategy is to help our 
customers achieve their dreams and ambitions. 
We are open to partnerships and collaborative 
agreements that will help our customers.”

Currently, the EU covers 28 countries with 
500 million potential customers. Not being 
part of the EU risks eliminating the benefits 
of free trade, as well as the free movement of 
goods, services and people.

It also potentially cuts off a massive market 
of both buyers and sellers, so it is imperative 
that businesses prepare for whatever outcome 
may occur. <

Catherine Moroney, AIB

Ireland has been preparing for this 
from the start. The capacity ability 
is being looked at by all players
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award winners
Excellence in Graduate Employment 
Programme
Cathay United Bank
Best CSR Initiative
Maybank Cambodia
Excellence in Employee Engagement
Ngern Tid Lor Company Limited
Best Staff Training and Development 
Programme
UOB
Best Use of Machine Learning
DBS
Trailblazing Use of AI in Financial 
Service
Citi Singapore
Best Application of Data Analytics
DBS
Excellence in Mass Affluent Banking
Bank of Ayudhya
Best Credit Scoring Innovation
CTBC Bank Taiwan
Excellence in Service Innovation
DBS Singapore
Excellence in SME Banking
RHB Bank Malaysia
Excellence in Customer-Centricity
UOB
Best ATM and Self-Service 
Innovation
DBS
Most Innovative Branch Offering
Maybank Singapore
Best Digital Banking Initiative
Alliance Bank Malaysia Bhd
Best Online Securities Platform
Kristal Advisors 
Excellence in Mobile Banking
Krungsri Consumer

Excellence in Internet Banking
PT Bank CIMB Niaga Tbk.
Best App for Customer Experience
CTBC Bank Taiwan
Best Mobile Wallet Initiative
Citi Singapore
Best Remittance Initiative
Standard Chartered
Best Payment Innovation
Taishin International Bank
UnionBank of the Philippines
Best Loyalty/Rewards Programme
DBS
Best Loyalty/Rewards Strategy
DBS
Best Advertising Campaign
Maybank Singapore
Best Social Media Marketing 
Campaign
Maybank Malaysia
Dynamic Third-Party Collaboration
DBS
Excellence in Client Onboarding
Paytm Payments Bank India
Best Innovation Programme
PT Bank Danamon Indonesia
Excellence in Loan Origination
DBS
Best Mortgage Offering
ICICI Bank India
Best Credit Card Initiative
IndusInd Bank
Best Debit Card Initiative
Kasikornbank
Best Loan Offering
Maybank Singapore
Best Saving Plan Offering
Standard Chartered Korea

Best Retirement Product and Service 
Initiative
UOB
Excellence in Omni-Channel 
Integration
Maybank Malaysia
Yaishin International Bank
Best Multi-Channel Offering
RBL Bank India
Sacombank Vietnam

Best Retail Bank – Taiwan
CTBC Bank Taiwan

Best Retail Bank - Hong Kong
Standard Chartered HK
GCC Trailblazer, Best Retail Bank UAE
Emirates NBD
South Asia Trailblazer, Best Retail 
Bank – India
ICICI
Best Retail Bank – Singapore
DBS
Best Retail Bank – Cambodia
Maybank Cambodia

Best Retail Bank – Malaysia
Maybank Malaysia
Best Retail Bank – Indonesia
PT CIMB Niaga
Best Retail Bank – Vietnam
SacomBank
Best Retail Bank – Philippines
Security Bank Philippines
Best Retail Bank – Thailand
UOB Thailand
Asian Trailblazer of the Year 
(Individual) 2019
Suvo Sarkar, Emirates NBD
Asian Trailblazer of the Year 
(Institution) 2019
Emirates NBD

rbi asia trailblazer awards: 
in praise of innovation, 
initiative and growth

The 10th annual RBI Asia Trailblazer Awards brought together the outstanding 
and innovative institutions and projects, and highlighted the key initiatives 

developed in the region’s retail banking industry. Douglas Blakey reports
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EXCELLENCE IN GRADUATE 
EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMME 
Cathay United Bank has cultivated an 
international view of all its staff, established 
an overseas mechanism for developing a 
cross-culture international mindset, and 
provided an overseas stage for staff to fully 
play their roles.

BEST CSR INITIATIVE  

Maybank Cambodia’s mission involves 
humanising financial service, and is guided 
by the group’s 20/20 Sustainability Plan. It 
believes in giving back to the community, 
which is the driving force behind efforts to 
build goodwill, empower communities and 
raise the spirit of employee volunteerism.

EXCELLENCE IN EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

The aim for Ngern Tid Lor Company Ltd 
was clear and uncompromising: to make 
fair fund sourcing faster, simpler and 
more approachable for the underbanked 
population. Key lessons, instilled over six 
months of staff discussions and workshops, 
proved crucial in turning vision into reality.

BEST STAFF TRAINING AND 
DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME
UOB created a service Competency Toolkit 
for branches, providing a platform for 
experiential and immersive learning without 
staff having to take time off branch duties. 
Its decentralised deployment empowers 
service leaders to engage meaningfully with 
teams while enabling inclusive learning.

BEST USE OF MACHINE LEARNING 

DBS developed a machine-learning 
propensity model to decide which 
customers to invite for financial review, and 
used association modelling to find the most 
relevant financial solution. Outcomes were 
significant, with 30% growth and a tenfold 
improvement in the conversion ratio.

TRAILBLAZING USE OF AI 
IN FINANCIAL SERVICE
Citi Singapore rolled out the first banking 
chatbot in Asia-Pacific that offers customer 
account information. It was developed with 
client-experience principles at its core to 
offer frictionless servicing for its users by 
using Facebook Messenger.

BEST APPLICATION OF DATA ANALYTICS 

DBS Singapore realised that for one of the 
world’s most heavily regulated industries, 
adapting to a quickly disrupting market is 
no mean feat. It uses big data and real-
time analytics to monitor the customer 
experience, behaviour shifts from manual to 
digital, and employee readiness.

EXCELLENCE IN MASS 
AFFLUENT BANKING 
Bank of Ayudhya conducted research to 
build customer insight, using the outcomes 
to identify new ways to engage and build 
relationships with target customers. Its 
initiative aims to answer the true needs of 
mass affluent customers, while a mobile app 
differentiates the bank from its competitors.

BEST CREDIT SCORING INNOVATION

CTBC Bank Taiwan impressed with its 
development of credit-scoring models 
to cover the whole customer life cycle, 
and then constructed the industry’s first 
Housing Price Model for collateral. This 
supports the bank in a new era of risk-
management digitisation. 

EXCELLENCE IN SERVICE INNOVATION
DBS created a cross-functional squad to 
address customer pain points. It developed 
an industry-first idea: a two-way SMS-
based alternative for customers to authorise 
initially rejected direct debit applications. 
The result? Outstanding improvements in 
customer satisfaction and processing times.
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EXCELLENCE IN SME BANKING
RHB Bank Malaysia used its Raya 2018 
campaign to showcase how SMEs with 
a strong vision can thrive with the right 
support. The bank also ran workshops in 
key market centres to educate and equip 
SMEs with the knowledge to be successful. 
Its video achieved over 12 million views.

EXCELLENCE IN CUSTOMER-CENTRICITY
UOB offers a simple way for investors to 
achieve dreams and key life goals. With the 
aim of helping customers to focus on these 
without worrying about market volatility, it 
embraces three principles: diversification, 
time to ride out volatility, and compounding 
effects of long-term investing.

BEST ONLINE SECURITIES PLATFORM
Maybank launched a bank branch that is 
also space for learning, including regular 
thematic workshops with industry experts, 
a space for discovery where customers 
and the bank experiment and discover new 
ideas and innovations, and a space that 
brings the community closer.

BEST MOBILE WALLET INITIATIVE
As Citi Singapore customers own different 
cards for each of their unique benefits – 
rewards points, cashback or miles – its 
strategy was to boost rewards for each card 
to appeal to all cardholders with a universal 
campaign idea, making it stand out from 
competitors in a saturated mobile world.

BEST DIGITAL BANKING INITIATIVE
Alliance Bank Malaysia launched Malaysia’s 
first mobile app to offer paperless account-
opening and remittance services. It offers 
a strong digital transformation foundation, 
alleviating issues faced by business owners 
and foreign employees. As a result, account 
opening can be executed on a mass scale.

BEST ONLINE SECURITIES PLATFORM

Kristal Advisors has built an asset-
management platform – available on the 
iOS, Android and web platforms – to serve 
both retail and accredited clients, with quite 
outstanding results.

EXCELLENCE IN MOBILE BANKING

Krungsri Consumer’s app allows users to 
obtain personalised promotional offers, 
save favourites and receive spending 
notifications. Users can manage multiple 
credit cards in real time, and transact with 
other third parties to make payments and 
redeem or transfer reward points.

EXCELLENCE IN INTERNET BANKING 

PT Bank CIMB Niaga is actively developing 
itself to be a better – and better-digitised 
– bank. This is proven by the fact that 96% 
of consumer banking transactions were 
performed using its digital platform.

BEST APP FOR CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE
CTBC Bank Taiwan rethought customer 
pain points and the entire flow and design 
of its app’s display. The result meets the 
basic principles of easy-to-find functions 
and easy access to information, presented 
in the most convenient way possible. It has 
brought total mobile users to 2.5 million.

BEST ATM AND SELF-SERVICE 
INNOVATION
DBS created an agile team to develop and 
deliver a solution to address the 13 million 
unsuccessful ATM withdrawals it recorded 
in one year. Its approach focused on journey 
thinking, human-centred design, cross-
functional teams and agile methodology to 
prevent an estimated 3.2 million issues.
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BEST INNOVATION PROGRAMME

PT Bank Danamon Indonesia has built 
a platform that enables and provides 
integrated services across all enterprise-
wide applications, systems and channels, 
by providing a seamless and excellent user 
experience with speedy deployment.

EXCELLENCE IN LOAN ORIGINATION
DBS now embeds itself in the property-
purchase journey right from the start. 
Orchestrated through its Property 
Marketplace, an ecosystem of service 
providers in property purchase and rental, it 
helps buyers to plan finances and budgets, 
facilitates the search, and sets up loans.

BEST REMITTANCE INITIATIVE
To cater to Standard Chartered clients’ 
needs and remain competitive, it improved 
its international remittance proposition in 
partnership with Mastercard. Clients can 
now send international remittances directly 
to bank accounts, credit or debit cards, and 
mobile wallets in 100 countries.

BEST LOYALTY/REWARDS PROGRAMME
The DBS reward scheme dates back to 
2005, but the team constantly rolls out 
campaigns, internally or with key partners, 
to engage customers and encourage repeat 
spending. It is the only card that offers 
customers from all walks of life year-round 
value and savings on everyday essentials.

BEST SOCIAL MEDIA 
MARKETING CAMPAIGN
Maybank ran purely with digital marketing 
primarily on social media, with zero 
above-the-line spend. It wanted to drive 
excitement by offering customers chances 
to win prizes to help with Chinese New Year 
preparations. The ‘shaking the money tree’ 
app concept successfully had a viral effect.

BEST LOYALTY/REWARDS STRATEGY
As Singapore transforms into a smart 
nation, DBS is making cash-free living more 
rewarding than ever for customers. Go 
cash-free, get cashback: connecting these 
in a simple, memorable way, it has created a 
mnemonic device by using the sound every 
time users scan or tap for payments.

DYNAMIC THIRD-PARTY 
COLLABORATION
DBS bank focused on partnerships and 
creating readily available APIs, of which 
over 150 were available by launch, as the 
bank solidified partnerships with over 50 
companies. Prominent partners include 
McDonald’s, Grab, and South East Asia’s 
largest property website, PropertyGuru.

EXCELLENCE IN CLIENT ONBOARDING

Paytm Payments Bank India presented an 
exceptional submission. Having started as 
a mobile wallet, it now enables users to 
make almost every kind of transaction, and 
has evolved into a bank and e-commerce 
marketplace. Digital onboarding takes 
minutes, with no need to visit a branch.

BEST ADVERTISING CAMPAIGN
In 2018, Maybank launched its Building 
Trust campaign to alter consumer mindsets. 
The integrated campaign showcased the 
trusted relationships Singaporeans have 
had with the bank in the last 58 years, 
using customer testimonials, awards and 
achievements, and consumer engagement.

BEST PAYMENT INNOVATION (JOINT WINNERS)
Taishin International Bank’s winning product 
is a bridge to connect merchant, digital wallet, 
e-commerce, retail vendor and customer, 
and plays an important role in the electronic 
payment ecosystem. So far it has integrated 
over 36,000 offline stores to support 
domestic and offshore wallets.

UnionBank of the Philippines customers can 
register and transact without a card using 
the app and website – a first in the local 
market. Customers can use a Visa debit or 
prepaid card, issued by any bank, to enjoy 
seamless in-app purchases, with transactions 
conducted through a virtual prepaid account.
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BEST MULTI-CHANNEL OFFERING (JOINT WINNERS)

RBL Bank India undertook a programme 
to revamp the online banking experience, 
and then took a multi-pronged approach to 
reimagine the end-to-end digital experience 
for customers. All this aimed to build a digital 
organisation that appeals to existing and 
potential digital-native customers.

Sacombank Vietnam realised that to be 
successful in an increasingly digital world, it 
needed to achieve the dual objectives of truly 
digital transformation, and the optimisation 
of business processes, products and services 
to enhance experience, drive agility and 
operational excellence, and improve security.

asia trailblazer awards   |   winners

BEST MORTGAGE OFFERING
ICICI Bank India has developed a platform 
that provides a seamless interface for 
developers and builders to manage their 
financial and banking transactions and 
business-development activities. It is a 
unified platform that meets the various 
banking needs of developers and builders.

BEST LOAN OFFERING
Maybank offers cross-border financing, 
which gives clients access to credit without 
the need to liquidate assets in various 
countries. Clients can pledge cross-border 
assets as collateral, and immediately draw 
down their credit line to capture investment 
opportunities in a timely manner.

BEST SAVING PLAN OFFERING
Standard Chartered Korea has designed a 
savings plan for clients wanting to manage 
short-term liquidity or excess funds in a 
product that is much more stable than 
stocks or properties. Just 24 business days 
after launch, the product delivered smashed 
its initial targets with outstanding returns.

BEST RETAIL BANK – TAIWAN
CTBC Bank Taiwan has become a customer-
oriented mass affluent bank through 
personal, digital and diverse services. It has 
launched online customer service, banking, 
insurance, loans and accounting to general 
customers using big data, innovative IT and 
omni-channel integration.

BEST RETAIL BANK – HONG KONG
In 2018, Standard Chartered HK expanded 
its mobile banking capability to make it 
more convenient and seamless for clients. 
Its mobile app in Hong Kong received a new 
user interface, and has been augmented 
with mobile account opening, digital wealth 
management and improved servicing.

BEST CREDIT CARD INITIATIVE

IndusInd Bank created India’s first combined 
debit and credit card. The two-in-one Duo 
card with two magnetic stripes and two 
EMV chips brings the functionalities of both 
debit and credit cards to the consumer on a 
single piece of plastic.

BEST DEBIT CARD INITIATIVE

This is always a tough category and there 
were some outstanding entries, but there 
was also a very clear and deserving winner: 
Kasikornbank created an app, known as 
K-Plus, which by all normal banking metrics 
has been a runaway success.

BEST RETIREMENT PRODUCT AND 
SERVICE INITIATIVE
UOB’s Income Builder was conceptualised 
from a bottom-up approach, starting from 
customers’ objectives, motivations and what 
they really need. Helped by an extremely 
innovative marketing campaign, the winning 
bank has quadrupled its client base in this 
segment of the market.

EXCELLENCE IN OMNI-CHANNEL INTEGRATION (JOINT WINNERS)
Maybank realised all the shortcomings of its 
old website. Reimagined, it now provides the 
same, seamless, optimised experience across 
desktop, tablet and smartphone, with all 
functionality available across all channels.

Taishin International Bank tailored the 
communication experience with the customer 
journey as the starting point, with artificial 
intelligence at the heart of its innovation.
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BEST RETAIL BANK – UAE
Emirates NBD maintains its leading market 
share in most products and segments, 
with the largest cumulative retail assets 
and liabilities portfolio. It continued its 
digitisation with the launch of paperless 
onboarding, a loan decision-management 
system, and its first teller-less branch.

BEST RETAIL BANK – CAMBODIA
Maybank Cambodia expanded its customer 
base to include local businesses by 
providing a full range of services for 
the mass market, local SMEs and the 
commercial and corporate sectors. It also 
provides an array of CSR initiatives to make 
a difference to the community it serves.

BEST RETAIL BANK – MALAYSIA

Maybank has enjoyed another highly 
successful year, with highlights including its 
Digital Financial Planner, which comprises 
a goal savings plan, spending tracker and 
insurance dashboard – all firsts of their kind 
by a bank in Malaysia.

BEST RETAIL BANK – INDONESIA
PT CIMB Niaga remains committed to 
optimising its digital banking products and 
strategies. It has successfully expanded 
customer touch points through branchless 
banking, and built a set of unique digital 
products and channels, including the first 
mobile e-wallet in Indonesia.

BEST RETAIL BANK – THAILAND

UOB Thailand is leading the way in its local 
market in terms of product innovation and 
customer-centricity – all highlighted by an 
excellent year for market-share gains.

BEST RETAIL BANK – VIETNAM

SacomBank realised that in order to be 
successful in an increasingly digital world, it 
needed to achieve the dual objectives of a 
truly digital transformation, and optimising 
existing business processes while radically 
improving the customer experience.

BEST RETAIL BANK – PHILIPPINES
Security Bank Philippines adheres to the 
face-to-face account-opening regulatory 
requirement, but has simplified the 
process to make it much easier and more 
convenient. It now enables walk-in clients 
to open an account by simply presenting a 
valid primary ID.

BEST RETAIL BANK – INDIA

ICICI has spearheaded attempts to digitise 
areas of banking that have traditionally 
remained manual in nature and require 
personnel to carry out. It is truly blazing a 
trail in its market, in an ongoing quest to 
optimise the customer experience.

BEST RETAIL BANK – SINGAPORE

In today’s digital age, DBS knows its 
customers want banking to be simple, 
seamless and invisible, so they can spend 
time on the things they care about. The 
results of its ongoing innovation drive are 
truly world class.

ASIAN TRAILBLAZER OF THE YEAR 
(INDIVIDUAL) 2019 
Emirates NBD’s Suvo Sarkar has over 31 
years’ experience with leading Middle East 
and African institutions. He has built new 
businesses in the UAE, Bahrain, Indonesia, 
India and Egypt, and motivated thousands 
of colleagues. He is truly one of the 
outstanding retail bankers of his generation.

ASIAN TRAILBLAZER OF THE YEAR 
(INSTITUTION) 2019
Emirates NBD achieved healthy financial 
growth in 2018. Business is well diversified, 
with significant customer relationships in 
personal, priority, business and private 
banking. Many major banks worldwide are 
rolling out digital sub-brands, but few have 
come close to the success of the winner.
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By all accounts, large regional 
banks should be enjoying halcyon 
days. Economic indicators and 

performance are strong, interest rates 
are rising, regulatory relief is at hand, 
and regional institutions stand to reap 
significant benefits from recent tax reform. 

Look deeper, however, and the skies are 
not quite so clear and calm. In 2017, regional 
banks underperformed the broader market, 
despite being uniquely well positioned to drive 
valuation and fundamental performance going 
forward. And the current climate is expected 
to resurrect merger and acquisition activity.

SERIOUS HEADWINDS
While the fundamentals are strong, regional 
banks face some serious headwinds. As a 
whole, many regionals are losing ground with 
retail customers to nationals and challengers.

The real growth potential for regional 
powerhouses is in the commercial sector, 
including small business. Capitalising on this 
opportunity will require banks to bring new 
urgency and a tailored focus to their efforts to 
modernise the customer experience.

The theme song from the 1980s hit sitcom 
Cheers, titled Where Everybody Knows Your 
Name, reminds us of our innate desire to be 
known. However, knowing a customer’s name 
– whether in the retail or commercial sector – 
is nowhere near enough to reach profitability 
in today’s banking industry.

The focus must be on a holistic 
understanding of the customer as an 
individual, anticipating their needs often 
even before they do, and making it all look 
and seem easy. That is a tall order for any 

organisation, even those with the deepest 
pockets.

In this quest, regional banks find themselves 
sandwiched between the handful of mega-
banks – with the resources to support 
modernisation at scale and the customer 
base against which to leverage these huge 
investments – and challenger organisations, 
including fintechs, which are ‘digital natives’ 
and can, figuratively, innovate on a dime.

UNIQUE STRENGTHS
Regional banks have their own unique 
strengths that are difficult for national 
institutions and newcomers to replicate. 
First and foremost are a strong community 
presence, regional expertise – which in many 
cases includes industry-specific expertise 
that is unique to a specific area – and 
long-standing relationships that are both 
a foundation and incubator for the next 
generation of customer understanding.

Dr Moorad Choudhry, former head of 
business treasury, global banking and markets 
at Royal Bank of Scotland, aptly reminds us in 
his classic text, The Principles of Banking, that 
“banks are going to win business by engaging 
their customers”. While he wrote this 
statement in 2012, it continues to ring true, 
and regional institutions are ideally positioned 
to elevate engagement to new levels. 

Digital is an essential part of the answer, but 
is not a complete solution, as evidenced in the 
JD Power 2018 US Retail Banking Satisfaction 
Study. This year’s study revealed that 28% of 
all retail bank customers are now digital-only, 
and that they are the least satisfied among all 
customer segments in the study. 

DIGITAL DIVIDE
In the press release announcing the findings 
from the study, Paul McAdam, senior director 
at JD Power’s banking practice said: “There 
is no doubt that digital banking channels 
give banks an enormous opportunity to 
reduce costs, but the risk is that those cost 
savings come with lower levels of customer 
engagement. 

“Right now, retail banks need to address 
the growing digital divide that is emerging 
within customer segments. Successfully 
navigating that transition will require banks to 
provide better, more personalised advice that 
is consistent across both digital and branch 
interactions, and to ensure that customer 
needs are met, regardless of channel.”

The study also found that the lower 
satisfaction scores found among digital-
only customers are largely driven by weaker 
performance across three factors in the study: 
communication and advice, products and fees, 
and new account opening.

ENHANCE, NOT REPLACE
Regional banks have a unique opportunity 
to blend digital and personal for a unique 
‘have it your way’ customer experience that is 
inherently faster, frictionless and intuitive.

The key is determining where to focus, and 
then finding ways to leverage the investment 
and foundation to support modernisation of 
other aspects of the customer experience.

Originations is an area ripe with 
transformation potential, and this is often 
banks’ first point of interaction with a business 
customer. While the window for making a 

Regional banks are well positioned to 
transform the commercial experience, argues 
Mark Atherton, group vice-president – 
Americas sales at Oracle Financial Services

digital innovation: 
the 21st century 
personal touch
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great first impression is short, it is here that 
banks must demonstrate their understanding 
of the customers’ needs, treat them uniquely 
and deliver a ‘wow!’ moment.

Done correctly, banks stand to profit 
from up-sell and cross-sell opportunities. 
Cumbersome applications and complex 
account-opening processes – with multiple 
hands-offs spanning several days – often leave 
commercial customers frustrated, and banks 
end up losing good business. 

The situation is comparable to a customer 
visiting a supermarket, filling up a shopping 
cart but leaving the store without buying 
anything because of serpentine billing queues 
or because the billing process took too long 
or was too complicated. Abandonment rates 
for online banking applications remain high; 
multiple clicks, screens or visits to the branch 
in person to complete the desired process all 
contribute to this. 

Originating an account and establishing a 
new customer is universally considered to be 
one of the most expensive processes for banks. 
Typically underpinned by a patchwork quilt of 
technologies resulting from the use of different 
systems for different product types and 
different regulatory requirements for different 
types of customer, origination procedures 
cause bottlenecks, hamper decision making 
and adversely affect customer experience. 

BORROWER-CENTRICITY
Collections is an area often overlooked when it 
comes to customer experience transformation. 
It can, however, have a powerful impact on 
the bottom line and the ability to foster long-
term customer relationships. 

One Midwestern regional powerhouse was 
looking to transform its collections process 
with an eye toward making it less adversarial, 
more collaborative, and ultimately more cost-
efficient and productive.

The bank decided to pursue a true 
borrower-centric approach. It knows that 
if a customer is late on one loan, there is a 
risk that delinquency will cascade to other 
loans the customer has with the institutions. 
Customers, however, do not want to be 
contacted multiple times for different loans, 
and it is also expensive for the bank to contact 
the customer using an agent. In transforming 
this process, the bank wanted the ability to 
look at all the loans a borrower has with the 
bank and solve any issues with one agent or 
self-service interaction. 

The bank standardised on a single platform 
that provided a complete view of the borrower 

as well as intelligent segmentation. The bank 
can now create customised strategies based 
on any number of risk and non-risk factors, 
including routing lower-risk borrowers to self-
service portals. The bank also rolled out API 
access for the customer to self-heal without an 
agent interview, which boosted collection rates 
by 15%. 

With these capabilities, the bank is moving 
to an 80-20 model, where most low-risk 
borrowers are able to self-heal versus having 
to talk with an agent. The end result is a 
better customer experience, lower costs and 
improved collection rates. 

ANTICIPATE MY NEEDS
Digitisation in the form of machine learning 
and artificial intelligence has the potential to 
further transform the commercial customer 
experience by empowering banks to become 
better listeners.

Listening, both figuratively and literally, is 
essential to a complete understanding of the 
customer as a unique organisation. Listening 
can take many forms: in-person interactions, 
customer surveys and transaction patterns 
to name just a few. The key is the ability 
to recognise important messages or signals, 

capture them, and act appropriately on the 
information gleaned. 

For example, a customer might mention to 
a representative at their local branch – or post 
via social media – that they have just secured 
a new large manufacturing contract. The 
ability to capture that information, integrate 
it into a bank’s total understanding of the 
customer, and deliver tailored offers based on 
that data – such as a business loan or line of 
credit to support new equipment purchases or 
manufacturing facility expansion – opens new 
opportunities to expand financial relationships 
and create greater customer intimacy.

In another instance, consider the 
transaction demographics that are posted to 
and from customers’ accounts. This might 
include the type of transaction, its originator, 
frequency and amount. The ability to analyse 
this data can yield vital insight into how, why 
and where consumers are using their funds.

Looking externally, financial institutions 
are wise to monitor their customers’ online 
reviews for insight. In such instances, 
customers are not incentivised to give 
feedback; therefore, they are providing 
comment of their free will and are likely to be 
candid and honest.

The ability to mine these comments 
provides a trove of information about a 
customer’s honest feedback and can illuminate 
direction for future banking improvements 
and initiatives.

THE PATH FORWARD
Regional banks, by their nature, are well 
positioned for success in the era of the 
individual. The key is to leverage digital 
innovation to both accelerate transactions and 
enhance the personal touch and not replace it. 
It is time to move forward with modernisation 
– taking a progressive approach. This has long 
been the “elephant in the room” that banks 
need to address. 

With the emergence of cloud-ready 
platforms and flexible open architecture, there 
are a number of progressive ways that banks 
can deploy a truly modern core architecture 
while managing risk. 

Beyond core systems, banks should look 
toward seamlessly integrating transactional 
and analytical applications. This will 
help maximise use of data to drive future 
improvements and initiatives, and further 
enable frontline employees to effectively use 
data insights. 

There is no need to go it alone. Banks 
should focus on their core competencies 
and look to the digital ecosystem to tap 
innovation. Opening the bank to a digital 
ecosystem will help it stay relevant to 
customers in the long term. 

The good news is that financial institutions 
embarking on this journey have the 
experience of other industries to build on an 
ever-growing ecosystem of potential digital 
partners and cloud-ready solutions that 
enable progressive modernisation to achieve 
immediate gains – while avoiding unintended 
operational disruption. <

Listening, both figuratively and literally, 
is essential to a complete understanding 
of the customer as a unique organisation
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In January 2018, the UK implemented 
Open Banking, giving consumers more 
choice, more control and a quicker, 

easier and more efficient way of accessing 
their financial data.

Overall, it has been a relatively slow year, 
and across the financial industry, many UK 
banks have not yet fully embraced the benefits 
of Open Banking.

A regulatory revolution, however, is kicking 
off globally, as more countries implement 
their own versions. Those that take steps 
to safeguard data in the new regulatory 
environments will build consumer trust and 
be able to deliver more personalised products 
and services.

Speaking to RBI about the complexity of 
data identity and governance, ForgeRock’s 
Nick Caley says: “It is very complex. On the 
other side there is a great deal of sophistication 
from cybercriminals, but my personal opinion 
is that there is a plethora of technology that 
means this problem is not insurmountable. 
There’s been massive innovation in 
cybersecurity over the last 10 years, with the 
cloud and data analytics.”

“In the large part, there are a lot of 
organisations that are staying ahead of the 
curve,” he adds. “The challenge is that they 
have to be good all day every day; a hacker 
only has to be good once.

“At ForgeRock, the company has been a 
leader in innovation, developing a digital 
identity platform that makes the customer 
journey more safe and seamless, and innovates 
into the space of the Internet of Things.”

ForgeRock was invited as one of the 
technology providers right at the outset with 
the CMA 9 – the UK’s nine largest banks and 
building societies – to help define the standard 
with which everyone needs to comply. Since 
then, it has been working with a number of 
banks in providing that sandbox as a service, 
so they can meet some of the deadlines that 
are necessary to being PSD2-compliant. 

So with all the benefits out there for 
the financial industry, why the slow start? 
“There’s a world of compliance and legacy 

infrastructure that can stop banks from 
being as innovative as the customer desires,” 
Caley highlights. “Of course, legacy systems 
certainly keep the banks back. 

“I think banks are really up on the cyber 
side of things. Competition and customer 
satisfaction will be crucial. What we will see 
is increased adoption of Open Banking as it 
integrates more into mobile banking.”

Thursday 14 March 2019 was the deadline 
for banks in Europe to comply with the next 
significant stage of PSD2, relating to the 
implementation of testing facilities for APIs, 
although ForgeRock highlights that a large 
number of the more than 9,000 applicable 

banks were expected to miss the deadline.
“Competition will become fierce and more 

apparent quickly, because fintechs will be 
testing banks with the availability of these 
interfaces in the first deadline,” Caley notes.

Globally, customer experience is going to 
be absolutely crucial. PSD2 is an opportunity 
for banks to embrace new technology such as 
biometrics and machine learning, to enhance 
data security and the overall experience.

Over the next year, the financial industry 
will witness increasingly high levels of 

regulatory demand. Personalisation must 
come with privacy, and for ForgeRock, 
identity sits at the heart of every interaction. 
It aims to transform the way businesses handle 
identity, so they can always provide a trusted 
digital experience.

Concluding, Caley says: “We will continue 
to extend digital identity for not just the 
immediate use cases, but also the emerging 
requirements aligned with ecosystems. We 
have a strong focus on enabling ecosystems – 
Open Banking was one of those.

“We are at an interesting point. Beyond 
regulation, the state of data ownership has 
moved: now customers own their data.” <

Globally, consumers have become increasingly aware of the importance of data privacy, and 
with new regulations emerging, businesses have to re-evaluate how they handle customer 
data. Nick Caley, vice-president – financial services and regulatory at ForgeRock, describes 
the overall readiness of the market in a new regulatory landscape. Briony Richter reports

forgerock: 
enabling trusted 
digital identities

The challenge is that organisations 
have to be good all day every day; 
a hacker only has to be good once
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At the beginning of this year, Avaloq 
announced that all Raiffeisen 
banks at 900 sites in Switzerland 

were live on its platform. 
In total, 253 banks will now operate on one 

seamless platform, which is available to all 
11,000 employees at 900 separate Raiffeisen 
sites throughout Switzerland.

Today, as consumer demands drive bank 
innovation, the Avaloq platform ensures 
that banks no longer need to worry about 
managing extremely complex IT and 
processing operations.

The project – the largest of its type in 
Europe, with a total cost amounting to 
CHF500m ($504m) – went far beyond 
embedding a new IT platform: it was 
a complete digital transformation that 
revolutionised Raiffeisen’s technology 
procedures.

All 253 Raiffeisen banks are independent 
and operate as part of a co-operative network. 
During the whole project, Avaloq stayed in 
constant contact with the regulator to report 
on the project’s progress.

Speaking to RBI, Jürg Hunziker describes 
what the project represents. “What is 
interesting is that we created a new user 
experience, especially for the front workplace,” 
he explains. “So the entire look and feel 
has been transformed. The work flow, the 
user interaction and the user experience are 
completely designed from scratch. It is all 
browser-based.

“The bank was looking for a future-proof 
solution, and that is exactly what we offer. 
The difficulty for humankind is predicting the 
future, but what we have proved is that, over 
the past 25 years, we have been constantly 
innovating to make our customers future-
proof. That future migration path is important 
for banks, and many of our customers have 
been using our platforms for 20 years.”

SMART SOLUTIONS
Smart digital banking solutions will unlock 
a wave of new opportunities, innovation and 
revenue streams for banks in an increasingly 
evolving landscape.

It has come to a point where banks need to 
be able to understand what customers want 
without having to seek direct feedback; this is 
a tough task that requires digitisation in both 
the back and front ends. To reach that goal, it 
is essential that banks invest in technological 
capabilities that allow them to become more 
intelligent and cater to all digital needs. 

“The biggest hurdle is moving forward 
with digitisation,” Hunziker notes. “A bank 
can only be as good as the kind of data you 
can access. A bank can provide an incredible 
user experience on the digital journey, but if 
it cannot access the data in a consistent way, 
then the services delivered may not be exactly 
what that customer is looking for.

“Banks now have to review their entire 
operating model, because they have legacy 
systems that cannot keep up with their digital 
aspirations they have in the front office.”

Hunziker adds: “Banks have to ensure that 
they can deliver all data in a consolidated view 

with multiple channels. For customers of a 
bank, I think one of the most annoying things 
to experience is when the digital front end 
gives you more information than the banker.”

As the biggest retail project in Europe, 
Avaloq proves again its scalability and 
reliability. “We can scale up and down, in 
unlimited terms,” Hunziker explains. “We can 
start from very small stages and now go all the 
way through to facilitating all aspects of the 
financial life cycle.”

During the project, Avaloq had one delay 
that lasted only nine months. Hunziker 
highlights that any delay in Switzerland 
can be interpreted as an issue, but given the 
complexity and size of the project, it was not a 
significant amount of time. 

Avaloq and Raiffeissen have a long-standing 
and committed relationship. Regardless of the 
financial and political environment, the pair 
continue to work towards full transformation. 

Hunziker adds that Brexit is not a massive 
concern for them. “The expansion for us is 
international,” he says. “We have expanded 
in the UK with an Edinburgh office and 
brand new offices in London, and we are also 
expanding in Asia. That’s why we are relaxed 
with Brexit: Switzerland is not part of the EU, 
and there is already a relationship between 
Switzerland and UK that has been built.”

Hunziker continues: “It’s almost an 
advantage. We are ready, one way or the other. 
Passporting for employees is the only thing 
that will need to be sorted, but we are not 
worried. We hope it works out for everyone, 
but we’ll see. The only possible chance of it 
impacting us is if Brexit has a negative effect 
on the economy.”

Looking to the future, Avaloq aims to stand 
out from the crowd through its innovative 
technology and software services that will 
enable its clients to build scale and grow into 
new markets. <

With banks and their customers expecting advanced and secure digital interactions, Avaloq’s 
services bring both efficiency and agility. CEO Jürg Hunziker speaks to Briony Richter about 

the successful introduction of the Avaloq platform to Raiffeisen banks and branches

avaloq: 
powering raiffeisen with 

a future-ready platform

Jürg Hunziker, Avaloq
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Addiko digital bank branch: a first for Croatia
In what it describes as a “first for Croatia”, the 
Addiko digital bank branch has opened for 
business.

The virtual branch provides customers of all 
banks with the first ever fully digital end-to-
end loan process, enabling customers to com-
plete transactions from request to approval 
without the need to visit a branch.

Addiko offers personal loans from 
HRK10,000 ($1,510) to HRK40,000 over 
three- to five-year terms. Customers can com-
plete the onboarding process to open current 
accounts via the Addiko digital bank branch.

Loan applicants and new current account 
customers only need an ID card and PC, 
mobile or tablet.

Video identification, in the form of a chat 
with a contact centre agent, takes only a few 
minutes, and the entire process can be com-
pleted within 15-30 minutes.

Addiko Bank Croatia CEO Mario Zizek 
commented: “With Addiko virtual branch, 
we present a unique digital service that isn’t 
offered by anybody else on the market. This 
digital end-to-end process was, until now, 
unthinkable of in Croatia.”

“It ensures a modern digital user experience. 
Addiko Bank Croatia presents the future 
of banking. It is completely digital, easy, 
convenient, straightforward, and it directly 
corresponds with the digital trends and user 
desires,” he added.

Headquartered in Vienna, Addiko operates 
in its core markets of Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Serbia and Montenegro. It 
also provides online deposit services in Austria 
and Germany. <

Liisi rebrands as Holm Bank: new Estonian bank gains licence

Estonia has a new bank, as leasing business 
Liisi has rebranded as Holm Bank. Its 
launch represents the first financial 
institution in Estonia to be licensed by the 
European Central Bank.

Notwithstanding recent money-
laundering scandals, the Estonian banking 
sector remains one of the most profitable 
in Europe. Liisi is an Estonian credit 
institution, run by Koduliising, which was 
founded by Holm Bank owner Arne Veske 
in the Estonian resort of Haapsalu.

“Liisi has been operating in Haapsalu 
for 23 years, covering all of Estonia. We 
have 1,100 partners with more than 2,000 
sales outlets,” said Veske. Liisi currently has 
around 350,000 customers.

Holm Bank chair Kaido Veske added: 
“Holm Bank is a family business. To 
illustrate, it was led by Arne Veske for a 

long time. From 2012, my sister Kelly Veske 
led business development. Family-centricity 
enables us to implement a more peaceful 
and long-term strategic plan.”

Holm Bank is headed by Indrek Julge, 
a banking veteran with around 20 years’ 
experience at SEB. He added: “The bank 
will continue to offer all products that have 
become popular under the Liisi brand. 
These are primarily hire purchase, personal 
loans and credit cards.

“We will launch new deposit products, 
and also offer more solutions for the SME 
sector.”

Holm Bank said the ability to attract 
deposits will help to accelerate its growth 
plans. It also believes the strength of the 
fintech sector in Estonia will prepare the 
ground for possible expansion to other 
European markets.

Swedbank is by far the largest incumbent 
bank in Estonia, with more than 900,000 
retail banking and 132,000 business 
customers. In Estonia, Swedbank has 
around 45 branches, 400 ATMs and a retail 
banking market share of around 40%.

SEB ranks second by market share in 
Estonia, with 18 branches and 232 ATMs. 
Luminor, created by a merger of the Baltic 
operations of DNB and Nordea, ranks third.

Last October, Nordea and DNB sold a 
60% stake in Luminor to private equity 
outfit Blackstone for €1bn ($1.13bn).

Estonia has been one of the eurozone’s 
fastest-growing economies for the past 
three years. GDP grew by around 3% in 
2018, and is forecast to rise by around 
2.8% in 2018.

According to SEB, optimism among 
SMEs in Estonia also remains high. SEB said 
that 92% of Estonia’s SMEs expect their 
revenue to grow in 2019, the highest figure 
in the last five years.

In spite of recent money-laundering 
scandals, SEB said it remains committed to 
the Estonian market.

Copenhagen-based Danske, the bank 
at the centre of the scandal, was ordered 
to exit the Estonian market in February, 
following which it also decided to 
terminate its operations in Russia, Latvia 
and Lithuania. <
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Tandem-Token partnership to optimise PSD2 and Open Banking
UK digital challenger bank Tandem is part-
nering with Open Banking platform provider 
Token to develop new payment services for 
consumers.

Token says it will deliver compliance with 
PSD2 regulatory and technical standards, 
and integrate account aggregation and direct 
payment solutions.

Tandem claims to be the first UK digital 
challenger built from the ground up with 
Open Banking in mind. It has already met 
the 14 March PSD2 deadline for its technical 
specifications, support and testing facility.

Tandem CEO Ricky Knox said: “So far, 
most Open Banking services have focused on 
account aggregation; our approach goes much 
further.

“With Token’s platform, we can comply 
with the PSD2 regulation quickly and effi-
ciently. This means we can focus our efforts 
on differentiating ourselves with an improved 
user experience. Leveraging both Account 
Information Service Provider [AISP] and 
Payment Initiation Service Provider [PISP] 
use cases provides smarter, more personalised 

banking products that solve real people’s prob-
lems with money.”

As well as PSD2-compliant APIs, Tandem 
has the option of using Token BankPay, which 
enables frictionless bank direct payments, and 
Token Connect to expand its catalogue of 

aggregated banks through a single integration.
Token founder and CEO Steve Kirsch add-

ed: “Token offers the industry’s simplest and 
most secure transaction-based Open Banking 
APIs. Being cloud-based gives Tandem both 
flexibility and scalability when initiating and 
managing transactions.”

Token will provide Tandem with a turnkey 
PSD2 API, as well as outsourced third-par-
ty provider management, certification and 
support. Token claims this is significantly 
more cost-effective than alternatives, and that 
its PSD2 solution is, on average, 70% less 
expensive to implement than other products 
currently available.

Token is authorised both as an AISP and 
as a PISP by the FCA in the UK. It currently 
has passporting rights in an additional 20 
countries.

At the end of 2018, Tandem had around 
500,000 customers. Last year, it acquired 
fintech app Pariti, and acquired Harrods 
Bank to gain a banking licence. Its plans for 
2019 include the roll-out of an auto savings 
account. <
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Scotiabank’s eHOME platform goes live
Scotiabank’s eHome plaform, which the 
bank describes as offering customers a 
“unique digital mortgage experience”, has 
gone live.

eHome enables Canadians to apply for 
a mortgage completely online, and track 
the application status through real-time 
updates. Customers can also complete 
the closure process with a lawyer, without 
requiring an in-person appointment with a 
mortgage or financial adviser.

Customers upload supporting documents 
to a secure vault, although telephone assis-
tance is also offered by Scotiabank where 
required.

“This is a huge milestone in driving 
forward Scotiabank’s digital transformation 
strategy,” said James O’Sullivan, group head 
– Canadian banking at Scotiabank. “We 
are committed to investing in technology 
that delivers thoughtful solutions for our 
customers.”

“We’ve built Scotiabank eHome with a 
laser-focus on what our customers said 
they want in an ideal mortgage experience,” 
added Janet Boyle, senior vice-president – 
real estate secured lending.

“It’s simplicity, security, transparency 
in the process, and it offers the ultimate 
convenience to apply any time, anywhere, 

on any device. It’s truly your mortgage on 
your time.”

The bank said eHome customers will be 
eligible for preferential rates, and save up 
to C$300 ($225) in appraisal fees for new 
home purchases.

Scotiabank’s Canadian Banking unit re-
ported a 3% rise in retail mortgages in the 
first quarter of 2019 to C$208bn. Residen-
tial mortgages account for around 61% of 
the unit’s retail lending book of C$342bn.

Scotiabank’s digital banking retail sales 
are up to 25% in the first quarter, from 
15% in fiscal 2017. The bank has set a 
target rate of over 50%. <

Bank of Beijing and ING launch digital bank
Bank of Beijing and ING are to invest 
CNY3bn ($447m) to set up a new digital 
bank headquartered in China.

ING will hold a 51% stake in the 
new bank, with Bank of Beijing owning 
the remaining 49%. The joint venture 
represents the first Chinese bank with an 
international bank holding a majority stake.

Netherlands-headquartered ING first 
formed an alliance with Bank of Beijing in 

2015, taking a minority stake. It currently 
has a 13% shareholding in Bank of Beijing, 
worth around $2.7bn. ING also has stakes 
in Thailand-based TMB and India-based 
Kotak Mahindra Bank.

The joint venture aims to counter the 
growing threat to banking revenue streams 
posed by technology firms, with Tencent 
and Alibaba having disrupted the market 
and eaten into traditional banks’ margins.

ING is also increasing its investment in 
Chinese mainland branches, and aims to 
double the number of its wholesale banking 
clients in China.

Bank of Beijing currently operates a 
branch network of over 600 outlets; it also 
operates international branches in Hong 
Kong and the Netherlands. At the end of 
fiscal 2018, Bank of Beijing’s total assets 
amounted to CNY2.4trn. <

Steve Kirsch, Token
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Equity Bank Congo, FSD Africa aim to boost financial inclusion
Equity Bank Congo and non-profit 
organisation Financial Sector Deepening 
(FSD) Africa are implementing an agency 
banking project to target the unbanked 
population in rural areas.

Equity Bank Congo said up to one million 
people in rural Democratic Republic of 
the Congo (DRC) will benefit. In particular, 
farmers, young people, women and small 
businesses will gain better access to 
financial services.

A three-year $2.8m project will train and 
enrol at least 4,000 Equity Cash Express  
agents in 22 of DRC’s 26 provinces. Once 
trained, the agents will help the unbanked 
sign up for savings accounts, credit and 
microinsurance products. By 2021, the 
project aims to open one million new 
savings accounts, approve 10,000 loans 
and issue 5,000 insurance products.

Poor infrastructure, a large area and a 
prolonged civil war have led to low rates of 
financial inclusion in DRC. Of a population 
of 88 million, more than 25 million remain 
excluded from the financial system, and 

only 14% have an account at a financial 
institution. Specifically, access to financial 
services remains limited outside DRC’s 
key economic zones of Kinshasa, Matadi, 
Lubumbashi, Kivu and Goma.

FSD Africa director Paul Musoke 
commented: “FSD Africa is supporting 
Equity Bank’s vision of providing inclusive 
financial services to all. This project will 
increase access to finance for previously 
unserved and underserved customers in 
DRC.”

Celestin Mukeba, MD at Equity 
Bank Congo, added: “We have been 
implementing state-of-the-art agency 
banking technology for over three years. 
Today we have more than 2,100 accredited 
agents working across Kinshasa, Kongo 
Central, Bandundu, the two Kivus and 
Grand Katanga. Equity Cash Express allows 
clients to carry out banking transactions 
quickly, easily and safely via our network of 
accredited agents.”

Mukeba continued: “Thanks to Multipay, 
Equity Cash Express will also give 

customers of three other partner banks 
the opportunity to make withdrawals. Our 
authorised agents can be traders, food 
stores, pharmacies and other forms of 
shop, throughout the DRC.

“This new local service will reduce the 
cost of banking transactions for our clients, 
and it will generate additional income for 
our Equity Bank agents, who will earn paid 
commissions from working with us.”

Created in 2012, FSD Africa is a financial 
sector development programme funded by 
the UK government. <

News   |   Digest

BofA’s Erica: AI assistant surpasses six million users

Bank of America (BofA)’s artificial intelligence 
(AI) assistant, Erica, has surpassed six million 
users and completed more than 35 million 
client requests.

The usage milestones coincide with the 
introduction of a series of new features for the 
digital platform. New Erica insights offer cli-
ents personalised, proactive guidance designed 
to help them stay on top of their finances.

“Since launching Erica’s proactive insights 
late last year, daily client engagement with 

Erica has doubled,” commented David Tyrie, 
head of advanced solutions and digital bank-
ing at BofA.

The latest insights available through Erica 
include:
• The recurring charge increase flag notifies 

clients when a recurring charge or mem-
bership fee increases unexpectedly, enabling 
them to take action if needed. For example, 
clients can cancel a subscription, reduce an 
expense or dispute an incorrect charge they 

may have otherwise missed. Erica also takes 
seasonal variations into account for charges 
such as utility bills.

• Preferred rewards informs clients when 
they are eligible, and highlights the benefits 
of the three-tiered membership programme. 
It also guides customers through the enrol-
ment process.

• Enhanced bill reminders alert clients of all 
upcoming BofA bills and third-party e-bills 
– including credit cards, home and auto 
loans, utilities and retail – within five days 
of their due date. The insight also provides 
an integrated view of all scheduled and 
recently paid bills with associated payment 
information.

BofA is also giving clients more flexibil-
ity and security on daily spending. A new 
functionality within the mobile banking app 
allows clients to set, manage and control how 
much they spend on purchases or withdraw 
from an ATM each day.

BofA currently has more than 36 million 
digital clients, including more than 26 million 
active mobile users. In the fourth quarter of 
2018, clients logged into mobile banking 
1.5 billion times, and deposited 36 million 
cheques via mobile. <
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Charles Schwab tops JD Power digital survey

Charles Schwab Bank, Ally and Discover fill 
the top three places in JD Power’s ranking 
of the best US digital banks.

Direct or branchless banks continue to 
significantly outperform traditional US 
retail banks in overall customer satisfaction 
according to the survey; however, the 
highest-ranked best US digital banks 
operate distinct business models, and take 
very different approaches to customer 
interaction.

“Direct banks are performing better 
than traditional retail banks across every 
comparable factor we evaluate – even in 
areas like communication and problem 
resolution, where one might intuitively 
think traditional retail banks would have 
an advantage,” said Bob Neuhaus, vice-
president – global financial services at JD 
Power.

“What’s most interesting in this study, 
though, is that the top three performers 
have taken decidedly different paths to 
market. Charles Schwab, Ally and Discover 

deliver high levels of customer satisfaction 
in different ways. This shows that there is 
more than one recipe for success in this 
rapidly growing market.”

The overall satisfaction score for direct 
banks is 860, on a 1,000-point scale. This 
score is 53 points higher than the overall 
satisfaction score for traditional branch-
based retail banks, according to JD Power.

Charles Schwab ranks highest in overall 
satisfaction with a score of 865, just ahead 
of Ally with 864. Discover ranks third with 
860, ahead of E Trade and State Farm each 
with 850. Capital One (843) and Axios 
(811) round off the top of the best US 
digital banks survey.

The largest performance gaps are in the 
areas of products and fees, communication 
and problem resolution.

The study’s three highest-performing 
direct banks have roots in decidedly 
different businesses, ranging from wealth 
management to credit cards; however, 
all deliver standout levels of customer 

satisfaction, with scores ranging within five 
points of one another.

Charles Schwab performs well in website 
satisfaction, while second-ranked Ally Bank 
performs significantly higher than average 
on competitiveness of interest rates. Third-
ranked Discover Bank has the greatest 
year-on-year improvement of any brand in 
the study, driven by gains in assisted online 
support, new account-opening experience, 
and interactive voice-response banking.

More than one-half of direct bank 
customers (61%) hail from Generations X, Y 
and Z; however, those age groups account 
for only 45% of customers of traditional 
retail banks. Direct bank customers are also 
more likely to use mobile payment apps 
than traditional retail bank customers, with 
66% compared to 49%.

Now in its third year, the US Direct 
Banking Satisfaction Study measures overall 
satisfaction with direct banks based on 
five factors. In order of importance, these 
are: channel activities, products and fees, 
communication, new account opening and 
problem resolution.

JD Power’s comments relating to USAA 
are worthy of note. USAA has served the 
military community and their families since 
1922, and regularly tops consumer surveys 
for customer service excellence. It is 
profiled, but as JD Power explained: “USAA 
is not eligible as it does not meet the study 
award criteria.”

For the record, USAA scores 899 and, if 
included, would easily top the survey. <

Millennial trends: creating the bank of the future
Millennials’ banking trends set them apart 
from other consumers, and this generation 
is increasingly stepping away from bricks-
and-mortar banks in favour of the more 
digitally focused challengers.

In an increasingly digital world, 
convenience is king. If a web page is taking 
too long to open, people are more likely to 
abandon it than wait. This is especially true 
for millennials, who want to be able to bank 
on the go with minimal fuss. They are quick 
adopters of the most recent technology, 
but are also more likely to jump ship if they 
become dissatisfied with their bank.

While banking may not something the 
average consumer wakes up and thinks 
about, it is increasingly a part of daily life, 

and demand is now for it to be instant and 
easy; if it is not, millennials are very likely to 
cut ties and look somewhere else.

Investment in the digital channel is 
essential; however, this will only work if 
the strategy is backed up with a focus on 
tailoring services and products.

For much of their history, banks have 
been places where customers seek help 
with significant life decisions such as loans 
or mortgages; however, many millennials 
do not see them in this way. If banks want 
to attract the millennial generation, they 
need to find ways to promote personalised 
products and services.

Digital challengers such as Revolut, 
Monzo and Starling have focused their 

strategy on the personal banking journey. 
All three let customers know what they 
are spending on – eating out, shopping, 
bars and so on – and make tailored 
recommendations based on these habits.

Millennials will also be more likely to 
turn to a bank or challenger that offers 
perks. Many young people are juggling 
student loans, as well as higher rents 
and commuting costs than previous 
generations; a good account with benefits 
and no charges is, therefore, a priority.

As technology evolves, banking trends 
will also change. Artificial intelligence and 
machine learning will grow, and banks will 
have to adapt to ensure that they attract 
the younger customer base. <
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With the rise of digital-only 
challenger banks such as 
Monzo, Starling and Revolut, 

intelligent money-management features 
have been integrated into their everyday 
banking services.

With the advent of Open Banking, 
dedicated digital money managers (DMMs) 
have emerged. These are online or app-based 
services – such as Yolt or Money Dashboard 
– that intelligently help customers to manage 
their money without offering banking 
products of their own. So, job done then? 
Well, not quite.

11:FS recently conducted research that 
revealed the market is still in its early 
phases, and there is a lot of room for growth 
and development. While 89% of the UK 
population manage personal finance using a 
variety of tools, only 14% have tried a DMM. 

Non-DMM users are still trying to actively 
manage their personal finances, stitching 
together spreadsheets, notebooks and their 
bank’s mobile apps in an attempt to handle 
basic tasks such as managing recurring bills 
and budgeting. Looking at usage levels across 
the UK population, the current wave of 
offerings has been impactful by focusing on a 
thin slice of what customers want.

To identify what consumers want, and how 
firms should prioritise them, we apply Jobs to 
be Done thinking to the research and design 
process. The result is an ability to design 
propositions that customers love, and spot 
disruptive moves in the market. 

When we look at the non-users of 
DMM services, we can analyse where the 
opportunities exist to help customers make 
progress towards living better with money. 

The current battlefield – where the 
customer is currently underserved – provides 

huge opportunity for growth for DMMs:
• Staying on track with budgets and adapting 

if necessary;
• Managing your recurring bills and living 

costs, and
• Creating a realistic personal budget and 

knowing how much can be spent.

Many DMMs offer services that help 
customers with these Jobs to be Done. When 
we look at users of DMMs, we see that their 
priorities change. The extra control and 
awareness gained from using these services 
means they become more conscious of their 
financial positions.

This means that the customer jobs that 
were once in the key battleground become 
‘hygiene factors’ or, in other words, expected 
by customers:
• Managing your recurring bills and living 

costs, and
• Creating a realistic personal budget and 

knowing how much you can spend.

However, what these customers struggle 
with are future events that are obscure or 
undefined. These events seem too far away, 
and the targets too big to take action against.

GROWTH OPPORTUNITIES
The biggest opportunity that our research 
uncovered is to create ‘onward journeys’ 
for customers. These are still, by and large, 
untapped gaps in the market that DMMs 
could tackle and unlock new customer value. 

Getting this right, however, means helping 
the customer avoid dipping into this money 
when unexpected costs arise. And this means 
creating more complex end-to-end customer 
journeys. 

Our research revealed two specific journeys 
with the highest customer opportunity 
score, meaning they were ranked as the most 
important, but also the most difficult to 
deliver.
• Building long-term savings for specific 

events: Everyone has important life 
moments they want to fund, but saving for 
specific long-term events can be daunting, 
and something often pushed aside for 
another day.

The biggest constraint for customers 
making progress on this is trying to save on 
a tight budget (27%). Helping customers 
understand what they need to save, and 
coaching them to optimise their spending 
and saving would be a big step forward for 
these customers.

A lot of the time, customers are saving 
for a specific life event like buying a house. 
Designing an experience that connects their 
savings to an emotional purpose in life will 
help them think twice about spending this 
money on other things, the second-biggest 
constraint for customers (21%).

• Building and maintaining a financial 
‘safety net’: We all want to be independent 
and self-sufficient, but struggle to build 
up a buffer to fall back on for emergency 
cover. For most, disposable income is 
low – the biggest barrier to having a safety 
net, according to 29% of PFM users – and 
financial lives are messy and unpredictable. 
As a result, any accrued savings tend to 
cover non-emergency purchases. 

Adding ‘positive friction’ and behavioural 
design techniques into the user experience 
can help boost self-control and avoid 
dipping into these savings; this was the 
second-top constraint for customers (22%).

What is apparent from talking to consumers 
is they do not want rigid products, because 
they do not think in terms of traditional 
industry categories. Providers should not, 
therefore, be bound by them when designing 
services.

The discussion has to move from ‘what 
digital money management tools can we 
offer?’ to ‘what do our customers want to 
ultimately achieve?’ That means moving to 
truly digital services built around end-to-end 
customer journeys.

This will likely mean stitching together 
various APIs to deliver on that end-to-end 
experience. The more firms can focus on 
delivering services around these customers’ 
jobs, the more they can help redefine the 
category. <

pfm: 
a market of 
opportunities
Life is unpredictable, how we spend can be impulsive 
and emotional, and everyone has their own system. This 
makes it difficult to create the perfect personal financial 
management (PFM) service, writes 11:FS’s Ryan Garner
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Event highlights

l Deploying and using artificial intelligence for 
better services in accounting and auditing

l Getting on Blockchain – hype or reality for 
auditing and reporting

l Automation of services in accounting and the 
effect on the businesses

l Uncovering the potential of machine learning 
for your business

l Developing future leaders with new technology

l Implication of digital transformation on 
accountancy and their firms’ business model

l Cloud adoption by accounting firms: Latest 
trends and developments

l Post GDPR review and key takeaways from 
small, medium and large firms

l Creating real business value through your data 
strategy

For more details please contact  
Hannah Leigh on hannah.leigh@arena-international.com or call +44 (0) 20 7936 6689

The Digital Accountancy Forum & Awards has grown from strength to strength in recent years. 
Starting as an awards reception in 2012, we will be returning to London in 2019 with our industry forum 

followed by a gala awards ceremony aimed at UK, European and global accounting firm leaders.

On the 3rd October at the iconic Waldorf Hilton we will once again bring together c-level professionals 
from accounting firms, regulators and industry bodies, consultancies and advisors, law firms and tech 

vendors to discuss some of the most pressing issues the industry faces today.

Digital Accountancy Forum & Awards London 2019
3rd October 2019  l  London

Knowledge Partner Silver Partner
Badge and 
Lanyard Partner Lunch Partner

HEAR   l   NETWORK   l   DISCOVER   l   CELEBRATE

Shape the Future of  
Digital Accountancy
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Key Issues

l Open Banking and the main results of 
the first stage implementation

l How Millennials are shaping the future 
of payments

l Artificial intelligence and machine 
learning, Innovation in branch 
transformation

l Digital security and cyber crime

l RegTech - Leveraging technology 
innovation to comply with regulation

l Optimising customer experience in 
today’s competitive environment

l Technophiles v Technophobes - meeting 
the needs of different customers

SHAPE THE FUTURE
OF RETAIL BANKING

For more details please contact  
Hannah Leigh on hannah.leigh@arena-international.com or call +44 (0) 20 7936 6689

Retail Banking London 2019 brings together high-street banks, new market 
entrants, financial professionals and industry disruptors in an active discussion 

of the key issues facing the industry: new regulation, digitalisation and tech 
innovations that are shaping the future of retail banking.

Retail Banking London 2019
24th April 2019 l London

Headline Sponsor Silver Sponsors
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