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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Driving Growth Through Digital Innovation, commissioned by i2c Inc. and produced by Aite 

Group, explores the key trends in driving digital innovation and what it takes to embrace digital 

technology to provide new value-added digital experiences. This white paper also provides a 

checklist of what financial institutions need to do to be ready to innovate. 

Key takeaways include the following: 

• Digital banking adoption has reached critical mass, and digital banking has become a 

main point of differentiation. Financial institutions are under pressure to build more 

engaging digital experiences that provide value to their customers. 

• Many consumers are feeling financial distress. This creates an opportunity for 

financial institutions to engage with consumers in new ways by building digital 

experiences that help consumers meet their short-term and long-term financial 

goals or, in some cases, allow customers to access wages early to reduce financial 

distress.  

• Many emerging themes in digital customer experience will drive new ways to 

interact with consumers. The emerging themes in digital experience that are driving 

financial institutions to innovate include omnichannel, financial wellness, card 

issuance and controls, payments, APIs, and new ways to communicate with 

customers that require less reliance on physical distribution points. 

• Financial institutions need to move beyond the digital banking basics and drive 

growth through digital innovation. In order for financial institutions to be ready to 

innovate digitally, they need to embrace innovation to meet consumers’ needs now 

and in the future, and have a scalable platform that will take them there.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Digital-first will be the new norm in banking. Over the next few years, there will be an active 

push to support more banking activities in a digital environment. As customer expectations for 

access to more banking activities rise, financial institutions will be under pressure to reduce their 

reliance on their branch networks and put their investment in digital capabilities. This change 

will require that financial institutions flip their customer engagement model from one that uses 

digital as an extension of the physical distribution points—the brick-and-mortar experience—to 

one that is digital-first. 

The rapid uptake in digital technology is pushing financial institutions to innovate to keep up 

with rising customer expectations for better digital experiences, and that is highlighting an 

underlying need in the industry to build digital banking platforms of engagement.  

This white paper explores the key trends driving digital innovation and what it takes to embrace     

digital technology to provide new value-added experiences.  It also provides a checklist of what 

financial institutions need to do to have a digital-ready organization.  

METHODOLOGY  

This report is sponsored by i2c and presents an independent view of the market based on Aite 

Group’s experience. This report is based on a Q1 2020 Aite Group survey of 2,413 U.S. 

consumers 24 years old or older. The survey was conducted online among U.S. consumers who 

participated in a research panel. Participants in the research panel indicated that they have an 

account with a U.S.-based financial institution, such as a demand deposit account, savings 

account, loan, credit card, or investment account; transact with the online website or mobile site 

of their primary financial institution at least a few times per year; and share or have the primary 

responsibility for managing their household finances. The data in this report have a margin of 

error of 2 to 3 points at the 95% level of confidence; statistical tests of significance among 

differences were conducted at the 95% and 90% level of confidence. In addition, information 

used to produce this report was collected through various methods, including digital banking 

product demonstrations and interviews with end users at financial institutions as well as desk 

research. In this report, the term “financial institution” represents both banks and credit unions, 

and the terms “customer” and “consumer” represent bank customers and credit union 

members. 
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ATTRACTING AND RETAINING THE DIGITAL -FIRST 
CONSUMER  

Digital banking adoption has reached critical mass. Over six in 10 respondents indicate they have 

logged into their financial account using a desktop, laptop, or mobile device at least once a 

week, and three in 10 have logged into their account using a tablet once a week or obtained 

account information using SMS/text messaging at least once a month. Aite Group expects this 

number to have grown since this survey was conducted in January 2020, as the COVID-19 

pandemic has limited access to branches and call centers have been overburdened, pushing 

consumers to use the digital channels (Figure 1).
1
 While consumers still cite low interest rates on 

credit products or a higher interest rate on deposit accounts as a reason they select a financial 

institution, many consumers view the ability to quickly and easily access their accounts via digital 

banking as a reason to do business with or move their accounts to another financial institution. 

This shift is making it more important for financial institutions to invest in building more 

engaging digital experiences.
 2

 

Figure 1: Customers Have Become Digital-First 

  

Source: Aite Group’s survey of 2,413 U.S. consumers, Q1 2020 

 
1. See Aite Group’s report The Rise of Digital-First Banking, June 2020. 

2. See Aite Group’s report Attracting and Retaining the Digital-First Customer, June 2020. 

32% of respondents paid at a store 
or online, or send money to another 

person or receive money using a 
digital wallet (Apple Pay, Samsung 

Pay, etc.) at least once a month

50% pay at a store or online, or send 
money or receive money using Venmo, 

Facebook, Google Wallet, PayPal, or 
Square Cash at least once a month

31% of respondents log into 
financial accounts on a tablet 

to check accounts at least once 
a week 20% send or receive money 

through their financial services 
provider online or through the 
mobile banking app using Zelle

at least once a month

63% of respondents log into 
financial accounts on a desktop 

or laptop computer to check 
accounts at least once a week

61% of respondents log 
into financial accounts on a 

smartphone to check 
accounts at least once a 

week

38% of respondents obtained account 
information from their financial 

institution through SMS/text 
messaging at least once a month

https://www.aitegroup.com/report/rise-digital-first-banking
https://www.aitegroup.com/report/attracting-and-retaining-digital-first-customer


Driving Growth Through Digital Innovation  DECEMBER 2020 

© 2020 i2c Inc. All rights reserved. Reproduction of this report by any means is strictly prohibited. 

 
6 

MOVING BEYOND THE BASICS  TO INNOVATION 

Over the years, many financial institutions have been able to deliver the digital banking basics 

for their customers, from allowing them to perform basic banking activities, such as viewing 

their balances and transaction history, to supporting more enhanced banking capabilities, such 

as making payments, providing personal financial management (PFM), and enabling customers 

to manage their rewards and their card controls (Figure 2). All of these capabilities serve the 

purpose of allowing customers to manage their everyday finances but do little to differentiate on 

experience. Recognizing that competing on products and services is no longer a sustainable 

strategy, many financial institutions are focused on innovating their digital experience to create 

new and more meaningful ways to interact with their customers.  

Figure 2: Digital Banking Features Financial Institutions Provide Their Customers  

  

Source: Aite Group 

Digital banking

features

Basic banking
• View account balances
• Transaction history
• Intrabank account transfer
• ATM/bank location

Enhanced banking
• Search transaction history
• View check images
• View e-statements
• PFM
• Rewards management

Mobile access
• Text banking
• Mobile browser
• Mobile app
• Mobile-only enrollment

Quick access
• Quick balance

• Fingerprint authentication

• PIN code access

• Cardless cash

Payments
• Interbank ACH/wire transfer
• Mobile deposit
• Bill pay
• Photo bill pay
• Bill presentment/P2P payments
• Credit card management
• Prepaid card management

Fraud management
• Account alerts
• Debit card on/off
• Replacement card
• Travel notification
• Stop payment

Support and Information
• Click to call/live chat
• Schedule appointment
• Social media streams
• Reorder checks
• Current rates
• Credit score
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INTERNAL PRESSURES THAT HAVE HINDERED 
INNOVATION 

The challenge for financial institutions that aim to innovate the digital experience is that IT 

budgets are increasingly locked down by compliance and legacy maintenance projects, thus 

reducing their capacity to innovate. One executive shared the internal burden of what is needed 

from a legal and compliance perspective, which “defeats the entire aspiration on what 

innovation can be done.” And budget and resource constraints prevent them from investing 

more in innovative products and services. As a result, digital executives are forced to prioritize 

compliance and fraud initiatives as well as business-as-usual enhancements—minor 

enhancements—above digital innovation. But one thing to be mindful of is that all of these 

incremental changes and lack of innovation affect a customer’s digital experience—for better or 

for worse. Financial institutions need to put the digital experience in the center and make it a 

key consideration in almost every IT choice they make to ensure that their legal, compliance, and 

business-as-usual decisions do not negatively affect the customer’s digital experience.  

In some instances, legacy solutions have tied financial institutions’ hands in terms of being able 
to innovate quickly. Susannah Campbell, vice president of client services at Foundry Payments, 

explained the dilemma of being able to offer flexible payment credentials that could be issued 

instantly, support mobile/contactless payments while maintaining spending controls, and allow 

for easy merchant expansion. She explained as follows: 

Foundry Payments’ product Trove is a custom mobile wallet and loyalty solution for 

a major dining services provider in the U.S. higher education market. Typically, 

closed-loop offerings come with proprietary transaction processing hosts—which 

means rigid onboarding processes and difficult transaction processing integrations. 

The legacy closed-loop model means investing in an often heavy, overbuilt 

transaction processing infrastructure with few point-of-sale options for merchants 

and limited ability to take advantage of common consumer mobile wallets, such as 

Apple Pay, Google Pay, and Samsung Pay. Our hybrid open-loop solution solves 

these issues for clients wanting to roll out a private currency to a variety of 

merchants and payment transaction scenarios. We were also faced with having to 

provide a contactless payment solution at education institutions to accommodate a 

safe return to campus given the COVID-19 situation. Schools wanted to reassure 

parents and students that they could still utilize their dining facilities in a safe way, 

which meant providing contactless payments via mobile wallets and also supporting 

the ability to order and pay ahead in the app. The solution provides instant 

onboarding and issuance of a Visa-powered payment credential that can be 

reloaded by the student or their parents and grandparents. The Trove Visa payment 

credential enables quick and easy in-app payments as well as Apple Pay, Google 

Pay, and Samsung Pay in-person transactions. With the power of i2c’s transaction 

processing platform behind it, the Trove Visa payment credential has all of the 

spending controls required to service the complex higher education market in a 

contactless manner.  
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THE SHIFT TO BANKING-AS-A-SERVICE 
PLATFORMS 

One of the main areas of focus for financial institutions is building a Banking-as-a-Service (BaaS) 

platform that allows them to build a consistent digital experience across products, channels, and 

consumer segments. By using API and open banking, financial institutions can create a seamless, 

end-to-end digital banking experience and open the door to quick innovation. The benefits of 

using a BaaS solution include the following: 

• Single platform: Many financial institutions are beginning to realize that using 

multiple platforms across the digital experience has created a disjointed digital 

journey, and the cost to maintain many platforms throughout their organization is 

not sustainable. Plus, a single platform creates a more seamless experience and 

allows financial institutions to be able to quickly react to evolving market needs and 

support geographic and product expansion. 

• Customizable user interface: The digital experience is becoming a bigger factor in 

customer satisfaction. An easy-to-use online and mobile banking experience is 

beginning to become a reason customers leave one financial institution and select a 

new one. Nearly one-quarter of respondents indicate they move their accounts to a 

new financial service provider because their previous provider’s online or mobile 

banking solution was difficult to use or lacked the features they needed. And nearly 

nine in 10 respondents indicate that easy-to-use online and mobile banking 

capabilities were important to them when looking for a new banking relationship.
3
 

• Flexibility: In the current banking environment, it could not be more important for a 

financial institution to have a solution that is flexible and can quickly react to 

regulations, compliance, market changes, and evolving customer needs. Many 

financial institutions are beginning to explore unbundling their legacy solution and 

moving toward a more flexible, modular approach. A modular platform approach 

allows financial institutions to connect to technology services and offer best-of-

breed products to their customers by dividing the platform into smaller technology 

services exposed through APIs. Through this approach, the user experience 

improved, and technology services are easier to deploy, maintain, and scale. 

Developers use only the modules they need, providing faster time to market and 

more flexibility in the development of customer applications. And modules can be 

easily combined with other modules to create new products or experiences.
4
  

• Availability and reliability: Customers expect a financial institution to provide them 

access to their accounts whenever and wherever they want. While innovation is 

important, having a platform that is available (the percentage of time the solution is 

 
3. See Aite Group’s report Attracting and Retaining the Digital-First Customer, June 2020.  

4. See Aite Group’s report The Programmable Bank: How Banks Can Deploy and Monetize Open APIs, 
November 2016. 
 

https://www.aitegroup.com/report/attracting-and-retaining-digital-first-customer
https://www.aitegroup.com/report/programmable-bank-how-banks-can-deploy-and-monetize-open-apis
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operational) and reliable (the probability the solution will work as expected for a 

period of time) are becoming more important. It is challenging to innovate on a 

platform that has availability and operational issues. And often, unexpected events 

such as the COVID-19 pandemic show many financial institutions how vulnerable 

they are, as some firms experienced online and mobile banking outages as digital 

traffic surged.  

The digital transformation from a legacy bank system to an API-powered infrastructure can be 

challenging for banks. But alternatives are available in the market. BaaS providers offer financial 

building blocks, such as bank accounts, payments, lending, Know Your Customer services, and 

card issuing for companies to build their own tailored business. The BaaS building blocks are 

accessible through APIs and create new opportunities for financial institutions.
5
 Oliver Kidd, CEO 

of Archa, shared his experience using an API-powered infrastructure to develop an alternative in 

the market focused on small-business corporate cards. He stated as follows:  

Small businesses can’t get access to corporate credit cards. It’s that simple. We saw 

a massive issue that stands in the way of the growth of small businesses, so we set 

out to build a solution. Even when small businesses are underwritten by banks, the 

corporate cards themselves are not functional and have much room for 

improvement on features and pricing. We think we’ve built—with i2c’s help—a 

compelling alternative. 

 

 

 
5. See Aite Group’s report Emerging Trends in the API Economy, March 2020. 

https://www.aitegroup.com/report/emerging-trends-api-economy
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EMERGING THEMES IN DIGITAL INNOVATION  

Financial institutions are recognizing the need to have a holistic digital strategy that views the 

customer experience from marketing to customer management. To avoid designing digital 

experiences in silos, it is important for financial institutions to think about technology in a way 

that evaluates how they can engage consumers throughout the customer life cycle, from winning 

a customer’s business to engaging them in their finances, earning their trust, and building 

loyalty. This section outlines the main emerging themes in digital banking that are driving ways 

for financial institution to innovate.  

OMNICHANNEL  

Omnichannel has never been more important. While omnichannel has been a pipe dream for 

many financial institutions, digital banking solution providers have been actively working on 

bridging the physical and digital divide. As customers increasingly turned to the digital channels 

as the starting point of their interaction with their financial institution, digital banking platforms 

will need to be able to hand off interactions to employees in a seamless way. Aite Group is 

starting to see more instances in which digital banking platform engagement vendors are 

figuring out how to offer the best-in-class experiences that their customers get in the digital 

channel and extend those experiences to create consistent, seamless user interfaces that 

support employees in branches or contact centers through a single platform.  

In this age of the COVID-19 pandemic, physical distancing, and an almost unpredictable safety 

measures environment, financial institutions are pressured to infuse human help into digital 

banking channels. Video chat capabilities, social media, SMS, and other conversational banking 

tools—both AI-powered or human-driven—are changing the way people bank and interact with 

their financial institutions. That means customers should be able to interact in a digital 

environment and seamlessly pick up and complete activities in any channel they choose, 

whether that is through video, through a digital-human interface, or in a branch—further 

highlighting the need for omnichannel. 

F INANCIAL  WELLNESS  

Over the years, financial institutions have attempted to provide advice and guidance through 

PFM tools. While PFM tools may have helped some consumers better manage their finances, 

many consumers still feel financially insecure and often struggle with them. Forty-nine percent 

of U.S. adults say they expect to be living paycheck to paycheck in 2020, according to a study 

conducted by First National Bank of Omaha.
6
 Nearly four in 10 U.S. adults would need to borrow 

 
6. “Study: 53% of U.S. Adults Don’t Have Emergency Fund,” First National Bank of Omaha, February 19, 

2020, accessed March 10, 2020, https://www.fnbo.com/insights/2020/newsroom/fnbo-releases2020-
financial-planning-survey/index.html. 
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money to cover an emergency costing US$1,000 or more.
7
 In one Aite Group study, more than 

half of respondents always to sometimes worry about money and whether they can pay their 

monthly bills, and over one-third of respondents indicate they postpone car and appliance 

repairs or medical care for themselves and their family because it’s hard to pay for them.
8
 The 

COVID-19 pandemic is beginning to show how financially vulnerable many consumers are, as 

they have not planned for this type of event.  

Many areas of consumers’ everyday lives impact their financial health. Today, financial 

institutions do not have insight into all of these areas. In the future, the view of financial 

wellness and a financial institution’s role in delivering financial wellness solutions will broaden. A 

few areas are starting to get traction in the industry, from helping customers track their spending 

to reducing debt, creating savings plans, and increasing their financial education. And some 

firms are offering earned wage access—allowing consumers to obtain a portion of 

their wages for hours they have already worked but for which their employer has yet paid 

them—to give consumers living paycheck to paycheck or those who may have an emergency or 

unexpected financial event some relief.
9
 

CARD ISSUANCE AND CONTROLS  

Financial institutions have many ways to differentiate in the card issuing space. While part of the 

attractiveness of a debit or credit card relationship may be driven by the card brand, its product 

features, or its reward structure, issuers rely on card issuing strategies to help drive higher 

activation and utilization. Success in activation rate is only partially driven by the issuing method; 

success is a combination of issuing method, ease of activating the card, and access to capabilities 

that allow consumers to manage their accounts digitally. Card issuers use some key capabilities 

to differentiate their product and digital experience:  

• Card programs: First there was the payment card, or card program 1.0, in which the 

physical card unlocked payment functionality that is more convenient than using 

cash or checks. Then came “digital last” innovations, or card program 2.0, whereby 

manual processes and physical card usage were still prevalent but were subsidized 

by digital functionality and tokenization. Today, the future of card programs, or card 

program 3.0, exists, and the entire product life cycle, including all back-end and 

front-end functionality, is digital-first. Unfortunately, many banks and credit unions 

are not yet part of this future.
10

 

 
7. Adrian D. Garcia, “Survey: Most Americans Wouldn’t Cover a $1K Emergency With Savings,” Bankrate, 

January 16, 2019, accessed March 10, 2020, https://www.bankrate.com/banking/savings/ 
financialsecurity-january-2019. 

8. See Aite Group’s report Financial Wellness: The New Digital Engagement Strategy, May 2020.  

9. See Aite Group’s report Financial Wellness: Building Empowering Digital Banking Experiences, June 
2020. 

10. See Aite Group’s report Card Programs 3.0: The Modern Digital Card Experience Is Here, September 
2020. 

https://www.aitegroup.com/report/financial-wellness-new-digital-engagement-strategy
https://www.aitegroup.com/report/financial-wellness-building-empowering-digital-banking-experiences
https://www.aitegroup.com/report/card-program-30-modern-digital-card-experience-here
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• Digital instant issuance: Digital instant issuance is a complementary strategy to 

physical card issuance—whether that is centralized issuance or the instant issuance 

of a card in a branch. Because consumers always carry a mobile device, Aite Group 

expects that over time, mobile device provisioning (digital issuance) will begin to 

chip away at the need to have this instant issuance capability at every branch. When 

asked about financial institutions’ strategy to increase the proportion of the cards 

that are instantly issued to digital wallets, 44% of respondents indicate that they 

enable instantly issuing cards to digital wallets but do not actively promote it. This 

provides a significant opportunity to delight consumers by letting them know they 

have instant access to their accounts to drive early activation and utilization. Also, in 

the event that a card is lost, stolen, or reported with fraud, digital issuance could be 

a key strategy to keep that financial institution’s card at top of wallet. Of the other 

respondents that indicate they instantly issue cards to digital wallets, 39% of 

respondents indicate that they actively do so in their customer onboarding 

process.
11

 

• Digital card controls: Some financial institutions provide consumers with access to 

capabilities that allow consumers to manage their accounts digitally—checking 

balances, managing spending and setting up alerts, disputing fraud, setting up travel 

notifications, turning on/off card transactions, reporting a card lost/stolen, and 

reviewing their financial rating. Many consumers are already performing these 

banking activities digitally (Figure 3). And as consumers continue to become more 

oriented with using digital as their primary banking channel, financial institutions 

will need to create capabilities that consumers need to manage their cards in a 

digital environment.  

• Loyalty and rewards: Mobile devices have provided the opportunity to move toward 

“activity-based interactions,” or to interact with consumers in the context of the 

activity being performed by the consumer in that moment. Part of delivering a 

personalized customer experience means that financial institutions need to have 

insight into what customers are doing in every channel and to use artificial 

intelligence to predict the best channel or combination of channels in which to 

deliver an offer that aligns with what they know about their customers.  

 
11. See Aite Group’s report The Top Trends Shaping the Future of Card Issuance, August 2019. 

https://www.aitegroup.com/report/top-trends-shaping-future-card-issuance
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Figure 3: Banking Activities Respondents Performed in the Digital Channels 

 

Source:  Aite Group’s survey of 2,413 U.S. consumers, Q1 2020 

PAYMENTS  

Consumers want and expect more ways to send and receive money in a faster, more efficient 

way. Aite Group is seeing the following trends around payment:  

• Choice of payment methods: There has long been a choice at the point of sale when 

it comes to paying for goods and services, and now choice in payment method is 

becoming critical across other consumer payments use cases as well. The 

introduction of new payment methods is allowing banks to expand the digital 

banking experience in the ways that consumers can pay bills, transfer money 

between accounts, send or receive money from family or friends, and receive money 

from other organizations. Providing choice in payment methods improves the 

customer experience by allowing consumers to make and receive payments faster, 

more securely, and with more convenience. 

• Faster payments: The emergence of real-time payments in the U.S. provides an 

opportunity for financial institutions to differentiate by improving the customer 

experience with faster payments. For any financial institution that wants to succeed 

long term, it must provide consumers the ability to send real-time payments.  

• Person-to-person payments: Consumers are already using digital to send and 

receive money. About three in 10 millennials and one-quarter of Gen Xers send or 

receive money through their financial services provider online or through the mobile 

banking app using Zelle at least one or two times a month.
12

 Approximately 500 

financial institutions are currently live on Zelle, and 300 more will be live on RTP by 

the end of 2020, with significantly more to follow throughout 2021 and beyond—

not to mention other faster payment schemes, such as same-day ACH, push to card, 

and FedNow.  

 
12. See Aite Group’s report The Rise of Digital-First Banking, June 2020. 
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18% of respondents 
disputed fraud in 
online or mobile 

banking in the past 
year

32% of respondents 
set up a travel 

notification in online 
or mobile banking in 

the past year

16% of respondents 
reported their credit 

card lost/stolen in 
online or mobile 

banking in the past 
year

65% of respondents 
reviewed their 

financial rating in 
online or mobile 

banking in the past 
year

https://www.aitegroup.com/report/rise-digital-first-banking
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APIS  AND OPEN BANKING  

Many financial institutions realize that their digital banking platform is much more than a self-

service capability. As a result, many are using API integration to pull in new capabilities that will 

optimize existing digital experiences or create new experiences. APIs are one of the hottest 

topics in retail banking and payments today. An API is like a user interface, but with different 

users in mind, i.e., computer applications and their programmers. By publishing an API, a 

provider of a service (e.g., a bank) makes it easier for developers to build applications that use 

that service. An API is called “open” when it can be accessed—under specified conditions—by 

third-party developers (from outside the service provider’s organization). In our digital world, 

the use of open APIs is common, even fundamental, to the growth of companies such as 

Amazon, Google, Facebook, and other digital leaders. Stripe and PayPal are examples of payment 

service providers that have a clear API strategy. 

The use of APIs allows the bank to decouple its internal environment (resource layer) from the 

customer-facing apps (client layer). Banking services are exposed through (private) APIs to 

customer-facing applications, such as mobile banking. The development of these applications 

can be done internally or by third-party vendors, but the API is not exposed publicly. The bank 

benefits from the advantages of the API approach by faster time to market and more flexibility in 

the development of customer applications, optimizing the user experience. Front-end APIs, for 

example, orchestrate the bank’s services with the client’s multichannel user interfaces, hence, 

avoiding the need for a user to log in to multiple screens to access the various services and 

country-specific (e.g., currency, language, regulations) applications. The bank’s services are made 

available through the API to the bank’s own apps with a single, integrated user experience. Aite 

Group research has unveiled that the connectivity provided with APIs can be bidirectional, 

enabling banks to track changes across channels and feed information to the bank’s internal 

systems.
13

 

When a company exposes (web) APIs to external parties—open banking—developers can 

consume those APIs to access the services provided over the internet and integrate them into 

their applications. The open banking business models show how banking is changing 

fundamentally in the era of the API economy: 

• Financial institutions can focus on the monetization of their data by exposing these 

data through open APIs. They can then partner with fintech companies to provide 

the technology and deliver the best user experience to the customer. 

• Financial institutions can reconfigure their value chain and separate the production 

and delivery of financial services. APIs allow banks to connect to other financial 

service providers and offer best-of-breed products to their customers. If the financial 

institution believes it has core competence for certain products, it will choose to 

develop those in-house. Otherwise, the bank will source products from other 

providers.  

• New entrants in financial services, such as fintech companies and neobanks, can go 

to market quickly by having access to BaaS. This allows the provision of banking 

 
13. See Aite Group’s report Corporate Banking API Strategies, May 2017. 

https://aitegroup.com/report/corporate-banking-api-strategies
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services while renting the required license from a third party. At a later stage, when 

the customer base has been built, neobanks can decide to acquire their own 

licenses.  

• Financial institutions that have made the transformation to an API-empowered 

infrastructure, such as neobanks, are in a much better position to implement and 

monetize these models. 

Financial institutions are recognizing the need to have a holistic digital strategy. As a result, many 

financial institutions are using APIs and open banking to build digital solutions that serve 

customers at every stage of the consumer life cycle by winning the customers, engaging them in 

their finances, earning their trust, and building loyalty. This trend of open API banking will, over 

time, transform the industry, providing customers with more choice, better experiences, and 

control over their data.
14

 Open banking allows content to be reused easily and enables self-

service for digital banking consumers and fintech partners that consume the financial 

institution’s internal resources made available via the APIs. The partnership of multiple fintech 

developers that plug in to APIs allows financial institutions to spread the cost of innovation and 

shorten the time to market for bank-provided transaction services. 

THE EVOLUTION OF  DIGITAL COMMUNICATION   

Consumers have increasingly adopted digital channels, either on their own or when pushed to 

migrate their activities from branches and call centers to the digital channels, such as during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. With that, financial institutions recognize that they need to find ways to 

engage with consumers in a digital environment, and many are exploring how they can fill the 

gap of face-to-face conversations, recalibrate their branch network to support consumers in a 

digital environment, and consider whether they should have employees in a branch or call 

center to fill excess capacity by having them respond to customer inquiries through a personal or 

team banker strategy. Digital banking platforms should thus be framed as fluid and living 

ecosystems in which both customers and bankers can interact upon request. In the age of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and continual branch closures, digital banking platforms are the new 

frontier for customer-to-banker and banker-to-customer dialogue. Existing and growing 

communication capabilities include the following:  

• Video chat: The COVID-19 pandemic has changed how consumers communicate at 

home with their family, friends, and coworkers. At this point, many consumers have 

become more comfortable with using video chat for a variety of reasons. Financial 

institutions are beginning to evaluate how they can use video chat to support 

consumers, provide guidance, and build relationships.  

• Chatbots, voice-activated assistants, and mobile banking digital assistants: Many 

financial institutions have started experimenting with either offering a chatbot in a 

messaging application such as Facebook Messenger, deploying a digital assistant in 

their mobile banking application, or allowing consumers to obtain account 

 
14. See Aite Group’s report Emerging Trends in the API Economy, March 2020. 

https://www.aitegroup.com/report/emerging-trends-api-economy
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information through Google Home or Alexa. Forty-eight percent of respondents 

indicate they have used a conversational touch point, with 28% indicating they have 

used a digital assistant in the mobile banking app of their financial services provider, 

11% indicating they have used a Facebook Messenger chatbot, and 9% indicating 

they have used a voice-activated assistant (Figure 4). At the beginning of the COVID-

19 pandemic, some financial institutions accelerated their deployment plans to use 

conversational banking to help provide consumers quick COVID-19-related 

information while branches were closed or had limited hours of operation and call 

centers were flood with consumers trying to get information or help as a result of 

the pandemic. Over time, Aite Group expects that conversational banking will move 

from self-service activities to driving real-time consumer engagement to offering 

consumers real-time advice and guidance that aligns with their financial goals—

saving, reducing debt, tracking spending, improving financial education, and learning 

how banking products and services can save them time and money. 

• Text/chat capabilities: Consumers are used to communicating through text or chat 

in their personal lives. Text and chat are being integrated into more retail 

experiences and are increasing consumer awareness of the ease of using these 

channels. Some financial institutions are considering using or have implemented 

strategies to use these channels to directly interact with customers either as a stand-

alone experience or part of a broader strategy to either communicate directly with a 

representative or a team of representatives.  

Figure 4: Conversational Banking Touch Points Respondents Have Used 

 

 

Source: Aite Group’s survey of 2,413 U.S. consumers, Q1 2020 

 

11% used a Facebook Messenger 
chatbot (which allows users to 

communicate in voice or text and 
receive a computerized response that 

seems human)

28% used a digital assistant in the 
mobile app of their financial 

services provider

9% used voice-activated 
assistant (such as Alexa, 

Google Home, or Siri)
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DIGITAL READINESS CHECKLIST 

Another executive shared with Aite Group that the institution looks at the digital experience 

through the lens of trying to find a way to add value to every customer interaction or 

transaction. And that shift in thinking requires that its organization restructure how it thinks 

about products and customer design, and everything it does is informed by the problem it is 

solving with the customer in the center of its decisions. And it measures key results around what 

the customer gets out of it—the value.  

Susannah Campbell from Foundry Payments shared the following:  

We see many industries and corporations around the world have similar 

open/closed-loop private currency needs. Our solution is continuing to add features 

to the platform to support additional transaction processing, funding, and 

settlement use cases while also layering in data analytics and consumer 

engagement/loyalty solutions. The days of simple commodity payment processing 

are over. We believe transaction information is an under-leveraged asset for most 

companies. Our platform enables companies to successfully realize the true value of 

their transactions by bringing their private commerce strategy to life. 

As executives start their digital innovation journey, they should keep the following list in mind 

with the understanding that innovation is ongoing and they should be prepared to revisit this list 

of questions to make sure they are still able to meet rising customer expectations (Table A).  

Table A: Digital Readiness Checklist 

Task Consideration 

 Strategic  
objective 

It is important that financial institutions understand their value proposition for 
their digital experience. How do you want to show up to your customers, what 
value do you want to add, and what level of human support matches your 
brand and your value proposition? Are there new and more meaningful ways 
to interact with your customers to add value to their lives? 

Customer 
demographics 

Digital innovation requires that financial institutions understand their 
customer demographic and what needs they are trying to solve for that 
demographic. From there, they can select the right digital experience for 
customers, recognizing that generation, life stage, and organizational culture 
have a significant impact in the technology, risk and compliance, and staffing 
model (human versus digital) used. 

Digital innovation 
readiness 

For digital laggards, it will be harder for them to innovate quickly. In order to 
continue to reinvent a digital experience, financial institutions need to have 
strong digital banking penetration and investment in growing the digital 
channels. Financial institution executives should determine where they fall on 
the maturity curve and then choose a strategy that supports their digital 
maturity (Figure 5).  
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Task Consideration 

Human and digital 
orchestration 

There is a time and a place for a human. Financial institutions will need to 
know when to insert a human into the process. In the beginning, there will be 
more human intervention, but as digital capabilities mature, the reliance on 
humans should become less and less. 

Ongoing 
optimization 

Digital innovation is not a one-and-done event. It requires that financial 
institutions continuously evaluate what customers want from a banking 
experience, understand what other experiences are shaping consumer 
expectations, and then test, learn, and refine—often.  

Source: Aite Group 

Figure 5: Digital Innovation Maturity Model 

 

Source: Aite Group 
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CONCLUSION 

Consumer expectations are changing rapidly. And they are changing so rapidly that if a financial 

institution moves too slowly, it will be too late to innovate. That means financial institutions 

need to be organizationally ready, have the right technology that supports their digital strategy, 

and create a culture that fosters ongoing innovation. As financial institutions begin their 

innovation journey, the following should be considered: 

• Assess your digital innovation readiness. There is a difference between having a 

digital strategy and being ready to innovate. While innovation involves having a 

process to percolate new ideas, test concepts, and move proven concepts into 

production, it is also about having the right technology. Partnering with the right 

technology provider can help financial institutions build and spin up new 

differentiated digital programs quickly.   

• Create value for customers. There are plenty of emerging themes in the industry.  

In order to make sure financial institutions are not designing solutions in silos, it is 

important for them to think about technology in a way that evaluates how they can 

engage consumers throughout the customer life cycle, from winning customers’ 

business, engaging them in their finances, earning their trust, and building loyalty.  

• Select a platform that is flexible enough to meet your consumers’ rising needs.  

In order to innovate quickly, financial institutions need to have a platform that 

allows them to build a consistent digital experience across products, channels, and 

consumer segments. APIs and open banking can help create a seamless, end-to-end- 

digital banking experience and open the door to quick innovation. Financial 

institutions will need to evaluate their existing legacy solutions and determine 

whether their infrastructure is capable of supporting their digital strategy and can 

meet their long-term innovation needs.   
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