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For a second year in a row, Sibos has gone virtual. While I will 
miss the in-person interactions that I have always enjoyed  
at Sibos, I am grateful that we can all gather as a community 
to learn, collaborate and network with bankers, partners,  
innovators, friends, and colleagues who make up the  
ecosystem of our industry. 

For nearly 18 years, Zafin has been partnering with some of 
the most customer-centric financial institutions to provide 
them with our SaaS cloud-native product and pricing platform 
that enables them to deliver exceptional customer experiences. 
Many of these relationships started over simple discussions  
at Sibos. 

I’m excited that Zafin will be sharing the virtual stage with our 
partners at BIAN to discuss the journey to coreless banking.  
As one of the initial members of BIAN’s Coreless Banking  
Initiative when it first launched in 2019, our collective collaboration 
has resulted in significant progress promoting a more effective 
approach to modernising banking software.  

The team looks forward to connecting with you during this 
session and at BIAN’s virtual booth so that we can discuss  
how we can support and de-risk core modernisation and 
digital transformation initiatives. Working with partners and 
the BIAN organization to help your bank deliver best-in-class 
customer experiences. 

Have an enjoyable conference. 

 Best,

Al Karim Somji  
Founder and CEO, Zafin 
      in/alsomji/
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Zafin was among the first of BIAN’s membership to join its Core-
less Bank Initiative. The Coreless Bank initiative, which was first 
launched in 2019, aimed to promote a more efficient and effective 
approach to modernising banking software. 

In this initial pilot, BIAN’s Coreless Banking Platform permitted 
complete plug and play functionality, services that are fully de-
ployable to the cloud, bank consumable API interfaces to orches-
trate BIAN APIs where necessary, and cross-domain orchestration 
to reduce network traffic. 

As this collaboration continues to involve, Zafin, together with 
BIAN and its members, will continue to focus on enabling finan-
cial institutions to allow for faster, more cost-effective develop-
ment of business services that are more relevant for today’s digi-
tal-first customers. I am excited to join BIAN’s “Meet the Experts” 
session at Sibos 2021 to demonstrate how standardization, as 
developed through the Coreless Banking Initiative, can support 
banks through Plug and Play banking.

I’d like to personally invite you to join what I know will be a very 
engaging discussion on October 12, 2021 at 3:30pm GMT. For 
more information on the session, please visit the Sibos 2021 
Conference Programme.   

We hope to see you there!

Partner Spotlight: Bian 
bian.org

The Banking Industry Architecture Network (BIAN) is a collaborative not-for-profit ecosystem 
formed of leading banks, technology providers, consultants and academics from all over the 
globe. Members combine their industry expertise to define a revolutionary banking technology 
framework that standardises and simplifies core banking architecture. Based on service oriented 
architecture principles, the comprehensive model provides a future-proofed solution for banks 
that fosters industry collaboration.

JOHN MASON
SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT,  
CUSTOMER INNOVATIONS

john.mason@zafin.com
     in/jjmason
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Our ecosystem of strategic partners.

Zafin employs a rigorous process to evaluate partners for capability and culture fit. This ensures the ecosystem that surrounds Zafin and  
supports our clients shares a unified vision, and execution teams are fully aligned. The combination of shared vision and aligned execution  
maximises our clients’ success.

Senior leaders at Zafin recently shared their views 
about the current state of banking in 2021 and 
beyond. Our Zafin expert contributors include 
Venkataraman Balasubramanian (Bala), EVP  
and CTO, Gabriel Leiva Von Bovet, EVP Strategic 
Sales; and Adnan Haider, SVP, Analytics. 

Q: It’s been well over a year since the pandemic 
began. What unique challenges are you hearing 
about from financial institutions you talk to? 

ADNAN: When the pandemic started, it was all  
about rolling out an emergency response. Financial 
institutions had to ensure people not currently  
digitally enrolled could enroll themselves, and that 
the entire user experience from start to finish was 
smooth and frictionless, despite the demand. There 
were also infrastructure challenges to be mindful of 
because suddenly, digital traffic was spiking. 

What has become apparent over a year later is 
many of these changes are here to stay; we are 
now living in a world that is entirely digital first, 
and not all financial institutions are equipped  
for this new reality. 

There’s been a lot of money poured into improving 
the digital experiences banks and credit unions 
offer, but a lot of that is on the surface of the glass.  
I expect financial institutions to continue to reimagine 
these end-to-end experiences moving forward. 

GABRIEL: In the last 6-8 months, banker concerns 
have shifted, in my opinion. Last year, most were 

concerned about the impact of the pandemic, 
capital preservation and the overall health of the 
banking system. Bankers I’ve spoken with recently feel 
the system has shown resilience during the pandemic 
and that there will be minimal impact in capital ratios. 
Which if true is great news for the industry. 

The concern on credit risk remains fairly high,  
and banks continue to focus on accurately and 
proactively managing it. Some believe consumer 
credit troubles will increase in the second half 
of 2021 and stay high into 2022. Because of this, 
we’ve seen stricter policies remain in place  
and an increased investment in analytics and 
data management. 

Another interesting change is the attitude towards 
remote work. Last year, many institutions were 
proud of the very small productivity impact 
Covid-19 had on its workforce, but towards the 
end of 2020, the tone began to change. Many 
banks started realising that back to office, at least 
a few days each week was imperative to avoiding 
a larger impact.   

Q: What are the key questions bank CEOs, CIOs, 
business line leaders should ask as they begin to 
accelerate their digital transformation? 

BALA: When I speak with bank executives, I always 
recommend they ask themselves the question, 
“If we were starting from scratch, how would we 
construct our technical stack?” I find this to be 
impactful as we know banks will have a different 
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Progressively hollowing out the core will allow a bank to remove 
functions not required in their legacy systems and externalise 
those functions in a more agile manner. Externalisation also  
empowers banks to gradually modernise the hollowed-out core. 

Modernising through isolation on the other hand, allows a bank 
to stabilise their legacy core systems and isolate them, while  
creating a parallel environment for innovation. This approach  
has a greater risk profile and comes at a greater cost versus  
progressive modernisation, which allows for quicker return  
on investment and lower risk. 

GABRIEL: The options are replacement, progressive modernisation 
and building a parallel greenfield stack, as Bala described. All 
have advantages and disadvantages related to risk, speed of 
implementation and cost.  

Banks need to carefully evaluate the options based on their specific 
situation and culture. Regardless of the option they take, they 
should focus on simplification, long-term soundness, and iterative 
benefit realisation. Externalising key components currently in 
their legacy systems, such as customer and product and pricing 
management will support these objectives regardless of the 
option chosen. 

Q: What are your predictions for 2022?  

BALA: If the pandemic becomes an “endemic”, which seems likely, 
the return to a “new normal” takes on a different meaning. I am 
reminded of a decades-old saying from a famous shoe company, 
“Fast is faster!” If you’re not faster, someone will let you know. 
The more indirect we become, with less face-to-face interactions, 
speed becomes the order of the day. Digital everything (yes, including 
currency), faster everything (payments, onboarding, recognition), 
but without bias (superior AI). A culture of experimentation becomes 
key to survival. 

GABRIEL:  The sun will come up every day, the earth will continue 
to suffer from human abuse, countries will continue to make mistakes 
but still overall move in a positive direction towards peace, 
quality of life and reduction of poverty. Organisations across the 
world will innovate faster than ever before. Specifically for banks, 
my advice is to continue focusing on the basics: discipline, risk 
management, talent acquisition, etc. Be more conscious of  
environmental issues, the change in attitude of your customers 
and the importance of having a corporate purpose.  

Banking executives need to act faster and not become afraid  
of making mistakes. Shorter execution cycles and embracing 
flexible platforms that allow for iterative improvements will  
be key to success. 

starting point from their ideal answer, but by uncovering and  
stating the desired end-state, it helps visualise the path forward.  
Additionally, I believe bankers should also ask themselves  
about obstacles that are slowing their digital transformation 
efforts. Digital transformation isn’t always easy because the  
roadblocks are often legacy systems with significant technical 
debt and processes that depend on those systems.  

GABRIEL: The questions should revolve around people, processes 
and products. First, banks must confirm they have the right  
people to champion transformation. It should include cross-functional 
teams with stakeholders from throughout the bank - business, 
operations, and technology to name a few - working with support 
from external experts. 

Secondly, I believe that applying agile practices to re-engineered 
processes is the only way to achieve speed and lasting success. 
Banks need to consider whether they have this maturity in-house.  

Finally, enabling technologies and banking products that can be 
tailored to the personalised needs of the consumer is the third 
pillar. Fortunately, Zafin’s platform is one example of a technology 
platform that can accelerate a bank’s digital transformation, help 
fund the program and equip banks to offer products and pricing 
models tailored to the needs of its customers.  

ADNAN:  The broader question I see is how can we (Zafin) help  
banks move faster, while ensuring the right risk controls are in 
place? These two aspects go hand in hand.  

Banks need to assess how they can move at fintech speed without 
compromising on their risk posture. That’s a hard trade-off, by  
the way. Moving at fintech speed is difficult because the platforms 
are predominantly digital - and that’s not how banks have  
historically operated.  

The second part is evaluating necessary changes to a bank’s 
operating model to move at fintech speed. Part of it is technology 
and part of it is process. The risk controls and processes that have 
organically evolved at banks are not as nimble as those of fintech 
and big tech.  

Q: What innovation options are available for banks with older, 
interconnected legacy systems? 

BALA: Irrespective of where the technical debt lies – systems,  
people or processes; innovation must happen rapidly if you  
wish to compete. The options with legacy systems ultimately  
boil down to either modernising by hollowing-out the core or 
modernising through isolation.  

GABRIEL LEIVA VON BOVET
EVP, Strategic Sales

gabriel.leiva@zafin.com
 in/gabriel-leiva-von-bovet/

VENKATARAMAN  
BALASUBRAMANIAN (BALA)
EVP & Chief Technology Officer

v.bala@zafin.com
 v-balasubramanian/

ADNAN HAIDER
SVP,  Analytics

adnan.haider@zafin.com
  in/adnanhaider/
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Competing with Neobanks:  
Here-to-Stay Strategies 
In the digital-first era, incumbent banks and building societies  
are looking for strategies to keep pace with more agile,  
technology-forward neobank competitors. Shackled by  
often outdated infrastructure and legacy systems, these  
financial institutions are rapidly losing market share  
to digital neobank competitors.

Today, as institutions of all sizes are locked in increasingly 
fierce competition for customers, it is clear that they can no 
longer rely on outdated processes and systems. To remain 
competitive, financial institutions will need to accelerate 
digital transformation, move to coreless banking, focus on 
hyper-personalisation and adopt strategies that engender 
customer loyalty.

The rise of neobanks, or digital only banks, is challenging  
traditional financial institutions, and eroding their market 
share. This disruption in the financial services space is seeing 
incumbent banks and building societies continue to cede  
revenue to neobanks that use digital platforms to offer the 
frictionless, customer-centric services that consumers expect.

Global neobanks count 39 million users today, and their market 
size is expected to expand at a compound annual growth rate 
(CAGR) of 47.7% from 2021 to 2028. London (UK) based Revolut 
and Berlin-based N26 show the speed of neobank customer  
acquisition. According to Statista, Revolut has grown from  
approximately 1.5 million customers in February 2018 to 12 
million customers in 2020, with N26 experiencing similar growth.

As competition from neobanks increases, banks and building 
societies have an enormous opportunity to improve their 
competitive posture and more successfully reach, attract  
and retain customers by changing how they’ve traditionally 
done business and appealing to new, dynamic customer 
expectations. Strategies that can help banks and building 
societies do this include:  

Digital Transformation

The COVID-19 pandemic has only increased the pace and 
scope of change. In response, traditional financial institutions 
have had to undergo rapid digital transformation. While the 
pandemic acted as a primary catalyst for this growth, two 
other drivers include fintech disruption and the high costs of 
operating a traditional bank. Both of these factors have the 
attention of banking executives as they prioritise digital trans-
formation, focusing on high return and low risk. 

Consulting firm Deloitte noted in a recent article that  
“…it is now abundantly clear that COVID-19 has acted as a 
catalyst for digitisation. In addition to accelerating digital 
adoption, the crisis has also served as a litmus test for banks’ 
digital infrastructure. While institutions that made strategic 
investments in technology came out stronger, laggards may 
still be able to leapfrog competitors if they take swift action  
to accelerate tech modernisation.”

Improving digital processes to offer the seamless customer 
experience consumers have come to expect can help banks 
successfully defend their market from encroaching neobanks. 
Incorporating digital-first methods will also allow incumbent 
banks to adapt quickly and cost-efficiently to launch new 
products and services that deliver high-value experiences  
to new and existing customers.

Digital innovation, including cloud migration, can also help 
financial institutions navigate the difficulties of siloed systems 
and make use of transparent and comprehensive data to 
become proactive instead of reactive in driving customer  
satisfaction, dramatically improving their strategic  
and tactical agility.

An Accenture report captured the urgency of digital transformation 
for banks, saying “thousands of new competitors have 
changed the industry structure and are beginning to take 
significant revenue share, while incumbents struggle to make 
money on high-cost traditional banking. Only by becoming 
more relevant and harnessing digital to drive growth—as the 
new competition does—can incumbents prevail.”

Coreless Banking 

Coreless banking is an initiative launched in 2019 that provides 
a platform for banks to collaborate with leading software 
vendors on developing a future-proof, regulatory-compliant 
and universally compatible banking infrastructure based on 
Banking Industry Architecture Network (BIAN) micro-services.

The initiative is aimed at allowing banks an opportunity to 
explore new technologies that can help drive a more ‘fintech 
nimble’ bank. Coreless banking makes it easier for banks to 
source and adopt new business services without disrupting 
core systems. Examples of Coreless Banking include moving 
core functions of a banking system such as product and 

JOHN  
SMITH
EVP, ECOSYSTEM

       LONDON, UK
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pricing, origination, onboarding, KYC, risk and compliance all 
examples of externalising banking functions for added agility.

Personalisation

Customer needs and expectations are continually evolving. 
Incumbent banks relying on legacy technology and siloed  
data struggle to respond and adapt to customer feedback, 
preferences and needs. Neobanks, on the other hand,  
keep pace with changing customer needs and wants  
with cloud-based infrastructure that allows them to offer  
personalised products and services. This customer-centric 
approach is a key differentiator that is increasing neobank 
share of wallet.

A recent survey found that many banks have not been 
prepared to match consumers’ desire for a more person-
alised banking experience because of their outdated legacy 
systems. Survey results also revealed that a highly person-
alised banking experience is crucial for potential and existing 
customers across generations. Almost 90% of all respondents 
noted the importance of personalised banking.

Across all generations surveyed, 88% of respondents believe 
it is important for their banks to provide recommendations 
based on their financial product usage and behaviors. Yet 
nearly 50% of respondents said their current interactions 
with their bank are either not personalised at all or only 
slightly personalised.

These findings point to the need for banks to reevaluate how 
the systems they have in place may be holding them back 
from customer-centricity and personalising the entire  
end-to-end experience.

Banks need modern systems to meet expectations for  
personalised products and services to remain relevant  
and more successfully compete with neobanks.

Loyalty

While neobanks typically focus on a limited use case or product, 
traditional institutions have the advantage of spreading 
customer relationships across multiple products, which can 
increase customer loyalty. However, increasing competition 
can quickly erode this advantage if incumbent banks don’t  
focus on building and nurturing customer relationships. 
This is especially true of millennials and Gen Z customers 
that have limited brand loyalty and will shop around for a 
financial institution that provides personalised options and 
incentives.

Until recently, customer loyalty in banking was all but accepted 
as inevitable. Times have changed, however, and it is more 
challenging than ever for banks to cultivate loyal customers. 

However, technology provides an enormous opportunity for 
banks to change how they’ve traditionally done business and 
appeal to evolving customer expectations. Leveraging technology 
solutions for dynamic products, pricing, billing, loyalty, and 
revenue optimisation can help banks establish deep customer 
loyalty and a long-term, mutually beneficial relationship.

While competition from neobanks and other challengers 
is here to stay, traditional banks can ensure they are here 
to stay by accelerating digital transformation, embracing 
coreless banking, focusing on personalisation and nurturing 
customer loyalty.

JOHN SMITH
EVP, ECOSYSTEM LONDON, UK

john.smith@zafin.com
     in/johnsmith4/
John Smith is the executive vice president of  
ecosystem at Zafin. Smith oversees Zafin’s global partnership 
initiatives, including acquisition and onboarding, joint solutions 
and go-to-market activities. Smith focuses on ensuring the 
company’s partner ecosystem is positioned to equip banks 
with best-in-class integrated solutions for effective core  
modernisation and digital transformation. Smith has more 
than 20 years of financial services experience. He has held  
leadership positions at IBM and Hewlett Packard.  



OCTOBER 20218

www.zafin.com


	Button 8: 
	Button 9: 
	Button 7: 
	Button 10: 
	Button 22: 
	Button 17: 
	Button 18: 
	Button 19: 
	Button 20: 
	Button 16: 
	Button 21: 


