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News  Updates

ADM Ecosystems LLC (admecosystems.com) will be 
launching Automated Decentralised Machine (ADM) in 
2019 to provide decentralised public access to location 
based decentralised applications. Connecting the ADM, 
I/O Coin (IOC) Blockchain and Chameleon framework 
together will create a full service decentralised economy 
based around Blockchain. The ADM Ecosystem 
will give Blockchain services and adoption a great 
boost. The terminal itself is equipped with several 
authentication methods like fingerprint, chip card, pin 
code and even IRIS scan. 

The first Beta launch is planned to be conducted in 
2019 in Puerto Rico on a small scale, in order to ensure 
usability, scalability and security.

In the initial phase, the company activated 3,000 units, 
and expects another 3,000 activations in the coming 
months. Prior to launch, MoneyOnMobile had 5,000 MOM 
ATM units operating in the field.

 This new biometric MOM ATM leverages both the Open 
Banking APIs of our banking partners and the Indian 
government’s national identity system known as Aadhaar. 
Consumers can receive cash from their bank account by 
scanning their fingerprint on the new biometric reader – 
the fingerprint is linked to the consumer’s bank account, 
and substitutes for the debit card. Participating MOM 
Merchants provide the cash from their till, just as they do 
when using the company’s existing MOM ATM and a debit 
card swipe. MoneyOnMobile‘s payment platform connects 
retailers to banking partners and the Aadhaar system, 
making the entire transaction seamless.

 The Aadhaar Enabled Payment System (AePS), a 
Government of India initiative, was launched to empower 
the bank’s customers to use Aadhaar as their identity to 
access their Aadhaar linked bank account. 

Voice Assistants Used in Smart 
Homes to Grow 1,000 percent, 
Reaching 275m by 2023

Bitcoin ATMs facilitate 
an easy entry point for 
people to buy and sell 
Bitcoin

MoneyOnMobile, Inc. 
Announces Launch of New 
Biometric ATM Product

Blockchain Alternative 
Investment conference 
spotlighted the best ICO project

On Tuesday 19 June at BAI Conf in London, the ICO 
Pitch competition was held. 11 leading token launch 
projects pitched their ideas in front of the panel of 
expert judges:

Ismail Malik – ICO Crowd Magazine 
Kate Goldfinch – Fintech Times 
Toby Lewis – Novum Insights 
Veronica Mihai – Bloomwater Capital 

Presenters included: AenCoin, Attrace, Game 
Protocol, Globacap, Grapevine World, Investig.
io, Kirobo, Repay.me, Universal Reward Protocol, 
Verasity and Zero Carbon Project. 

The prize categories and lucky winners were as 
follows: 

Best Pitch Award: 
1st Place - Verasity 
Runner Up - Globacap 

Future Impact Award: 
1st Place – Zero Carbon Project 
Runner Up – Grapevine World 

Blockchain Innovation Award: 
1st Place – Game Protocol 
Runner Up – Universal Reward Protocol 

A new study from Juniper Research has found that 
the adoption of voice assistants such as Alexa and 
Google Assistant will be a key factor behind smart 
home growth, with 275m voice assistant devices used 
to control smart homes by 2023. This is up from an 
estimated 25m in 2018, a growth of 1,000 percent. The 
research found that the introduction of routines from 
both Amazon and Google means that voice assistants 
are now the most convenient way to combine desired 
actions in the smart home, creating a more cohesive user 
experience across the smart home ecosystem.

Editor-in-Chief: 
Katia Lang

London Becomes Home to World’s First Crypto Sculpture
The UK is displaying the world’s first public sculpture 

dedicated to the rapidly growing cryptocurrency 
ecosystem. Crypto Connection – powered by Eidoo, 
created by contemporary artist Federico Clapis and 
commissioned by the multi-currency crypto wallet and 
hybrid exchange Eidoo, is an imposing three meter 
bronze statue that poses questions about the future of 
global financing and the impact cryptocurrencies will 
have on future generations.

 The piece encourages onlookers to think about the current 
crypto hype in a new way, and Eidoo had the statue erected to 
target a wider public outside the financial sector to contemplate 
what the future may look like operating with a new kind of 
digital currency. Crypto Connection, situated prominently at 
Observation Point on London’s Southbank between the OXO 
Tower and the BFI, has been deemed one of the most ambitious 
marketing projects in the crypto world to date.

Photo: cryptonomist.ch
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FINANCIAL INCLUSION

Continued from page 1

The financial industry is facing huge changes, with 
innovations in cryptocurrencies, blockchain and AI coming 
through. The scope of future possibilities seems limitless 
and exciting. That’s all great stuff, but, on the flipside of that, 
it is estimated that 2 billion working age adults worldwide - 
that is over half the global adult population - are financially 
excluded. That doesn’t mean that they weren’t able to join in 
with the latest hot crypto sale. No, it means they don’t hold an 
account at a formal financial institution. 

What is financial inclusion?

The World Bank defines financial inclusion as individuals 
and businesses having ‘access to useful and affordable 
financial products and services that meet their needs 
– transactions, payments, savings, credit and insurance – 
delivered in a responsible and sustainable way.’

Living in the UK, you might think that financial inclusion 
is not an issue that is relevant to you, but you’d be wrong - 1.5 
million adults in the UK are unbanked.

Being financially included opens the door to financial 
security and independence. It allows the individual to save, 
take out an affordable loan or mortgage and grow a business. 
Financial exclusion is a cycle - the more marginalised a person 
is, the harder it will be for them to enter the system, the more 
marginalised they’ll become. This cycle is likely to continue 
with their children, grandchildren and so forth. 

How did we get here?

Reasons for financial exclusion vary from country to 
country and from person to person. What it comes down 
to is the paradox of paradoxes - it’s really expensive to be 
poor. In many countries, opening a bank account costs 
money. In America, for example, you even have to pay every 
time you want to take your own money out of your own 
account. This might have something to do with the fact that 
7 percent of households in the US (1 out of 13) are unbanked. 
Additionally, for households with a limited income, the risk 
of going into overdraft is ever present. Unplanned overdraft 
fees can be crippling to those who already struggle.

Having a wad of cash under your mattress encounters no 
extra charges, which is why many choose this option instead. 
But, of course, this is not without its risks either.

The world’s poor currently operate in what is known as 
the informal economy. Saving, borrowing and day-to-day 
expenses are managed not through recognised financial 
institutions, but through cash-in-hand transactions, 
pawnbrokers, moneylenders, relatives or, indeed, keeping 
cash hidden in the home. The odds of losing the money, 
either through fraud or theft, are extremely high. Speaking of 
extremely high, loan repayment rates in these situations are 
also just that. Of course, the money lenders cannot really be 
held accountable for this, as many lendees have no formal 
identification or credit history, and so the risk of loaning to 
them is considered significant. 

Which brings us swiftly to another prevalent issue - a lack 
of credit history making it difficult, and often impossible, to 
get good rates on a loan, open a bank account or even set 
up an account with a utilities company (many low income 

households use meters, 
which end up being 
much more expensive to 
run. Again, the paradox 
of poverty’s additional 
cost). But if you can’t 
afford to get on the 
financial services ladder, 
as it were, then how are 
you going to get a record 
of your financial history? 
In many countries, 
you also need proof 
of address to open a 
bank account, but if 
you pay for everything 
in cash, how can you 
obtain that? The cycle 
continues.

To really understand the issue, we have to understand 
the reasons poverty exists in the first place. Of course, it will 
take much more than one newspaper article to cover that 
topic, but the underlying driver can be summed up as wealth 
disparity. Sofie Blakstad, Founder and CEO of financial trust 
platform hiveonline, explains - “Wealth disparity is caused 
by income disparity, but accumulates more. So a few people 
are earning half of the world’s wealth, and half of the world 
is earning nothing. Income inequality in itself is not the issue 
- it is actually the perpetuation of wealth inequality, which 
comes back to taxation.”

The solution for this is not something that we are likely 
to see in our lifetime. However, much can be done through 
empowering individuals, in all countries, to be financially 
independent and secure. Hiveonline is one company helping 
to do just that. It allows customers to enter into contractual 
arrangements, either with their customers or with financial 
institutions, and works on a system of reputation building. 
The good thing about reputation, is that you can take it with 
you wherever you go, allowing people the freedom to travel 
without having to start building their financial identity up 
from scratch again. The idea of measuring a person’s credit 
‘worthiness’ by their character, and not their financial history, 
is a visionary one and might just open the door to people 
who have so far had it repeatedly slammed in their face. 

What else can be done?

Financial inclusion doesn’t just feed on poverty. Sometimes 
it is a choice that stems from a lack of trust in the government 
and, by extension, in the country’s financial institutes (which 
are often controlled by or linked to the government). 

Not deterred by the challenge, more and more companies 
are launching initiatives aimed at empowering individuals, 
mostly in the developing world. One of the most successful 
of those is the Kenyan mobile-based service M-Pesa, which, 
according to a 2016 report published in Science magazine, 
has lifted 194,000 Kenyans out of poverty since its launch. 
That number is bound to be higher now.

Digital neobanks like the UAE’s Now Money and Brazil’s 
SmartMEI also help both individuals and small businesses 
manage their financial transaction in a more sustainable way. 

But the change doesn’t end with actual financial 
transactions. Countries where most citizens operate in the 
informal economy more often than not are plagued with high 
levels of corruption. People who don’t make money as part of 
a formal economy, don’t pay tax. When the government has 

no money coming in, it cannot pay its employees a decent 
wage or run services in the country properly. This all leads to 
a free-for-all, which can be dangerous in every conceivable 
sense of the word.

In 2009, M-Pesa helped reveal that police officers in 
Afghanistan were having a large chuck of their paid-in-cash 
salary ‘shaved off’ by their superiors. Which is exactly why 
access to formal digital services is so crucial - the opportunity 
for fraud is almost non existent.  

 In Ghana, where 90 percent of agricultural lands are 
undocumented, it can take two years to get a mortgage. 
Several companies, such as Bitland and Land Layby Holdings, 
are using blockchain to end corruption and simplify 
procedures. Schemes like these will give regular people, 
including government workers, the opportunity to purchase 
a house on just their base salary, without the need to 
receive, or hand out, bribes. As more people enter the formal 
economy, their lifestyle will improve and their country will 
benefit from an increased GDP. 

Many people within the industry are recognising 
blockchain’s potential as a game-changer across the 
board. “Blockchain solves the problem of manipulation. 
When I speak about it in the West, people say they trust 
Google, Facebook, or their banks. But the rest of the world 
doesn’t trust organisations and corporations that much 
— I mean Africa, India, Eastern Europe, or Russia. It’s not 
about the places where people are really rich. Blockchain’s 
opportunities are the highest in the countries that haven’t 
reached that level yet,” Ethereum inventor, Vitalik Buterin, 
explains.

Mihai Ivascu, Serial social-impact blockchain entrepreneur 
and Founder & CEO of blockchain-based platform Modex, 
believes that “at a time when we face division across political 
and socio economic lines, blockchain technology has the 
potential to become a great equaliser, because, by definition, 
blockchain overcomes any limitations, by giving everyone 
a chance to get involved. Blockchain - and cryptocurrencies 
- make it easier for people in general, and consumers 
specifically, to be better protected from potential abuse, 
and ensures that everyone gets treated fairly by big financial 
providers, no matter what part of the world they’re from, or 
their situation.” 

Even politicians are getting onboard the blockchain and 
crypto train. Al Gore was quoted as saying “When bitcoin 
currency is converted from currency into cash, that interface 
has to remain under some regulatory safeguards. I think the 
fact that within the bitcoin universe an algorithm replaces 

Infographic: World Bank Group
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FINANCIAL INCLUSION

The British Irony: 
London as the 

European financial 
hub and home of 

financial exclusion

AGATHE BARCELO

the unique opportunity to meet some of the most active 
promoters of financial inclusion in the UK. These fintech 
leaders have shared their views on their mission, the 
problems that they are aiming to solve and the current 
limits and challenges that they are encountering along the 
way. 

Iwoca CEO, Christoph Rieche, shared his goal: “The 
dream that I had and the dream that I share with anyone 
joining the company is that in 2020 the Office of National 
Statistics would state that the GDP growth was much 
higher thanks to small businesses growth.” Iwoca facilitates 
finance and credit primarily to SMEs, through a very simple 
and straightforward system of credit business performance 
and assessment. This easy process, and the very strong 
emphasis given to SMEs, is what differentiates them from 
their competitors, as Rieche illustrated - “we are all about 
small businesses. We put them first, we deliver them with 
high quality customer services and we help them access 
finance and have money in their bank account within 
hours of their application.”

AIRE is another company that is helping to foster 
financial inclusion through its technological capabilities. 
AIRE has a different focus to that of Iwoca, as they are 
primarily concerned with giving a credit scoring to 
underwriting credit tools, assisting people to spend 
responsibly and be able to easily access other financial 
products. Very interestingly, AIRE emphasised their aim to 
reach a broader scope of financially-excluded individuals, 
which transcends the ‘unbanked’ notion: “This isn’t just 
about those who are underbanked, but in many cases they 
are thin-file customers who might be younger millennials 
that have just entered the financial system.”

Another well-known company that helps to promote 
financial inclusion is Transferwise. The company was a 
pioneer in reducing financial transactions costs, as clearly 
stated in their mission statement - ‘to make moving money 
be as easy and cheap as sending an email.’ Financial 
inclusion, in this case, became a positive outcome of an 
innovative and technologically friendly business model 
and, most importantly, the emergence of companies 
like Transferwise is inspiring traditional and established 
financial institutions that are trying to emulate this 
model. Arun Tharmarajah, Head of European Banking at 
TransferWise, shared that “recently Barclays changed their 
online banking service to make their 2.75 percent exchange 
rate mark-up clearer to the customer - that’s pretty amazing 
when you consider where the banks were a few years ago. 
We’d love to see the rest of the industry following suit.”

 The government is also starting to become aware of 
the benefits of fintech companies in promoting financial 
accessibility, as can be seen through initiatives like 
Fintech for All from Tech City UK, which awarded fintech 
companies whose purpose was concerned with enhancing 
financial access.

Fintech companies and technological advancement have 
opened up the possibility of choosing between a greater 
array of services and products for unbanked customers, 
who would not have been able to access traditional 
financial services otherwise. They provide an increased 
scope of choice and value benefits through the introduction 
of many products, platforms, and a reduction of the role 
of intermediaries. Enthusiasts and industry experts alike 
can even envision countries existing in the future with no 
reliance on paper-based currencies, eradicating structural 
problems of corruption and crime. The continued 
development of fintech will likely provide a wild array of 
financial inclusion possibilities and solutions, both in the 
UK and worldwide. •

Financial inclusion is a global problem; and although it is 
often associated with emerging economies in Africa and South 
America, developed countries with an established financial 
system also exhibit this structural issue. Paradoxically, the 
UK – European financial hub and world fintech centre – faces 
numerous challenges with regards to financial inclusion.

What does ‘financial inclusion’ really mean? 
The World Bank states that ‘financial inclusion means 

that individuals and businesses have access to useful and 
affordable financial products and services that meet their 
needs – transactions, payments, savings, credit and insurance 
– delivered in a responsible and sustainable way.’ And 
according to the Financial Inclusion Commission, financially 
excluded people are a ‘segment of the population that has 
a need for greater access to financial products and/or a need 
to improve their money management skills’. Access to and 
management of finance are problems that very often overlap.

What are the key facts of financial inclusion in 
the UK?

The UK exhibits many of the problems that foment 
financial exclusion. This is paradoxical, when you consider 
the central prominence of London in the financial services 
sector.

1. Banking: internationally, the UK is ranked ninth in the 
world in terms of banking inclusion by the World Bank. 
Translated to numbers, 1.5 million adults remain unbanked 
in Britain today.  

2. Credit: the level of unsecured consumer credit has 
tripled in the past 20 years, from £51.8 billion in 1993 to 
£160.4 billion in 2014. It is estimated that 49-64 percent of 
households in the UK hold some form of unsecured credit.  

3. Savings: there are 13 million people in the UK who do 
not have enough savings to support them for one month if 
they experienced a 25 percent cut in income, and only 41 
percent of British households are saving. UK citizens save less 
than almost any other country in the EU.

How is fintech helping financial inclusion in the 
UK?

Fortunately, technology is playing a central role in 
fostering financial inclusion in the UK. Fintech companies 
are undeniably helping to expand the reach of finance at a 
global level. However, financial inclusion might not be the 
primary goal of those fintech companies. The possibility 
to use technology that reduces costs and expands financial 
accessibility turns financial inclusion in to a positive 
externality of fintech development. The Fintech Times had 

the function of the government is actually pretty cool.”, 
while former PM David Cameron said “Obviously you’ve 
got amazing opportunity using blockchain technology in 
areas like banking and finance and insurance, but I think 
some of the public policy applications are potentially 
transformational.”

On the other side of the blockchain revolution, 
Santander has estimated that the technology could save 
banks £16b per year in admin costs, which can help bring 
the cost of traditional financial services down, helping a 
wider margin of people take that route as well.

Technological advancements mean that even people 
in the most remote corners of the globe can benefit 
from access better services. Apollo Agriculture is using 
agronomic machine learning, remote sensing, and mobile 
phones to help farmers in emerging markets maximise 
their efficiency and scalability.

While fintechs and other private companies can make 
drastic changes in the global financial landscape, they 
will need support from official bodies. That support 
is forthcoming in the form of the World Bank Group’s 
Universal Financial Access 2020 initiative. Launched in 

“Kenya’s M-Pesa 
proves that 

when people are 
empowered, they 

will use digital 
tech to innovate 

on their own 
behalf”
Bill Gates

Continued from page 3

2015, the initiative has the ambitious goal of assisting 
1 billion adults (so, half of the currently unbanked 
population) to gain access to a transaction account by 
2020.

In the UK, The Financial Inclusion Commission - an 
independent body of experts and parliamentarians - is 
aiming to eradicate financial exclusion in the country 
altogether by the 2020 general election. 

There is no denying that the road to equality - financial 
or otherwise - remains a long one. However, new 
technologies, and the inspirational people who are 
willing and able to use them to make the world just that 
little bit better for everyone, deserve to be celebrated. • 
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THE LAST THING THE WORLD NEEDS 
RIGHT NOW IS ANOTHER BANK

FINANCIAL INCLUSION

We caught up with Sofie Blakstad, Founder and CEO 
of hiveonline, in Amsterdam, where she was speaking 
at Money20/20. She told us about the groundbreaking 
work Hiveonline is doing, and how it might just help put a 
stop to government corruption in the developing world.

Tell us a bit about you.

I spent most of my career building banks, and then a few 
years ago I met the guy who is now building our blockchain 
platform, and we decided the last thing the world needs is 
another bank, because there are so many people out there, 
especially the smallest businesses, who don’t get supported 
well by banks. 

Small businesses everywhere have the same problems - 
cash flow, administration, and, most of all, trust - the smaller 
the business, the harder it is to prove you’re trustworthy.

Hiveonline is a platform that is delivered over the phone, 
which enables our customers to enter into contractual 
arrangements, either with their customers or with financial 
institutions, to show that they’re delivering what they said 
they’ll deliver, and to get paid. It handles everything from 
quotes through to invoices, or from agreement through 
to fulfillment, without the business having to do any 
paperwork, which helps with the admin side. Our reputation 
system measures what they do - so we don’t use any reviews, 
thumbs up, or star ratings. 

How do you measure reputation?

Through what they do on our platform, as well as other 
non-traditional pieces of information, such as phone 
and company records. So we build a very rich reputation 
depending on how well they deliver.

What about the issue of trust, especially for 
someone who is new to a country?

This is the advantage of reputations, because you can 
take them wherever you go. Trust means different things to 
different communities, so how we present that trust to your 
customers and your lenders may vary in different countries, 
but you take your trust score with you, you take your 
reputation with you.

For example, what’s late in Denmark is probably somewhat 
different to what is late in Ghana - Africa runs at a slightly 
different pace - but what goes into deciding whether you’re 
late or not is the same information. So the data is the same, 
it’s just being able to configure it a little differently in different 
countries. What that means is that if you build up a reputation 
in your country, you can take it somewhere else, especially if 
it’s an adjacent country or a country with a similar culture. 

Who are you targeting with this platform? 

We have two main markets - in developed economies, 

such as Denmark and Sweden, which are our main markets, 
our clients are people who don’t work in offices. So, small 
to micro businesses in areas like construction, catering, 
agriculture and logistics - typically fewer than four people 
in the business, and they don’t have someone doing admin 
or invoicing. Usually, the head of the business has to do 
everything, so partnering with us takes all that work out. It 
also means they can fit in their financial administration while 
they’re on site, so they don’t have to visit the bank on their 
accountant.  

The other big market we have is small to micro businesses 
in developing economies, which typically don’t have access 
to financial services at all. In the countries we’re targeting, 
roughly 80 percent of businesses don’t have a bank account 
and many lack formal identification - this means that they 
are usually subject to extremely exploitative rates from local 
lenders. To be fair, the lenders have problems validating these 
customers, because they don’t have bank accounts and they 
don’t have ID. So it’s a very expensive way of lending money 
and it’s a very expensive way of borrowing money. Using our 
reputation system and our automated contracts, as well as our 
crypto currency, we can take out much of the risk of default, 
and most of the admin cost as well, so we can bring down the 
cost of lending for these communities.

How big is your team?

We have three co-founders and eight team members. I am 
based in Copenhagen; Rob, our CTO, is based in Sydney; and 
Matt, the COO, is in Stockholm with a few team members. 
We also have a team in Kiev. We’re all used to running several 
countries at once, so it’s a natural space for us. 

What do you define as the major issues of 
financial inclusion? How do you feel about the 
talk of people in Africa having not enough food 
to eat, vs. people in Britain not having access to 
financial services?

The problems are the same everywhere. We specifically 
target people who run businesses, but obviously in 
developing countries many of those businesses are in a 
developing economy, and effectively what you get is an 
individual who is selling something, or growing something. 
In developed economies, there certainly are large numbers 
of financially excluded people, and the reasons they are 
excluded are fundamentally the same. It’s due to a lack of cash 
and the cost of having a bank account - the cost of everything. 
As we know, being poor is really expensive, wherever you are. 
If you’re in the UK and you have a pay-as-you-go gas meter, 
it costs nearly twice as much as a standard gas supply. So the 
same problems apply to communities everywhere. We’ve 
been talking to the Bank of England about bringing our work 
to the UK, but that’s quite a long way down the road for us at 
the moment.

What about the US?

The US is so far off our radar, which is a shame because 
seven percent of US customers are unbanked. In cities like 
Miami, it’s as high as 16 percent. That’s because the cost of 

having a bank account 
is so high, and the 
barriers are so high. 
You need a stable 
income.

With both 
the UK and 
the US, the 
problem 
of financial 
inclusion is 
the same as it 
is in Ghana - if 
you haven’t got a 
validated address or 
proof you are who you say 
you are, and if you haven’t got a financial history, you can’t 
get a bank account. Whether you’re growing yams in South 
East Asia, or you’re a mechanic in Florida - this is the reality. 
The divide between rich and poor in America and access to 
health care and clean water makes it more like a developing 
country every day. The US is the only developed economy 
where people are bankrupt because of health problems - it’s 
just shocking. So my heart goes out, I’d love to go to the US, 
but we’re starting with some of the areas where there are 80 
percent unbanked and a lot of government challenges. 

One of the advantages of our solution is, because we’re 
digitising people’s transactions, we can also help people 
to save. We can create interest bearing accounts on their 
phone, which will keep adding wealth, and we can give them 
access to things like micro insurance and pensions - bring 
them into the formal economy. This means that not only do 
they get access to things like land rights, identity and credit 
history, which is obviously great for them because it means 
they can reduce their cost of lending etc, it also means the 
government starts getting taxation. That might sound like the 
evil hammer coming down on the poor farmer, but actually 
they’ll be paying less and gaining more by being a formal 
economy business. And as the government starts securing 
the latest tax revenues, that means you take away both the 
need and opportunity for corruption in the government. If 
you’re a government where 90 percent of your economy is 
informal, you’re not getting tax revenues and you can’t get 
anything done without taking bribes. That means that these 
economies are not able to function effectively, whether they 
want to or not.

Why did you start with Denmark?

Denmark is a great market for us for a number of reasons. 
First of all, workers in this sector already use electronic 
payments, which is an important factor for us. Mobile pay 
is a huge thing - if I buy a Christmas tree from a guy’s shed, 
he’s using mobile pay, charity collectors use mobile pay, so 
there’s very little barrier to overcome. If I go to a builder in the 
UK and say - ‘I’m going to digitise all of your payments’, that 
would present a huge adoption barrier, because a lot of these 
guys are on the black market. It’s the same with Germany. 
Whereas with Denmark, Sweden, the Nordics in general, and 
Benelux - there’s a very high use of digitised solutions in these 
sectors, so that obviously means that our adoption barriers 
are very low.

Editor-In-Chief
INTERVIEW BY KATIA LANG
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These are also countries where the population is quite 
highly educated and comfortable with digital solutions, and 
also where community is very important - because we’re very 
much about community trust, it’s a good place for us to go 
into.

This is a complete contrast to our customers in developing 
economies, who prefer digital solution because at the 
moment all they use is cash, which is very risky. We hear 
classic stories about customers who, as soon as they get a 
large amount of cash, their friends and relatives hear about 
it and suddenly the cash is gone. Of course, if you store it 
securely on a mobile device, it’s much harder for those friends 
and family to get it out of you. There is a wonderful story 
about a guy who was promoted to being a judge - a colleague 
of mine met him at a conference - and he was really upset 
about being promoted. My colleague said - ‘why? This is 
fantastic!’ and the guy said - ‘no, you don’t understand. When 
I get home, my house will be filled with all of my family and 
all of my neighbours, trying to cream something off me.’ This 
is what happens when you get higher pay in these poorer 
communities. 

This is not the only reason there is quite a high default rate 
on micro loans, the other reason is because the rates are so 
high - typically between 40 and 600 percent interest. Also, 
using cash, there are huge risks at every point of the delivery. 
So, the field agents might say - ‘I’ve given the loan to Mary’, 
and put the cash in their pocket - there’s no way of telling. 
Those sorts of things mean that people are very accepting of 
digital solutions. As we’ve seen with M-PESA in Kenya, even 

though the solution is not particularly good and it’s quite 
expensive to use, it’s still better than cash. So adoption in 
those countries is as strong as it is in the very developed 
countries, which are all digitised.

If you look at the background economics, it is really 
interesting. A country like the UK and a country like 
Denmark culturally are very similar - they share a sense 
of humour, they share a lifestyle. But, actually, the 
behaviour of consumers with regards to digitisation in 
these sectors is very different. It’s really fascinating.

Who are your competitors in this space?

We don’t have any competitors, but we have a few 
partners, who are in the same space as us. We’re working 
closely with a company called Solara, which is working 
on tokenising solar energy. They’re based in Australia 
and the project is called Solara Digital Village. We are 
also working with customers is Ghana on a number of 
different projects. There are other people doing similar 
things to us, but I don’t regard them as competitors 
because the problem is so big, it’s going to take a village. 
There are not that many blockchain companies involved 
in social impact, so the more there are, the better for 
us all. It’s an area that the big guys could go into if 
they wanted to, but we’re working very much at the 
grassroots level, and they are at the corporate level.

Finally, do you think it’s possible to stop corruption?
It’s need and opportunity - those are the two drivers 

of any socio-economic structure. You need both to 
make it work - if you’ve got the need and you start 
shutting down the opportunity, then you just find other 
opportunities. But if you can take away the need, you 
might make it.

In Ghana, we’re working with a company that is 
building low-cost sustainable housing for government 
workers. We’re working on the financial instrument 
that they can use so that they can afford these houses 
without having to sell their grandmother. In Ghana, it 
take two years to get a mortgage because it’s so corrupt, 
but we’re working with a company there that is putting 
land registry on the blockchain. There’s all sorts of 
stuff going on that makes it easy and affordable for 
government workers to get their dream house, but on 
their own government salary. So if you take away the 
need, by giving people more benefits in kind, there is 
no call for corruption. The reason salaries are low in the 
first place is because the government has no liquidity. 
So, again, if you can get more taxation coming into 
the system, salaries go up, lifestyles go up, the desire 
and need to be corrupt actually reduces. Corruption is 
largely cultural, but the reason this has arisen is because 
of the tax deficit - the fact you can’t get anything done 
because there isn’t enough money basically, so part of it 
is about culture, but culture arises as a result of the given 
situation. 

We’re trying to address the real cause of the problem, 
and not just the symptoms. Addressing the symptoms 
doesn’t give you long-term transformation. We can 
trace currencies, we can take out the middleman, we 
can expose people who are overcharging customers - 
but you’re not going to take out corruption if none of 
that filters down to the cause, which is that there is not 
enough money in the economy. So by locking money 
into the economy, which is what we’re doing with these 
currencies, you can actually take away much of the real 
cause as well. •

Continued from page 5

Sweden is a success 
story when it comes to 
financial inclusion - 
almost 100 percent 
have a bank account. 
But, at the same time, 
we have new issues 
instead, mainly because 
cash usage is falling, which 
means that many shops 
no longer accept it. It costs a lot of 
money to take cash, and it’s simply not viable for 
them. So some people who rely on cash, like the 
elderly and people with disabilities, are finding it 
increasingly difficult to lead their life. This is a new 
form of financial exclusion within the most financial 
inclusive society on earth - it’s paradoxical.

The most important thing is that we’ve had a 
strong government that has a great deal of trust 
among the population, which facilitates trust in all 
kinds of transactions - you trust in society in a way. 

In the 19th century, there were both initiatives 
from the government trying to get people to save, 
and also a savings bank popular movement, so 
this trust has been building for a long time. It has to 
do with building up strong and non corrupt state 
bureaucracies and overall democratisation. These 
are hugely complex process - if we knew how to do 
it simply, we would do it everywhere. It took a long 
time, but that doesn’t mean it has to take a long time 
in another country - it’s difficult to know. You can 
write whole books, or become a professor, just to 
answer the question of how to do this. 

Financial inclusion was fostered by both 
government and the public sector - what we’ve 
seen is a very high degree of interaction between 
the private and the public sector. You need both, 
sometimes they collaborate, and sometimes they 
have a healthy competition - it’s all important. •

GABRIEL SODERBERG
FINANCIAL STABILITY ADVISOR

SVERIGES RIKSBANK

Financial inclusion 
was fostered by 
both government 

and the public 
sector - what 

we’ve seen is a 
very high degree of 
interaction between 
the private and the 

public sector.

The developed world has been 
asset stripping the developing 
world for natural resources, 

people, labour, even sunshine 
and oil, for hundreds of years. 
And they’re still doing it, only 
it’s gotten more efficient now. 

So that’s a big issue. This is 
something that cannot be solved 

overnight, but what we can 
do is make the flow of finance 
transparent, by using crypto 

currencies, so we can at least see 
where the money is going. We’re 
working on currency design for 
sub-saharan Africa, where any 

exchange of currency outside the 
local economy will result in a 

tax going back into the economy. 
So you can still sell goods and 
services outside of the home 

economy, but it benefits anyway. 
It’s keeping the wealth where it is 

produced.

- Sofie Blakstad
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is that the global schemes will continue to play a part, in 
partnership with others. A very simple example is prepaid 
cards, which can be a great on-ramp to joining the formal 
economy. One can transfer salaries and social benefits onto 
them. Cardholders no longer have to carry their full salary 
in cash with them, and if the card gets lost it can be replaced 
and the money is still available. That is also a great security 
benefit. Some of the smaller players bring innovation that is 
excellent for creating flexibility in the market and identifying 
niche areas that can be suitable for those who are currently 
unbanked. 

What technologies are the most effective in involving 
people in financial markets and financial services?

I think there will be moves in terms of peer-to-peer 
payments, community lending and microfinance, looking at 
specific insurance products that have a greater understanding 
of individual risk, rather than just relying on a computer 
to say yes or no. I think artificial intelligence will also help 
understand individual clients’ needs. Data analytics is only 
going to increase in terms of providing services and products 
that people want, but it’s going to be more individual and 
more specific, rather than a big global approach. 

What do you think payment systems would look like in the 
future? Do you believe companies like Visa and Mastercard 
will survive in, say, twenty years time?

The obvious answer is yes. We know that over 80 percent 
of global transactions still take place in cash, so we have a big 
opportunity to move some of that onto electronic payments. 
There is a lot of innovation happening in this space. At 
Mastercard we are constantly innovating, embedding new 
technology in our products and solutions, whether it is 
biometric authentication or the development of the latest 
anti-fraud mechanisms.Ultimately, it is about ensuring that 
consumer and business have a smooth and secure payment 
experience. 

How are you planning to develop your technology to keep 
up with innovation in the market?

We obviously strive to meet the needs of our financial 
partners, our cardholders and our retailers and other 
merchants accepting payments with our products. At 
the same time, our role is to ensure the security of those 
payments. All financial institutions have a huge challenge 
to try and combat fraud, and I think that is one of our 
major areas of growth - looking to support those financial 
partners with technology, with AI and with data analytics to 
understand and immediately alert those financial institutions 
and customers when there is fraud, and to try to ensure that 
the impact of that fraud is minimised. Whether it’s ID fraud, 
banking fraud or traditional theft by other means, Mastercard 
has an important role to play in increasing the level of 
security, so technology is always going to be a part of that 
speed and quality of service, and, increasingly, also security. 

What do you think would be the bank for the future, in 10 
or 15 years?

The future is digital. In the future, banks and other entities 
will have to offer the products and solutions that customers 
need in a world where the majority of transactions will take 
place in the digital space. Customers want to navigate their 
finances in a secure and seamless, smooth manner. So digital 
offerings that can be used across multiple devices in any 
location will be key. 

Also, distributed ledger technology is coming in a big way. 
Blockchain and distributed ledger process will provide a very 
significant part of the future in terms of supply chain, tracking 
of payments and identification of payments. •

We caught up with Ian Taylor, VP of Business 
Development for Europe, Government and Public 
Sector at Mastercard, within the Finclusion UA 
Forum by Mastercard in Ukraine, and spoke about 
the role Mastercard is taking in realising global 
financial inclusion and how he sees the future of the 
payment industry.

Do you think financial inclusion will become the core of 
banking and the finance industry?

I think it’s a very clear objective for all of the financial 
institutions and governments around the world. I’m not 
sure they’re all considering it as their number one priority, as 
they have to address many different issues for their citizens 
and their customers, depending on whether they are the 
government or a commercial organisation. But I travel all 
around Europe and everywhere I go I hear financial inclusion 
is one of the most important future aspects, not only to bring 
excluded citizens into the formal economy, but also to assist 
those who already have basic facilities to use those facilities 
more. 

Do you have any figures about the unbanked population 
globally?

Around two billion adults don’t have access to the formal 
financial system. In Europe, the figure is above 130 million, 
which represents somewhere between 15 to 18 percent of 
adults.

Which countries in Europe are mostly unbanked?
I don’t have a list of individual countries, but most 

unbanked people are based in CIS countries, and Eastern 
Europe more broadly. However, there are also large numbers 
in the south of Europe. Mediterranean countries have 
high numbers of unbanked people because there’s a large 
proportion of rural citizens, who find they have less access to 
formal financial systems.

People in Eastern Europe are well educated, and they have 
access to global payment systems like Visa and Mastercard. 
What are the reasons so many are unbanked?

There are several reasons, but in Eastern European markets 
sometimes it’s the question of individuals feeling they don’t 
have enough money. In a lot of markets, you have to have a 
minimum level of income to open an account, and it costs 
money, so family members may end up sharing one account 
between them. 

In some cases it’s also a choice. In more developed markets, 
for example in the UK, there are comparatively few unbanked 
people, but the majority of them are unbanked by choice. 
They don’t want to engage in the formal financial economy - I 
think sometimes it’s a question of trust. 

How do you create this trust and who are the stakeholders 
who can do it most effectively?

Very often in a banking system there is a guarantee - if the 
bank goes bankrupt, then the money is guaranteed up to a 

‘Financial inclusion is key to every 
country’s economic growth’

certain amount. But often people do not trust financial or 
governmental institutions. That may be something that will 
take time to change. No one is saying that financial inclusion 
will happen in one or two years. Sweden has been on the 
journey since 1950 and, 70 years later, they’ve achieved nearly 
full inclusion. If a market is at 50 percent inclusion, it could 
be another 20 years before we reach the same levels. So it’s 
always a long process, but the elements are in place at the 
moment, I think, in terms of education, of providing relevant 
products and trying to ensure that people have guarantees 
that their money will be safe. 

Is financial inclusion mostly the question of social 
responsibility or it’s more about business focus? Ant 
Financial in China is an excellent example of the project 
based on social needs and it covered more than 200 million 
users?

I think it’s a bit of everything. Most governments put 
financial inclusion at the top of their priority list, because 
they know from the evidence of every other country in the 
world that it leads to an increase in GDP, an increase in the 
level of collected tax and a reduction in the cost of cash. So 
there’s a motivation, which is not only financial, but also 
societal and cultural.

On the commercial side, private organisations have to 
find and develop responsible business cases. At the same 
time, many have a very firm commitment to corporate social 
responsibility (CSR). At Mastercard, we have imbedded 
inclusion into our business. We are not treating it as a CSR 
project. We believe that this is a better way to ensure that 
inclusion projects get the attention and resources needed to 
have a substantial impact. So, both the public and the private 
sector have a role to play.

Which stakeholders do you think will be the most 
successful in realising financial inclusion, and what do you 
think your role is, as a global payment system? 

Mastercard as a global corporation has an objective to 
include 500 million more people into the formal financial 
sector by 2020. So we see it as a business goal. It is part of 
our duty and strategy - to increase and encourage financial 
inclusion. But this is a goal that requires partnership. It is not 
something that one player can achieve alone. So my hope 

Science Editor
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“We have an ambition to be a 
global company. My vision is 

that we want to serve two billion 
people in the next ten years by 
using technology, by working 

together with partners to serve 
those underserved. How will the 
company do this? By leveraging 

all of the key technologies of 
today: cloud, data analytics and 

distributed ledgers. All these 
technologies will be used to bring 

more, a high level of security”

Eric Jing, CEO at Ant Financial 
Davos, January 2017

Ant Financial: 
Financial inclusivity 
based on social 
responsibility

We chatted to Scott Bales, Managing 
Director at Innovation Labs Asia, about 
the challenge of financial inclusion globally 
and the ways in which it can be overcome.

What do you think is the best way for 
businesses to achieve financial inclusion?

The most important thing, in my opinion, 
is empathy. The worst thing any bank can 
do now is just try and build. When you’re a 
banker, and you have 30 years of experience 
doing payments in a particular way, you 
need to consider that it may not be the right 
way for the market. So if you take the time to 
understand the market, to empathise with 
the needs and pain points, you’ll build better 
services. 

Something that has driven growth in 
countries like Kenya and Bangladesh is 
having ecosystems that don’t require a 
smartphone - they work on an old Nokia 
phone. Even though Nokia has been out of 
the handset business for some time, their 
phones still sell very well in some developing 
markets. In those cases, they’ve actually made 
the technologies work on things like SMS or 
USSD - really basic level technologies. The 
key is to understand people’s needs and 
what technology they already have, and then 
design the product to fit.

I’d encourage the Central Bank not to 
overburden the ecosystem with regulation - 
allow them to find what’s right for the market 
first, but still ensure that there is consumer 
protection and trust. These things can be 
upheld while allowing innovation - it’s just a 
matter of finding the balance. 

Do you think financial inclusion is only 
relevant for emerging markets, or also for 
developed market, like the US?

There’s the reality, and there’s the bias. The 
reality is that financial inclusion is as big a 
problem in the US as it is in the Nigeria, for 
example. The challenge is that people take 
a humanitarian angle - that’s the bias. So 
organisations would rather help Nigeria than 
the US, because they see the US as stronger - it 
can help itself. 

Social responsibility is a huge motivator in 
encouraging financial inclusion, and it’s how 
you get organisations like the World Bank 
involved, but it shouldn’t be the only reason. 
It has to make good business sense, otherwise 

OPINION

“You have 
to think like 
a bank and 
dance like a 

telco”

the momentum and interest will fade and 
the business will be shut down, which is not 
good for anyone. 

In your opinion, what 
are the best cases for 

financial inclusion 
globally?

The best models 
are what we call - 
‘think like a bank, 

dance like a telco’; 
you think like the 

ecosystem of a bank, 
but you do distribution and 

product like a telco does, and fuse the best 
of both worlds together. It’s a very successful 
model all around the world, where the 
bank manages the risk, the capital and the 
compliance and then contracts with a third 
party, typically a telco, for part distribution 
and customer acquisition. It’s a good model 
because the telco has a contractual obligation 
to uphold the regulatory obligations of the 
bank, but it still has the ability to actually go 
and distribute the product.

The other case is the app based one, the 
WeChat model, where it doesn’t necessarily 
have to be a bank. It’s embedding simple 
financial services into an app that is already in 
your everyday life, like a messaging platform 
or social media. The most popular apps in 
daily life are the best for embedding financial 
services, especially apps that connect people. 
That ecosystem in itself has a high element 
of trust, so if we’re already connected and 
we chat every day, I trust you enough to send 
you money. It’s a carry over of daily trust into 
financial trust.

Do you think blockchain will help 
encourage financial inclusion?

One of the biggest challenges in the current 
financial system is that, in many countries, 
trust in the system is not great. Blockchain 
can help overcome that by the core ledger 
being owned by nobody - the ledger itself 
is a verifier, with or without the banks. This 
is particularly important in countries where 
the banking system has a bad history. That 
said, while blockchain is a very promising 
technology, it still doesn’t have global 
acceptance as a normal part of life. So even 
though it has a big upside, there is execution 
risk, which means a lot of people will not 
choose it right now. 

Finally, what do you think the unbanked 
population globally will look like in ten 
years?

If we look at the year 2030, my hope is 
that the percentage excluded is half what it is 
today. •

Proper financial inclusion is directly linked to 
social responsibility - we can’t aim for financial 
inclusion without the intention to make the 
world a better place. Bearing this in mind, we’ve 
reviewed the global case for financial inclusion 
from the Chinese group Ant Financial.

Ant Financial, along with its associated 
holding company the Alibaba Group, has an 
unusually high (for Chinese companies) level 
of social responsibility. All of its activities are 
aimed at making the world a better place. It’s 
an approach that has enabled the company 
to become China’s leading payments 
provider.

The core mission of Ant Financial is using 
technology to improve society: “As a tech 
company, what we want to do and are 
currently doing is to use technology to bring 
society back to the origin of human beings: 
simple, equal and free.” Their business model 
is based on three basic principles: an equal 
society, an inclusive economy and a green 
environment. 

Ant Financial’s case promotes an 
interesting idea for solving issues of solvency 
and prosperity as the basis for achieving 
financial inclusion. The criteria should be 
achievable. For example, instead of making 
someone’s credit history the criterion for 
rating their solvency (perhaps they’d never 
had the chance to obtain credit?), basing it 
on their social reliability (stable behaviour, 
paying their bills on time, etc). This would 
give a solvency rating that wasn’t based 
on credit history, but on the applicant’s 
personal trustworthiness. This approach 
could provide affordable financial services 
to individuals who haven’t previously had 
access to them (the unbanked population). 

This way of operation is a perfect 
illustration for Ant Financial’s case – a 
company which has set up Zhima Credit, 
a creditworthiness assessment program. 
It’s a way of enabling mass-market access 
to financial services and various payment 
services using a simplified approach. 
Whether the application is for renting a 
house or ordering landscaping works, 
trustworthy members of the system will get 
access to better deals - without putting up 
collateral, at lower rates, without prepayment, 
etc. That’s real financial inclusivity in action.

This is the opposite of officials in various 
emerging markets (with big percentages 
of unbanked and financially excluded 
populations) attempting to bring poor 
people into the financial system or force 
them to spend more, which could become a 
serious financial burden on their future lives. 
This isn’t the honest way for the inclusivity. 

It’s much better to transform the world from 
a mutual beneficial, collaborative point of 
view - to set up a clear system for people 
marginalised by banking services, low credit 
scoring or inadequate savings, which rates 
their reliability according to their social 
behaviour and status. What’s needed is easy 
to understand financial services, with access 
to financial resources to get people’s lives and 
businesses going.

5 key facts about Ant Financial (based on 
Digital human by Chris Skinner):
1. Ant Financial, the Alibaba affiliate that 

looks after the firm’s hugely popular 
Alipay service, is now worth $155 bln.

2. Credit card-based payment systems have 
proven ineffective in China. Even more 
important than credit card penetration 
rates, is the issue of trust between buyers 
and sellers in a business environment. 
Alipay was designed to overcome these 
hurdles with a model specific to China’s 
needs. Now it’s a dominant payments 
system with 520m users, giving it a 70 
percent share of mobile payments in 
China.

3. Alipay’s processing beats all records. On 
China’s Singles’ Day in November 2016, 
Alipay processed an average 120,000 
transactions per second (tps) for a total 
billing of $17.7 billion in the 24-hour 
period. At some points, it was processing 
175,000 tps (Visa averages 1,750 tps and 
scales to 24,000 tps). In 2017, Chinese 
consumers spent a total of $25 billion 
across Alibaba’s e-commerce platforms, 
of which $8.6 billion of orders were 
processed in the first hour alone, with 
the company’s processors handling over 
250,000 tps.

4. Ant Financial is the first company to build 
a global vision of financial inclusivity 
through technology. Alibaba’s original 
idea was not to create a massive payments 
service, but to overcome a key challenge 
of e-commerce in China: trust. No one 
trusted buying online. To insure Alipay is 
China’s safest way to trade online, Alibaba.
com has launched its escrow system to 
reimburse any buyer or seller using the 
system who is found to have been a victim 
of fraud. •

FINANCIAL INCLUSION
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WONDER WOMEN

It wouldn’t really be a sweeping generalisation to say 
that, if you walk into the boardroom of pretty much any 
company in the finance and tech sectors, you will be met by 
significantly more men than women. But how is it possible 
that, in the 21st century, we can have self driving cars and 
robots with minds of their own, but the idea of a woman 
CEO is still a novelty? 

According to a 2017 study by EY and Innovate Finance, 
women represent 29 percent of the workforce within the UK 
fintech sector, despite 47 percent of the workforce overall 
being female. As for women in leadership positions, the 
same study found that only 17 percent of senior roles within 
the sector are held by women. 

Believe it or not, it gets worse. Looking at the companies 
listed for the Fintech50, out of 124 founders, only 6 are 
women. That’s a sorry state of affairs.

The reasons for this inherent lack of equality are varied, 
and are ultimately rooted in a prejudice which still lingers 
from a time when a woman’s role in society was to cook the 
bacon her husband brought home and rear his children.

Thankfully, things have moved on since then and, these 
days, women are doing everything from curing terminal 
diseases, to presiding over murder trials, to going into 
space. Women are also running, and founding, successful 
companies, and yet, every woman we have spoken to about 
the unequal representation within the sector said that what 
we need is more visible role models, for our young women 
to take inspiration and direction from.

Based on this, The Fintech Times has decided to launch a 
new regular series, to showcase some of the truly incredible 
women in the tech, finance and fintech industries, which 
have broken through the glass ceiling and are soaring high 
into the stratosphere. 

We’re starting pretty much at the top with Susanne Chishti, 
CEO of The FINTECH Circle & The FINTECH Circle Institute 
and Co-Editor of the bestselling FINTECH Book Series. 

A founder, CEO, Editor, speaker, CNBC commentator, 
lecturer and mentor, with 14 years of experience in the 
finance industry, Susanne wears many hats, and they all suit 
her perfectly! She was voted one of the European Digital 
Financial Services ‘Power 50’ in 2015, a ‘City Innovator 
– Inspirational Woman’ in 2016 and one of the top 15 
FINTECH UK twitter influencers.

Despite her many achievements to date, I have a feeling 
she’s only getting started and I cannot think of a better 
Wonder Woman to kick off the series with. 

Tell us about your background.

After I finished university, I moved from Austria to London 
22 years ago to join Accenture as a consultant to implement 
software solutions for banks. I then worked in the City for 
many years (one year I was posted to Hong Kong, which also 
was a great experience), until I decided to launch FINTECH 
Circle in 2014. I am also the CEO of the FINTECH Circle 
Institute, which is our learning platform where we provide in 
person and online fintech education courses to individuals 

and financial institutions worldwide. Additionally, I am the 
Co-Editor of the bestselling Fintech Book Series published 
by Wiley consisting of: The FINTECH Book, The InsurTECH 
Book and The WealthTECH Book.

What made you choose a career in the finance industry?

I was always interested in finance and found it very 
inspiring to learn from expert investors, understand how 
investment management firms operate and how value is 
created for both retail, high-net-worth, and institutional 
customers. I also think that money is an important topic 
for women. It’s important for women especially to learn 
how to save more money and invest more to be financially 
independent. It’s really unacceptable that, even in 2018, many 
women get paid less than their male peers, and therefore 
save less, and as a result end up with smaller pensions when 
they retire. Luckily, there are fintech companies around such 
as VestPod, whose goal it is to empower women with their 
finances. VestPod’s fantastic CEO, Emilie Bellet, is also a 
contributing author of The WealthTECH Book, which was 
just published by Wiley. 

Where did the idea for the FINTECH Circle come from?

The idea behind FINTECH Circle is that all stakeholders 
within fintech have to work together to succeed, creating a 
powerful ‘circle’ of value exchange. When we launched our 
FINTECH Circle Angel Network, the goal was to identify the 
best fintech startups. At the same time, raising ‘smart capital’ 
from fintech angel investors is just the beginning. Then you 
have to invest the money wisely and grow the business, that’s 
where mentors and a strong board can be invaluable. Many 
of our FINTECH Circle members sit on the boards of fintech 
firms to share their expertise, network and guidance. Finally, 
the majority of all fintech firms are focused on B2B sales and 
here it’s important to understand how to help them find 
the best financial institutions as clients. Equally, we advise 
financial institutions on how to build up internal enterprise 
innovation capabilities and source the best fintech partners.

Why do you think there is such a lack of women in the 
industry, and how can we encourage more women to 
join?

Unfortunately, so far both the finance and the technology 
sectors are male dominated and women are in the minority. 
This has to change and we have to empower our daughters 
and young women with financial literacy skills early on, 
and encourage them to save and invest for their futures. At 
the same time, we need many more women across all tech 
sectors, being able to code and develop artificial intelligence 
solutions and software for robots. We don’t want any 
unconscious biases being built into the software solutions, 
which could be the case if the development teams are not 
diverse at all. Diversity of thinking and of backgrounds 
always leads to better outcomes. 

What would you say to someone who claims women 
are less interested in finance because their brains are 
‘wired’ differently?

Nobody has said this to me so far and I would be deeply 
shocked and politely suggest that most likely his own brain 
must be wired very wrongly to even think that. I worked 
in Asset Management for many years and most of our best 
portfolio managers who successfully managed billions of 
assets under management were women. Another co-author 
of The WealthTECH Book, Angela Sun from Bloomberg 
explains how their Gender-Equality Index works and how 
it pays to be invested into companies who take diversity 
seriously, as they clearly outperform those who don’t.

What do you think the future of the finance industry 
looks like?

The future of the finance industry will be better for 
savers and investors, as clients will have more choice, 
including lower cost options to invest, such as robo-
advisory solutions. Clients will be empowered with more 
information and comparison data at their fingertips and 
the ability to switch providers more easily. With PSD2 
and the new Open Banking standards, customers can 
also give permission to fintech firms to get access to their 
bank account in order to provide value-added services. 
So without switching bank accounts, banking clients will 
have many more options available thanks to all the fintech 
companies who offer innovative solutions. •

Managing Editor of The Fintech Times
RONNY LAVIE

Wonder Women:
celebrating female fintech leaders
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EXPERT OPINIONS 

Maintaining multiple legacy systems only works for so long before the drain on profits and 
efficiency pulls your technology too far behind. Let us handle the investment in keeping tech 
on the cutting edge so you can focus on building business. Discover the power of integrating 
people, process and technology with the SEI Wealth Platform.  

Learn more.
www.seic.com/seiwealthplatformuk 
020 3810 8000
This information is issued by SEI Investments (Europe) Limited, 
1st Floor, Alphabeta, 14-18 Finsbury Square, London EC2A 1BR 
which is authorised and regulated by the Financial 
Conduct Authority (FRN 191713).
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EXPERT OPINIONS

Dunne Delves..
..Into avoiding ICO scams

ICO - Initial Coin Offering / Initial Cryptoasset 
Offering / Initial Crook Offering???

With 2017 being dubbed the ICO Wild West, 2018 has 
gone some way to bring more legitimacy to the space; but it’s 
a large desert, and there’s still a lot of cowboys lurking amidst 
the growing sandstorm of legitimate projects. Until the 
bandits have all been drawn out of hiding, we must continue 
to tread carefully when it comes to ICOs.

Whenever anyone asks me how they should assess an 
ICO, the first piece of advice I usually give is that we’re not 
reinventing the wheel. Applying common sense, combined 
with a little bit of traditional business logic, provides a more 
than sufficient foundation for rudimentary analysis; Kano 
said it best; “Old dogs, new tricks. Same toilet, different sh*t.”

In addition, whilst understandings of economics, finance, 
and tech undoubtedly add to your arsenal of analytical skills; 
they are not immediately necessary, and can be learned over 
time.

Whether you plan on purchasing tokens, or partnering 
with the business; when evaluating an ICO there are 
seven crucial things you must always consider; the 
team, the funding goals, the token itself, the timescales, 
communications, the use case, and instinct.

The Team

Do they have experience relevant to the use case? Do they 
have ICO experience? One or the other is fine, but if the 
answer to both is no, then your answer should also probably 
be no. You wouldn’t trust someone to paint your house if 
they had no experience, so why would you trust people with 

no relevant experience to bring a project to fruition? The 
obvious answer is you shouldn’t

The Funding Goals

Quite simply, are they realistic? This is simple business 
logic, ask yourself why they need the amount of money they 
are stating. If the business plan only requires 50 million over 
the first five years, then why is the immediate fundraising 
goal 500 million? If the service or platform is already 
ready for market, and there are no plans toward further 
infrastructure, why is 50 million of the budget plan allocated 
to development? If this side of the business doesn’t stack up, 
then it is perhaps the clearest indication that an ICO project 
may in fact be a scam.

Communications

This is one of the easiest to pick up on. Conduct is key 
in all aspects of business; in the ICO world, where the vast 
majority maintain only a digital presence, said majority can 
only be measured by their online communications. Whether 
it be their website, their white paper, or their telegram 
channel; there are several clear indicators of whether they are 
who they seem, or simply one of the countless con-artists 
operating in a still largely unregulated space:

• Activity 
If they are not providing at least semi-regular updates on 
their website (and other channels), then you have justifiable 
cause for concern.

• Spelling & Grammar  
Regardless of the native language of the team, if the copy 
on their website (or in their whitepaper) is poorly written, 
then it may suggest the type of haste often associated with 
pulling a fast one.

• Branding  
This is all about consistency; if, for one project, you see ten 
different logos floating around different mediums, then ask 
yourself why. It’s usually one of two answers; either they 
have no idea what they’re doing, or they simply don’t care 
because they just want your money.

• Presence 
Although the space is largely digital, if there is absolutely no 

mention of any upcoming appearances at conferences or 
events, this could be taken to indicate that the project is in 
fact a scam

The Token Itself

Not just whether the Token is a Utility, or a Security; more 
importantly, where does the intrinsic value of the Token itself 
lie. This can be trickier to assess than a lot of the other factors, 
so always ask yourself these questions:

• What does the Token do?
• What affects its value?
• How is the Token usable outside of their ecosystem?
• What will drive demand long-term?

If the answers to those questions don’t stack up, then it’s 
probably best to give it a miss.

The Timescales

If these are very vague then it’s a surefire red flag; you 
shouldn’t immediately think scam, but you should most 
definitely dig further. As alluded to in the earlier section The 
Funding Goals, the other thing to watch out for is how the 
timescales correlate to their budgets and roadmap.

The Use Case

This one is simple. Both in terms of real-world application, 
and being built on blockchain; where is the need? 

We’ll be delving deeper into use cases another time..  •

Fancy picking Max’s brain at London Fintech Week? 
Drop him a message on Telegram @maximusmd7

Oh and by the way.. IT’S COMING HOME!
(Probably not, but you never know   )

Director of Business Development at The Fintech Times
MAX DUNNE

When he’s not despairing over Germany’s early exit 
from the World Cup, Max spends his days gaining 
further insight into the Fintech and Blockchain 
ecosystems. Through ‘Dunne Delves’, Max shares his 
opinions and expertise with you. Fintech FIRE  
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‘Blockchain as a database is not an 
interesting concept’

We spoke to Chia’s President and Co-Founder, Ryan Singer, 
about the company’s ambitious goals and the way in which 
Bitcoin is set to change the world.

How did your journey in finance begin?
I was doing research with the Stanford Peace Innovation 

Lab, back in 2010, working on a project called Peace Markets, 
which was attempting to build a commodities market in 
peaceful human behaviours across conflict boundaries. That 
got me interested in how market dynamics can change social 
institutions and social behaviour. It was around the time that 
Bitcoin started getting noticed, and I got really interested in it. 

I met Jered Kenna, the entrepreneur who started the 
first American Bitcoin exchange, at a conference - he had 
just bought a 40 bedroom hotel in San Francisco and was 
renovating it and filling it up with entrepreneurs, engineers 
and artists. I moved in and ended up helping him run the 
place. We decided we enjoyed working together, so, in 
2012, we founded TradeHill - the first institutional Bitcoin 
exchange, and I’ve been working in cryptocurrencies ever 
since.

 
You’re now working with Bram Cohen on Chia. How did 
you two meet?

Everyone in the tech world in San Francisco is only one or 
two connections away from each other, so we were involved 
in the same circles and became friendly that way. In 2013, 
while I was running TradeHill, Bram sent me a Facebook 
message asking me if I could bring my CTO in to explain 
to him how Bitcoin works technically, because one of his 
friends had persuaded him that there is something there. We 
spent three hours with Bram and the engineers at BitTorrent, 
explaining every aspect of how Bitcoin worked. That started 
four years of research for him, so that he could see how he 
might use what’s there to build something better. Last spring, 
he reached out to a mutual friend and said that he was ready 
to leave BitTorrent and start a cryptocurrency company, and 
she suggested that he works with me.

You and Bram have different backgrounds and experience, 
how do you think that affects Chia’s work?

Both Bram and I are experienced Silicon Valley 
entrepreneurs, but Bram is much more of a technical guy - 
he’s an inventor. I’m more business oriented - my expertise 
is in business operations, negotiations and policy. And so I 
think we work together really well. He manages a team of 
six engineers, all working full time, building our company’s 
products, and I manage a Director of Operations, a CFO and 
a general council. I’m working on taking the company public 
and making sure the engineers have everything they need to 
do their work.

How do you choose which brands to work with?
For the most part, we work with academics and 

institutions which are developing better ways to apply 
cryptography to cryptocurrency in general, and Bitcoin in 
particular. The people we are most interested in working 
with are people who work on Bitcoin core and Lightning, 
and those doing academic research into the application of 
cryptography to solve existing problems.  

Do you see Chia as a disruptor or collaborator?
The goal for cryptocurrencies in general, and 

especially Chia, is to end the role of commercial 
banking in payments.

We aim to work with every multinational 
family and multinational corporation to reduce 
their need to use commercial banking for 
global payments and treasury. So we’re very 
much a collaborator in that way. As for finance 
companies, we would love to collaborate, but it’s not our 
primary mission.

Do you think the banks are going to adapt or fight?
Both. Goldman Sachs recently opened a cryptocurrency 

trading desk, and most banks have made strategic 
investments at this point. But they’ll also attempt to 
protect their privileged status, using their relationship with 
regulators and politics.  

What are your thoughts about the current landscape in 
blockchain and cryptocurrencies?

The word blockchain gets used very broadly - it’s almost 
the same as the word database. We don’t think that’s 
useful. To us, blockchain means the ability to come to a 
consensus around a secure transaction history. We’re not 
really interested in blockchain for things other than currency 
businesses, or in private blockchain applications - all of these 
people are just using blockchain to mean database, and we 
don’t see that as an interesting technical contribution to 
building useful global cryptocurrencies.

Do you agree that there is a lot of noise in the crypto 
market?

Yes. One of the main goals of Chia as a company is to 
legitimise cryptocurrency as a global currency, and to be able 
to use it for global financial transaction in the same way that 
companies and individuals make transactions with regular 
currency.

So for us, when we look at the existing crypto landscape, 
what we see is Bitcoin, which is truly innovative and 
incredibly powerful, but still has some deep flaws. When 
we see projects like Summa, which was founded by James 
Prestwich, that are taking the tools that were invented for 
Bitcoin and using them to add a lot more functionality, those 
are the products that we’re most interested in learning from. 

Most of the rest of the ecosystem we do just see as noise. 
We want to take inspiration from the current market to build 
something better. So, from a technical side, we have two 
main drives - one is to improve consensus - to make it more 
geographically distributed and decentralised, but also less 
wasteful; and the other is improving the scripting language 
for the better. 

We’re taking the company public in America, which 
involves making a deep commitment to transparency and 
integrity, because we will have to make regular disclosures 
about our finances, management team and activity, and 
keep it all updated. So the goal here is to run a respectable 
public institution building a more decentralised global 
cryptocurrency, with the aim of building a better currency 
than the dollar or the euro for multinational corporations 
and families - anyone who does payments across 
borders.         

Are you planning on going into other markets?
Our cryptocurrency will be useful on any internet 

connected computer - anyone can join our network 
and participate in the activities. For our stock, we’re very 

interested in finding ways to be listed in other countries in 
the future.

Which markets are most appealing to you?
All of them. Someday we hope to have our stock trading in 

every country where cryptocurrency does. We want people 
to be able to choose between buying the cryptocurrency, 
because they intend to use it or custody it themselves, or 
buying the stock, because they want institutional exposure to 
the assets of the company in a way that is more transparent 
and regulated. 

Is the negative press around Bitcoin and cryptocurrencies a 
hindrance? Does it affect you?

There is always positive and negative press about anything 
that is done in technology or finance - generally the press is 
a trailing indicator, not a leading indicator, so we don’t see 
anything about the future in it. 

You’ve done a lot of work around the implications of tech 
in conflict resolution. From your experience, how can tech 
in general, and Bitcoin/crypto in particular, help promote 
global peace?

From my perspective, politics isn’t about policy, it’s about 
group status. But the nice thing about technology, and 
especially networks, is that it’s just about communications 
and collaboration. For the most part, any time you build 
better communication between people, you reduce the role 
of politics between them and increase the role of commerce 
- offer them an opportunity to interact directly, instead of 
going through institutions. 

How about financial inclusion? Do you believe crypto and 
Bitcoin can help there too?

In the US, there are only about 400 self-clearing financial 
institutions. In Canada, there are only four and in the UK 
only four or five. This means that financial inclusion is 
something that traditionally every society on earth has 
been very bad at, because in all societies access to  the 
core financial institutions is governed by a very small group 
that is directly chartered and managed by the government, 
and so, by definition, only the politically powerful have ever 
had financial inclusion. 

Cryptocurrency changes that. Every crypto wallet is in itself 
a self clearing financial institution, able to receive settlement 
from another crypto wallet without anybody’s permission 
or help, and the same with sending it along. We’re heading 
towards a world where global payments simply don’t involve 
financial institutions - where the digital use of money is more 
comparable to its physical use.

How far away in the future is the real world application of 
crypto and bitcoin?

I think it’s a scenario much like email replacing first 
class mail at the postal service, where people will ask that 
question over and over again, until it is clear in hindsight that 
the world has changed. •

BEF SAN FRANCISCO

Managing Editor of The Fintech Times
RONNY LAVIE
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Zachary Reece - He’s a hugger!

Sat in the media room at BEF 2018 in San Francisco, I 
overheard Zach talking about the various projects he’s 
working on, and immediately took an interest. In his own 
words, Zachary Reece is a “hugger”, and this shines through 
not just in the warmth of his personality, and with which 
he embraces people; but also in the way he embraces 
Blockchain, and all of the possibilities for innovation it 
provides.

Born in Texas, and now living in LA, Zach is Managing 
Partner of BlockTrade Investments & CEO of Carolina 
Investments. First a developer, then a trader, and now a 
well-respected visionary; Zach is a family man by nature - his 
favourite food is still the Chicken N’ Dumplins his “MaMal” 
(Grandmother) has been making since he was “knee-high”.

With a love for both Johnny Cash and Hunter S. 
Thompson, Zach seeks to emulate his heroes by striving to 
understand rather than simply exist.

So Zach, you began your career as a Lead Developer; how 
did you reach that point? 

It was 2011 and I had come out of college on the heels of 
the worst economic collapse in the last century. Although I 
attended the well-renowned Moore School of Business, there 
were men on Wall Street with 50 years of experience that 
could not find jobs. Very much aware of this, my mindset 
shifted to survival; I was good with computers and decided 
to take my talents to the Valley. I was then lured back to Texas 
to become a Lead Developer for ReachLocal, who at the 
time were creating a new Automated Service Platform. After 
a successful Beta testing period the project was sold - it was 
then I knew I never wanted to develop software for anyone 
else ever again. 

After the acquisition; what made you make that initial 
change to trading?

Being the son of a Financial Wholesaler, and the nephew of 
a Smith Barney Branch Manager, I knew that my passion lay 
in the stock market; you could say it was the family business. 
Shortly after leaving the Tech Space I would obtain my Series 
7 and 63 Licenses. 

I know you’re working on a global donation widget, tell us 
more about that... 

We are creating the first All-In-One Donation Widget; 
charities simply copy and paste our code into their existing 
site. It is simple, easy, and dispels the MYTH that accepting 
donations should be hard or expensive.  This will allow 
clients to accept fiat donations through all traditional 
methods, as well as allowing them to accept Crypto 
donations for the first time in history. Clients will have the 
option of accepting these Crypto donations in three ways:

1. Accepting & Storing Crypto in their own Wallet: We walk 
each client through wallet set-up. 

2.  Accepting Crypto in Fiat: Through OTC providers help 
them liquidate Crypto to Fiat.

3. Accepting Crypto in Gold: Through our partners we help 
them convert to the world’s ‘most stable’ investment, 
historically speaking.

We have created the first inexpensive and efficient way for 
anyone and everyone to donate. Our primary goal with the 

Name: Zachary Reece
Age: 28

What song inspires you 
most?
Cocaine Blues, Johnny Cash. 
It’s raw and unfiltered, honest. 
Johnny was a freight train that 
slowed down for few things in 
his life. He was in many ways 
misunderstood, before his time. 
He was a genius, and I believe this song encapsulates the 
struggle coming to terms with that.

Favourite Book, and why?
Anything by Hunter S. Thompson, he transcended literature. He 
was the voice of a generation

Where’s your favourite place to unwind?
Costa Rica; volcanic sand & cheap Chilean Sea Bass - what 
could be better!

Favourite Sports team, and why?
The Miami Heat. Pat Riley is the greatest financial mind in the 
NBA, in my opinion. In a harsh salary cap era, he put together 
the 3 best players in the NBA and supported them with a cast 
of all star talent. Your supporting cast will always, in the end, 
define who you are. 

BEF SAN FRANCISCO

Director of Business Development at The Fintech Times
MAX DUNNE

use Blockchain Technology, however, is solving the $410.02 
billion question, ‘Where does the money actually go?’ No 
longer will we allow philanthropic souls to be exploited by 
major charities. We have removed the error in the process, 
THE MIDDLEMAN. This software brings the transparency 
that so many charities, and charitable individuals, have 
yearned for. You will be able to see where your dollar went 
and who it helped. Whether we want to admit it or not, we 
are all selfish when donating in one aspect. We want to know 
where our money went and who it helped, and rightfully 
so. At Simply Give we have established a simple, easy, and 
transparent way to donate. Donation done right! 

How did blockchain first enter your life?
Blockchain entered my life when I encountered Bitcoin 8 

years ago. At that time Bitcoin was being used for unsavory 
purposes on the ‘Dark Web’. This sparked an exploration into 
why the Internet had facilitated the distribution and access of 
Information worldwide, however to transact you still had to 
bring in a 3rd Party.   

Tell us about your main project BlockTrade Investments..
Alongside Mru Patel and ePropertywealth.com, we 

at BlockTrade Investments are creating The world’s first 
regulated and licensed Wealth and Lifestyle Management 
Blockchain Platform for everyone. 

We are focused on one thing and one thing alone; giving 
the average investor the highest possible return on their 
capital, along with the flexibility of managing their banking 
needs in their own multicurrency Fiat and Crypto digital 
wallet; all backed by real assets.

We have created a vision and goal of a company that 
truly will become the number one platform for personal 
wealth management. Our team has over $100B in real 
experience across all functions of developments, trading, 
and funds management. All will be done in a seamless 
cost-effective model with real estate projects, coupled with 
leading Artificial Intelligence/Machine learning engine 
technology, allowing trade in crypto currencies with our 
highly experienced investment team, and a global offshore 
licenced bank with a digital wallet. The overall return for the 
combined portion of the Property and Crypto hedge fund 
will target 35 percent return on capital to the average investor, 
plus potential gains on the tokens value. All investments, 
transactions and payments will be managed via the ePW 
wallet and personal bank. You will be your own bank and 
real estate fund manager.

A blockchain private investment fund, with an options 
trading desk, and SEC/FINRA compliant, what’s the story?

When I began in the Blockchain Investment Space I 
recognized the necessity for two things; 

1. SEC and FINRA compliance, so our new marketplace 
would be considered a viable alternative investment by 
the establishment. This meant allowing EVERYONE to 
participate. This would also allow us to meet compliance 
requirements, allowing everyone in the regulated financial 
world (bankers, brokers, etc.) to participate.

2. When discussing why we viewed an options desk as an 
immediate need, the answer was Wall Street experience. 
We knew the ‘traditional investment world’ would utilize 
every tool at its’ disposal to slow their ultimate demise. 
I commend them for doing so, and yet, this put on full 
display why we condemn their institutions and their 
cannibalistic tendencies. When our community made 
the mistake of allowing the CBOE to establish options on 

Bitcoin. The outcome was all too certain, Pump N’ Dump.  

When we first met, I also remember you mentioning gold..
Good memory! Another aspect of our diversified portfolio 

is the operation of gold, oil and diamond mines in Africa. We 
do not simply operate in the blockchain space; there is still 
validity in the traditional economy - especially when you 
look at the Commodities Market. 

And you’re in talks with NASA? What project is that for? 
I am currently working on the privatization effort 

encouraged by NASA, most people will recognize from past 
SpaceX efforts. I am working closely with Dennis Wingo on 
the first satellite and reusable vehicle to be fully-assembled 
by the ISS’s (International Space Stations) robotic arms. As 
well as with Dr. Peri Papadopoulos on multiple microsatellite 
endeavors.  

What are some of the best use-cases you’ve seen for 
blockchain? 

Charity, Supply Chains, Banking, Chain of Custody 
Solutions and Transparency. For example, Farm to Table 
Restaurants. 

Conversely, what sort of blockchain projects aren’t you a fan 
of? 

Blockchain Projects that use the technology as a gimmick. 
When people conclude a presentation with, ‘and we put it on 
the blockchain.’ it’s truly painful.    

In which markets do you see blockchain achieving the 
greatest levels of adoption/penetration long-term?

The easy answers are the entire stock market, and the 
democratic election system. The NYSE should disappear 
along with all of its’ cohorts on capitol hill. No more fees, 
corruption, or collusion. Give the market and the government 
back to the people; your time is over.

Finally, what advice would you give to any burgeoning 
entrepreneurs?

‘Love More, Fear Less, and Seek to Understand All.’ •
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Every year, Money20/20 attracts the best, boldest and brightest 
businesses from across payments, fintech and financial services. 
From industry institutions to up-and-coming innovators, 
everyone is here, every time. This year Money20/20 spotlighted 
open call for digital transformation, open banking and full 
cooperation between challengers and established brands

With over 5000 attendees from more than 1500 companies 
and 80 countries, representing every sector of the payments, 
fintech and financial services ecosystem, Money20/20 brings 
together a complete who’s who of the community building 
the future of money. 

Money20/20 in Amsterdam showcased the global interest 
in open banking, connected providers, easier and faster 
transactions, and fully digitised UX. Discussions were held 
on rising platforms for SMEs that will leverage open APIs 
and the latest payment technologies, cross-border services 
and digital lending disruption, AI & machine learning based 
data management, and growing demand on a decentralised 
paradigm. Among the most important conclusions made by 
global opinion leaders and visionaries was that the financial 
world is set to become customer centric - B2C financial 
structure in the future will see the change to C2B.

This year at 
Money20/20 Europe 
there were seven stages 
around the show, and 
a stunning Big Stage 
with Hollywood stars 
and Silicon Valley icons 
presenting as keynotes. 

Apple Co-Founder 
and philanthropist Steve 
Wozniak spoke on the 
Big Stage about the 
decentralised world, AI 
& neural networks and 
gave some sage advice 
to entrepreneurs. Wozniak believes that, in 10 years, Bitcoin 
will be the main payment instrument, and that AI is getting 
closer to achieving human-like behaviour in some ways. 
“Nowadays, there’s so much processing ability. We can use 
neural networks to extract data you can’t even see. Machine 
learning pulls out factors you wouldn’t even be aware of,” he 
said. When asked for his advice to entrepreneurs on how to 
succeed, Wozniak warned of long hours, and highlighted the 
need for a good team and the right product. “You’re gonna 
have to work hard and a lot of long hours. Maybe you’ve 
got the skills, that’s even better. You must want the product 
yourself, want it to be good, and want it to be simple. And 
get good engineers in your startup team, not just a business 
team.”

Also on the Big Stage, Actor, Director and Producer, Antonio 
Banderas, “played a new role” as Biocryptology’s Global 
Brand Ambassador. According to the agenda, Ted Oorbals, 
CEO of Biocryptology, and the film star were announced as 
presenters of a ground-breaking keynote address in which 
they would share their vision for a Brave New World, highly 
innovative platform, that is destined to become the global 
standard for identification. However, Banderas could not 

MONEY 20/20 SPECIAL REPORT

Science Editor
KATE GOLDFINCH

be present and explained in a video why he is passionate 
about identity and cryptology. “As an actor I am used to 
playing roles and hiding my real identity. In real life I want 
to make sure that nobody can play with my actual identity. 
Biocryptology gives me this peace of mind: it allows me 
to reveal my identity in a secure fashion, while keeping it 
protected against hackers at all times.” 

 The panels Chris Skinner, fintech-guru, chaired at 
Money20/20 Europe, were all about open banking and 
digital transformation. “There is a fundamental requirement 
to move from the old banking structures to new ones. The 
new model means the bank controls nothing, especially 
not the customer, and demands that the bank thinks 
differently. The genetics of the bank need to start with 
customer-centricity and build the digital structure from the 
customer-centric view. It must throw away the old margin 
models of hidden fees and charges and focus upon the new 
margin model of expected fees and charges in return for safe 
management of my data,” he said.

The message was reiterated by various global speakers 
and CEOs of successful fintech companies, and reviewed 
from different angles. Li Wang, Head of EMEA, AliPay, 
stressed that Alipay is not a payments company, it’s a “super 
lifestyle app for the masses” all over Europe. Amy Neale, 
global lead for Mastercard’s Start Path startup engagement 
programme, shared her company’s strategy and view on how 
to build a cooperation between startups and established 

brands. Urs Gubster, 
head eCommerce at  Six 
Payments, explained how 
to establish even broader 
working relationships with 
merchants. “we see ourselves 
providing the services and 
solutions to help merchants 
adapt to the changing 
retail trends and cultural 
aspects, like digital natives 
and young consumers. 
We do this partially with 
new technologies such 
as robotics and AI, which 

will further streamline the customer journey. Our role is to 
enable the merchant to seamlessly transact with its customer. 
This will continue to extend into channels, such as IoT and 
conversational commerce, which are now becoming more 
relevant,” Gubster said.

One more very important problem highlighted at 
Money20/20 was about building trust between a company 
and a customer. The final keynote on the Big Stage was 
an inspirational address on the topic by Dan Ariely, Duke 
University Behavioral Economist & Chief Behavioral Officer 
at Lemonade (an insurtech startup powered by AI and 
behavioral economics, and driven by social good). “Real trust 
is much harder to achieve when one of the players is a large 
business. As corporations are, for the most part, faceless, it is 
not at all obvious to individuals in whom they are placing 
their trust. Thus, businesses need to find methods beyond 
meet-and-greet as mechanisms to build trust. So what do 
they have at their disposal and how can they use these 
as trust generators? There are many aspects and building 
blocks for trust, but here are five key mechanisms that allow 
human beings to trust one another: long-term relationships, 
transparency, intentionality, revenge and aligned incentives,” 
he concluded. •

Over 150 years, the UK’s big five banking institutions held retail customers at 
their mercy. Metro Bank, one of the fastest-expanding new banks in Britain, 
has neutralised that monopoly, using an efficient information technology 
platform. Year to year, the bank has won various innovative awards, and this 
year revealed the launch of a new AI- powered money management tool 
called Insights. The tool will monitor users’ transactions in real-time to better 
understand clients’ spending habits and will then turn the information into 
tips and advice for customers, including instructions on avoiding unnecessary 
charges. Paul Riseborough, chief commercial officer at Metro Bank, spoke to 
The Fintech Times at Money20/20 on how the bank fosters innovations and 
what to expect in future.

Please tell us more about the core values of the innovative Metro 
bank strategy?  Metro Bank has one true north: create FANS. This 
means every decision we make, either reinforces the brand and turns 
customers into FANS or it doesn’t. Our job is to ensure the decisions 
we make deliver customer service that is tangibly different to the 
competition.

 
This year Metro Bank announced a new AI powered PFM 
service. Can you tell us more about what Insights will achieve 
for consumers? Insights, which will launch later this summer, will sit 
within our app and help customers better understand their own financial 
behaviour, and provide useful money management prompts. A good 
example might be an annual magazine subscription that is coming up for 
renewal - Insights will prompt you a couple of days before the payment 
is due to check whether you want to go ahead with it. The best bit about 
Insights is that it will get better over time by continually learning, meaning 
that its prompts become ever more accurate and helpful.

 
What tech projects based on innovative technologies are you 
going to launch this year? There’s a lot going on at the moment. 
We’re exploring interesting ways to deploy automation and machine 
learning capabilities into our operational areas, meaning we do simple 
things faster for customers and colleagues. We’re also in the middle 
of designing some groundbreaking services and platforms for our 
SME customers that will leverage open APIs and the latest payment 
technologies. Our focus is on designing simple, intuitive, trustworthy 
customer experiences.

  
What do you think the role of banks will be in 2028? Banking in 
2028 will contain much that’s different to today – but also much that’s 
familiar. Accounts and services across different providers will be more 
connected thanks to Open Banking and open APIs. Borrowing will be 
a more personalised experience and much easier than it is today and 
mortgages will be fully digitised. Despite those predicting its demise, 
face-to-face banking will not only have endured, but be thriving. Digital 
technologies will have enabled a more seamless, connected physical 
banking experience. Banks that sold off their branches will be regretting 
it dearly.  

 
What are the constraints to fostering innovations in traditional 
banking? It is common to hear people talk about legacy systems holding 
back the incumbent banks from innovating. Truth is, the traditional banks 
are starting to get their houses in order. For me, the bigger impediment 
is their cultures. They struggle to be customer-focused because they are 
under pressure to defend and grow huge annual profit pools that have 
traditionally come from poorly designed products and services – which 
is generally bad for customers. Our view is that simple, transparent 
products and services build trust – and that’s the way to win customers.

 
What is the core goal for your company for this year? Our goal is 
to maintain our unique company culture and commitment to customer 
service. This might sound simplistic, but it’s a hard goal to achieve and 
goes to the core of what we stand for. •

Digital revolution based 
on cooperation

“Metro Bank has one 
true north: create 

FANS…”
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LUXEMBOURG ICT SPRING

SEE YOU AT THE 
CROSSROAD:

Luxembourg is on the rise

2018 was the second year that The Fintech Times supported 
the leading annual tech and fintech event in Luxembourg, ICT 
Spring, as a media partner. Analysing the various exhibitors’ 
profiles and the intensity of networking this year, we can say that 
Lux has significantly strengthened its role as the European tech 
and fintech hub and, not surprisingly, won over some global 
fintech brands.  Among the newcomers was the first Bitcoin 
exchange, bitFlyer, which has chosen Lux as its third jurisdiction 
globally, and the first in Europe.

As Pierre Gramegna, Luxembourg Minister of Finance, said 
in his opening address at the event, Luxembourg is a natural 
choice for fintechs, due to some unique factors.  First and 
foremost, Lux is a triple A country - Standard & Poor’s (S&P) 
and DBRS agencies confirmed Luxembourg’s AAA credit 
rating with a stable outlook in Spring 2018. In particular, DBS 
cited Luxembourg’s 3.4 percent real GDP growth in 2017, 
which exceeded that of the Eurozone and is expected to reach 
4 percent in 2018. It also confirmed public debt levels of 22.9 
percent for 2017, which is below the government’s 30 percent 
target. “Luxembourg has significant capacity to face potential 
adverse shocks. Despite risks of financial market volatility, the 
country’s economic prospects remain robust,” DBS wrote in 
the report, published in May.

The perfect balance

Luxembourg is a crossroad where all players feel 
comfortable. “We have 140 banks and thousands of 
investment funds in our ecosystem. We still love banks, but 
we also like fintechs”, Pierre Gramegna noted. Frank Roessig, 
FinTech Lead at the Luxembourg ICT company Telindus - a 
tech provider collaborating with startups, tech hubs and 
fintech initiatives - explained that Luxembourg’s ecosystem 
has historically been the heart of Europe in terms of fund 
administration, and is the the second fund hub in the world, 
with four trillion Euro total assets under administration. 
“So, here in Luxembourg, there is a tradition of nurturing 
collaborative fintech initiatives” he said.

It’s interesting to look back to the middle of the 19th 
century, when the iron and steel industries accounted for 
as much as 80 percent of Luxembourg’s wealth. As the 
steel industry declined in the 70s, the economy shifted 
to other enterprises, and current prosperity is based on a 
combination of industry, a small agricultural sector, a growing 
import-export economy, satellites, the digital economy and 
financial services. Via those industrial shifts, banking and 
financial services became significant drivers for the economy. 
Nowadays, this sector is at the forefront of new services, such 
as e-commerce, digital banking and innovative finances. 

Funding and development support

According to both incumbents and startups, the whole 
fintech ecosystem has grown in a way that’s made the 
government continually take initiatives and support 
innovations from the very early days. The result is that, 
coming to Lux today, you can find the right frame to 
incorporate and develop your startup. “Since 2015, we’ve 
built the infrastructure, simplifying an access for startups to 

the capital.  Here in Lux you will be welcomed to develop your 
investment bank or investment fund, as well as get an access to 
the pool of investment resources,” the minister outlined. 

To support the funding and development of start-up 
companies in the field of information and communication 
technologies (ICT), which is considered a key sector of the 
national economic diversification, the Ministry of Economy, 
together with a group of private investors, has created a seed 
fund - The Digital Tech fund. Operational since May 2016, this 
fund is part of the strategy ‘Digital Lëtzebuerg’ in which the 
state seeks to strengthen and consolidate the eminent position 
of the country in the field of ICT. As such, the state participates 
in the fund with a budget of €5m. The financial contribution of 
other investors amounts to a total of €15.33m, of which €3m 
comes from the National Credit and Investment Company 
(SNCI), and €1m from the University of Luxembourg.

With this grant, the fund supports start-up ICT companies, 
and boosts the national ecosystem favourable to the 
development of young 
innovative companies in 
the field of ICT. The fund 
will focus primarily, but not 
exclusively, on venture capital 
investments in areas such 
as cybersecurity, fintech, big 
data, digital health, media 
and the next-generation 
communication networks, 
digital learning, the Internet 
of Things and satellite 
telecommunications and 
services. 

In addition to that, local 
accelerators and private 
incubators help startups 
to develop their ideas and 
projects. This approach has 
attracted more and more 
startups willing to be incorporated in the country. For instance, 
the LHoFT - Luxembourg House of Financial Technology (one 
of the leading tech hubs in the country, of which Telindus 
is a founding partner) - has swiftly attracted over 20 startup-
residents so far.  

Blockchain as the key

As Minister of Finance, Pierre Gramegna, says, blockchain is 
among the key areas of importance for the government - “We 
have launched Luxembourg’s Infrachain initiative, which aims 
to build a resilient infrastructure of blockchain nodes that will 
never be down and always be secure. We have in our ecosystem 
the Institute for Science and Technology, with a focus on 
security, reliability and trust.  Lux has been focused on data 
centers development for many years, and we have up to 40 
percent of the available data center capacity in Europe.” All of 
this can be considered an amazing opportunity for blockchain 
startups to get started, pilot ideas and raise funds. As a result, 
the first multi-jurisdictional blockchain exchange being 
incorporated in the country was bitFlyer, which has been based 
in Luxembourg since early 2017, operating from the Kirchberg-
based LHoFT premises.

Having been granted a payment institution license in 
Luxembourg on January 8, the world’s Bitcoin exchange 
bitFlyer is now ready to enter the European market from the 
‘heart of Europe’. ‘’We want to provide a very good service 
in the fintech area in Luxembourg, Europe and all over the 
world, ‘’ co-founder and CEO of bitFlyer, Yuzo Kano, said at an 
event hosted by Luxembourg House of Financial Technology 
(LHoFT). By receiving the license to operate from the 
Luxembourg regulator for financial services, the CSSF, bitFlyer 
is now the first Bitcoin exchange to be regulated in Japan, the 
US and Europe. 

ICT companies also play a significant role in blockchain 
infrastructure development. As an example, Telindus co-
created the LuxBlockHackathons, a 36-hour event in which 
teams construct solutions for the financial industry, using 
distributed ledger technology. The first event of its kind 
organised last year drew participants from around Europe 
and overseas. “We also have partnerships with Hyperledger, 
Stellar, Ethereum Enterprise Alliance, and other chains, which 
we have used to bolster our blockchain expertise. Through 
this internal development capacity, we build solutions for 
financial institutions for KYC, asset administration, shared 
powered signature, notarisation, etc. We have delivered the 
first operating solutions to our clients and, by the end of this 
year, we will launch new blockchain based modules (we 
have MVPs now),” Frank Roessig said. 

Pierre Gramegna reiterated his belief that blockchain 
is very important for the development of the tech sector, 
and verified that the Luxembourg government is ready 

to discover the great potential of this technology. The 
Finance Minister further argued that fintech, blockchain-
technology, cryptocurrencies and payment companies are 
revolutionising the world through digitalisation.

The European gate

Alongside the ecosystem and established infrastructure, 
another crucial factor is to have a modernised legal frame. 
“Regulation is the key aspect for fintechs to develop their 
projects in a country. Lux is a place with a good reputation, 
high credibility and strict but clear rules,” said Pierre 
Gramegna. Frank Roessig added - “One of the strength of 
Luxembourg as a tech hub is that the regulatory framework is 
very stringent and it forces companies to have very high-tech 
data centers which enable the operation of highly resilient 
systems”. 

That said, getting a licence to operate in the Grand Duchy 
is not easy, according to bitFlyer’s CEO, who explained that 
the team initially thought it would take three months to get 
the approval, but it actually took two years. “Things that are 
revolutionising the world are never easy. By doing the job 
very thoroughly, like we have done, we have an environment 
which is both well-regulated and business-friendly,” 
Pierre Gramegna argued. Gramegna also outlined that, in 
the context of Brexit, Luxembourg has been “extremely 
successful in attracting new companies, including fintech 
companies”. The one thing newcomers believe can do 
with some improvement is the chance to build a startup 
culture. Hiring staff is the challenging side of operating in 
Luxembourg, and an increase in the labor pool is very much 
needed. •

Science Editor
KATE GOLDFINCH
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A month ago, card giant Visa crashed and 
sparked payment chaos across the UK and 
Europe. Visa’s statement said “the issue was 
the result of a hardware failure”, but experts 
believed a hardware failure could not cause 
an outage for a company with modern IT-
infrastructure. The case once again raised 
the question of how to build more resilient 
payment networks, which are sufficiently fault 
tolerant and possibly decentralised, as existing 
centralised networks come laden with huge risks.

On 1st June the global payment processor 
Visa went down, resulting in widespread 
transactions failure across the UK and 
Europe, with Irish users also affected. As one 
banking industry source said: “There is never 
a good time for the payments system to go 
down, but a Friday afternoon, when there 
is a flood of people leaving work, must be 
among the worst.”

Regardless of the fact that shortly after 
10pm on Friday night, Visa said its services 
were operating at ‘close to normal levels’, and 
six hours later released a second statement 
assuring users the problems had been 
completely resolved, the outage once again 
highlighted the need to build more resilient 
payment networks. 

“A hardware failure should not cause an 
outage if you have modern infrastructure,” 
Virgin Red’s CTO Paul Lomax Tweeted, 
“either VISA’s systems are not fit for purpose, 
or they’re run incompetently, or they’re lying.” 

IT Pro asked Visa to expand on the nature 
of the hardware failure and how this led to 
such a widespread outage. A spokesperson 
provided a link to Visa’s latest statement, 
and said the company would not be saying 
anything else publicly.

“The lessons Visa can take from the 
incident is that they weren’t prepared for this 
particular partial failure and should address 
this by building new processes to allow the 
backup switch to take over.  We can all do the 
same,” Peter Groucutt, Managing Director 
of Databarracks, the UK’s specialist business 
continuity and IT disaster recovery provider, 
concluded.

Payment and behavior shifts

Consumer payments have seen radical 
innovations in recent years, with contactless 
cards, one-click checkout and mobile 
payments. “The focus is on the user 
experience and removing friction from the 
buying process, and technology advances 
have accelerated this change,” Gary Conroy, 
CCO at TransferMate, believes. 

Technology has never been more critical 
to a business’ success as it is today. To 
stay relevant to consumers’ needs and 
requirements, companies need to foster 
innovations and modernise their business 
and payment processes.

The fact is, 59 percent of UK consumers 
will leave a business’ website within just 
30 seconds if it is ugly or hard to navigate, 
according to an independent, nationally-
representative survey by Studio Graphene 
of more than 2,000 UK adults, to examine 
how discerning the public is when deciding 
which companies to spend money with. 
The study also showed that, in the past five 
years, a quarter (24 percent) of consumers 
have switched loyalty from one company to 
a competitor whose technology – website, 
app and payment system – delivered a better 
customer experience. The figure jumps to 41 
percent among those aged between 18 and 
34. It is clear that companies of all sizes and 
sectors must make sure their digital solutions 
look the part and function well. Studio 

Graphene’s research showed that 52 percent 
of people always research a business online 
before spending money with them, while 47 
percent say that a good website or app is key 
for them to trust a brand.

The card schemes also face significant 
challenges. We are heading to a so called 
‘financial internet’ era with no fees and 
immediate and instant transactions – like 
sending messages via Facebook. Barriers 
to entry are tumbling as technology 
becomes commoditised and regulators are 
pushing increased competition and lower 
interchange. “People may try alternative 
payment methods, but they’re always going 
to want to carry a Mastercard or Visa as well 
to ensure they can pay - just ask anyone with 
an AMEX. That will make Mastercard and 
Visa difficult to replace, but that doesn’t mean 
Mastercard in 10 years time will look like it 
does today. I believe you will see them move 
increasingly into other areas, such as payment 
data analytics and value added services to 
issuers, to support declining margins in 
their core business,” Brad van Leeuwen, 
Head of Partnerships at Railsbank, said. 
Mastercard’s Startpath program, of which 
Railsbank is a member, is a good example 
of how Mastercard is already moving in this 
direction. With Railsbank, Mastercard can 
bring new issuers and products in just weeks, 
rather than the 9-12 months typical in the 
industry.

Decentralised opportunity

Visa’s recent Europe-wide outage was a 
reminder of what can happen in the fully 
centralised system, and yet more proof that 
alternatives are vital to avoid a disaster. 
Analysts were hesitant to speculate about 
the specific cause of the incident, assessing 
the opportunities of decentralised systems. 
“In a world where everyone accepts Visa and 
Mastercard and has come to rely solely on 
those two, there is no preparedness when 
disaster inevitably strikes,” says Emin Gün 
Sirer, a distributed systems researcher at 
Cornell University. “The world’s payment 
networks are incredibly centralised, a small 
number of actors control a large percent of all 
money flows,” he argues.

However, Brad van Leeuwen believes that 
decentralised payment schemes have some 
key challenges to overcome before they can 
be potential replacements for the current 
systems, such as transaction cost, certainty 
of processing, dispute resolution and 
governance.

“Given advances in AI, blockchain and 
cloud computing, it is hard to envision a 
future that doesn’t involve some kind of 
‘platform’ which enables personalised AI 
to manage our day to day finances in an 
ongoing and proactive manner that was 
optimised for each individual,” Gillen Kelvin, 
Head of Customer Experience at KBC 
explains.

Science Editor
KATE GOLDFINCH

Payments systems of the future
 Examining the evolution of payment 

systems, Chris Skinner, fintech-guru and 
the author of Digital human argues that, 
historically, the processing engine for the 
financial system has been SWIFT, Visa, 
MasterCard, TARGET2, STEP2, Fedwire, 
CHIPS, BACS and more. “This is not going 
to disappear fast, if at all, but there is a new 
marketplace structure appearing. Originally, 
I would have said it was PayPal, as it has 
removed the friction of paying digitally, but 
it’s not PayPal. PayPal is good but it hasn’t 
changed anything. The reason why we’re so 
excited about the Internet of Value is that the 
blockchain is our new processing engine. 
The blockchain can infomediate the financial 
system to deliver our processing engine for 
value exchange: I want to exchange value—
connect me with the right value tokens and 
value stores to exchange.”

“Blockchain is completely decentralised 
(unlike traditional centralised databases 
designed by banks and governments) 
and open to anyone. This means there is 
no infrastructural point of failure. No one 
owns blockchain, just like no one owns 
the Internet,” Marieke Flament, Managing 
Director for Europe, Circle comments.

There are many experiments around 
brining the decentralised technology into 
financial services, but they have not become 
widely spread - even those that were piloted 
by incumbents in a strong collaboration with 
the most prominent blockchain startups. 

UX-wise, we are getting closer and closer to 
comfort and ease of use, as mobile applica-
tions allow us to make any transaction possi-
ble. Crypto integration means we are stepping 
into the future right now. I believe established 
payment systems, like Visa and Mastercard 
will join the race when proper AML protocols 
for cryptos are put in place, so the safety of 
money transfers can be verified.

I believe in a decentralised payment system 
model, but to an extent. We are facing prob-
lems right now with many main nets being 
flooded with transactions, even though there 
aren’t even that many. 

A solution could be private networks. 
Centralised, yes, but add in a daily public 
transaction verification on the blockchain, 
and you get a system which is both operating 
efficiently and is transparent.

The payment system of 
the future should fully 

understand not only classical 
fiat currencies, but digital 

ones as well, with integrated 
AML protocols running, to 

easily understand where and 
how the capital comes from 

and filter it. 

CEO and founder of Ternion
RUDOLF MEDVEDEV
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As Ripple’s Chief Cryptographer David 
Schwartz said in a recent interview, banks are 
unlikely to use distributed ledgers to process 
cross-border payments for now, because of 
scalability and privacy issues. 

At the same time, global fintechs don’t 
waste any time. According to Eric Jing, 
CEO at Ant Financial, the company will 
increase its global presence by leveraging 
the key technologies, including distributed 
ledgers. As a result, Standard Chartered 
was recently appointed by Ant Financial 
to be the ‘core partner bank’ for its new 
blockchain cross-border remittance solution. 
Standard Chartered will provide instant 
foreign exchange rates and liquidity to 
enable real-time fund transfers between the 
two licensed wallet service providers. Using 
the blockchain technology developed by 
Alipay, the service will allow individuals 
to remit money between Hong Kong and 
the Philippines ‘within a few seconds’. Lisa 
Robins, Global Head, Transaction Banking 
at Standard Chartered, says: “Remittances 
are a lifeblood of many communities in the 
Philippines, the third largest remittance 
market, with $33bn of inflows in 2017.”

 

From outdated to modernized

COBOL (Common Business-Oriented 
Language) is a high-level and object-
oriented programming language for 
business applications. Before COBOL, all 
operating systems had their own associated 
programming languages, which was a 
problem for companies that used multiple 
brands of computers. Because of its ease 
of use and portability, COBOL quickly 
became one of the most used programming 
languages in the world. Although the 
language is widely viewed as outdated, more 
lines of code in active use today are written 
in COBOL than any other programming 
language.

According to Reuters and the International 
COBOL Survey Report, 43 percent of banking 
systems are built on this language; 80 percent 
of in-person transactions use COBOL; 95 
percent of ATM swipes rely on COBOL code; 
and 220b lines of COBOL are in use today. 

But COBOL is not without its challenges. 
The number of programmers with COBOL 
experience is steadily decreasing, as those 
who learned COBOL while it was popular 
are entering retirement age. While many 
organisations do still use the language, the 
lack of skills and burdensome text-based 
code is beginning to be replaced or integrated 
with more modern coding languages, such 
as Java, .NET, and C++. However, this can be 
a complicated and costly process, as these 
programs are often run on legacy mainframes 
that are difficult to replace, and because of 
the sheer amount of code still in use.

“A lot of core systems in payments and 
banking and many other areas of business 
are based on the language COBOL.  COBOL 
is just a language (as is Java etc.), so the issue 

“Payments 
experience will 

continue to 
improve and get 

richer” 
The Fintech Times spoke to Wim Raymaekers, 
Global Head of Banking Market at SWIFT, 
on the future of payment systems and 
improvements needed to deliver better 
customer experience.

What do you think will be the core 
characteristics of the payment system of 
the future?

With huge amount of investment pouring 
into the payments industry, the advent 
of new competitive entrants and the vast 
strides in innovation that are underway, it 
is impossible to say what the ‘systems’ will 
look like at this point. The certainty is that 
the payments experience will continue 
to improve and get richer – payments will 
get faster, safer, more predictable and more 
transparent.

A month agom card giant Visa crashed 
and sparked payment chaos across the UK 
and Europe. The failure once again raised 
the question of how to build more resilient 
payment networks, which are sufficiently 
fault tolerant. Do you have an appropriate 
strategy for that?

We don’t comment on third parties, 
but clearly security and resilience are key 
considerations in the payments area – 
whether for networks, service providers or 
key participants. At SWIFT, we take our own 
security extremely seriously – our ability 
to protect against issues, to detect issues 
and to recover from them. We continually 
invest in our security and we test it, we 
investigate and learn from any issues we 
encounter and we build in redundancy and 
plan and rigorously rehearse our recovery 
capabilities.

How is the gpi service innovating the 
traditional payment systems space?

Gpi, our global payments innovation 
initiative, is the largest change in cross-
border payments in over 30 years. 
Deploying cloud and API technology on 
top of our trusted network, gpi dramatically 
improves the customer experience in 
cross-border payments by increasing speed, 
transparency and certainty - all while 
retaining the benefits of SWIFTs extensive 
reach. The key parts of the gpi service 
include enhanced business rules to improve 
speed in the payment messaging chain and 
a secure cloud-based tracking database 
accessible via APIs. This enables the 
customer to track their payment message 
end-to-end giving them the visibility and 
delivery confirmation they require. •

is not COBOL per se, but the fact that the 
architecture of these old systems was in the 
early days of business computing and does 
not include the more modern and reliable 
approaches.  Also few people use COBOL 
today and much of the documentation of 
these systems has been lost, so compounding 
the problem - like Breton in France (a 
language spoken by few people), COBOL is 
spoken by very few computer programmers 
today,” Nigel Verdon,  CEO & co-founder at 
Railsbank explains. Answering the question 
‘How to switch to a more innovative IT-
architecture’, Verdon believes it is quite a 
challenge, as it is like changing the wheels 
on your car when driving at 100 miles per 
hour - most migration projects can take 
5-10 years. “There are various migration 
strategies, like middleware - ‘hiding’ the old, 
M&A (acquiring new companies to build a 
new ‘stack’) and others. And there is also the 
argument - ‘don’t change it if it is not broken’.”

“Historically, our technology architecture 
has been based on heavily controlled 
programme structures. In the 1990s, we 
moved into structures based on modular 
computing, object-orientation and service-
oriented architectures (SOA). Today, we live 
in a world of plug-and-play APIs and open 
marketplaces,” Chris Skinner argues in his 
book Digital human. 

Considering the fast growing competition 
in the global financial market, leading 
payment providers intensively test new 
approaches and solutions. For instance, 
according to Ian Taylor, VP of Business 
Development for Europe, Government and 
Public Sector at Mastercard, the company 
is constantly innovating, embedding new 
technology in its products and solutions, 
whether it is biometric authentication or 
the development of the latest anti-fraud 
mechanisms. As an example, in June 
Mastercard launched AI Express - a new 
service that will help companies develop 
a tailored artificial intelligence model 
which answers real business questions and 
can be swiftly deployed. Elsewhere, Visa 
Canada and Finn AI formed a collaboration 
to expand artificial intelligence banking 
capabilities through Visa Developer. “We are 
proud to work with Finn AI and collaborate 
in the rapidly evolving AI and chatbot 
space. For consumers, this will mean a 
more relevant and personalized digital 
experience,” Derek Colfer, Head of Digital 
Product, Visa Canada said.

SWIFT has kept up with other global 
processors and introduced its global 
payments innovation service – gpi, 
revolutionising the financial industry. 
Launched in early 2017, gpi already 
accounts for 25 percent of SWIFT’s cross-
border payment traffic. More than $100b 
in SWIFT gpi messages is sent every day, 
enabling payments to be credited to end 
beneficiaries within minutes - many within 
seconds. Since going live, SWIFT gpi has seen 
rapid adoption, with more than 180 banks 

already signed up to the gpi service. Nearly 
50 percent of gpi payments are completed 
and credited to end beneficiaries’ accounts 
in less than 30 minutes, enabling banks to 
deliver a much enhanced service to their 
customers. To date, 35m gpi payments have 
been processed, and hundreds of thousands 
of payments are being sent daily across 
450 country corridors, in more than 100 
currencies.  Yawar Shah, Chairman of SWIFT 
said: “The gpi service is already radically 
transforming the cross-border payments 
experience. No other service has been able to 
safely deliver hundreds of billions of dollars 
in payments around the world in minutes or 
seconds. The time is now right to accelerate 
the adoption of gpi, ensuring that all banks 
on the network adopt it.” Luc Meurant, 
SWIFT’s Chief Marketing Officer, said: 
“With gpi we are rolling out an ambitious 
global programme involving all the banks, 
currencies, and routes on the network, to 
ensure global adoption by end 2020.” 

While it’s hard to imagine a solution 
disrupting the established oligopoly on 
global financial market in the short term, the 
Chinese market gives an interesting insight 
into how mobile payment could penetrate 
very rapidly, shrinking the market share of 
Visa and MasterCard in terms of percentage 
of processed transactions,  Louis Millon, 
CTO and Co-founder of Universal Reward 
Protocol predicts that “global players will 
have to adapt to a world where fee-less 
transaction systems can be implemented and 
put in millions of hands in just a few years.”

 

Payment systems’ future

Payment systems of the future will 
definitely be fast, costless (zero, or much 
lower transaction fees than current systems), 
and mobile, Louis Millon believes. Brad 
van Leeuwen from Railsbank is of the 
same view on the ‘free’ criteria. “Payments 
happen following an exchange of data 
between a number of parties. Charging a 
fee calculated as a percentage of one of the 
fields of that data exchange is hard to justify 
in a world where the internet makes data 
exchange easy and almost free. Regulation 
is likely to drive the costs toward zero and 
increase competition, as well as create new 
revenue, that can be realised from adjacent 
services arising from data, which could help 
accelerate the trend”. He also believes in the 
‘instant’ nature of future payment systems: “If 
I can send a picture of a cat around the world 
instantly using the device in my pocket, why 
can’t I send money instantly too?” 

 Lastly, future payment systems should 
follow the principle ‘customer first’ and be 
equitable. “All entities will be given a fair 
chance to participate. One’s ability to freely 
transact will not be decided by a small 
group of people behind closed doors. The 
future of payments will be open, free, and 
fair,” Sean Rolland, BitPay’s Director Product, 
concludes. •
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An Explosion of Data: 
forging partnerships to manage growing 

volumes of essential information

Institutional investors are making 
use of more data than ever as they seek 
increasingly sophisticated analysis to 
enhance functions like investment 
performance and risk management 
analytics.

As data sources proliferate and volume 
multiplies, it creates new challenges for the 
investment industry. Professional investors 
must seek a balance between maintaining 
the essential knowledge bestowed by 
access to the same range of data as their 
peers (as well as potentially harnessing 
technology to give them unique, actionable 
insights), but also as cutting out ‘noise’ 
– information they do not truly need 
to do their jobs, and which can act as a 
distraction.

Our own research bears this out, showing 
that the ability to analyse increasing 
volumes of genuinely valuable data, while 
filtering that which is less relevant, is a 
growing concern for investors.

Key data management challenges
According to a survey we conducted 

this year with 86 asset managers, pension 
funds and other institutional investors 
worldwide, the biggest challenges faced by 
the data and technology functions in their 
businesses relate to the scale of their data 
operations.

The biggest perceived challenge, for 
42 percent of respondents, was a lack of 
integration between different data sources 
and types, followed by increased volume of 
data (39 percent).

Just five years ago, when we last 
conducted this survey, data accuracy was 
the top concern for these investor types. 
Timeliness of data followed in second 
place, tied with integrating multiple data 
sources (34 percent each).

Escalating investments in technology
The challenge of managing this 

explosion of data is driving significant 
increases in technology investment by 
investment organisations, along with a 
focus on seeking support from trusted 
partners.

In our 2013 research, nearly half (49 
percent) of the institutions surveyed were 
reliant entirely or mostly on in-house 

solutions for data analytics, whereas in 
2018, 54 percent relied entirely or mostly on 
external providers.

All of this shows that the industry 
has matured to the point where most 
institutions have clear data management 
strategies in place and have tailored their 
relationships with outside providers to their 
specific strengths and requirements. This 
offers clear benefits. For example, 46 percent 
say their data and technology investments 
have improved alignment between data 
and risk teams.
The impact of regulation

This focus on data management and 
analytics is set to continue. Much of it 
has been driven by regulation, as firms 
implement technological solutions to meet 
requirements for new sets of rules like 
MiFID II and AIFMD. Third-party providers 
create risk and performance analysis and 
reporting systems for managers, and these 
are enhanced over time to meet wider 
requirements from the industry.

More than half (55 percent) of 
respondents to our latest survey cited 
regulation as a key driver of their 
technology investment. And a similar 
proportion (56 percent) say regulation 
will have the biggest influence on its data 
strategy over the next five years. Nearly one-
third (31 percent) also expect client demand 
for better data and analytics processes to be 
a major driver of their strategies.

Looking to the future
Most firms acknowledge this is a fast 

moving industry and that there is much 
work to be done to keep pace with 
developments. In 2013, 91 percent of 
respondents said they had all or most of 
the right talent in place to advance their 
investment data and analytics strategy. 

Five years on, this figure had fallen to 60 
percent, with nearly a quarter (23 percent, 
compared to eight percent in 2013) claiming 
to have significant knowledge and/or 
training gaps, and five percent (compared 
to none in 2013) saying they simply do not 
have the right talent in place.

These numbers show how difficult the 
future can be to predict in the sphere of 
technological development. Relatively 
nascent advances, like distributed ledger 
(blockchain) and artificial intelligence 
or machine learning, have the power to 
create significant disruption to established 
methods and operating models.

The investment industry needs to 
understand this and organisations should 
make a forward looking, collaborative 
approach to data management an integral 
part of their strategies and culture. •

DAVID PAGLIARO
Head of State Street Global Exchange, EMEA

THE FUTURE OF PAYMENT SYSTEMS

In June Instagram added an in-app 
payments feature as a test appearing for 
some users. The feature lets users add a 
credit or debit card and a PIN for additional 
security. After the initial setup, users can 
make purchases from within Instagram. SIX 
Payment Services produced the reality check 
after Instagram launched the new offering. 
As Roger Niederer, Head Merchant Services 
of SIX Payment Services, believes, in the near 
future, direct payments will be possible via 
the image sharing service.

In 2016, the so-called ‘shoppable tags’ were 
introduced by Instagram. However, these 
tags transport willing participants to the 
online shop of a merchant. In the future, this 
step could be omitted. Instagram is currently 
testing a payment function that is directly 
integrated into its app.

Check 1: Everybody can now pay for 
products by Instagram

So far, the feature has only been activated 
for selected users in the UK and US. In 
addition, Instagram wants to focus on specific 
sectors, at least for now. Resay, the online 
restaurant booking service, is one of the few 
companies that already offer an Instagram 
payment function. Cinema tickets could also 
soon be reserved on Instagram and be paid 
for directly through the app. We can assume 
that the payment function will expand in the 
future, as the shoppable tags were initially 
introduced for a limited brand portfolio and 
are now an integral part of the app.

Check 2: How does the payment 
process work and how does 
Instagram generate revenue?

To use the payment feature, Instagram 
users must register a credit or debit card and 
choose a PIN number. This allows payments 
to be processed directly within the app. Until 
now, users who clicked on a buy button were 
directed to the online shop of the retailer via 
an integrated browser. Once there, they had 
to log in or re-register to proceed, which of 
course takes up valuable time.

The new payment feature should 
significantly shorten the purchase journey 

and payment process. It is still unclear 
whether the service will be paid for by 
the merchants. The offer would probably 
be financially viable, without a fee for the 
merchant, as we can assume that companies 
will increasingly choose to advertise on 
the platform, if there is a possibility that 
consumers make a direct purchase.

Check 3: How does this change 
affect the European retail market?

It is clear that with the ever increasing 
rise of Instagram users across Europe, the 
app offers huge potential for e-commerce, 
which cannot be ignored. This is particularly 
interesting when you look at the large 
network of consumer influencers that have 
sprung up on Instagram recently. Today, it 
is very easy to speak directly to potential 
customers via the app. The new payment 
function may mean that shopping could 
become even more intuitive, and make the 
customer journey more convenient.

We know that a customer journey that 
includes too many clicks and redirects has a 
negative effect on a customer’s experience – 
which is also why Amazon streamlined its 
process and introduced the ‘one-click’ to buy 
option a long time ago.

Conclusion
The world of money is without doubt 

becoming more complex.  Instagram’s move 
to launch its own payment function must be 
seen in the context of a general trend. Our 
world is getting more and more connected, 
all sorts of devices are now online, and 
the Internet of Things (IoT) has become a 
household term.  At the same time, online 
shopping and payment behaviour are also 
changing, and retailers should be prepared 
for payment processes to become more 
diverse and range from debit and credit 
cards to instant transfers and direct debits to 
apps. With an experienced payment service 
provider integrating all of these payment 
methods, retailers are well positioned for a 
digital future that is both exciting and full of 
promise. •   Source: Six Payments

Reality Check: Would you pay 
by Instagram?

49%
use of External 

Analytics Providers

2013

54%
use of External 

Analytics Providers

2018
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WEALTHTECH

WealthTech funding hit record levels in Q1 2018
A record of $2.5bn was invested in 
WealthTech companies last year, 
according to research from FinTech 
Global. Funding in 2018 is on track to 
surpass this, with $2bn raised in the 
opening quarter alone. The sector 
is poised for continued growth as 
the wealth and asset management 
industries are transformed by the rapid 
adoption of technology, and investors go 
after a multibillion dollar opportunity.

Global WealthTech investments 
have nearly tripled since 2014
Investment in WealthTech companies 
increased from $928.6m in 2014 to 
$2.5bn in 2017 at a CAGR of 28.5%. This 
upwards trend is on track to continue 
in 2018, as capital invested in Q1 set a 
quarterly record of $2bn which equates 
to 79.3% of last year’s total. Almost 
60% of this funding came from six 
later-stage deals valued over $100m. 
In comparison, there were eight such 
deals closed during the whole of 2017.

Despite the high investment total in 
2017, deal activity dropped by 12.7% 
compared to the previous year. The 
51 deals completed in Q1 2018 are 
historically mid-range, and represent 
21.2% of last year’s total. Hence, if this 
trajectory continues for the remainder 
of 2018, deal activity is set to fall again.

Investors are increasingly 
favouring later-stage deals
There has been a shift towards larger 
deals as the WealthTech sector moves 
towards maturity. Deals valued less 
than $1m dropped in share from 38.7% 
to 20.9% between 2014 and 2017. This 
downtrend continued in Q1 2018 when 
just 12.8% of deals completed were in 
this size bracket.

All categories above $1m increased in 
deal share between 2014 and 2017. 
The largest rise was in deals valued 
between $1-5m, which jumped by 7.1 
percentage points (pp), while deals 
in the above $20m category rose by 
4.6pp. In Q1 2018, deals larger than 
$20m accounted for 44.7% of the 
total, while two thirds of all deals were 
valued above $5m.

The maturing industry is also evidenced 
by the reduced deal activity last year, 
which is currently projected to continue 
in 2018, as investors become more 
selective by placing bigger bets on fewer 
companies.

The top ten WealthTech deals in 
Q1 2018 raised $1.5bn
The combined total of the top ten 
WealthTech deals in Q1 2018 reached 
almost $1.5bn, equating to 73.1% of the 
overall amount invested in the quarter. 
The largest was a $500m secondary 
investment in Credit Karma, a credit and 
financial management platform, from 
Silver Lake Partners. As a result of the 
investment, Credit Karma’s valuation 
increased by 23% making it worth 
approximately $4bn.

Six of the top ten investments were 
raised by companies offering online 
banking solutions, three of which 
are challenger banks: Atom Bank, 
Nubank and N26. The only investment 
in a company based outside of North 
America or Europe went to Nubank, 
a Brazil-based challenger bank. The 
$150m Series E round was led by DST 
Global with co-investment from Thrive 
Capital and Ribbit Capital, among 
others. The funding will be used to 
further support the company’s growth 
and expansion.

WEALTHTECH

Source: FinTech Global

Global WealthTech investments, 2014 - Q1 2018
(USD, number of deals)

2014 2015 2016 2017

Less than $100m                    $100m and above                    Number of Deals

Q1 2018

818.3m

2,010.7m

1,192.4m

2,534.6m

1,535.6m

2,475.7m

928.6m

1,198.1m

337.5m

760.1m

1,715.6m

1,051.9m

1,482.7m

186

248

276

241

51

Source: FinTech Global

Global WealthTech investments by deal size, 2014 - Q1 2018
(as a % of total number of deals)

Less than $1m

10.9%

9.5%
9.5%

31.4%

38.7%

9.9%
9.9%
5.2%

34.9%

40.1%

14.3%
5.4%
9.4%

38.2%

32.7%

15.5%

12.3%

12.8%

38.5%

20.9%

44.7%

10.6%

10.6%

21.3%

12.8%

$1-5m $5-10m $10-20m Above $20m

2014 2015 2016 2017 Q1 2018

The data for this article is sourced from the FinTech Global platform. More  
in-depth research, data and analytics on investments and companies across 
all fintech sectors and regions around the world are available to subscribers of  
FinTech Global at www.FinTech.Global. ©2018 FinTech Global
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Wealth Management in the New Age

Now in its 50th year of business, SEI is a leading global provider 
of investment processing, investment management, and 
investment operations solutions that help corporations, financial 
institutions, financial advisors, and ultra-high-net-worth 
families create and manage wealth. 

Kevin Russell, the SEI Wealth Platform Proposition Director 
in the UK, chatted to us about his journey within the industry, 
his innovative work with SEI and what the future holds for 
financial services. 

What’s your journey in the industry been like so far?
I started my financial career at Standard Life. Over a 

period of about 25 years, I travelled through a number of 
different roles - initially technical, as I have a mathematical 
background, then on the distribution side. For the last 10 
to 15 years I’ve sat between major projects in organisations 
and running global ecommerce business, setting up the 
infrastructure on which the whole digital business runs. I’ve 
also been involved in bringing wealth platforms to the UK 
market. 

In 2010, I left Standard Life to set up my own consultancy 
practice - we helped organisations transition out of 
traditional markets, like life, pension and banking, to look at 
how wealth platforms can power their future propositions. 
I did that on both the client and supply side for six years, 
then came to SEI. I’ve known Brett Williams for a number of 
years, and he asked me to join SEI and work with the Exec 
team to help position the SEI Wealth Platform’s proposition 
for success in the U.K. market. When that work was finished, 
I was asked to stay on as Propositions Director, so I now head 
up that team.  

How have things changed since you started out?
If I think about when I started out in the industry, we 

used to administer things with memos and such, and we 
had to evidence everything through signature and paper. 
Throughout my whole career, there’s been rapid acceleration 
of tech’s impact on administration and, more importantly, on 
the user experience in the context of engaging and facilitating 
the purchase of financial transactions, like insurance and 
investing. The important role technology plays now, and 
will continue to play going forward, is as an enabler for 
companies to offer something that is both engaging and 
valuable to consumers. That has been the biggest change.

Another thing linked to this is that most organisations are 
now worried about whether they have a diverse enough 
team across the board to go after the opportunities that 
technology offers the business, and to make sensible 
decisions about where and how to invest in order to bring 
these opportunities to fruition. That’s what we’re seeing in 
the market -  a few firms are changing their teams and having 
these discussions about making the right investments, while 
some others are struggling to decide which direction to take 
and are being left behind.

SEI is a very technology focused firm. How do you keep on 
top of technological advancements and how do you decide 
which to invest in?

SEI has both technology and customers at its heart. We see 
our business as not just about technology, but about how we 
can use it to deliver outcomes for clients. 

The first thing for me is to understand the clients - how 
they want tech to empower their businesses and what they 
want to invest in it. This is done through spending time with 
the clients and researching the market. I’m very fortunate that 
we have a global research team that allows us to coordinate 
our own primary research, along with gathering secondary 
research and aligning it to the context of other markets. This 
helps us to make decisions about how to best serve our 
clients. 

Tell us about your co-sourcing model.
The core thing about the co-sourcing model is that it 

recognises the evolution of the market. With new technology 
emerging through innovations like blockchain, AI and 
Big Data, certain services and their associated margins 
are becoming commodities. Our aim is to link these tech 
advancements with more traditional financial services. The 
challenge for many is that, if you use products from multiple 
suppliers, where all these connections are not in place, you 
are in danger of delivering different outcomes across different 
sectors of clients and getting into trouble with regulators. 
So our job is not just about helping clients comply with 
regulations, but helping them build a compelling proposition 
that is regulatory sound and efficient, helps manage cost and 
engages well with the consumers. 

Our approach to co-sourcing is built around a belief in 
providing the right partnership model for the client. Rather 
than a straight forward outsourcing relationship, we work 
with our clients to identify the technology they use today and 
wish to keep using and the tech that could be replaced with a 
more efficient and effective solution.  This model and access 
to APIs means we can integrate these into our infrastructure, 
enabling clients to embrace change where it will have the 
most impact.  

What’s your take on cryptocurrencies and blockchain?
Crypto is interesting. None of our clients are directly 

involved with it at the moment, but it’s certainly an emerging 
market - it’s absolutely on the cards.

In terms of security and facilitation of agreement across 
a supply or customer chain, blockchain 
can deliver outcomes that will have 
significant impact in our world.

I don’t see blockchain as 
something that will happen in the 
future - it’s already here now, and we 
are working with clients to see how 
we can use it to better the service we 
provide them. 

Do you think the growth of the 
fintech sector is likely to foster 
better financial inclusion?

We’ve seen new technologies help our clients extend 
the range of advice they can give and identify the clients 
who can afford to consume it, because they are using tech 
to bring down the cost of serving those customers. This 
is the significant advantage for the market - it’s taking the 
friction out of the process and encouraging firms to package 
solutions that are cheaper, simpler, easier for the clients to 
understand, and directly consumable. With professional 
guidance or technology’s support, more individuals are 
becoming confident about making investment decisions.

There’s still a lot to do - the government needs to lend a 
hand. We’ve seen some progress in terms of tax simplification 
and the product regime. There are lots of hurdles firms like 
ours have to jump through because, in a regulated world, the 
cost of regulation is still a problem. I think the government 
and the market need to address that, but there is no doubt 
that tech is enabling more clients to enter the market.

What do you think financial services are going to look like 
in 10 years time?

We contemplate that a lot - we have an innovation team 
in the UK and US. In our world, which has historically been 
focused around investment and wealth management, I think 
the focus will move towards financial wellbeing in its broader 
sense. Today in the UK, we don’t facilitate platforms that 
support wealth and health together, so both insurance and 
health planning. 

Solutions are evolving around allowing access to richer 
data, which gives a more holistic picture of the client, and 
tech like AI and Big Data provides ways to mine that data 
more effectively. We’re no longer thinking of products 
for a range of profiles, but targeting the needs of specific 
individuals, based on their social and financial data. If the 
government manages to simplify the tax regimes and provide 
appropriate incentives for individuals to save, then we’ll 
transform the savings market in the UK over the next 10 year.

What’s next for SEI?
We’re looking at how we can interact and integrate with 

the new technologies that are coming to market in regtech. 
We have Codify, our regtech incubator, and we’re working 
externally with fintech firms to deliver utility components 
to add to our core products. Our work over the years has 
allowed us to begin to think about how we can put these 
components on a shelf alongside our services, and open up a 
marketplace for wealth managers. In addition to the services 
that we can make available through the SEI Wealth Platform, 
we’ve also got tools and services that we can drag from the 
data into the Platform, making it very rich and flexible. For 
me, it’s about how we can reuse the services that we utilise as 

a group and repackage them for our clients’ development. 
This approach will challenge some of the way we work 

today, but what I like about SEI is that it is an organisation 
that is not frightened of a challenge – we have a focus around 

innovation and thinking about new ways of doing things. 
For me, that is the exciting thing about SEI’s work. •

Managing Editor of The Fintech Times
RONNY LAVIE



T H E F I N T E C H T I M E S

July / August 2018   I   21

“It’s easy in a lot 
of industries to 

get seduced by the 
cool technology, 

but it always 
has to tie back 

to a commercial 
outcome”

INVESTMENT

We sat down with the CEO of diversified 
trading firm Tibra Capital to learn about how 
the company has grown in recent years, his 
own speedy ascent through the ranks, and 
why he’s not about to jump on the crypto 
bandwagon.

Tell us about Tibra Capital.
Tibra Capital was founded in 2006. We’re 

an Australian-headquartered and owned 
firm. We started as an options market maker, 
so we’re a proprietary trading firm and the 
mission of the business is to facilitate liquidity, 
price fairness and efficient allocation of capital 
in financial markets. Over 12 years, we’ve 
grown into a global business and broadened 
our investment process. So we’re no longer 
just an options market maker - the lens 
we’ve put on the business is of a systematic, 
quantitative, global trading company. We see 
ourselves as an Australian success story.

What about your own journey - how did 
you get into the financial industry?

I have had a slightly unusual route into 
financial services. I’m an electrical and 
electronic engineer by training, specialising 
in signal processing. I was working for a 
company that was trying to develop software 
defined radio, which is the idea of being able 
to reconfigure your radio on the fly – so one 
minute it’s a mobile phone radio, then it’s an 
FM radio, then it was something else – it could 
change.

One of my contacts from that role 
realised that some of the technology we 
were developing could be used in financial 
markets, so I joined him in a hedge fund and 
that’s where it all started. It was amazing to me 
because I thought an engineering background 
and education would lead me down a fairly 
traditional engineering career. But as it turned 
out, there was this world of quant trading that 
had a lot of overlap with what I was doing, 
and that is how I got into the industry.

I worked in a few different hedge funds 
until 2012, when I joined Tibra as a quant 
developer. The proprietary trading space was 
something completely new to me, but I heard 
good things, so I took a chance, and I’m glad 
I did!

You worked your way up to CEO very 
quickly. How did you do that?

I might answer this question in terms of the 
attributes that I like to see in quant traders 
and how to be successful in our industry. First 
of all I think you’ve got to have an appetite for 
the business. There’s a huge range of industries 
out there, really compelling opportunities 
and awesome technologies. So I think it’s 
really important that when you come to a 
business that’s capital markets focused, that 
you have an appetite for capital markets 
– that you have a little bit of a curiosity to 
understand how markets operate, understand 
the different participants and understand and 
see opportunities. 

The second thing is having the 
competencies, and also the pragmatism, to 
turn that insight and curiosity into something 
via the quant process that creates value for 
the company. This is where my training as an 
engineer was invaluable, because engineering 
is a very pragmatic, practical, problem solving 
discipline. It’s easy in a lot of industries to get 
seduced by the cool technology, but it always 
has to tie back to a commercial outcome. 

You’ve got to have a little bit of resilience 
as well, combined with initiative. A lot of the 
time with the work that you do, the research 
is unsuccessful. You have to be able to take 
what you can learn and the things you can see 
as successes from your work, and continue to 
build on those. The opportunity to try and 
test out an idea and get insight is equally as 
valuable whether the idea is successful or not. 
Failing is sometimes just as equally important 
as succeeding. That’s the nature of innovative 
quantitative research.

If I look at my career, I think it’s about 
proactively taking the opportunities that 
are presented. Tibra is a firm of opportunity 
and that’s had a lot to do with my career. In 
a small business like ours – we’re only circa 
100 people globally – it’s easy to be visible if 
you’re putting your hand up to take advantage 
of opportunities. 

Was CEO always the goal?
I’ll be honest and say yes.. The previous 

CEO of Tibra taught me a huge amount about 
the industry and the business. He was one of 
the founders of Tibra, and he really set me up 
to succeed as CEO. I suppose I was pretty clear 
with him relatively early on that I fancied his 
job. It was always an ambition of mine. 

How accessible and inclusive do you think 
the financial sector is?

Overall, I think there are a lot of financial 
services businesses out there who have 
to be enabled with technology to remain 
competitive, which has created fintech. So 

there are a lot of things that would have been 
considered very tech-centred a few years ago, 
like open source projects and other initiatives 
around increasing access to technology, that 
have found a home in financial services. 
Fintech is about making the customers’ 
experience better and easier, and removing 
the friction from their day to day experience. 
Hopefully the end user sees that when they’re 
using the end financial technologies.

From a B2B lens, you can see the evidence 
of technology allowing these perhaps non 
obvious connections. Like with Crypto 
currencies - that has implications in financial 
services, but also wider implications in the 
B2B context, even consumer content. I think 
it’s interesting innovations like that that 
will socialise fintech more with the broader 
population. 

What’s your take on cryptocurrencies and 
blockchain?

I think blockchain technology will have 
applications across many industries, including 
finance. With cryptocurrencies, whether they 
become more mainstream, or find a natural 
domain, like ICOs –the jury’s still out on that 
one. It’s a really interesting technology that 
excites people beyond finance, but I think 
the application of the technology still needs 
to find more mainstream acceptance in the 
financial services.

Tibra as a business is much more focused 
on the opportunities that we’re curating right 
now in terms of where we currently trade 
and the markets we access. We’re on a wait 
and see with cryptocurrencies. I would never 
say never, but it’s not something that we’re 
immediately pursuing.

What is the future for Tibra?
We’ve got to make sure we have a 

compelling value proposition for staff.  We’re 
competing for the best with the likes of 
Google and Facebook. I always go back to 
saying that Tibra is a firm of opportunity 

and I like to think I am an embodiment of 
that. We’re really looking up and out when it 
comes to opportunities, whether it’s different 
markets, geographies or technologies, but 
as a business we don’t have an aggressive 
acquisition strategy, we’re focused on growing 
organically.

How do you predict the financial sector will 
look in the future?

The efficient and orderly operation of 
capital markets is important and Tibra’s future 
is focused on supporting those objectives. . 
Does blockchain as a technology change the 
landscape in terms of making things more 
efficient? Maybe it does.

What we also know is that more people 
are coming to the markets - people are more 
educated around how they manage their own 
finances. So what was considered a closed 
industry is becoming a little more open and 
transparent, and that’s got to be a good thing.

Financial markets are not going away. They 
offer transactions to make sure capital flows 
to the places it needs to flow to. There’s always 
going to be a consistent drive to make that as 
efficient and transparent as possible. •

“You have to put your hand up for new opportunities”
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ICOs vs. PE and VC Funding: 

Traditionally, a startup seeking capital in 
order to help them grow and expand would 
look to private equity, usually from Angel 
Investors or Venture Capitalists. In the last 
few years, this has all started to change, with 
startups, mainly from the fintech space, 
deciding to go down the non-traditional 
route of launching an Initial Coin Offering 
(ICO), raising their funds in the form of 
cryptocurrency. According to the report 
State of the Token Market, created by Fabric 
Ventures and TokenData, startups raised $5.6 
billion last year from launching ICOs.

This tremendous growth, the hype within 
the community about the benefits and 
advantages of doing an ICO, and general 
dissatisfaction with the VC-investment 
process by those who have experienced it, 
have all led us to this particular point. Now, 
experienced professionals from a variety 
of other industries within the business 
community are beginning to sit up and take 
notice of the waves that successful ICOs are 
making. Law firms, such as Collyer Bristow, 
understand the importance of sharing this 
information with their clients and their 
partners, and to engage in much discussion 
as possible. The blockchain-specific focus 
on collaboration now stretches even into 
the City – with its reputation for fierce 
competition.

Collyer Bristow recently hosted a panel 
with the intention of providing answers to 
the question of which form of investment, 
private equity or ICO, is the best way forward 
for a newly formed, fast-growing business in 
this current climate. 

In the blue corner… Private Equity

Private equity, the 
traditional route to 

raising capital, is 
well-known to 
anyone involved 
with business 
transactions. 
There is usually 
a division made 

between private 
equity and venture 

capital (VC) funding 

- with private 
equity, an investor 
is usually looking to take on the 
whole venture, taking a up to a 100 
percent stake, with an eye on selling the 
company on or undergoing an Initial 
Public Offering (IPO). VC funding tends 
to be less concerned with high equity 
stakes, and will often target small 
companies that have the potential for 
rapid growth. VCs will usually appoint 
new directors, and provide assistance 
via an accelerator or industry contracts, 
for example.

Many people, particularly from ambitious 
startups, have come out with some criticisms 
of VC fundraising - it is a long, arduous 
process, which leads to startups having to 
satisfy many requirements and demands 
by the VCs along the way. For a startup that 
is growing quickly and that wants to get a 
minimum viable product (MVP) out there 
as quickly as possible, having to go through 
this process can definitely be a chore, and 
something that some may feel is holding 
them back in their earlier stages. Time that 
senior partners in this startup could be 
devoting to growing the business, is spent 
on pitching to various VCs and producing 
all kinds of documentation for them. In 
addition, companies that the Fintech Times 
has spoken to in the past have sometimes 
found that they were not able to find a fully 
on-board VC who would satisfy their terms, 
despite having widespread enthusiasm and 
demand for their product.

Furthermore, both private equity and VC 
investment require the relinquishing of a 
certain amount of equity – a portion of your 
business that you are not likely to ever see 
again. Many startups are reluctantly having 
to give up large portions of their company 
because they have no other funding route 
left available to them. You also have to factor 
in the mentality of VC investors as well – 
their goal is an exit, or anyway in which 
they can make the maximum return on the 
capital that they have put in. For a startup, 
particularly the ones that are focussed 
on creating a game-changing product or 
solution that will have many real-world 
impacts, this can be very much at odds with 

their 

mentality, 
in which for 

them success is 
represented by 

number of users/
beneficiaries, 

or in the real-
world impact 
of their idea.

For many, 
these potential 

downsides to 
private equity pale 

in comparison to its advantages, which is 
one of the reasons why it is so widely used 
as a method of raising capital. However, with 
the increasing prevalence of rapidly growing 
startups, particularly with the rise of the 
fintech industry, these downsides have been 
put more sharply into focus. In addition, if 
private equity was a perfect solution for all 
companies fundraising, then ICOs would not 
have grown so much as funding source. So, 
why is everyone so excited about ICOs?

In the red corner… ICOs

We’ve come a long way since the first 
Bitcoin whitepaper was published by 
Satoshi. Now there are 
thousands of other 
‘altcoins’, coupled with 
the increasing number 
of token systems being 
utilised by various 
organisations and startups. One 
of the more recent developments 
in this area is the use of ICOs. Instead of 
raising capital by giving away equity in the 
company, an ICO allows a startup to sell a 
certain number of personalised ‘coins’ 
to customers/investors.

These coins or tokens can then 
represent different things. They 
may simply be a token that has a 
utility within the service a company 
offers (to exchange for services within 
their platform for example) or may have 
certain rights attached to them, potentially 
allowing them to act like shares (voting 
rights and so forth). Much like in an IPO, 

these proprietary coins will then get listed 
on a crypto exchange. This means that their 
value may increase in the short and long 
term. Looking at how the price of Bitcoin has 
risen almost exponentially since the late 00s, 
you can understand why someone would be 
keen to own one of these tokens, which may 
potentially be worth a lot more than they 
originally paid for it. 

The advantage of this method, that many 
startups see as vital, is that it allows for the 
rapid raising of capital from a variety of 
different (and often non-typical) investors, 
without giving away any equity in the 
company. In addition, at least until recently, 
ICOs were free of many of the regulations 
that one would have to adhere to if they 
were undertaking an IPO. Another benefit 
would be the fact that all the money raised 
during the token sale will tend to be in 
crypto, meaning that its value may continue 
to increase, with startups continuing to see 
returns on whatever capital they haven’t 
immediately used for operational costs. 

Another dimension to the argument is 
in the nature of the investors themselves. 
These investors tend to be about as different 
as you can get from those behind VC funds, 
with different goals and motivations behind 
their decision to invest. Rather than being 

INVESTMENT

Which funding model is best for a growing business?

NATHAN GORE
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HAYDN JONES
Blockchain Hub

The UK hasn’t got round to regulating ICOs 
properly - does this put London’s status as a 
leading fintech hub at risk? 

 The sooner we regulate, the better. There 
are too many projects out there lacking 
the basic hygiene of effective governance, 
transparency and accountability. A glut of 
scam coin issues, concentrated in London 
would definitely impact our reputation as a 
leading fintech hub. 

 
 Does the private equity world need to 
change itself in order to compete with ICO-
style funding?

 They can exist, side by side, as they are 
very different. In its purest sense, an ICO is 
about using blockchain to create a platform, 
where the coin provides access to the service 
capability. Private equity is very much about 
raising capital to take a company private, 
and then remediating it operationally to 
create a new platform and delivering greater 
shareholder value. Where PE is missing out, 
is the use of blockchain as a strategic lever 
for remediation, especially across two or 
more companies, horizontally, or vertically 
integrated. 

Do you see cryptocurrencies becoming 
legitimate payment methods? If so, in what 
time frame?

 The frictional cost of physical money 
in the economy - notes, coins and atms 
- as well as the overhead from point of 
sale, creates no value whatsoever in an 
economy. And our existing payment 
infrastructure - BACS, CHAPS and SWIFT, is 
complex, and introduces further overhead. 
Cryptocurrencies, issued by a central bank, 
would offer a cleaner and much cheaper 
platform to transmit store of value. It would 
then seem natural that other, properly 
issued coins and tokens would sit alongside 
central bank cryptocurrencies. As to timing, 
it could happen relatively quickly, but there 
are broader, structural, legislative and policy 
aspects to address; it can only be an agenda 
item for any post-Brexit administration. So a 
minimum of 3 years. •

MARK BEESTON
Iluminate Financial

The UK hasn’t got round to regulating ICOs 
properly - does this put London’s status as a 
leading fintech hub at risk? 

Absolutely not. Global regulation of ICOs 
is evolving relatively rapidly by regulatory 
standards. It’s important to recognise 
that the ICO market as a funding option 
exploded onto the scene quite recently, and 
well considered regulation takes time. We 
are seeing emerging hubs away from the 
major capital market hubs (NYC & London), 
including Zug ‘crypto valley’ in Switzerland. 
However, for ICOs to be adopted as a 
mainstream source of raising capital from the 
capital markets, regulation in these markets 
will need to be addressed.

 
Does the private equity world need to 
change itself in order to compete with ICO-
style funding?

I don’t believe so. Firsty, a number of 
companies where the ICO actually represents 
a meaningful and useful utility token were 
actually already funded by the VC or PE 
industry. Secondly, the investment industry 
brings many other tools and values to the 
table besides the investment capital itself: 
governance, coaching, networks, talent, 
introductions to future funding sources, 
guidance on eventual exit. ICOs offer little if 
any of these functions. 

ICOs will become one of the many 
funding mechanisms (equity crowdfunding, 
kickstarter, industry consortium, strategic 
investors, accelerators, etc.) that early stage 
companies and VCs use to grow companies, 
therefore it is likely that you will see this 
mechanism included in VC mandates going 
forward, as it becomes regulated.

Do you see cryptocurrencies becoming 
legitimate payment methods? If so, in what 
time frame?

Some limited number of cryptocurrencies 
are already legitimate payment methods, so 
that moment has already arrived. However, 
they remain the exception rather than the 
rule across the thousands of new coins we 
have seen come to market. •
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focussed on an ‘exit’ or thinking 
in terms of how they can 
increase the value of their 
share in the company, these 
investors may act more as 
if they were participating 
in a crowdfunding scheme 
– investing because they 
believe in the project and 
either want to be a part of it, 
or to see its long term effects 
on the market. 

We asked Hadyn Jones from Blockchain 
Hub why ICOs have suddenly become so 
much more popular. In his opinion, the 
shift is driven by access to “easy crypto 
capital” and is something that doesn’t 
necessarily require an investor to be an 
insider or accredited. Another panelist, 
Mark from Illuminate Finance, weighed 
in as well: “Secondary market liquidity in 
what were previously illiquid instruments 
is a key benefit to investors that may also 
be driving some of the shift to ICOs.” He 
pointed out that you can see quite clearly 
the effect that this is having on the private 
equity market with other players “trying to 
offer this liquidity in the traditional private 
equity avenues, for example with seedrs 
crowdfunding platform, collateral backed 
tokens where the collateral are traditional 
venture equities.”

Whilst both of these panelists are heavily 
involved in the crypto-space, not everything 
they had to say about it was positive, with 
Hadyn drawing upon the lack of deeper 
understanding many of these investors 
have, who are just being drawn into the 
hype around possessing crypto-tokens, 
“In a smaller number of cases, it is because 
the need for a blockchain is an intrinsic 
component of the platform that is being 
developed, and represents a genuine 
innovation.” You might also find that the 
companies behind these ICOs are wanting 
to cash in on that ‘naivety’ as well.

In addition, and much like in 
crowdfunding, many companies fade 
quickly out of the limelight after conducting 
an ICO. Mark pointed out that a “significant 
number of companies funded in this way 

have already failed, with the 
incredibly small percentage that 

have actually created a tradable 
and liquid coin being a leading 
indicator that many of the 
companies that were funded 
via this route were companies 

where professional investors 
would not have funded them, 

either at all, or certainly at the 
price.” So, if a company was 

struggling to raise money via private 
equity, maybe there was a reason. None 
of this really detracts from the fact that 
this form of raising capital can be very 
successful for a small, ambitious, and 
rapidly growing company. However, many 
startups may need to think hard about 
whether or not they can actually deliver 
for their enthusiastic investors.

It’s easy to see why startups, particularly 
in fintech, favour the use of ICOs as a 
method of fundraising. The majority 
of concerns around ICOs focus on the 
disadvantages for investors and negative 
impact on the market as a whole. Startups 
do probably need to think through 
whether an ICO is really relevant for their 
business, and if they have the product 
to follow through once their ICO has 
concluded. In the future, once the hype 
has died down slightly, we are likely to 
see private equity remaining as the de 
facto choice for both startups and more 
established companies to raise capital, 
with ICOs being used where relevant for a 
blockchain-based business. •

OPINION



T H E F I N T E C H T I M E S

24   I   July / August 2018

ANNOUNCEMENTS

Newcastle  |  Leeds  |  Manchester

www.wardhadaway.com

Experts in business immigration advice

CriptoHub Announces that Orion Agarwal 
Will Join Its Board of Advisors
CriptoHub, a Brazil-based cryptocurrency exchange, has announced that Orion 
Agarwal will join its advisory board as its Capital Markets Specialist.

CriptoHub, a Brazil-based Bitcoin and 
cryptocurrency exchange, has announced that 
Orion Agarwal will join its board of advisors 
as its Capital Markets Specialist.  Mr. Agarwal 
will advise CriptoHub on its capital raise efforts 
in both equity and cryptocurrency through its 
Initial Coin Offering (ICO), on its media and 
public relations strategy, including television 
and print media, on strategic partnerships and 
investment, and on its post-ICO capital markets 
strategy, including liquidity and exchange 
partnerships. He will also provide CriptoHub 
with a US East-coast presence in New York 
and Miami to both institutional investors and 
potential strategic partners.

Mr. Agarwal is currently a cryptocurrency 
investment research analyst contributing 
to research at Standpoint Research.  He has 
performed in-depth research on coins including 

Binance (BNB), Bread (BRD), Zcash (ZEC), 
Decred (DCR), Cybermiles (CMT), VeChain 
(VEN), Ontology (ONT) and Polymath 
(POLY).

In addition to Mr. Agarwal’s experience 
in the cryptocurrency finance arena, he 
has a successful track record of aiding early 
and mid-stage technology companies 
to achieve success and eventual exit at a 
higher valuation. He brings over 10 years of 
experience in management and leadership, 
strategy, operations, incentivisation strategy, 
internet marketing, financial valuation, 
capital markets deal structure and legal 
issues, including stock market and SEC 
compliance.

Prior to his current position, Mr. Agarwal 
served as an equity research analyst for 
Los Angeles-based $1 billion long/short 
equity hedge fund Dalton Investments, 
where he originated and researched stock 
ideas from the small-cap technology, 
financial services and life sciences 
sectors.  He also founded and managed a 
technology-focused venture capital firm 
with numerous successful investment exits 
including a sale of a portfolio company 
to Amazon.com (AMZN).  Prior to this he 
founded an internet-based investment 
bank, which was nominated as the 
Internet company and Internet startup of 
the year, and was awarded the 40 under 
40 award.  Mr. Agarwal holds an MBA in 

Finance-Investment Management from 
the University of Southern California 
(USC) and a B.A. from the University of 
California, San Diego (UCSD).

Mr. Agarwal stated “The opportunity 
for CriptoHub is huge.  Brazil and South 
America present the perfect cåase use 
study for cryptocurrency investment.  
For years now, the stock market in Brazil 
hasn’t been an attractive place to invest 
one’s money. There’s been rampant 
inflation and poor corporate governance, 
but there’s clearly a lot of demand.  
People want to earn returns just like in 
the US, and Brazil is a superpower, with 
200 million people. That’s more than 
South Korea and Japan combined. South 
America as a whole has 400 million 
people.  On top of that the market in 
South America is in its infancy, so the 
opportunity is to become the Coinbase, 
Kraken, or Bitfinex of Brazil, and maybe 
down the road the Binance, Huobi, or 
Okex of South America.” •
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Circle is on a mission to make 
it possible for everyone, 
everywhere to create and share 
value, using open internet 

standards and protocols, including 
blockchain technology, to build their 
products. Circle Pay, Circle’s flagship 
app, allows people to send money easily 
between £, € and $ and for free. Circle has 
also expanded its offering to create Circle 
Trade, becoming market makers for the 
top crypto currencies and offering OTC 
trading services to institutional investors. 
Circle Invest has expanded this offering 
to individuals, allowing people to 
invest in crypto without the cryptic. The 
recent acquisition of Poloniex addresses 
another key element in Circle’s vision 
and product foundation: an open, global, 
token marketplace.   

At Circle we believe that eventually, 
all digital and physical assets will be 
tokenised, enabling not only monetary 
value to be shared seamlessly, but for 
other assets to also be recorded and 
stored on the blockchain, reshaping 
the global economy to become more 
open and inclusive. Smart contracts, 
which are built on blockchain, can be 
designed to dramatically reduce the cost 
of transferring value or services. They 
can allow people anywhere to tokenise 
and share any asset, while creating an 
undisputable record of ownership. Due to 
this concept, two parties who do not trust 
each other can interact and trade with 
one another. It is a peer-to-peer network 
with no need for trusted third parties. 
Whether that means farmers selling 
tiny portions of their land to consumers 
with digital wallets, an individual 
purchasing fractional ownership of their 
favourite piece of art, or a commuter not 
purchasing a car, but owning a token that 
lets you drive any car, paid by the second. 
Undoubtedly, Circle believes this rapidly 
evolving innovation will lead to a more 
prosperous and open global economy.  

The major challenge for Circle and 
others working with blockchain 
technology, is how to increase 
mainstream adoption, by both 
consumers and institutions alike, and  
provide simple, easy to use products 
that are accessible to everyone, using 
decentralised systems. •

Zero Carbon Project is tack-
ling climate change using the 
blockchain. Renewables have re-
sponded well to climate change 

and will provide the final solution, but 
they are currently still too expensive for 
making an immediate material impact 
through mass adoption. Our project can 
make an immediate impact by delivering 
zero carbon energy at a lower price than 
electricity from fossil fuels. We have a 
two-part solution which includes our 
Zero Carbon Market and our Energis 
tokens.

 Energy consumers access our online 
energy market to choose from a wide 
range of zero carbon energy offers from 
competing energy suppliers. Consumers 
see the relative costs on a like-for-like 
comparison basis, and whether the 
energy is sourced from renewables, 
nuclear or carbon neutral. Carbon neutral 
is fossil fuel with carbon credit offsets; 
and through our intensely competitive 
market, it can be delivered at lower prices 
than fossil fuels

 Energy consumers are rewarded with 
our Energis tokens. These tokens have 
been designed to hold utility, as energy 
suppliers need to purchase them to pay 
the transaction fees. As the consumer 
base grows, the utility of our market 
service grows. The major challenge for 
our business is the current crypto bear 
market. This will test the mettle of entre-
preneurs with ICOs and will shake out 
the dross.

 We are here to stay because we believe 
in the underlying blockchain technology 
and its revolutionary potential. Having 
built technology businesses over the 
last 20 years, we have the grit, tenacity, 
determination and resources to perse-
vere. There is nothing more satisfying 
than bootstrapping a new technology 
business. We will get on with adding new 
software features, and we will be well 
prepared for the next wave of interest in 
crypto innovations.

  Interestingly, there are many active 
members of our crypto community from 
developing countries. I am inspired by 
the idea of developing a global commu-
nity interested in climate change, renewa-
ble energy and blockchain.

 We provide a market service for con-
sumers in regulated markets around the 
world to purchase carbon credits to offset 
emissions. Our members can accumulate 
quite large earnings from our referral pro-
gramme, by spreading the word in their 
own local communities or through their 
global social media networks. •

InstaReM is a global cross border 
money transfer company that 
endeavors to provide our clients 
with complete transparency, low 

fees, and margin free FX rates. Banks 
charge their clients high fees, with wide 
margins and uncertainty as to how much 
the beneficiary will receive when they 
want to move money from one country 
to another. Worse than that, they hide 
the true costs, so their clients aren’t aware 
that they’re being overcharged. We’re 
changing that. We’re one of Asia’s largest 
cross-border money transfer (remittance) 
provider for businesses and individuals. 
We started in South East Asia three years 
ago and now we’re Asia’s only global 
fintech, with a presence in over ten 
markets. We’re now moving into Europe 
and North/South America as well.  

As is the case for most fintech startups, 
our challenges lay in capital, regulation 
and talent. Capital, because when you’re 
starting out you need to make investors 
believe in your business and the team; in 
terms of regulation, different jurisdictions 
have different requirements; as for talent, 
it’s a super competitive market, with costs 
for getting the right person justifiably high 
- and we only want to employ the best. 

People are now beginning to 
understand that you can transfer money 
to different parts of the world without 
extortionate charges, and without being 
laboured with heavy documentation 
processes and hidden fees. It’s game 
changing. 

Making it more cost effective  for an 
immigrant to send money home to 
his/her family, or for a new business 
to transfer money to a satellite office 
in another country, is changing lives. 
We are creating a level playing field for 
cross-border payments, allowing even 
the smallest of businesses to compete 
with global players. InstaReM’s global 
payments infrastructure has made 
it the platform of choice for small 
and medium-sized banks, payment 
processors, corporates and individuals 
to send money at a fraction of the usual 
cost charged by other operators, with full 
transparency. •

Loans, mortgages and other 
financial products are not as 
good as they could be, and 
they take way too long to build 

and cost too much. We’re changing that. 
We’ve built a super fast and cloud-based 
operating platform for financial service 
providers, to help them build what 
they want, faster and cheaper. We make 
building financial products easier for 
banks, but our support extends to car 
manufacturers and major retailers - in 
fact, anyone that sells financial products. 
With the Yobota platform, these 
organisations can design and build the 
financial products that they want to offer 
their customers, and run their entire 
book end to end.

Like any fintech startup, the major 
challenge we face is disrupting an 
incredibly well established sector. Trying 
to change the way financial products are 
manufactured and function is complex 
enough on its own, but when you’re 
trying to change the way banks think 
and act, it’s a tough slog. 

Then, of course, being a startup, hiring 
is a challenge. Getting the right talent 
through the door, and quickly, is difficult. 

We’ve just recently helped build and 
launch Livelend – a new loan provider 
that’s able to price unsecured loans very 
competitively. LiveLend can adjust terms 
for its customers in ‘real time’, in a way 
that has never been done before. 

We’re enabling ordinary people to get 
a better deal on financial products, by 
helping the banks and companies that 
create them to build better products, 
for less. A Yobota powered loan, for 
example, is always going to be better for 
the end consumer. Let’s say someone 
has a Yobota powered loan, and they 
move home to be closer to work. We 
can improve their rate in real time, as 
we know that people who live closer to 
work are ‘lower risk’. It’s that simple.  •

T H E F I N T E C H T I M E S
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Tell us about the 
research process for 
the book. 

When I came to 
research this book, I 
found there were very 
little studies about 
becoming and staying 
rich, both in Germany 

and in the US. There was one interesting 
piece from a researcher at the University 
of Boston, but she focused on people 
worth about €1.4m on average, which, for 
me, is not really that rich. In the group I 
interviewed for the book, the ‘poorest’ had 
between €10m and €30m. Most of them 
were between €30m and €1b, and some 
were billionaires. My aim was to find out 
whether there is a correlation between 
their personality traits and their financial 
success.

Were they all male?
Mostly - 44 male and one female. She 

started her own business at 24 and she 

was one of the 
richest - she 
was amazing. 
Some weeks ago I saw a poll in the US 
that asked young people whether they 
wanted to become rich or not. 60 percent 
of young men said yes, but for women it 
was far less. It’s about the aim. I asked in 
the interviews - ‘did you use visualisation 
techniques, did you write down your 
goals?’ About half of them did. One of 
them had written on the top of his door 
‘one billion’.

What kind of backgrounds did they 
come from?

Most of the richest people became rich 
as entrepreneurs. There are some CEOs of 
big companies who earn millions, but I 
think it’s only 5 percent of the super-rich 
who become rich as employees. Some 
of them had rich parents, but most were 
from middle class backgrounds, which 
was interesting. And a lot of their parents, 
6 out of 10, were entrepreneurs, not 
employees - they weren’t rich, but they 
were self-employed.

Were they high achievers?
There were a few high achievers, but in 

the poorest troop. One of the richest, he 
lives in Switzerland, he didn’t even study. 
He has no diploma. 

What was very interesting, is what 
they had in common. Half of them were 
competitive athletes in their youth, 
in different fields. I think it was a very 
important learning experience to deal 
with victory, to deal with defeat. And 
most of them earned money when they 
were at school, but not like most student 
do. They didn’t do odd jobs - they were 
selling things. They sold anything that 
you could imagine - cosmetic products, 
insurance, refurbished old motorcycles, 
radios they built themselves, to give just 
a few examples. I asked them about their 
grades at school, or at university - they 
were mostly average.

These people are all non-conformist. 
One stated - “I eat completely differently 
to anyone else, I sleep differently, I think 
differently. I have always been an outsider. 
I always think what no one else would 
do.” They were swimming against the 
stream. If you do what everyone does, 
you can’t be rich - you have to do different 
things. And to do different things you 
have to think different.

 
Who would benefit from reading your 
book?

Everyone who wants to succeed. This 
book is for everyone who doesn’t know 
45 billionaires - it gives the opportunity 
to get their advice.  •

5. Dollars and Sense: 
How we Misthink 
Money and How to 
Spend Smarter by 
Dan Ariely and Jeff 
Kreisler 

When it comes to 
dealing with money, 

we are led much more by our hearts than 
by our heads. This brilliant book uncovers 
the emotional forces at work that influence 
our financial decisions. Using a collection 
of case studies, hilarious anecdotes and 
practical examples, Dollars and Sense 
teaches us how to be better with our 
money. Something, the book asserts, we 
could all be a bit better at. 

Reading the above books will give you 
a new way to look at the world. It will 
enable you to much better understand 
people’s behaviour, as well as how to 
nudge them into getting the desired 
outcomes you or your business need. •

Can’t wait for the books to arrive? there’s 
also a more immediate and digital friendly 
option. An online master class taught by 
TED speaker and Ogilvy Vice Chairman 
Rory Sutherland.

Just head to www.42courses.com 
and select the Behavioural Economics 
class. Fintech Times readers get a 25 
percent off discount using the code 
‘FintechTimes25’

academic concepts in a playful and easy 
to understand way, he’s also given many 
popular TED talks on the subject and written 
a number of best selling books. Predictably 
Irrational is his most popular book and 
exposes that the way we make decisions is far 
less rational than we think. It outlines some 
of the most common and paradoxical ‘errors’ 
in our thinking and how, in becoming more 
aware of them, we might enable ourselves 
and those around us to make better decisions 
in life and in business.

3. Thinking Fast, 
and Slow by Daniel 
Kahneman

Daniel Kahneman is 
considered one of the 
godfathers of behavioural 
economics. Although 
a challenging read, it is 
worth preserving for 

an insight into some of the most ground 
breaking psychological experiments into 
how humans actually behave, as opposed to 
how rational economic theory claims they 
do. 

The book mainly looks at the concept of 
System 1 (fast and automatic) and System 2 
(slow and considered) thinking. Kahneman 
argues that these are the two main ways our 
brain makes decisions. By taking this into 
account, we can better understand how to 
influence behaviour in order to achieve the 
desired outcome.  

4. The Choice Factory by 
Richard Shotton 

Shotton is considered 
one of the brightest 
minds in the UK 
advertising industry. As 
Deputy Head of Evidence 
at the media agency 
Manning Gottlieb OMD, 

he works with some of the world’s leading 
brands including Virgin, Coke, Halifax and 
many more. 

His debut book has been a runaway 
success and was described by TED 
speaker and Vice Chairman of Ogilvy, 
Rory Sutherland, as “a Haynes Manual for 
understanding consumer behaviour.” 

It takes a close look at 25 behavioural 
key biases that influence us the most in life. 
Written as a series of enjoyable and easily 
accessible chapters, it shows you how you 
can exploit them to your own advantage 
when it comes to testing and marketing your 
products and services.

BOOKS

Five Books To Get Ahead: Behavioural 
Economics

Book review: The Wealth 
Elite by Rainer Zitelmann

By Jake Courage, co-founder of the edtech company 
42courses.com and avid reader, author & car fanatic.

Although not the sexiest of subjects, 
behavioural economics is certainly one 
worth learning more about. 

It studies the effects of psychological, 
social, cognitive, and emotional factors on 
the economic decisions we make. It turns 
out, human beings are far from the rational 
decision making machines we think we are.

Despite being sophisticated, we are still 
prone to many cognitive biases that impact 
our decisions. For example, did you know 
that we can be influenced to buy more 
French wine in an off licence simply by 
listening to French music? Or that imposing 
an artificial limit on a product will make us 
buy more of it?

Brought to fame by the extensive research 
of Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, 
behavioural economics found itself 
promoted to the mainstream with the award 
of a Nobel Prize to the psychologist Richard 
Thaler in 2017 for his work in the field. 

Learning the key techniques of behavioural 
economics is useful for any individual or 
organisation trying to affect behaviour 
change. Mastering this topic will help any 
business to grow regardless of what stage 
they’re at. The fact is the principles are very 
cost efficient to employ and often take a short 
amount of time to put in place.

To get you started on the subject, here are 
the 5 top books to read:

1. Nudge: Improving 
Decisions about Health, 
Wealth, and Happiness by 
Cass Sunstein and Richard 
Thaler

The book that arguably 
kicked behavioural 
economics out of 
academia and into 

the mainstream, Nudge is packed full of 
fascinating case studies into how we can 
learn to better influence ourselves and 
others when it comes to health, wealth and 
happiness. Sunstein is an American legal 
scholar and is currently a Professor at Harvard 
University. As mentioned above, his writing 
partner Richard Thaler was awarded a Nobel 
Prize for his efforts to popularise the benefits 
of this discipline.

2. Predictably Irrational 
by Dan Ariely 

Ariely is the Professor 
of Psychology at Duke 
University and one of 
the most well known 
behavioural economists. 
Ariely has a knack of 
explaining difficult 

Interview by KATIA LANG
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1-2 November
Blockchain Summit,
Malta

Boasting over 2000 delegates, 100 speakers 
and 150 sponsors and exhibitors, it promises 
to be an innovative and momentous 
opportunity for global influencers to 
network, forge new connections and debate 
the potential applications of blockchain 
across a myriad of industries such as health, 
entertainment, government, and banking.

maltablockchainsummit.com

14-16 November
Money20/20 China 2018,
Hangzhou

Money20/20 China is your opportunity 
to mix with an electrifying blend of global 
financial leaders, showcase new ideas, forge 
new partnerships and build brand awareness. 
This market-leading event showcases 
domestic and international companies from 
across the entire payments, fintech and 
financial services industry, from financial 
giants to the rising stars of fintech. With over 
400 of the most influential speakers from 
across the global payments and financial 
services ecosystem, you’ll hear the most 
valuable insights on what’s next for fintech in 
China.

www.money2020-china.com/

truly innovative companies will be on stage. 
In addition to seeing the latest innovative 
technologies live on stage, you will hear 
about the latest regional trends and macro 
issues affecting financial technology.

finance.knect365.com/finovatefall

22-24 October
CRYPTO INVEST SUMMIT, 
Los Angeles, USA

Crypto Invest Summit is coming back to the 
Los Angeles Convention Center on October 
22nd - 24th in Los Angeles, California.  The 
summit will feature a robust agenda spanning 
a variety of cryptocurrency related themes 
including investment analysis, marketing 
strategies, trends and insights from industry 
experts. The summit will bring out some of 
the biggest investors and entrepreneurs in 
the crypto space, like previous speakers Tim 
Draper, Crystal Rose, Mance Harmon, Ran 
Neu-Ner, Marcus Lemonis, Robert Herjavec, 
David Siemer, Bill Barhydt, Scott Walker, 
Adam Draper, Amy Wan, Aubrey Chernick 
and Apolo Ohno.

cryptoinvestsummit.io
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FINTECH EVENTS

9-11 July
2nd Annual Intelligent 
Automation: Financial Services, 
London, UK
Join 60+ banking, insurance and financial 
services leaders as they discuss cutting edge 
automation topics, including the shift from 
RPA to cognitive automation, nurturing 
unstructured data, the importance of bot IDs, 
real-time data opportunities, transforming 
the customer journey, back office machine 
learning capabilities and using intelligent 
automation to administer regulatory 
compliance. No other automation event 
caters to the financial sector better! Intelligent 
Automation: Financial Services is the first of 
its kind in the original and leading RPA & AI 
series of events. 

roboticsbfsi.iqpc.com

4-5 September   
Internet of Insurance Conference
London, UK

Come along to the 3rd Annual Internet of 
Insurance Conference in London to find out 
more about how emerging technologies 
are enabling insurers and reinsurers to 
streamline process, achieve new insights 
from risk-profiling and offer new ‘cross-
industry’ services premised on preventing 
incidents. Through a combination of end-
user case studies and expert insight, Internet 
of Insurance will equip delegates with the 
skillset to capture future market share by 
leveraging IoT, AI and data to minimise 
risk, prevent claims and improve customer 
experience.

ioi-uk.internetofbusiness.com

5-7 September   
Crypto Finance Conference
Half Moon Bay, USA

The Crypto Finance Conference is the 
World’s most exclusive investor conference 
on cryptocurrencies and blockchain 
investments. The CFC brings together both 
private and institutional investors and the 
leading providers of the crypto & blockchain 
universe. The 3-day conference offers expert 
education, investment opportunities, 
excellent networking opportunities and last 
but not least a great setting in exclusive and 
beautiful locations around the world such 
as St. Moritz in the Swiss mountains or Half 
Moon Bay, CA in the US.

crypto-finance-conference.com/

19-20 September   
World Ethical Data Forum
Barcelona, Spain

The first World Ethical Data Forum will 
bring together experts and enthusiasts 
from around the world to discuss the moral 
implications and responsibilities that arise 
from the wealth of new decentralised 
technologies and distributed systems. Held 
at the World Trade Centre in the Catalan 
city of Barcelona and covering areas such 
as cryptocurrency and ICO regulation, 
the benefits, pitfalls and ethics of trustless 
distributed ledger technology, alternatives 
to peer arbitration, business applications 
of blockchain data and much more, the 
conference is an exploration of the ethics 
surrounding big data and its applications in 
the modern world.

worlddataforum.com

20 September
The 2nd UK Robo Advice and 
Digital Wealth Summit 
London, UK
The digital transformation of the financial 
services industry is continuing apace, and 
robo-advice and digital wealth management 
are a fast-growing part of this digital 
transformation. Attendance at the second 
edition of The UK Robo Advice and Digital 
Wealth Summit will be invaluable for both 
incumbents and start-ups that want to 
know how to adjust their business models 
to take full advantage of the significant 
opportunities presented by robo-advice and 
digital wealth management. Key discussion 
areas include: Robo-advice: progress so 
far and opportunities ahead; Meeting the 
developing expectations of regulators; 
Increasing the granularity and quality of 
advice; Robo-advice from two different 
angles: established financial institutions and 
fintech start-ups.

https://bit.ly/2u6UDE7

24-26 September
Finovate Fall
NYC, USA
Join 1500+ senior financial and banking 
executives, venture capitalists, press, 
industry analysts, bloggers, regulators and 
entrepreneurs from all over the world. 70+ 
innovative fintech companies will have just 
7 minutes to demo their latest solutions 
live. No slides or video are allowed! Our 
competitive application process means only 
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Application Only

The world’s most 
exclusive investor 
conference.

Half Moon Bay,  
CA, USA 
5 - 7 September 

www.crypto-finance-conference.com


