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Where Business Meets Innovation

Digital disruption is looming over 
the horizon for the finance sector. 
Can the industry adapt in time, 
writes Jennifer L. Schenker
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What CEO wants to see the company’s 
share price tumble by 8%, announce mass 
layoffs, and be forced to issue a profits 
warning because one of its cash cows is 
suddenly looking lame?

That was the task for Eelco Blok in April 
2011 when the then recently-appointed CEO of 
Dutch telco KPN saw first hand the havoc being 
played out in his industry by start-ups that 
created a way for people to send text messages 
over the Internet. Three years later Facebook 
paid $19 billion for one of those upstarts, 
WhatsApp — more than the market cap of KPN. 

Welcome to the new order, where even the 
smartest people at the top are blind-sided by 
seismic shifts in their sectors. If the CEOs of 
banks aren’t careful, the banks could be next. 

“There is no more ‘business as usual’ — 
success requires embracing disruption,” says 
Deborah Hopkins, Chief Innovation Officer at 
Citi. That is why Citi appointed Hopkins — who 
has twice been named one of the most pow-
erful businesswomen in America by Fortune 
magazine — not only to transform the company 
internally but also to head up its venture unit.

Hopkins’s challenge — and that of execu-
tives at rival institutions — is to ensure that 
banks are at the center of the digital economy.

Until now banks could afford to ignore most 
start-ups. Digital-only banks like Moven, Sim-
ple and Fidor, which rushed to cater to digital
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1   Support the renegades and the change 
makers. These people can help you… if you 
allow them to. Make it your life’s purpose 
to cull out passive-aggressive players and 
not-invented-here behavior. Remember 
culture eats strategy for breakfast. Design 
your go-to culture and make sure everyone 
understands that it is non-negotiable. Great 
intent and planning can get up-ended in 
a nanosecond by a fragmented culture. 
Technology is the enabler, but culture will 
determine the outcome.

2   Customer-first thinking combined with 
action. Leverage the power of design thinking 
as this is key to organizational change. Hire 
the best digital-savvy Chief Marketing Officer 
(CMO) you can find as this role becomes 
the bridge between deeply understanding 
the customer and designing brand-
defining experiences. Build outstanding 
UX and UI skills because customers are 
demanding experiences that are simple but 
sophisticated as well as personalized and 
engaging and they will move their business 
and their loyalty to get that. 

3   Revamp product development. 
At first glance, it may appear that the 
concepts of MVP (minimal viable product) 
and rapid prototyping are too light for big 
corporations, lacking in industrial strength 
and, well, a bit too informal. But take a 
closer look, and it becomes evident that 
MVP is nothing of the sort. It is also a critical 
component of being agile enough to keep 
pace with customer expectations. The Lean 
start-up methodologies of Steve Blank and 
Eric Ries are a great place to begin.

4   Give strategic planning a new lease 
on life. Most strategic planning efforts 
don’t yield big breakthrough thinking. 
But the exercise takes on a whole new 
mission when you bring the outside 
in. Be industry agnostic. Look for both 
offensive and defensive actions that arise 
from examining the blurring lines across 
industries. Become very clear about your 
core strengths, and look for new ways and 
new partners to exploit them.

5   Go horizontal. Create structures and 
systems that are horizontal, collaborative 
and virtual. Give employees the opportunity 
to find ‘like-minded’ people who share a 
passion for a particular topic. It is a proven 
approach that can generate impactful 
results, both in identifying unique solutions 
to big challenges and driving greater 
retention of your best employees.

6   Build mega-networks to create new 
partnerships. Be insatiably curious and 
relentless, with a healthy dose of paranoia. 
Look at how companies in other industries 
are doing it and then implement your own 
bold plan.

7   Imbue a culture of learning from failure. 
Understand that repeated failure is vital to 
progress and finding success. Most large 
companies have practiced zero tolerance 
for failure. In the Valley it is a badge of honor. 
Make it one in your company. 

Debby Hopkins’ Survival Guide  
For Leaders In The Digital Age

natives who expect to be able to do their 
banking anywhere, anytime on any type of 
device, today pose no real threat to the major 
retail banks. And while start-ups are targeting 
faster, cheaper, better ways of banking in all 
its forms, zeroing in, for example, on areas 
that banks have willingly ceded such as loans 
to small and medium-sized businesses — the 
revenue they are stealing away from banks is 
today still just a drop in the bucket. For exam-
ple in the UK, peer-to-peer loans have recently 
topped the £1 billion ($1.7 billion) mark. Im-
pressive, but set this against the country’s £1.2 
trillion in retail deposits. However, according 
to a 2014 report by Accenture, by 2020 more 
than 30% of retail banking revenues could be 
at risk from new competitors and new trends.

Banks’ core businesses have not really been 
hit — yet. But they had better pay close atten-
tion to Bitcoin, a new kind of currency and 
an underlying technology — the block chain 
— that look set to disrupt significantly financial 
services and multiple other industries (see the 
stories on pages 4-5, 6-7, and 8-9).

That’s not all. Like other established compa-
nies, banks are facing elusive growth at a time 
of rapidly accelerating disruption; barriers 
to entry in sectors such as forex are quickly 
and irreversibly eroding; lines are blurring 
between industries; and competitors are 
emerging in new and unexpected places.

Part of the focus of Innotribe sessions at 
Sibos 2014, an annual banking conference 
taking place this year in Boston from Septem-
ber 29th to October 3rd, will be on “build-
ing bridges” between the innovators and 
incumbents. The goal is to prepare banks for 
a future centered around big data analytics, 
mobile and social that will require new tools 

CONTINUED FROM FRONT COVER

CO-EDITOR-IN-CHIEF: JENNIFER L. SCHENKER
CO-EDITOR-IN-CHIEF: BEN ROONEY
CONTRIBUTING EDITOR: AUDREY MANDELA
DESIGN & INFOGRAPHICS: THE DESIGN SURGERY

This magazine was produced by informilo, a media company that 
specializes in connecting business with innovation. Informilo 
runs a news site, www.Informilo.com, and publishes independent 
magazines connected to major industry conferences.

The information contained in this publication was compiled using 
ethical journalism procedures.  
No legal liability can be accepted for any errors. No part of this 
publication may be reproduced without the prior consent of Informilo. 

and capabilities, and take into account net-
work effects and non-linear ways of thinking, 
says Peter Vander Auwera, a co-founder of 
Innotribe, the innovation arm of SWIFT, the 
financial services organization that each day 
handles wire transfers for over 10,000 banks.

More banks are setting up funds and open-
ing accelerators (see the stories on pages 17, 
18, and 19). But to thrive, banks will have to 
learn how to integrate innovation from the 
outside while embracing internal transforma-
tion. They need to think more like Apple and 
become platforms, according to pundits like 
scheduled Innotribe speaker Chris Skinner, 
author and commentator on the financial 
services markets. And, according to other 
Innotribe speakers, they will also need to 
embrace diversity, social media and social ac-
tivism and develop a flat and dynamic culture 
of collaboration and sharing (see the stories 
on pages 10-11, 14-15 and 22).

Easier said than done. Experts such as 
Innotribe speaker Udayan Goyal, a founder 
and managing partner at Anthemis Group, say 
that no bank has yet succeeded in successfully 
transforming itself for the 21st century. 

But some, like Citi, are making concerted 
efforts to do so. “Driving change is not easy 
business,” says Hopkins, who previously 
worked at Boeing, Lucent and General Mo-
tors. That is why she decided to build what 
she calls an ‘operating system for innovation’ 
at Citi. “I had to build it from scratch because 
there was no roadmap,” she says. “It is prob-
ably the most complicated thing I have ever 
done, but it is arguably the most exciting.”

“A system is so important because with-
out one you can get people excited about 
something that falls short because the broader 
organization is unable to embrace it or inte-
grate it,” Hopkins says. The system she built 
connects the investments in start-ups to the 
bank’s internal labs. The fruits of that collabo-
ration are in turn connected to an innovation 
panel to ensure that technology trials have 
buy-in from top management. 

Setting up such a system takes time due in 
no small part to internal resistance to change. 

What is needed, she says, is “not fear or 
denial but rather an attitude that says ‘ok, let’s 
figure this out.’ That is what my role is. It is 
exhilarating and exhausting. But when you 
can make it relevant and help the company 
gain optimism in their ability to lead it — that is 
when it becomes worth it.”

One of the first steps for Hopkins, as head 
of Citi Ventures, was to move the company’s 
venture arm from New York to Silicon Valley 
in 2010 because she felt it was important to 
be close to companies and entrepreneurs 
focused on the future. She spends time talking 
to tech luminaries such as Google CEO Sergey 
Brin and Marc Andreessen, co-founder of Val-
ley venture capital firm Andreessen Horowitz. 

The goal is “to understand what they did 
and how they did it and how we can embrace 
the strengths and help an endurable 200-year-
old company almost go back to its earliest 
roots” and become competitive in a world 
that requires new ways of working. 

“We have domain groups working across 
the organization honing our point of view on 
things like block chain technology and crypto- 
currencies. Obviously these are powerful 
concepts that need to be understood,” says 
Hopkins.“We want to bring the outside in — to 
be able to identify important, promising tech-
nologies and capabilities that could have at 
least the potential to accelerate time to market 
for one of our businesses,” she says.

The company is focusing on engaging with 
start-ups in four areas: commerce and pay-

ments, security and enterprise IT, data and 
analytics, and financial services technology. 

“We’ve had thousands of meetings with 
entrepreneurs, VCs and others to create a 
deep domain knowledge. Our challenge is to 
synthesize that insight into potential actiona-
ble concepts for business,” says Hopkins. 

The key is tying the innovation coming from 
start-ups to the rest of the company. In addition 
to venture investing, Citi Ventures has set up 
two practice areas — Innovation Network and 
DesignWorks — that work in close partnership 
with Citi’s businesses. The Innovation Network 
connects Citi’s R&D labs using common practice 
and taxonomy. It includes an acceleration fund 
to back smart lab projects, some of which incor-
porate external start-ups’ technologies. The labs 
allow the bank to move into proof of concept 
and “engage the experimentation side of things.” 

Design Works partners with Citi’s internal 
businesses to “re-imagine new possibilities.” 
It recently worked on a redesign of customer 
experience within the global private bank. 

Hopkins has hired a group to help the 
bank think differently, including people 
with expertise in design thinking. She makes 
a point of mentioning that all of her direct 
reports are women and all have Silicon 
Valley experience. 

The challenge is “how do you make [inno-
vation] something that can be integrated into 
the way your company operates, creating an 
environment for talent that is excited about 
this different way of working,” says Hopkins. 

Bridging the 
gap between 
innovators and 
incumbents 
is the theme 
of this year’s 
Innotribe

“We want to bring the 
outside in — to identify 
important technologies”

“I am proud of being the founder of this 
new operating system, proud of the talent 
we have assembled here. Citi has thousands 
of people who deeply understand banking 
and now we also have people specialized in 
design thinking, running labs and scaling 
promising ideas. And we have buy-in from 
top management.”

To gain that buy-in an innovation panel 
was set up comprising 10 of the company’s 
most senior leaders. The panel’s job is to en-
sure “strategic alignment, transparency and 

accountability throughout the organization, 
up to and including the CEO.” 

“That is core,” says Hopkins. “I would 
say the support of the CEO and of an entire 
innovation board is key to guiding our work 
so that innovation becomes more and more 
center of the plate for the company.”

So how long will it take before the meta-
morphosis of Citi is noticeable to the outside 
world? “It won’t be some grand event,” says 
Hopkins. “It is going to be much more like a 
drum beat of new things coming from here.” 
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BITCOIN

What happens if Bitcoin, and its underlying 
technology, wins, writes Jennifer L. Schenker

Unlike traditional currencies, Bitcoin 
has no central authority; instead, it 
relies on a peer-to-peer network of 
computers that maintains and authen-
ticates all transactions using a technol-
ogy called “the block chain.”  It is this 
technology that gives Bitcoin its power 
and solves the problem of operating in 
a trustless environment.
The block chain is effectively a ledger of 
record. But how does the system know 
that someone isn’t creating fraudulent 
transactions, spending the same money 
twice? That’s where “mining” comes in. 
Roughly every 10 minutes, every Bitcoin 
transaction is collated and processed 
by the peer-to-peer network. All of the 
transactions in this block are processed 
through a highly, and increasingly, com-
plex mathematical process to generate 
a hash, a seemingly random string of 
letters and numbers. 
This hash also contains every previ-
ous block (hence “block chain”), so 
the integrity of the system is built in. 
It confirms that this block, and every 
subsequent block, is legitimate.
The computers that generate the 
blocks are known as “miners” and they 
compete with each other to generate 
authenticated blocks. As a reward for 
the work, miners are rewarded in Bit-
coins, currently 25, but that figure will 
fall. The system is designed so that the 
total number of Bitcoins ever “mined” 
is roughly 21 million. This allows for the 
growth of the money supply, but pre-

vents the currency from being devalued 
by a flood of new coins.
The underlying power of block chain 
technology is that it doesn’t require 
any trust to exist between parties. If 
someone tries to tamper with the re-
cord, or to produce false transactions, 
their hash will be different from every 
other one produced and the system 
will reject it. The block chain only ever 
incorporates those blocks that the 
system has accepted. 
While block chain is important for 
Bitcoin, it has far wider implications. 
The technology makes it possible to 
transfer not just digital money but 
property rights such as shares and 
certificates in an efficient, secure way 
without the involvement of a trusted 
intermediary. Banks, governments, 
notaries and lawyers would no longer 
be needed to broker all kinds of 
financial agreements. They could be 
replaced by “smart contracts” that will 
fully embed the contractual terms and 
be enforced by hardware or software 
rather than law.  
While the system is designed to pre-
vent cheating, a malicious agent that 
controls more than 50% of the net-
work’s computing power can modify or 
exclude transactions and potentially 
double-spend transactions that have 
already been sent through the chain. 
Proponents say a 51% attack would not 
be worth an attacker’s while because it 
would be too expensive.

Chip Off The Old Block: How Bitcoin And  
Block Chain Could Change Nearly Everything

So far Bitcoin has captured the imagination 
of speculators hoping to make a quick buck 
on the back of a volatile market. But behind 
this erratic currency lies a technology 
whose impact could be as revolutionary as 
the Internet itself.

According to CoinDesk’s State of Bitcoin Q2 
2014 report, if Bitcoin “wins” it could chal-
lenge some $3.4 trillion of value in the U.S. 
economy or 21% of the country’s GDP.

Intermediaries — such as insurance agents, 
stock brokers, real estate agents and lawyers — 
may disappear as the impact of the underlying 
“block chain” technology sweeps through 
sector after sector.

But how can a technology that is seemingly 
more to do with highly-speculative currency 
trading have such a huge potential impact?

This, say Bitcoin developers, is because 
the Bitcoin protocol is to distributed finance 
what Internet Protocol (IP) has been to 
distributed information. 

In the same way that IP and the infrastruc-
ture of network nodes that make up the In-
ternet support functions like email and video 
streams, the Bitcoin protocol (see the box to 
the right) can support a variety of financial, 
and other, functions, forever changing the 
way many services are created and used. 

It is this underlying technology, called block 
chain, rather than Bitcoin — which is just an 

But block chain isn’t just going to impact 
currencies. There will be scores of other 
changes. Loans without banks, contracts with-
out lawyers and stocks traded without brokers 
could become the norm. 

And because, if block chain works as it is 
claimed, no one can cheat, transactions can 
be carried out automatically with high levels 
of safety. 

That throws open whole new areas outside 
of pure finance that in the past have had to 
rely on some kind of trusted third party.

“For example, when you deposit money at 
your bank, you trust them to be honest, be se-
cure and be independently audited. The same 
is true when you post pictures on Facebook, 
or an important document on Dropbox,” says 
the Ethereum web site. 

“History has proven time and time again 
that this model is flawed, but necessary, as 
‘trustless’ operations have been so far both 
unprofitable and too complex to implement.”

Ethereum makes it possible for any 
developer to build and publish applications 
that do not require a trusted third party. If 
Ethereum’s claims hold true then the impact 
spreads even further. Escrow, mediation, 
trust management and shared financial man-
agement could also be programmed, as could 
time-locked transactions specified in wills.

Intermediaries like real estate agencies 
or hospitality companies like Airbnb would 
no longer be necessary as “smart property” 
enforced by digital locks interacting with the 
Bitcoin block chain could manage real-world 
leases, mortgages and purchase contracts, 
says Buterin. Service contracts and payments 
between individuals can also be done via the 
block chain.

Even something as prosaic as paying your 
dog walker is affected. Your dog’s collar could 
have an embedded GPS tracker and payment 
would automatically be released by the block 
chain once the walk is completed. No human 
intervention necessary.

implementation of it — that is going to have 
such a profound impact. 

In the next year Bitcoin will start its 
transformation from a currency into an 
open-source, distributed financial ex-
change mechanism that allows the trading 
of everything of value, including payment 
processing, deposits, withdrawals/over-
drafts, foreign exchange, float, transfer/wire 
services, title insurance, exchange trading, 
collections and notary services.

“There are a lot of currencies in the 
world — you have gift cards, subway tickets, 
air miles, lots of different tokens,” Vita-
lik Buterin, a scheduled speaker in the 
Innotribe track at Sibos, said in an interview 
with Informilo. 

The 20-year-old native of Russia was 
recently awarded a coveted fellowship (with 
an accompanying $100,000) from PayPal 
co-founder and Silicon Valley venture capi-
talist Peter Thiel to develop a new infrastruc-
ture called Ethereum. It has been labeled 
“the Lego of cryptofinance.” 

In this brave new world “we don’t know 
what the currency is going to be.” Instead, a 
few years from now, says Buterin, there will 
be a standardized digital wallet that recogniz-
es the value of all of those things, as well as 
cryptocurrencies and fiat currencies. People 
will be able to use them interchangeably.

If governments embrace the block chain all 
property titles could be stored and property 
taxes collected automatically, says Buterin.

Eventually all manner of devices and machines 
are expected to work on the block chain. In Sep-
tember IBM researchers announced that they 
are considering using block chain technology for 
an Internet of Things distribution platform.

Once machines and devices are all intercon-
nected via the block chain, cars, for example, 
could disable themselves if a loan payment 
was not received in time, although some 
leading figures say any such implementation 
is some way off. 

But why stop at things? Companies could 
even be controlled by the block chain. 
“Instead of a board, companies could be 
managed by algorithms that would collect 
information about the outside world and im-
plement things automatically,” says Buterin.

If this sounds like science fiction, think 
again. Developers are already building fea-
tures on top of the Bitcoin protocol that will 
allow for not only the decentralized execution 
of financial services, from currency hedging 
to loans to stock issuance, but also of rental, 
service and purchase contracts. 

And Buterin hopes to go further with 
Ethereum. Since applications built on Ethere-
um do not require their users to trust the 
developers with their personal information or 
funds, they open the door to whole new kinds 
of applications. Ethereum claims it can be 
used to codify, decentralize, secure and trade 
just about anything, even voting, domain 
names and intellectual property.

“The main point is that the way the world 
works is changing,” says Buterin. “We are 
moving away from a paradigm in which one 
company owns the platform and completely 
manages entire aspects of our lives, to a more 
modular world focused on services that are 
very disruptive. A lot of traditional companies 
will lose out.” 

His advice? Embrace the future. “Figure out 
how whatever it is you do could be improved. 
If you are involved in finance look at how finan-
cial contracts on the block chain could make 
things more efficient; if you are a technology 
company, same thing, look at the way files are 
being stored. A lot of new markets are going to 
get opened up.”

“Instead of a board, companies 
could be managed by algorithms”

Future Shock

The last 24 months have seen Bitcoin catapulted from obscu-
rity to the front page. Here are some of the key facts about the 
controversial crytpocurrency. Source: CoinDesk 2014 report

BITCOIN BY THE NUMBERS $240m 439% 4863,000 5.3m/ 
8m

-16%
All-time Bitcoin 
VC invesment

Increase in Bitcoin mentions in 
media 2012/13 to 2013/14

VC-backed Bitcoin 
start-ups as of  
June 2014

Estimated number of  
businesses accepting Bitcoin

Number of Bitcoin 
wallets now/projected 
for December 2014

Value of Bitcoin at the end of 2014Q2 
compared with the start of the year
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WALLETS
Coinbase: Bitcoin wallets.
Xapo: cold storage security combined with a 
Bitcoin wallet and Bitcoin-based debit card.
BitGo: cold storage security combined with 
online wallet.

PAYMENT PROCESSING
Ripple Labs: currency-agnostic payment 
protocol.
Circle: payment acceptance tools for mer-
chants, and consumer-friendly services.
Stellar: international currency exchange.
BitPay: merchant software that process trans-
actions in Bitcoin and other virtual currencies. 
BitPagos: lets merchants process credit card 
payments at U.S. rates and Bitcoins for free.
BitPesa: cuts transaction costs for Kenyans 
working abroad.

FINANCIAL SERVICES
BitShares: decentralized cryptocurrency and 
financial derivatives trading system.
Lamassu: Bitcoin ATM manufacturer.
GogoCoin: prepaid Bitcoin card specialist.
Coinsetter: forex trading platform for Bitcoin.
BTCJam: peer-to-peer lending network.
BitX: helps banks enable customers to buy, 
sell, save and spend Bitcoin. 
Vaurum: enables banks and brokerages to 
trade, store and offer Bitcoin.

OTHER
Storj: secure, private cloud storage.
MaidSafe: peer-to-peer infrastructure that 
does away with servers and data centers. 
Bitmessage: a protocol to encrypt communi-
cations between two parties over the Internet.
Twister: P2P microblogging platform.
TradeBlock: data tools and research.
OneName: replaces lengthy Bitcoin payment 
addresses with short social handles.
HashPlex: hosting for Bitcoin miners.
BitPremier: luxury goods e-commerce site 
BlockScore: identity verification service.

Some Of The World’s 
Leading Bitcoin Start-Ups

START-UPS

Bitcoin’s 
Disruptors

Some cryptocurrency upstarts 
argue that they don’t need the 
banks or governments

If you want to know what is the Next Big 
Thing, the saying goes, follow the money. 
Hundreds of millions of dollars of venture 
capital are pouring into disruptive young 
companies building businesses around Bit-
coin and the block chain, a technology un-
derpinning the cryptocurrency that allows 
for the exchange of anything of value.

Union Square Ventures’ Fred Wilson, who 
foresaw the rise of social media, investing 
early in companies like Tumblr, Twitter and 
Kickstarter, made his first investment in a 
Bitcoin company in May, backing Bitcoin 
wallet Coinbase. 

Silicon Valley venture capitalist Tim Draper 
outbid rivals to win a recent U.S. Marshals Ser-
vice’s auction of nearly 30,000 Bitcoins that 
were seized by authorities from Silk Road, 
the black market website that was shut down 
by the FBI, and has started actively investing 
in a number of Bitcoin companies, including 
Vaurum, BitPagos and Korbit. 

His son Adam Draper, who is also a VC, has 
pledged to fund 100 start-ups focused on the 
Bitcoin industry over the next three years. 

Marc Andreessen, co-founder of the $4 
billion venture capital firm Andreessen 
Horowitz, says he is bullish about Bitcoin and 
is in it for the long run. Peter Thiel is backing 
Vitalik Butakin’s Ethereum, a project known 
as the Lego for Bitcoin (see pages 4-5). 

And Barry Silber, a scheduled speaker in 
the Innotribe track at Sibos, has resigned from 
an operational role at SecondMarket, the 
online market exchange for illiquid assets he 

founded, to concentrate full time on investing 
in Bitcoin.

All of these investors have said publicly 
that they see the introduction of the block 
chain as having the same disruptive impact 
on financial services that the Internet had 
on communications. 

Some cryptocurrency upstarts argue that 
they don’t need the banks or governments 
to make this vision a reality. But to create 
scalable, mainstream services and reduce 
friction and risk, some of the disruptors are 
finding they first have to close the gap be-
tween the Bitcoin world and the traditional 
world of finance. 

To that end, a number of them are painting 
themselves as companies that can build trust-
ed relationships with government regulators 
and traditional players in the financial sector.

For example, to inspire mainstream take-up 
of services Bitcoin exchanges will have to 
be built to more closely mirror traditional 
exchanges, argues Scott Millar, CEO of Cryex, 
a European start-up that plans to do just that.

“We want to bridge the gap between 
cloud-based asset ledgers and existing rails 
out there,” says Millar, a scheduled speaker 
in the Innotribe track during Sibos, an annual 
banking conference. 

“What we are trying to do is provide an 
exchange that has the engineering and 
legal structure that will allow it to become 
reference priced.”

For its part, Circle Internet Financial, which 
has so far raised $26 million in venture capital 

from a range of investors, including Valley 
firm Accel Partners, is focusing on making on-
line tools to allow consumers to transact easily 
and safely, reducing much of the friction and 
risk that is currently associated with Bitcoin, 
says Circle CEO and Chairman Jeremy Allaire, 
also a scheduled speaker in the Innotribe 
track at Sibos. 

In order to allow its customers to convert 
smoothly from local currencies into digital 
currencies it plans to mimic features of some 
existing Bitcoin wallet and payment services 
as well as some of the deposit-providing and 
custodial features of traditional banks. 

“We are trying to take the friction out of 
participating in the digital economy,” says 
Allaire. “Our goal is to have you on-boarded 
on our system, which includes ID veri-

fication and fraud and risk scoring, and 
enable you to link into an existing financial 
account, instantly make a deposit and in-
stantly have your fiat converted, and do all 
of that in five minutes.”

Circle is also working to build consumer 
confidence in Bitcoin, after the high-profile 
collapse of the Mt. Gox exchange. “We have 
underwriting insurance for theft and bank-
ruptcy, which is a big deal for consumers, and 
if our physical vaults are compromised their 
insurance will cover that,” says Allaire.

The company has also invested in mili-
tary-grade hardware, a sophisticated mul-
tiple-signature architecture for authorizing 
transactions, and cold-storage wallets.

In order to provide a consumer product, 
“we need to have accounts in the markets 
we are in,” says Allaire, “and we need to 
have connectivity to ACH [the automated 
clearinghouse system, a nationwide network 
in the U.S. through which depository institu-
tions send each other batches of electronic 
credit and debit transfers], SWIFT [a global 
organization that each day handles financial 
transactions such as wire transfers for more 
than 9,000 banks] and the card networks.” 

Circle is in talks with banks and with regu-
lars, he says, but argues start-ups should not 
have to apply for a banking license. “If you are 
a financial intermediary you should be subject 
to a less rigorous set of requirements,” says Al-
laire. “This is a key consideration that is really 
important for the start-up system to thrive.”

Ripple Labs, which has raised venture 
funding from Andreessen Horowitz and other 
investors to build a new global payments 
system, is working with banks to make it 
easier and more efficient to move money 
between institutions and to switch between 
fiat and digital currencies. Today, users 
on the Ripple network can instantly trade 
between gold and digital and fiat currencies. 
Germany’s Fidor Bank is a client and Ripple 
Labs says U.S. banks are coming on board. Its 
global payment system is an alternative to the 
correspondent banking system and promises 
to offer real cost savings to the banks. 

To leverage the power of the block chain 
and create an ‘Internet for value exchange,’ 
existing financial institutions need to be linked 
to market makers, says Ripple CEO Chris 
Larsen, a scheduled speaker in the Innotribe 
track at Sibos. 

Another project called Stellar, which is 
being backed by payment processor Stripe, 
promises a bridge between the virtual and 
traditional currency worlds. It will use a 
decentralized network of computers run 
by so-called “gateway” institutions — banks 
and other financial firms — to manage and 
authenticate a public record of transactions. 
The gateways provide the exchange services 
that allow customers to send money to others 
anywhere in the world.

South Africa’s BitX (formerly known as 
Switchless), which owns and operates an 
emerging market Bitcoin wallet and exchange 
provider, is now developing enterprise cryp-
tocurrency software for global banks, private 
wealth managers and brokerage firms that 
want to get into the game.

It is not a zero-sum game in which dis-
ruptors win and banks lose, says BitX CEO 
Marcus Swanepoel, who previously worked 
for Standard Chartered Bank in Singapore. 
“For me the real innovation will come when 
the Bitcoin disrupters, regulators and banks 
intersect,” he says.

Millions of dollars are pouring into Bitcoin-related  
start-ups from some of the smartest and wealthiest 
investors in town, writes Jennifer L. Schenker

$8.3bn 93.4% $3.4tn 89th 340/250
Estimated 
market cap  
of Bitcoin

Bitcoin share of all 
cryptocurrencies

Value of trust-based service 
sectors that could be 
impacted by Bitcoin

Bitcoin is 89th most heavily 
trafficked Wikipedia page

Approx number of iOS/Android 
Bitcoin apps

Investments In Bitcoin Start-Ups ($m)

Asia $20.80

Europe $30.90

S. America $2.00

N America $186.30
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Riding On 
New Rails

DISRUPTION

Far from being a threat, the introduction of 
the cryptocurrency Bitcoin and its block chain 
technology represents a huge opportunity for  
the financial sector, writes Jennifer L. Schenker

Banks could also become an integral part 
of the ecosystem, becoming payment 
processors or running exchanges

PayPal stepped in when banks failed to 
make it easy to make payments and money 
transfers over the Internet and more 
recently Square was created to meet unmet 
demand from small businesses.

“These were disruptions in a way but they 
still enable transactions on the old railroad 
tracks,” says Jon Matonis, a scheduled speaker 
in the Innotribe track at Sibos and executive 
director of the Bitcoin Foundation. 

The block chain technology that under-
pins Bitcoin introduces entirely new rails 
and the possibility of transforming the way 
everything of value is traded, making it “with-
out a shadow of a doubt the most important 
fundamental innovation in financial services 
in 25 years,” says Eric Van der Kleij, another 
scheduled speaker in the Innotribe track at 
Sibos, an annual banking conference, and a 
co-founder of both Level39, a London-based 
fintech accelerator located in the Docklands, 
and Innovate Finance, an association formed 
earlier this year to represent the UK’s rapid-
ly-growing fintech sector.

Innovate Finance, along with other industry 
conveners, is trying to help the sector develop 
policies around cryptocurrencies and influ-
ence government officials. 

George Osborne, Britain’s Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, showed up at Innovate Finance’s 
launch in London in August and was photo-

graphed using a Bitcoin ATM to buy the 
cryptocurrency, just one of the many 
increasing number of signs that Bitcoin 
has grabbed the attention of politicians 
and central bankers.

Bitcoin expert Garrick Hileman, an 
economic historian at the London School 
of Economics, points out that as radical as 
block chain technology sounds, it isn’t so 
different from a world envisioned in 1963 
by American economist Milton Friedman 
in a book he co-wrote called The Monetary 
History of the United States, 1867-1960. 

The book attributed inflation to excess money 
supply generated by a central bank and suggest-
ed replacing central banks with computers. 

Rather than spending their time hiring 
lobbyists to try to convince governments 
to legislate against cryptocurrencies and 
the block chain — a strategy that didn’t 
work out so well for the music and telecom 
industries when the likes of Napster and 
Skype came along — banks should figure 
out how to use the technology to their 
advantage, say industry observers like 
Adam Shapiro, a scheduled speaker in the 
Innotribe track at Sibos and director of 
Promontory Financial Group. 

He and others argue that the block chain 
doesn’t just represent a threat to banks — it 
offers opportunities.

The block 
chain serves 
the ledger function 
that banks provide today 
but in the cloud and at a fraction of 
the cost to consumers and businesses. 

So banks could, for example, make 
intra-banking transfers more efficient and 
cheaper by using block chain technology at 
the transport layer, with the SWIFT messaging 

system on top. (SWIFT is the global organiza-
tion that each day handles financial trans-
actions such as wire transfers for more than 
9,000 banks). 

“There is a huge potential for cost savings 
for banks by making the existing payments 
networks more efficient,” says Shapiro.

Banks could also become an integral 
part of the Bitcoin ecosystem, becoming 
payment processors or running Bitcoin 
exchanges, says Matonis. 

South Africa’s Standard Bank has run a 
trial using technology from BitX (formerly 
known as Switchless). And Fidor Bank, a 
Germany-based digital-only bank that opened 
in 2006, has launched services that allow its 
customers to store, buy and sell both Bitcoins 
and euros. 

No mainstream banks have publicly an-
nounced that they are embracing Bitcoin but 

Barry Silbert, one of the most active investors 
in Bitcoin and a scheduled speaker in the 
Innotribe track at Sibos, claims a global bank 
is already trading the cryptocurrency under 
the radar.

“In my conversations with banks their think-
ing has evolved and matured since the end 
of last year,” says Silber. “Most of the major 
banks have moved from ‘what the heck is 
bitcoin’ to concluding that digital currency is 
here to stay. 

“So now they have a choice: they can ignore it 
and get disrupted or embrace the opportunities.” 

Many are reviewing the technology. Citi 
says it is evaluating Bitcoin and the block 
chain (see the interview with Deborah Hop-
kins, Citi’s Chief Innovation Officer, on pag-
es 1, 2 and 3). So is Israel’s Bank Hapoalim. 
“We are starting to think what exactly we 
can do with this,” says Gigi Ashkenazi, the 
Israeli bank’s chief technology officer. “We 
can’t ignore it, but regulation is very strict. 
It’s a Catch-22.”

Informilo asked to interview executives 
from Bank of America, ING and Standard 
Chartered Bank about their Bitcoin strategy 
for this story. They all declined. 

It will be the “second and third tier banks, 
the challenger banks that move first,” predicts 
Bitcoin Foundation Director Matonis.

Bitcoin expert Andreas Antonopoulos 
has pointed out in a public podcast that all 
it takes is one maverick to recognize the in-
herent value that Bitcoin has as a technology 
and then all the rest of the banks will have no 
choice but to participate in the new market.

“The Empire has yet to strike back,” says Bit-
coin expert Hileman. “I am not so sure that the 
banking sector needs to start panicking but they 
do need to think about what this could mean for 
the future and get a grasp on where this is going.”

The danger is that banks won’t move fast 
enough, just as they left easy online payments 
and the unserved micro-payment space to the 
likes of PayPal and Square. 

“When we go to visit banks and we ask to 
meet with the innovation team the usual re-
sponse is ‘I think they have a basement office 
somewhere’,” says Matonis. 

“Banks have 10 times more attorneys than 
they have product innovators. Compliance 
steers their product decisions. This makes it 
difficult for them to steer innovation outside 
the existing paradigms.”

Total Potential Market 
Disrupted By Bitcoin: $548bn
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SECURITIES EXCHANGES

$52,168
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MONEY TRANSFER/
ATM OUTSOURCING
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Aggregated market cap of companies that 
could be disrupted in the following sectors 
Market Caps (millions) as of 1st July 2014 
Source: CoinDesk
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Banking On  
The Platform
Financial institutions are looking enviously at platform companies,  
such as Apple and Amazon, but are you quite sure you want to be  
in a business that gives away most of its profits, writes Ben Rooney

While Calastone shies away from 
using the term “platform” (“Platform 
has a particular meaning in the mu-
tual funds industry,” stresses Dep-
uty CEO Ken Tregidgo. “A lot of our 
clients are platforms which provide 
services to networks or place orders 
for mutual funds. We are not compet-
ing with them.”), the London-based 
company, launched in 2007, has all 
the hallmarks of being one in the 
tech sense of the word.
The mutual funds industry is surpris-
ingly un-connected; Calastone, which 
raised $18 million from Accel Part-
ners and shareholder Octopus Invest-
ments in 2013, is looking to connect 
it up, providing the digital communi-
cation tools for the industry. 
“The core network is an operational 
service to lower the cost of processing 
transactions. There is massive value 
in clients using that,” says Tregidgo.
But the core network is also the way 
by which Calastone acquires the data 
that it can use to provide services 
back to its clients. 
To date Calastone has provided 
the first two layers of the platform 
pyramid — the connectivity and the 
“tools and rules.” It is now moving 
into the third, making value out of 
the data it collects. 
“We have launched a pilot informa-
tion service that allows managers to 
monitor their market share and ana-
lyze key sector trends on a timely and 
accurate basis so they can do that 
on a daily, weekly, monthly, or even 
real-time basis,” says Tregidgo.
“We’re able to provide insight into 
what is actually happening in the 
marketplace that it would be very dif-
ficult for clients to get any other way. 
We look at it not from where is the 
value to us, but where is the value to 
our clients? How can we continue to 
deserve their business? How can we 
continue to add value?”
So far Calastone has shadowed 
Choudary’s analysis to the letter. If 
that continues, what next? Calastone 
would not be drawn on future plans, 
but don’t be too surprised if we see 
the company opening up its services 
so that third-party developers can 
build apps on it.

Calastone: Platform  
In All But Name

PLATFORMS

Apple’s app store has generated around 
$29 billion in revenue according to figures 
released in August 2014. What company 
would not leap at that kind of revenue? But 
the interesting thing about Apple is that it 
gave most of that away. Some $20 billion 
went straight back to the people who made 
it happen — app developers.

That, according to Christian Lanng, CEO of 
Tradeshift, a Danish company that provides 
free e-invoicing (among other things), is the 
key factor for a platform business, and one 
reason why he suspects financial companies 
are going to struggle to become platforms.

“A platform business is one where you 
share more value than you take in,” he says. 
“To be a successful platform, you need to 
have partners on that platform that will gain 
more by being there than you do.

“Banks historically have been a full-stack 
business. They have owned everything. Are 
they prepared to give that up?”

Change is necessary because interoper-
ability and hyperconnectivity are allowing 
customers to switch providers easily. Peer-
to-peer services and social network referrals 
are changing how relationships and trust 
are built. What’s more, there is a shift from 
a high-value, low-frequency-based revenue 
model to one based on very low value but 
high frequency, with micro-fees providing re-
curring revenue, undercutting the traditional 
banking margins and fees. Options for banks 
include becoming pipes or platforms.

“Traditionally the way businesses have 
worked has been a linear model, which I 
call ‘pipes’,” says commentator and author 
Sangeet Paul Choudary, a scheduled Innotribe 
speaker during Sibos, an annual banking 
conference. “Think of it as a company manu-
facturing a product, or a service provider, the 
model has been very linear where you source 
the inputs into the business, you create a 
product or service, and you provide the prod-
uct or service to consumers at the other end.”

The problem with the pipe business, says 
Choudary, is “whenever pipes control the 

entire market they become gatekeepers, and 
they become quite inefficient in how they 
manage interactions.”

By contrast, he says, platform businesses 
are “open network systems where users 
representing both supply and demand can 
participate on their own. Most of the systems 
are self-serving — and these systems are 
extremely efficient, not only the network 
themselves, but in the use of data and the use 
of new forms of data.”

A platform business typically has three 
components: a network layer that connects 
all the sides together; a “tools and rules” layer 
that provides the interfaces and the tools for 
the two sides to interact with each other; and 
a data layer. 

“It is this final layer that offers such 
promise,” says Choudary. He first realized 
this while running new ventures for Intuit, a 
financial software company. “Around 2008 
when I joined the company I realized it was in 
the wrong business,” he says. “It was process-
ing about one-third of the U.S. GDP and it was 
making money by selling software.”

Around that time Intuit started a huge shift 
towards understanding all the data it had and 
how it could build services on top of that, re-
calls Choudary. It then converted its software 
into inputs into a data platform and created 
new services on top of the data. 

All of which sounds like a dream. A compa-
ny builds a platform, gets people to interact 
on it, takes a fee (a typical “app tax” — the 
amount of any deal taken by the platform is 
30%) and collects a treasure trove of data from 
which to build a whole suite of new products.

A more recent example is London- based Ca-
lastone (see box), an independent cross-bor-
der transaction network for the global funds 
industry. Calastone enables buyers and sellers 
of mutual funds on different platforms to 
communicate orders and post trade process-
ing electronically. The company takes a cut of 
each transaction.

But where Calastone is hoping to add huge 
value is in the data layer. Having built up its 
network layer and established a rigorous 
“tools and rules layer” the company is now 
looking to build services for its users from 

the data layer. “We have launched a pilot 
information service that allows managers to 
monitor their market share and analyze key 
sector trends on  a daily, weekly, monthly, 
or even real-time basis,” says Ken Tregidgo, 
deputy CEO.

So why aren’t the banks doing this? “You’re 
always going to be slower, uglier, and more 
expensive than anyone who is a purebred 
technology [company],” says Tradeshift’s 
Lanng. “You have all of these compliance 
regulations, you have legacy. Even your pro-
cesses to design something are much slower.”

Incumbents tend to destroy disruptive 
innovation, a phenomenon that Columbia 
Law School professor Timothy Wu, author of 
The Master Switch, calls the “Kronos Effect.” 
(In Greek mythology, Kronos, leader of the 
Titans, is warned that one of his children 
will overthrow him; he responds by eating 
them.) Online banking was the largest identity 
platform before Facebook. But banks failed to 
exploit the opportunities it presented.

Or incumbents fail to spot new ways of 
thinking. “If you think of Airbnb, hotels would 
never have thought that someone renting 
out a mattress would be a competitor,” says 
Choudary. “If you think of YouTube it was 
about random videos. That was never con-
sidered a threat by media companies. Media 
companies have been forced to participate.”

He points to areas like peer-to-peer (P2P)
lending where fintech start-ups are making 
headway. A combination of factors has stoked 
interest: interest rates are close to zero; the 
public is disenchanted with banks; and low 
costs of trading on the platform have driven 
growth. In Britain, loan volumes are doubling 
every six months. In August Zopa became 
the first British P2P lender to top $1 billion in 

loans, although this is tiny against the UK’s 
£1.2 trillion in retail deposits.

“It is mostly experimenting; the mainstream 
market isn’t really trying this,” says Choudary. 

One of the things that probably blinds banks 
is that the move towards building an organi-
zation that thinks about data in this way is not 
worth the returns they see in the short term.

So what should financial institutions do? 
Lanng is skeptical that many will transition 
to being a platform, but sees opportunities in 
being a service provider on others’ platforms.  

“They have access to bigger depositors,” 
says Lanng. “They have access to the real cash 
flow. Could you imagine them offering money 
on Kickstarter? Could you imagine Kickstarter 
offering an option of say if you reach 20% of 
your campaign, this bank will offer you the 
remaining funds?”

Choudary says there are opportunities but 
banks need to alter their way of thinking. 
Certainly retail banks are going to struggle to 
build platform businesses, but that doesn’t 
mean game over. In fact far from it. Even 
Lanng is optimistic. 

“I think the banks have a massive opportu-
nity,” he says. “The banks that first forget the 
idea about being a monopoly will be the most 
successful service providers in the world.”

Photo:
János Balázs

“The banks that first forget the 
idea about being a monopoly  
will be the most successful 
service providers in the world.”
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ADVANCED MERCHANT PAYMENTS*
WWW.ADVANCED-PAY.COM

HONG KONG, CHINA
What it does: Provides short-term unsecured loans to SMEs.
Why it’s hot: AMP enables financial institutions to profitably 
offer unsecured loans to small business customers using 
alternative lending technologies and methodologies. The 
company lends to a variety of businesses in Singapore, Hong 
Kong, and the Philippines, from retailers and wholesalers 
to contractors and equipment providers. Founded in 2009, 
AMP has provided more than $25 million in loans.

JUNTOS FINANZAS*
WWW.AHORRANDOJUNTOS.COM

MOUNTAIN VIEW, CA, U.S.
What it does: Personal finance tools for cash-based 
households.
Why it’s hot: Juntos creates automated engagement platforms 
that help banks and others serve newly-banked customers in 
emerging markets, starting with Latin America. Juntos began in 
2010 led by student Ben Knelman. Since then, the company 
has gained global recognition and Knelman was named one of 
The World Economic Forum’s “Global Shapers” under 30.

WALLABY FINANCIAL*
WWW.WALLA.BY

PASADENA, CA, U.S.
What it does: Credit card optimization.
Why it’s hot: Wallaby Financial helps consumers get the 
most out of their credit cards by sending transactions to 
specific cards based on rewards, credit limit, statement due 
date, linked bonuses and other offers. Its Engine creates a 
real-time bidding platform for banks to acquire consumers’ 
transactional spend through micro targeting. Maintains a 
database of more than 2,000 U.S. cards and 450 banks.

LENDING ROBOT*
WWW.LENDINGROBOT.COM

SEATTLE, WA, U.S.
What it does: Machine-based investing.
Why it’s hot: Lending Robot makes peer-to-peer lending 
more efficient by using machine-learning algorithms and 
real-time scoring to select and fund loans for its users. 
The service uses more than 40 different filtering criteria to 
evaluate loans on Lending Club and Prosper Marketplaces, 
two of the leading peer-to-peer lending companies in the 
U.S. Registered with the SEC as an investment advisor.

STANDARD TREASURY*
WWW.STANDARDTREASURY.COM

SINGAPORE
What it does: Commercial banking APIs.
Why it’s hot: Standard Treasury builds and maintains REST 
API banking platforms for some of the world’s largest banks, 
enabling their customers to interact with their accounts 
programatically. The service aims to improve operating 
efficiency for banks and their business customers. Standard 
Treasury raised $2.7 million in seed funding from RRE 
Ventures, Index Ventures, Y Combinator and others in May.

CALASTONE
WWW.CALASTONE.COM

LONDON, ENGLAND

What it does: Transaction network for the fund industry.
Why it’s hot: Calastone claims its automated transaction 
service has enabled the fund industry to reduce the cost of 
electronic transactions by over 60%. It has more than 450 
clients and 4,200 network connections and has carried 
order value in excess of $280 billion. Message volumes 
have doubled each year. In 2013 the company raised $18 
million from Accel Partners and Octopus Investments. 

LENDING CLUB
WWW.LENDINGCLUB.COM

SAN FRANCISCO, CA, U.S.
What it does: Peer-to-peer lending.
Why it’s hot: Lending Club is the leading online credit 
marketplace in the U.S. It has grown more than 100% 
per year each of the last few years. Since inception, it has 
facilitated more than $5 billion in loans, while paying more 
than $300 million in interest to investors. In May 2013 
Google acquired shares from existing investors, giving 
Lending Club a valuation of $1.55 billion.

CREDIT BENCHMARK
WWW.CREDITBENCHMARK.COM

LONDON, ENGLAND
What it does: Aggregated risk assessment.
Why it’s hot: Credit Benchmark operates a “contributed 
data model,” focused on gathering credit risk information 
from the world’s major global banks. It unlocks an untapped 
resource in institutional credit risk: internal estimates from 
the world’s largest banks. A dozen global banks have so far 
committed to supplying data. In July it raised $7 million in 
Series A funding led by Index Ventures.

LENDSTAR*
WWW.LENDSTAR.IO

STARNBERG, GERMANY
What it does: Social financial network.
Why it’s hot: The free Lendstar app, available in English 
and German, enables users and their friends to lend and 
transfer money to each other. It will soon also support real-
time transactions via a mobile wallet and a prepaid credit 
card. It has been downloaded several thousand times in 12 
countries (mainly Germany). Has raised close to $450,000 
through crowdfunding and angels.

STOCKSPOT*
WWW.STOCKSPOT.COM.AU

SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA
What it does: Online financial adviser.
Why it’s hot: StockSpot is Asia’s first 100% digital investment 
adviser and fund manager; it uses algorithms to match clients 
to a personalized portfolio of indexed stocks, bonds and 
commodities. The company’s initial focus is on Australians in 
their mid-20s to early 30s investing AUD$10,000-$50,000. 
StockSpot has raised AUD$250,000 in seed funding from 
early-stage fintech VC AWI Ventures.

ETORO
WWW.ETORO.COM

LONDON, ENGLAND
What it does: Social investment network.
Why it’s hot:                    eToro empowers almost 4 million users 
in more than 170 countries. Its social trading platform 
enables digital natives to engage with global markets 
by allowing them to see what others are investing in 
and then copy them. Has so far raised $31.9 million in 
venture capital.

MAMBU*
WWW.MAMBU.COM

BERLIN, GERMANY
What it does: Cloud banking platform.
Why it’s hot: Mambu enables financial institutions to deliver 
state-of-the-art banking to three billion underserved clients 
worldwide through its software-as-a-service cloud solution. 
It works with more than 100 companies in 30 countries to 
service nearly a million accounts. In 2013 Mambu raised 
$2 million in Series A funding from Runa Capital, Point Nine 
Capital, and Kizoo Technology Ventures.

CURRENCYTRANSFER*
WWW.CURRENCYTRANSFER.COM

LONDON, ENGLAND
What it does: Money transfer rate comparisons.
Why it’s hot: CurrencyTransfer.com enables businesses 
to access multiple foreign exchange quotes from FCA-
regulated brokers and save up to 85% on international 
payments. Sister comparison websites MyTravelMoney and 
MyCurrencyTransfer have helped individuals transact over 
$600 million. In 2015, the company will introduce a SaaS 
offering for corporate customers.

NUTMEG
WWW.NUTMEG.COM

LONDON, ENGLAND
What it does: Online investment management.
Why it’s hot: Nutmeg is the UK’s first online discretionary 
fund manager, bringing affordable investment management 
services to everyone. It serves more than 35,000 users and 
is one of the UK’s top 25 wealth managers. In June it raised 
$32 million from Balderton Capital, Schroders, Charles 
Dunstone and existing investors Draper Associates and 
Armada Investment Group, to reach $50 million in funding.

TRANSFERGO*
WWW.TRANSFERGO.COM

LONDON, ENGLAND
What it does: Money transfer service.
Why it’s hot: Based in the UK, but founded by a Lithuanian 
team, TransferGo provides digital international money 
transfer services to more than 30,000 customers in 22 
countries. It charges a low transfer fee of £2.50, and 
offers customers next-day delivery. TransferGo has raised 
€350,000 in seed funding from Practica Seed Capital and 
Practica Venture Capital.

FASTACASH*
WWW.FASTACASH.COM

SINGAPORE
What it does: Global payments platform.
Why it’s hot: fastacash’s global social platform allows users 
to transfer value (money, airtime, other tokens of value) along 
with content (photos, videos, audio, messages) through 
social networks and messaging platforms. The company has 
developed a patent-pending link-generation technology that 
enables the value transfer with a secure link. Has raised more 
than $17 million in funding.

MATCHMOVE*
WWW.MATCHMOVE.COM

SINGAPORE
What it does: Mobile wallet for ‘uncarded’ users.
Why it’s hot: MatchMove offers Asia’s first eWallet, which 
lets users shop online using virtual cards. It also helps 
online businesses increase revenue, user engagement and 
loyalty through its social networking and site gamification 
platform. Customers, which include Yahoo, can create their 
own branded games and apps store with full-featured social 
networking, monetization and e-commerce options.

ENSYGNIA*
WWW.ENSYGNIA.COM

CAMBRIDGE, ENGLAND
What it does: Secure mobile payments.
Why it’s hot: Ensygnia’s Onescan omni-channel app enables 
users to make secure mobile payments online, in-store 
and on the go by scanning a validation code. Its patented 
technology platform enables any connected device with a 
camera to interact and transact with any connected device 
with a screen. The company has raised $6.5 million in six 
funding rounds from angels and Wayra ($3.3 million last year).

OPENGAMMA
WWW.OPENGAMMA.COM

LONDON, ENGLAND
What it does: Open-source analytics and risk platform.
Why it’s hot: OpenGamma aims to become the new 
standard for Quantitative Finance. It has raised a total of 
$23.35 million from Accel Partners, Firstmark Capital, 
ICAP and Euclid Opportunities. Demand for lower-cost risk 
analysis tools is growing with increased regulation and rising 
data volumes.

TRANSFERWISE
WWW.TRANSFERWISE.COM

LONDON, ENGLAND
What it does: Foreign currency transfer services.
Why it’s hot: TransferWise keeps currency transfer costs 
down by using the real exchange rate and charging a low 
service fee. In April the company announced it has helped 
its customers to make foreign exchange transfers totaling 
£1 billion so far. In May 2013, Valar Ventures, Peter Thiel’s 
VC fund, led a $6 million round for TransferWise, bringing the 
total raised to $7.35 million.

FUNDING CIRCLE
WWW.FUNDINGCIRCLE.COM

LONDON, ENGLAND
What it does: Enabling individuals to lend to SMEs.
Why it’s hot: Funding Circle has enabled 30,000 investors 
to lend £285 million to British businesses. £130 million was 
lent out in 2013 alone. In October the company merged 
with U.S.-based Endurance Lending Network; it recently 
acquired LeapPay to speed up the loan turnaround time and 
support U.S. expansion. It has raised $65 million in funding 
and has a valuation in the hundreds of millions of pounds.

THE CURRENCY CLOUD
WWW.THECURRENCYCLOUD.COM

LONDON, ENGLAND
What it does: Simplifies international payments  
and transfers.
Why it’s hot: Its service enables users to send, receive, track 
and automate cross-currency payments. Over 250,000 
businesses and consumers use its cross-border payment 
capabilities through 100 application partners. In April it 
raised $10 million from a group of VCs for geographic 
expansion and platform development.

EPIPHYTE*
WWW.EPIPHYTE.US

LONDON, ENGLAND
What it does: Integration with cryptofinancial networks.
Why it’s hot: Epiphyte’s mission is to be the bridge between 
finance and cryptofinance. Its middleware suite, CBridge, 
offers integration with emerging crypto-financial protocols, 
enabling institutions to leverage securely crypto-networks. 
It uses state-of-the art cryptography to secure funds, 
transactions and trades. Regulatory compliance, including 
KYC, confidentiality and security, is built in.

SIXSCAPE*
WWW.SIXSCAPE.COM

SINGAPORE
What it does: IPV6 security specialist. 
Why it’s hot: Sixscape’s mission is to help people learn 
about and deploy IPv6; it will also create new products 
that will leverage IPv6’s capabilities. It provides an Identity 
Registration Protocol Server combining user directory, 
automatic IPv6 address registration, and cryptography, 
including PKI. Sixscape plans to offer the largest collection 
of free information on IPv6 available anywhere.

WEALTHFRONT
WWW.WEALTHFRONT.COM

PALO ALTO, CA, U.S.
What it does: Online money management.
Why it’s hot: Wealthfront is the world’s largest and fastest-
growing automated investment service, with over $1 billion 
in client assets (growing from $100 million a year after 
launch in 2013). More than half its clients are aged under 
35. In April the company raised $35 million from Index 
Ventures, Ribbit Capital and existing investors, bringing total 
funds raised to $65 million.

To identify the most 

companies across the globe 
Informilo asked some of 
the most active investors 
in the sector to nominate 
and evaluate 10 companies 
outside their own portfolios.  
The other 15 (marked with 

in a competition  organized 
by Innotribe, the innovation 
arm of SWIFT, the global 

been invited to present at 
Sibos, an annual conference 
organized by SWIFT which 
gathers around 6,000 banks 
from around the world. 

Top

25
Fintech start-ups

LATE STAGE/GROWTH
EARLY STAGE
INDICATES INNOTRIBE FINALIST*
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1970
Born in Bordeaux, 
France.

1992
Hired as 
communications 
manager at Lisa 
Engineering, an 
information systems 
company in Paris. 

2001
Hired as an 
international human 
resources director  
at Paris-based  
global pharma 
company Sanofi.

June 2011
Women’s group 
becomes the largest 
internal community 
among the whole 
Sanofi group and six 
months later it reaches 
2,500 members 
across 50 countries.

August 2013
Launches a personal 
blog — www.
weneedsocial.com 
— to encourage 
corporations to use 
social networking 
to change their 
relationships with 
their customers.

1992
Post-graduate degree 
from Paris-based 
CELSA Sorbonne 
in corporate 
communications 
(following public affairs 
studies at the Political 
Sciences Institute  
in Bordeaux).

1993
Moved to Vietnam to 
look for a job; stayed 
for four years, then 
moved to China.

January 2011
Wrote a letter to 
Sanofi’s CEO asking 
him to integrate more 
women into senior 
management. After 
getting no response, 
reaches out to other 
women in the company.

June 2013
Launches dengue 
fever activist 
community page on 
Facebook. After one 
week, it attracted 
10,000 followers, after 
two months 50,000, 
after three months 
100,000, after nine 
months 250,000.

December 2013 
Named France’s 
Businesswoman of 
the Year by La Tribune, 
a business daily.

April 2014
The dengue fever 
campaign wins a 
Shorty Award, a New 
York -based contest 
that honors the best 
in social media.

Fever  
PitchChange  

For Good

SOCIAL ACTIVISM

Being a change maker at a hierarchical 
company in a highly-regulated sector is not 
for the faint-hearted.

Just ask Celine Schillinger, senior di-
rector, stakeholder engagement at Sanofi 
Pasteur and a thought leader in business 
transformation, whose efforts to push the 
Paris-based drug-maker to embrace diversi-
ty and social engagement were not exactly 
met with open arms. Like the banking 
industry, the pharmaceutical industry is 
conservative; it ranks lower than banking 
when measuring internal innovation (see 
the story on page 16). 

Branded a “troublemaker,” Schillinger was 
denied a raise and promotion. But her persis-
tence paid off both for her and the company — 
Schillinger was named France’s businesswom-
an of the year by business daily La Tribune 
and Sanofi won a global Shorty award for a 
social media campaign she organized.

To succeed in changing any company you 
need three things, says Schillinger. “You need 
courage to launch, a few strategically-placed 
friends inside the company who think what 
you are doing is nice, cool and interesting so 
they help you to embark quickly and/or exter-
nal validation, and you need luck because the 
timing needs to be right.”

Schillinger, a scheduled speaker in the 
Innotribe track at Sibos, a global banking 
conference, says she believes the banking in-
dustry can learn from the experience. “Com-
panies need to transform the way they work,” 
she says. “Triggering and supporting internal 
transformation must be built around social 
media and social engagement. That means 
calling upon people in whatever the position 
they are working to tap into collective intelli-
gence to produce new approaches.” 

For Sanofi the journey began in 2010 when 
Schillinger read a McKinsey report arguing 
that companies that have diversity in their top 
management do better financially. Schillinger 
emailed CEO Chris Viehbacher, suggesting the 
company integrate more women at the top. 
At the time Sanofi had only one woman in its 
C-suite of 11 executives.

“I got no answer,” says Schillinger. 
Nonplussed, she organized a lunch for 12 
women at Sanofi to discuss what to do about 
it. “By June 2011, we had already formed 
the largest internal community among the 
whole Sanofi group,” says Schillinger. “Six 
months later we had 2,500 members across 
50 countries.”

The point was not just to eradicate sexism 
but to teach management that to be truly 
innovative a company needs to become less 
hierarchical and learn how to listen to its own 
employees and its customers.

The group came up with 60 ideas that went 
well beyond gender diversity. “The manage-
ment, seeing that, realized there is something 
here, something important, a positive orient-
ed movement with proposals that were also of 
real interest to Sanofi,” says Schillinger.

The company decided to form an official 
group to implement some of the initiatives. 

Is Sanofi still hierarchical? Absolutely. Compa-
nies don’t change overnight. But the drug maker 
is now also embracing a network approach that 
allows it to tap the knowledge of its employees. 
Is the C-suite now gender balanced? Hardly. 
Instead of one woman now there are two. 
However, across the company departmental 
diversity is now being measured by human 
resources and mindsets are changing. “Sexist 
jokes have disappeared; people find it odd now 
when no woman is on stage,” she says, “and we 
are continuing to push for more change.”

External awards and recognition have helped 
the push for change. The gender diversity 
drive earned the company a gold trophy from 
a French business executives association and 
Schillinger was named Businesswoman of the 
Year. “All of this has brought enormous benefits 
to the company — we were named as a model 
company,” she says. Creating a vibrant network 
around gender diversity at Sanofi triggered 
similar efforts at other companies. Today, there 
is an association in France that brings together 
gender diversity groups from 20 companies.

But change doesn’t stop with new ways of 
engaging with employees; it requires new 
ways of engaging with customers via social 
media, says Schillinger. That too proved to be 
an uphill battle.

In 2012 Schillinger was transferred to a 
department preparing the launch of a vaccine 
for dengue fever, a mosquito-borne viral 
infection found in tropical and subtropical 
regions. Dengue has become a leading cause 
of death among children. There is no cure and 
no preventative medicine. Sanofi has been 
working on a vaccine for about 20 years and is 
expected to be on the market within three.

“Instead of doing the traditional pre-mar-
keting I suggested that we become a leader 
in behavioral changes that could prevent 
dengue fever,” says Schillinger, “and that 
we try to connect everyone that is interest-
ed.” She pushed to co-create a social media 
campaign across different platforms with a 
non-profit organization. 

“It is not an initiative where we speak about 
our project; it is not an initiative to raise 
awareness to scare people, the aim is to create 
new solutions,” she says. The campaign is not 
only a place where people can tap into Sa-
nofi’s own expertise but also a virtual meeting 
space. Instead of broadcasting to potential 
customers it is triggering conversations. 

But creating a social media campaign that 
was not controlled by the company was 
considered both foreign and terrifying. “I 
had to convince a lot of people to shift from 

being territorial to a connection logic,” says 
Schillinger. “Everyone was afraid of Face-
book. They said, ‘everyone will attack us and 
say bad things about us.’ I told them ‘they are 
already saying a lot of bad things about us but 
we are not there to respond’.” 

Going live the first response from execu-
tives was: ‘oh wow super cool. Did you follow 
procedures?’” she recalls. The initiative was 
supposed to have been approved by nine 
departments. It wasn’t. 

“This project was so different in nature that 
I just felt it didn’t fall in this scope,” she says. 
“This thinking made it possible to actually 
bring the project to life in an agile manner. 
The natural and expected behavior would 
have been to wonder whether the procedure 
applied, and to ask [those in charge] for 
advice. Then, and just because of the natural 
tendency to avoid risks, they would have 
turned the initiative off.”

A meeting of top management was con-
vened to discuss her actions. A harsh email 
was sent to her “demanding I explain and 
justify what I have done,” she says.

A promised promotion and raise were 
refused and she was branded a troublemaker. 
“This disconnected me for a while from my 
management. I could not go and help manage-
ment and they didn’t trust me. But six months 
later everything was solved thanks to a huge 
uptick on the Facebook campaign.”

A static page about dengue fever acquired 
218 followers in three years. The social activ-
ism campaign — waged across different social 
media platforms — attracted 10,000 in the first 
week and 250,000 in the first six months.

“This was the best demonstration that it is 
ok,” says Schillinger. “That social engagement 
did not mean the sky would fall on the compa-
ny’s head. You need imagination and courage 
to go beyond a purpose that is too directly 
tied to marketing. It is time that big companies 
give back and this is a great way to do that.”

As luck would have it Schillinger came 
across the Shorty Awards, a global award 
competition for social media. Winners include 
American Express and BNP Paribas. The den-
gue fever campaign won first prize this year 
for best use of social media for health.

The criticism of Schillinger disappeared. 
“Now I am asked to explain this initiative to 
our top leadership. The CEO told me he thinks 
it is fantastic.”

With several awards under her belt and the 
blessing of Sanofi’s management she is now 
determined to bring change not just to her 
own company but to others.

“We will see the end of hierarchies,” she 
says. “What is really key for innovation and 
transformation is inclusion, tapping into a 
broader knowledge and energy, and the will 
to be involved and contribute.” 

Celine Schillinger’s experience at Sanofi illustrates how even 
hierarchical, highly-regulated businesses can benefit by injecting 
diversity and integrating social media, writes Jennifer L. Schenker

“Did you follow procedures?” 
The initiative was supposed to 
have been approved by nine 
departments. It wasn’t. 

Schillinger:  
“It is time 
that big 
companies 
give back”
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The $100 Million Club
A number of retail banks around the world have announced multi-million  
dollar schemes to fund the next wave of  fintech start-ups, writes Ben Rooney

If banks can harness the power of their customers 
they can make great leaps, writes Ben Rooney

Banks and other financial companies have 
not been shy about putting their collective 
hands into their pockets. Amex Ventures 
was part of financial planning company 
LearnVest’s $28 million Series D round in 
April. Citi Ventures was behind big data 
analytics company Platfora’s $38 million 
Series C Round as well as the $32 million 
Series C round in Betterment, a financial 
advice service. Similarly, Spain’s BBVA ac-
quired digital bank Simple for $117 million.

But while these one-off deals continue, 
this summer both HSBC and Santander 
joined the club of banks that have an-
nounced $100 million in funding to bankroll 
mainly early-stage companies (investments 
typically in the $1 million to $5 million 
range) in the hot fintech sector. The found-
er members include Russia’s Sberbank 
through its venture arm SBT Venture Capital 
and Spain’s BBVA, through its Valley-based 
venture arm BBVA Ventures.

HSBC will be potentially even more am-
bitious. “While a total investment of $200 
million is certainly possible, we have not com-
mitted a specific figure to invest,” says James 
Stickland, Director Innovation and Invest-
ments at HSBC Global Banking and Markets.

The four banks are taking different ap-
proaches to investing in fintech start-ups. At 
one end is Santander. In an interview earlier 
this year Santander’s Victor Matarranz was 
relaxed about returns. “The key objective 
of the fund is actually not to get a financial 
return,” he told Financial News, “the key 
objective is to enhance the value proposi-
tion of the bank.” 

On the other end sits Russia’s Sberbank. 
Mircea Mihaescu, Managing Director, SBT 
Venture Capital. took a rather harder-nosed 
approach. “We won’t invest in anything that 
does not have a potential for a huge return 
on investment,” he says. “We don’t want to in-
vest in something that may help Sberbank be 
a player in a niche that will bring in $3 million 
in revenue. That’s a lifestyle company. We are 
not interested in those. We are interested in 
large impact companies — that goes hand-in-
hand with huge returns.”

While everyone thinks they understand 
what innovation is, pinning it down and 
actually trying to measure it proves to be 
rather harder. Haydn Shaughnessy, the 
author of a new report, “The Bluefin Solu-
tions Elastic Innovation Index, 2014: Global 
top 50 most innovative companies” and a 
scheduled speaker at Innotribe, thinks he 
has cracked the problem.

“What most people do when they write 
about innovation or they create indexes 
is they tend to be very output based. They 
measure the number of patents, or something 
like share price differentials,” he says. The 
problem with that, according to Shaughnessy, 
is that it doesn’t really tell you very much. 

“What I have attempted to do is to create 
one that’s almost entirely based on inputs. 
It’s really trying to measure the capabilities 
to innovate. It makes it easier to identify the 
problems. That’s what the aim is.”

Having investigated some 5,000 companies, 
and by applying five criteria (see box), his 
team identified the criteria to judge a compa-
ny’s innovation capability and created a new 
set of metrics to judge corporate adaptability. 

The bad news for the financial sector is that 
only three companies made it into the top 50. 
The good-ish news is it is not bottom. Other 
sectors fare worse, notably pharma/health-
care and consumer goods. Not surprisingly 
technology was the most innovative sector.

Banks have a low rating because they are 
failing to make the most of the relationship 
they have with customers, says Shaughnessy.

Mihaescu says Sberbank’s interest in 
start-ups is limited to what they can do to 
enhance the bank’s position. “Any port-
folio company has to “have the potential 
for being used by Sberbank. Now or in the 
future,” he says.  Similarly Jay Reinemann, 
BBVA Ventures executive director, says the 
Bilbao-headquartered bank prefers to forge 
strategic relationships with start-ups rather 
than take stakes in portfolio companies.

All four banks make much of the main 
thing they have to offer to start-ups: access 
to their considerable customer bases. 
“HSBC’s strength has always been its global 
footprint,” says Stickland. “In particular, 
our reach into the world’s fastest-growing 
emerging markets.  We’re a link to these 
markets for start-ups.” Likewise Sberbank 
would open up doors in eastern Europe and 
especially “in Russia when we have some-
thing like 100 million retail customers,” 
says Mihaescu.

But what of the start-ups? Is there not the 
risk that by going with one bank, that would 
close out every other one to them, a real risk 
for a fintech company that might be looking 
to many different partners? It is a risk that a 
start-up would have to take, admitted BBVA’s 
Reinemann. “This risk could be present with 
other strategic investors; however, as part of 
our investment we do not restrict our portfo-
lio companies from doing business or taking 
investments from other banks.”

While some banks were very innovative, 
“when you go beyond those you drop off 
quite quickly. There is not a wide range of 
capability. There are good examples, but a 
lot of mediocre performance as well.”

So what should banks be doing? The key, 
says Shaughnessy, is to make more of their 
very strong relationships with customers. 
“You have exemplary cases like American 
Express which does extraordinarily well in 
the social area.”

“Because of global connectedness the 
relationship with customers has changed 
dramatically and that has to be integrated into 
processes in an entirely different way. What 
tends to happen is that banks use social media, 
and say we have this many followers on Face-
book, or on Twitter, but that’s just replicating 
the patterns of the past. It’s not changing the 
customer relationship.”

Instead, he says, banks need to think 
about their customers as highly-connected 
people and devise services and products 
that match those needs. ‘That will lead to 
new types of services,” and presumably a 
whole new set of innovation capabilities.

The good news is that time is on the banks’ side. 
“I think that there is a lot of exaggeration 

and a lot of unnecessary pain in the financial 
sector,” he says. “I don’t think it’s that’s bad 
actually. They have a legacy problem ... [but] 
they are probably not going to be disrupted 
in any profound sense for at least another 
four or five years.”

VENTURE FUNDINGINNOVATION

Spain’s La Caixa Bank has been in the 
venture business for at least a decade, 
although on a different scale, and in a 
very different way, according to Carlos 
Trenchs, the general manager of Caixa 
Capital Risc, the venture arm.
“La Caixa is a unique financial insti-
tution with a unique foundation. We 
need to act with social responsibility 
in the areas where we act,” he says. 
In 2004 the bank identified a lack of 
seed capital as harming the prospects 
for Spain’s economy.
The bank’s venture arm now has 25 
people running €100 million in early- 
stage funds in three main sectors: life 
sciences and medical devices; technol-
ogy, everything from software platforms 
to mobility; and manufacturing and 
cleantech. “We invest in tickets as 
small as €50,000 through convertible 
loans,” he says, going right up to €4 
million to €10 million in a Series B deal 
if they co-invest with other funds. 
Trenchs was at odds to point out that 
this is not some kind of social investing. 
“We expect to have returns as good as 
other private investors here in Spain.”

10 Years Of 
Caixa Capital 

BLUEFIN INNOVATION 
INDEX 2014
 
The inaugural Bluefin Elastic Innovation 
Index looked at five areas:

1   SOCIAL – communications and 
marketing skills  that help companies to 
build relationships with customers;
2   PLATFORM AND DATA – the 
combination of software, hardware, data 
and analytics that allows companies to 
develop an ecosystem of customers, 
partners, or developers; 
3   LEADERSHIP – the approach to 
partnerships, creativity and peer-based 
leadership that allows companies to 
move into new markets; 
4   STRATEGY – the collection of 
innovation methods and intent that 
marks companies out as pioneers; 
5   BUSINESS PROCESS – the ability to 
adapt processes by externalizing key skills, 
or by sharing IP and creating services.

THE MOST INNOVATIVE  
COMPANIES ARE:
1. NIKE  U.S.
2. GOOGLE U.S.
3. MICROSOFT  U.S.
4. AMAZON.COM  U.S.
5. GENERAL ELECTRIC  U.S.
6. TOYOTA  JAPAN
7. SAMSUNG KOREA
8. HITACHI  JAPAN
9. DAIMLER  GERMANY
10. FACEBOOK  U.S.

THE MOST INNOVATIVE FINANCIAL 
SERVICES COMPANIES ARE:
16. AMERICAN EXPRESS  U.S.
24. AVIVA  UK
47. BANK OF AMERICA  U.S.

Banks Need To Know
Their Customers

According to Shaugnessy’s study the world’s 
most innovative company is sportswear maker 
Nike, due to 3D printing and other technologies, 
and because it has harnessed the power of its 
customers. “They built communities in sports 
such as soccer, athletics. They are miles ahead 
of most companies in the use of community,” 
Shaugnessy says.

      

PROGRAM SIZE $100m up to £200m $100m $100m

DATE ANNOUNCED January 2013 May 2014 July 2014 February 2012

TYPICAL INVESTMENT $1m-5m All stages $3m-5m Early stage

AREA OF INTEREST We want a venture 
return on the $100m 
by investing in compa-
nies within our areas 
of strategic interest.

The acceleration of 
innovation, driving 
the creation of 
technology which can 
benefit HSBC, and 
potentially the indus-
try more widely.

The key objective  
is to enhance the 
value proposition of 
the bank.

We don’t invest in 
anything that does 
not have a potential 
for a huge return  
on investment.
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Most bankers acknowledge the obvi-
ous: of course banks have to innovate. 
Digital is transforming everything and 
the banks are woefully behind. A July 
2014 McKinsey report decried the fact 
that retail banks have digitized only 
20% to 40% of their processes and 90% 
of European banks invest less than 
0.5% of their total spending on digital.

Trouble is, banking and innovation 
are strange bedfellows, says JP Nichols, 
a former senior banking executive and a 
scheduled speaker in the Innotribe track 
at Sibos, an annual gathering of around 
6,000 banks from around the world. 

“If you think about banking and 
bankers and the personality traits that 
get rewarded, the kinds of skills that get 
screened for in hiring and promotion, it’s 
reducing risk,” he says. “The guy in the 
room who can say, ‘Guess what? I found 
another way this could go bad. Don’t 
worry I, killed it.’ Those are the people 
that are promoted.”

The innovation process is about taking 
risks and failing, says Nichols. And “it’s 
just not in most banks’ DNA.” 

One way of bringing in new genetic 
material is to work with start-ups in 
incubators or accelerators. Banks are 
taking very different approaches and 
the jury is still out on which works best: 
some are setting up their own; some are 
teaming with other banks and credit card 
companies; still others are working with 
third parties that set up the incubators 
and accelerators for them.

Barclays Bank, for example, has asked 
TechStars, the U.S. accelerator program 

COLLABORATION

that started in Boulder, Colorado in 2007, 
to run its accelerator.

Barclays declined to be interviewed, 
but Greg James, managing director of the 
program, located in a former department 
store in London’s East End, says a dedi-
cated program is the best way to ensure 
the maximum commitment from the 
sponsoring company. 

“If a corporate decides that they are 
going to work with start-ups, then we 
want the full pressure of that corpo-
rate’s brand name to be on the hook,” 
says James. “This isn’t just a ‘petting 
zoo’; this is serious. We feel that by 
focusing on one corporate relationship, 
and specifically a corporate relation-
ship in which the mandate is coming 
from the CEO on down, that results will 
be profound.”

Aside from the standard TechStars 
deal, $20,000 for a 6% stake in the com-
pany, what the 11 companies selected get 
is access to the very top level of Barclays.

“To give you a sense of what this 
means, [Barclays CEO] Anthony Jenkins 
has been in here twice already to meet 
the teams,” says James.

Barclays’ commitment, apart from CEO 
visits, is substantial, he says. “Each team was 
assigned roughly three to four people based 
upon what the team was trying to do. There 
are 11 teams, four people, that’s 44 people.”

However, he says there were much 
deeper connections. “There were an ad-
ditional roughly 50 people from Barclays 
which have met each team in an ad hoc 
style. We’ve seen roughly 100 people 
from Barclays being involved.”

Nor are these just junior trainees. “It 
would typically start at the absolute highest 
level. If it is a team that’s doing something 
new in mortgages, then it would be the 
head of mortgages. What he would do is 
assess what they needed, and he would 
assign people from his team, so it is the 
managers on his team who would then 
help a start-up.”

According to Nichols the single 
company accelerator can make a lot of 
sense, especially when run by teams 
like TechStars. “Accelerators really 
understand the high-tech product de-
velopment business very well,” he says. 
“Certainly better than most banks.”

However, for the entrepreneur it is a 
high-risk strategy, says Nektarios Lioli-
os, managing director of Startupboot-
camp FinTech, also based in Europe’s 
financial capital, London. “If you really 
want Barclays to be your main custom-
er then you go with Barclays,” he says. 
“If you want to sell into one bank or, 
or at least start with one bank, then it 
makes sense.”

Since Liolios runs a rival set-up you 
wouldn’t expect him to be too ebul-
lient with praise.The sponsors for the 
three-month Startupbootcamp FinTech 
include MasterCard, Russia’s SBT Ven-
ture Capital, the UK’s Lloyds Bank and 
Utrecht, Netherlands-based Rabobank.

“If you look at what Barclays has done 
with TechStars, it’s a slightly more selfish 
motivation which makes sense for the 
bank perspective,” says Liolios. 

“Sourcing innovation helps the bank. 
But we think it’s slightly limiting for the 
entrepreneurs. We think that it’s a lot 
more attractive for an entrepreneur to 
have access to multiple organizations,” 
he says. 

Samad Masood, Program Director, 
FinTech Innovation Lab at Accenture, a 
global 12-week program run in New York, 
London and Hong Kong, agrees. 

“What we say to start-ups is come 
to our program for three months and 
spend three months with 12 banks 
instead of spending three years with one 
bank, and still not have any answer to 
all its questions,” he says. “It does take 
two or three years to sell technology to 
large corporates like a bank because of 
all the different layers of regulations, 
different departments that have been 
involved, the difference security proto-
cols, and all this sort of thing. 

Connecting with start-ups is not enough. Banks 
need to figure out as an industry how they should 
respond to disruptions. That’s where conveners 
like SWIFT’s Innotribe, UK’s Innovate Finance and 
the U.S.’s Bank Innovators Council come in.
Innotribe, for example, organizes financial ser 
vices start-up competitions around the world 
in order to spur better collaboration with the 
banking community. Launched in 2009, SWIFT 
Innotribe brings together global innovators, in-
vestors, financial industry executives, strategists, 
banks’ operations and technology leaders, and 
venture capitalists, to drive change in the finan-
cial services industry.
While SWIFT’s approach is global national bodies 
also play important roles. The UK’s Innovate 
Finance was founded earlier this year as an 
industry body to promote the UK’s rapidly growing 
fintech sector with Claire Cockerton as the or-
ganization’s founding CEO. It aims to be a single 
access point to the full financial services and 
technology ecosystem and connect its members 
to policymakers, regulators, investors, customers, 

educators, talent and key commercial partners. 
The larger partners of the 50+ strong group, 
which is still growing, include Aviva, Barclays, 
Lloyds, MasterCard, Visa, Silicon Valley Bank, 
Santander, and Royal Bank of Scotland.
The U.S. has its own trade body, called the Bank 
Innovators Council, which is headed by JP Nich-
ols, a former senior banking executive. “We’re 
not an accelerator, we’re not an incubator but 
the reason that we started the Bank Innovation 
Council was that as we surveyed the fintech land-
scape, we thought that the fintech companies 
had a lot of support,” says Nichols. “They have 
the accelerators and venture capitalists. But the 
banks stood alone. No one was bringing them 
together and helping them create a collective 
and helping them to help one another.”
Nichols is generally bullish about the future for 
banks and their innovation efforts. Groups such 
as Innovate Finance, spaces like Level39, and 
the accelerator programs, like TechStars and 
Accenture, he says, are about bringing everyone 
together to speak a common language.

The Role Of The Convener

Everyone agrees that banks 
need to crack innovation, 
but what is the best way 
to go about it? Different 
banks are trying different 
approaches, writes  
Ben Rooney

There’s also the general inertia that 
exists in any large corporate because of 
existing and ongoing investments in tech-
nology which make it harder for them to 
make a snap decision.”

And unlike other programs, the seven 
start-ups selected to join Accenture’s 
program, now in its third year, do not 
get funding. 

“When you are dealing with multiple 
banks and you start investing, it muddies 
the water,” says Masood. 

The list of sponsors for Accenture’s 
program includes Bank Of America, Bar-
clays, Citi, Credit Suisse, Deutsche Bank, 
Goldman Sachs, HSBC, J.P. Morgan, 
Lloyds, Morgan Stanley, RBS Group, UBS 
and Nationwide. 

“We like to think that through our 
program not only are the start-ups learn-
ing how to deal with large organizations, 
but the large organizations are learning 
how better to deal with the smaller 
ones,” says Masood.

This, says Startupbootcamp’s Liolios, 
is key. For the banks, working with start-
ups is a way of accessing innovation. 

“Just finding out what is going on: what 
are the next disruptors actually building? 
Then with the option of partnering with 
it, or using the technology in some way.”

Level39, which is based in London’s 
Docklands at Canary Wharf and bills itself 

as Europe’s largest accelerator space for 
finance, cybersecurity, retail and future 
cities, has yet a different model. Partners 
and other organizations that make use of 
Level39’s space include Accenture, EY, 
Dassault Systemes and SWIFT, the global 
entity that organizes Sibos and each day 
handles financial transactions such as 
wire transfers for more than 9,000 banks.

Like Accenture, Level39 does not take 
stakes in start-ups, and while it actively 
works to bring financial institutions, 
investors and start-ups together (it 
organized some 250 events in the last 12 
months), it is not owned or sponsored 
by any bank. 

“What that means is we get the 
widest possible choice of start-ups and 
innovators because there is no baggage 
that comes with us; there is no bias; it is 
a nice neutral position to be in because 
the main backer is Canary Wharf, which 
reaps the rewards of success if the in-
dustry thrives,” says Eric Van der Kleij, 
head of Level39.

While the different incubators and 
accelerators may vary in approaches to 
helping banks with their innovation prob-
lems, for Startupbootcamp’s Liolios all 
roads lead to Rome. “Everyone is trying 
to find the correct model,” says Liolios. 
“I’m just happy to see banks doing this in 
the first place.”

“If you think about the personality 
traits that get rewarded, the kinds of 
skills that get screened for in hiring 
and promotion, it’s reducing risk.”

Learning to Play  
Well With Others

Barclays CEO Anthony 
Jenkins with some of the 
entreprenuers in London



What does a heat map of the fintech world 
look like? Something like this. Each entrant 
to the Innotribe Startup Challenge 2014 
was asked to tag its own company with up 
to three categories that best described the 
company’s area of expertise. 

While Innotribe used the data from all 
the entrants to map the whole start-up 
challenge, Informilo extracted just the data 
for the semi-finalists and finalists to better 
understand what areas successful start-up 
companies in the sector are targeting.

The graphic clearly illustrates that the 
hottest sector for successful start-ups is 
payments, while corporate/business services 
and Big Data were tied for second place.

Links between the spheres show the con-
nections that the start-ups make, so compa-
nies that are targeting liquidity, for example, 
are all also targeting payments. 

The Innotribe Startup Challenge 2014 
Grand Finale will showcase the 15 finalists 
from the regional showcases in London, 
Singapore and New York.

INNOTRIBE STARTUP CHALLENGE 2014

The Hottest  
Sectors In  
Fintech Today

Reference 
Data

Settlement, 
CLS, B2B 
payments

Messaging

Visualisation

Personal 
Financial 

Management

Financial 
education

FOREX, 
trading 
stocks

New Banks

Investment 
Management

Peer-to-peer 
payments

Security

Portfolio 
management 

Back-office 
operations

Liquidity

Compliance

E-commerce, 
cross-selling

Digital 
currency

Lending

Big Data

Corporates, 
business 
services

Payments
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GUEST ESSAY INVESTMENT

A few years ago, I wrote a book 
called The New Normal . It was about 
the power of digital, and about what 
happens with consumers and com-
panies once it became normality. 

Today we see digital as a given. 
Yet, what a lot of organizations fail to 
acknowledge is how it has completely 
changed their environment. It has 
empowered their customers to be-
come unfaithful, massively informed 
and loudly-speaking little tyrants who 
expect customization and dialogue at 
the moment they want it. 

In the Web’s networked envi-
ronment status has completely 
changed. It is no longer about 
impressive job titles; it goes to those 
with the most, and most valuable, 
connections. The net has changed 
our world from a hierarchy to a 
meritocracy. It is a ruthless place — 
you actually have to be competent 
to get anywhere.

Today everything is out in the open. 
Now that access to information is le-
gion, and travels at the speed of light, 
transparency is the name of the game. 
But the real power of digital lies in the 
links created: between consumers 
and employees; between a stranger 
with one bedroom too many and one 
who needs a place to stay; between a 
sea of information and those looking 
for something. What digital has done 
is transform the world into a network. 
And this network has changed how 

we work, how we live, how we invest 
and how we buy. 

From my experience working with 
many companies looking for ways 
to adapt, most are fully unprepared. 
They have fancy R&D labs, where 
geniuses in white coats, working in 

-
most the same as before only slightly 
better, and possibly more shiny.”

Sustaining innovation alone will 
not cut it today, not when the next 

someone’s garage. Most organizations 
lack the speed to react to these kinds of 
new incumbents. They fail to see them 
coming until it is too late.

I love how U.S. Army General 
Stanley McChrystal, a commander 
in Afghanistan, put it: “It takes a 
network to defeat a network.” He 

fast organization that Al-Qaeda was 
kept outrunning the very planned 
and hierarchical U.S. It was up to the 
U.S. Army to ‘chameleonize’ to their 
opponent. Organizations faced with 
an outside networked world need to 
become a network themselves. 

So what are the pillars of a net-

it needs to shed its layers and silos. 
Strict hierarchies, authoritative envi-
ronments and bureaucratic borders 
slow down everything. 

dynamic culture of collaboration and 

sharing. Most traditional players have 
a long way to go. 

Organizations also need to come to 
terms with the chaotic nature of their 
markets. We live in a VUCA world, 
ruled by volatility, uncertainty, com-
plexity and ambiguity. One of my he-
roes, Douglas Adams, once wrote, “It 
is a mistake to think you can solve any 
major problems just with potatoes.”

of our industries and competition 
with strict planning and standard 
models is absurd. Do we still need 
to plan? Are strategies still relevant? 
Of course, but they need to be 

and organizations need to be able to 
turn them on a dime.

Organizations need to connect to 
become a network. Not just by break-
ing down internal barriers and devel-
oping multiple and fast links inside an 
organization, but by connecting with 
partners of all kinds: complementary 
organizations or even completely 
unrelated companies that might 
have struggled with a similar product 
development issue and were able to 
solve it. And let’s not forget forging 
bonds with customers who increas-
ingly like to be involved as well. 

I don’t mean all of this in a unicorns 
and rainbows kind of manner. The 
plain truth is that we are all dumbing 
down. Compared with the “knowa-
ble” universe which might very well 

be exploding faster than the universe 
is expanding, individuals know less 
and less. So we have no other choice 
but to make our brains smarter by 
“mind-melding” with other col-
leagues, customers and organizations, 
with those that have other talents and 
insights. Looking out for number one 
will no longer do.

I realize that many organizations 
will be scared by this approach. You 
have to be bold. You have to take 
risks. That’s why I love the concept of 
‘failing fast.’ It’s a method with which 
start-ups are most familiar. You try 
new things on a small scale, learn and 
move on to greener pastures if they 
fail to deliver. 

I realize that all of the above will 
sound alarming to the readers of this 
essay, who are mostly from a high-
ly-regulated environment focused on 

insights, transparency, intensive 

environments and radical innovation 
might seem foreign, even impossible.

disrupted as we speak and competi-
tion is coming from the most unex-
pected sides: Google’s mobile wallet, 
Bitcoin, crowdfunding platforms or 

And that’s just the beginning. Carry-
ing on as is will no longer do. 

It is time to become a network.

Become A 
Network

Peter Hinssen
Author and consultant
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Rewarding 
Innovation
Investors look favorably on 
companies that innovate, 
writes Ben Rooney

Is innovation actually rewarded? 
History is littered with companies that 
produced innovative products only to 

The video format wars of the 1980s 
pitched Betamax against VHS, but who 
remembers Philips’s Video 2000 format, 
regarded by many to be the most innova-

However, according to an exclusive poll 
conducted by eToro, a social investment 
network, it appears that when it comes to 
investors, innovation is rewarded.

In a poll of 200 users conducted earlier 
this year on behalf of Informilo, eToro 

investors favor, by a substantial margin 
of more than 3:1, innovative companies. 
When asked “Do you prefer to base your 
decision to invest in a company on how 
innovative the company is?” more than 
two-thirds (77%) said yes.

However innovation does not trump 

investor decisions. Some 55% of respond-

While investors look favorably at inno-
vative companies, innovation without a 
clear purpose or that comes at the cost 

met with far less favor, and investment, 
hurting the bottom line in more ways 
than one.

Investors favor companies that make 
products or services they use themselves. 
Loyal customers show their loyalty to the 
brand in more than one way. There is a 
potentially powerful lesson in this survey 
for banks. If they are seen as being more 
innovative their customers are likely to 
be more willing to invest in them and use 
their services, a virtuous circle that comes 
with its own rewards.

Do you prefer to base your 
decision to invest in a 
company on how innovative 
the company is?

Is innovation more 
important than a 
company’s current financial 
performance when making 
an investment decision?

45%

50%

65%

55%

50%

35%

Is brand value more important 
than current financial 
performance when making an 
investment decision?

Are you more likely to 
invest in a stock, if you 
use that company’s 
products?

77%
23%

Source: eToro polled 200 users in summer 2014. 
Not all users responded to all questions

YES NO

Powered by eToro
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