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Around the world, artificial 
intelligence (AI) is transforming 
work, business and the economy. 

The banking industry is no exception. Na-
tional attitudes toward AI adoption differ. 
But regardless of where banks are locat-
ed on the planet, or along the AI-adoption 
curve, one thing remains the same: cus-
tomer-centricity is key.

Where we’ve been 
Given the heightened regulatory environ-
ment that came out of the global financial 
crisis, banks’ capital over the last decade 
has largely been spent in the areas of com-
pliance, risk management and stress test-
ing. It hasn’t been spent on designing new 
customer experiences or developing new 
products. In some ways, this is what led to 
the dawn of the fintech (financial-technol-
ogy) era. If banks had had capital available, 
they would have continued to innovate in-
ternally, assuming they had the resources 
and culture to do so effectively. However, 
because that capital was required to be 
deployed elsewhere, a start-up ecosystem 
comprised of fintechs and other technol-
ogy-based companies took on that inno-
vation.

Where we are 
Now, stability has been restored in the fi-
nancial-services ecosystem. Fintechs are 
creating experiences and approaches that 

are attractive to financial consumers. 
So, after having invested heavi-

ly on the regulatory side, banks 
are beginning to re-consume in-
novation by cooperating with, 

partnering with and/or acquir-
ing fintechs. This is important 
because, in general, banks are 
not growing. They are, in most 
cases, trading at book value. 
And they are finally starting 
to realise that they are en-
gaged in a talent, process 
and technology war with 
their competitors to build 
a better experience, lest 
they risk losing their 
customers. 
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“ Technology helps banks provide better experiences like 
these for their customers by analysing and distilling data more 
quickly than humans can to create real-time impact. 

” 
Where we’re going
Banks are on a journey to reinvent them-
selves. 

In the past, many banks made a significant 
return from poor customer performance. 
For example, fee revenue from a customer 
defaulting on his credit card, late fees on 
loan products and even fees on ATM (au-
tomated teller machine) withdrawals neg-
atively impact the financial wellbeing of 
consumers. Now, many banks and fintechs 
are trying to align themselves with the fi-
nancial betterment of their customers. 

Likewise, banks have historically been 
product manufacturers and marketers. 
For example, banks would manufacture an 
auto loan or mortgage product, then mar-
ket it to consumers in the hopes of selling 
it. The sales process was labour-intensive, 
requiring consumers to fill out forms and 
provide information about themselves. But 
banks are now transforming from prod-
uct-centric companies, which market and 
sell their products, to experience-centric 
companies, which serve their clients. In-
stead of selling an auto loan, banks are try-
ing to facilitate a car-buying experience. If 
a customer were to enter an auto dealership 
with a banking app on his phone, his bank 
could conceivably “geolocate” him, identify 
that he is car shopping, and use structured 
and unstructured data to prequalify him 
for, and proactively offer him, an auto loan. 

The role of AI
Technology helps banks provide better ex-
periences like these for their customers by 
analysing and distilling data more quickly 
than humans can to create real-time im-
pact. For this reason, AI is one of the hot-
test trends in the banking world today. And 
it’s true that AI can influence and improve 
this experience. In fact, if deployed well, AI 
can potentially inform the full end-to-end 
process—everything from how banks are 
finding customers to how they are servic-
ing them. 

A global perspective 
That said, there are different regulatory 
models and different levels of urgency and 
adoption with respect to AI in different 
markets. 

Most technology innovation appears to be 
happening in Asia. Organisations with-
out legacy systems weighing them down 
have created great value for clients and 
shareholders alike. Mobile penetration is 
extremely high and the “digital exhaust”, 
the trail of data  left by consumers’ digital 
and online activities, behaviours and 
transactions, is often monitored and used 
intelligently for customer betterment. In 
2017, the Chinese government announced 
its intention to become a world leader in 
the AI field by 2030. Asia is in a hurry to 
advance quickly, and banks in the region 
are spending a lot of money on technology 
in general and AI in particular.

In Australia, banks are in a challenging 
situation. The Royal Commission has en-
tered the scene, and there are a lot of new 
regulatory oversights. There are protests 
in the street about banks making too much 
money, similar to the Occupy Wall Street 
(OWS) movement of 2011 in the United 
States. Australia is adopting AI, but some-
times that adoption feels almost reluctant. 
According to Genpact’s research series, AI 
360: insights from the next frontier of busi-
ness, Australia is lagging behind counter-
parts in the United States and the United 
Kingdom when it comes to embracing AI. 
Only 43 percent of Australians believe AI 
is improving their lives, compared with 48 
percent of UK and 59 percent of US con-
sumers.

In Europe, banks are confident, profitable 
and perhaps overly comfortable. Resistance 
to change results in slower AI adoption. 
Many profitable European banks appear 
to be taking a wait-and-watch approach to 
AI. Similarly, banks in Canada have been 
taking a more passive stance. But we expect 
to see a very practical, pragmatic approach 
toward using AI to drive efficiency, speed, 
value and safety in Canada, as we see in the 
United States.

In America, there is also recognition 
among banks that technology is inevitable 
as a key driver of success. However, giv-
en the cost of investment, some mid-tier 
banks are struggling to compete. As a re-
sult, there is an emerging feeling that some 
banks are “too-small-to-succeed”. In fact, 
some of the comments regarding recent 
mergers and acquisitions indicate that the 
driver for combining organisations was in 
part due to finding efficiency and invest-
ment capital with which to fight this tech-
nology war against the banking behemoths 
with deep pockets that can afford to play 
an aggressive tech game.

Start with the end in mind
While many banks are excited about AI 
and believe it will provide significant ben-
efits for their organisations and the indus-
try at large, many still struggle to see the 
how and the where to apply it within their 
businesses. 

As a result, banks and their boards of-
ten end up asking the wrong question. 
The question is not “What should our AI 
strategy be?” Rather, the questions are 
“What business outcomes are we seeking?” 
and “What experiences do our customers 
need?” Banks should address these ques-
tions with a clear understanding of where 
they want to drive value for the business 
and their customers, and awareness of the 
necessary process changes that AI can en-
able.

No matter where you are in the world, de-
veloping an AI strategy for the sake of sim-
ply having an AI strategy won’t produce 
great results. AI is a means to an end; it’s 
an enabler to enhance the experience be-
tween your users or customers, to augment 
your workforce to make them more effec-
tive and to drive value into your business. 
Good AI programs start with customer 
need and a business goal in mind. «
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