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Digitization is the entry fee just to compete.  As innovation escalates across 
FSBO’s and their non-traditional competitors, the race to survive within the 
emerging “next normal” demands comprehensive leverage of the existing 
and emerging solutions underpinned by oceans of data.  The questions we 
ask are as equally important as the prescriptive answers typically provided.
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Content adapted from the published article series, 
“Are Bankers Necessary?”

Across FSBO’s, the utility 
functionality of products and 
services continues to dominate 
offerings and customer 
perceptions.  With the push for 
greater deregulation, how will 
banks and their leaders 
continuously innovate under 
pervasive umbrellas of 
regulatory compliance which 
“cuts both ways”—protects 
consumers and the industry, 
while institutionalizing 
commoditization?
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It has been expressed, “we are humans, and we are 
incredibly clever.”  During times of great consternation 
and uncertainty brought on by Covid-19, let us hope we 
live up to both.  

Yet, as consumers, politicians, healthcare, FSBO’s, 
educators, and counseling workers struggle with the 
“next normal”, what is now striking is the speed and 
functionality for social distancing and lockdowns 
impacting daily lives—not to mention rising fatalities.  
For many years, the organizational and individual 
resistance to adaptation for remote work, distance 
collaboration, and even education and reskilling, were 
billed as one-off’s and impractical.  However, in a period 
of weeks, forced by an invisible virus, our business 
polices, practices, methods, attitudes have been 
shattered allowing for an embrace (albeit reluctantly) of 
the once discounted. 

Gartner has been quoted that “Most banks will be made 
irrelevant by 2030” with “80% of financial firms” out of 
business or competitively swallowed—about 1.3 million 
out of the 2.1 million people now employed will be out 
of work.  Others believe that across all of finance—of 
which banks comprise just a segment—over 6 million 
workers will be displaced by 2025.  Where will these 
workers fit in now that algorithms have replaced their 
job description?

That is the idea behind this artifact—to explore the 
challenges bankers and lenders face.  Not to say financial 
firms don’t matter—but to understand what DOES
matter—to the customer, to the economy, and to the 
bankers.  Is it not better to ask the questions ourselves 
then to react to market changes?  

As consumers move to 100% digital, as neobanks which 
have no physical footprint gain marketshare in an age of 
financial commoditization, as branch closures accelerate 
due to uncompromising legacy investments and strategy, 
should banks which have the intellect and experience be 
leading the disruptive transformation?  Or, are we going 
to wait and watch institutional numbers dwindle to 
“irrelevancy” (i.e., the decades long trend of losing 220 
to 260 banks every year)? 

The numbers confronting FSBO’s before the pandemic 
crisis were not optimistic.  The profits reaped during 
times of prosperity were giving way to deep concerns of 
longer-term benefits and industry consolidation.  As 
assets became concentrated and consumers increasingly 
seeking FSBO alternatives that are easier to use, 
cheaper, and integrated to daily life (e.g., tied to 
integrated home voice assistants), the value-add of the 
banker beyond an order taker and an intermediary 
forced many startups and non-traditional competitors to 
answer with “bankers are not relevant.”

Putting the Challenges into Context

In an Age of Digital Disruption, Are FSBO’s and their Bankers Relevant?
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To state that the economic conditions we are living in are 
precarious and uncertain is almost meaningless.  For 
most living today, we are in unchartered territory.  
During the last two decades, banking functions have been 
adapting.  In 2001, there was a demand for security that 
transformed disclosures and reporting.  In 2008, a 
transformational crisis brought on by misapplication of 
banking risks brought the world into the Great Recession 
and a post-era of Dodd-Frank.  

In 2020, it has been a pandemic virus which is altering 
global industries, supply chains, and consumer 
interactions—what follows will be a “next normal” 
promising a post Great Depression rewriting of 
commerce.  It will lead many consumers, businesses, 
politicians, and pundits to ask, “Are bankers relevant?”

Across the financial services and banking organizations 
(FSBO’s), there has been a decade to forecast and 
prepare for the impact to earnings, the souring of 
household debt, the poor quality (< BBB rated) of 
corporate bonds, which over the last decade ballooned to 
over $16 trillion USD—but did anyone anticipate that the 
fall from success would take place in weeks? 

Additionally, the U.S. Federal Reserve was buying $100 
billion per month of U.S. debt that at the height of the 
Great Recession—today, they buy that much in under a 
week.  And, by Q4 2020, the U.S. Federal government will 
have run over a $4 trillion USD annual deficit not only 
breaking historical levels, but for the first time since 
1946, surpassing the annual GDP by over 110%.  
Predictions for subsequent years are equally dire.

For banks and their valuable functions in social 
constructs, unemployment in under a month reached 22 
million, but has fallen by half of that during Q3 2020.  
Yet, unemployment remains at double digit rates and the 
U.S. Federal Reserve predicts years of recovery remain.

Moreover, from Walmart to Amazon to Alibaba, large 
retail enterprises have vast troves of customer data, and 
relationships.  Their innovative leaders have created 
quasi-insurance and banking products that bypass 
traditional institutions and regulatory compliance 
demands.  Using their vast technology, data and 
investment capability, they have moved the customer 
relationship for emerging financial products and services 
into their portals and apps only using traditional banks 
for commodity products and services that are mandated 
by financial governance.

In the middle of all this chaos and digital offerings are 
bankers, who by their market functionality, have 
brokered loans, established covenants, defined risk, 
hedged positions, guaranteed firestops, issued lines-of-
credit, and generally profited from the decade of “new” 
finance born from the ashes of the Great Recession.  
Consumers are already pointing out the decade of record 
profits and outsized executive compensation packages as 
they panic over their lack of incomes and loan repayment 
options. 

However 2020 has shown us that the fall from business 
as usual likely met no one’s crisis modeling, strategy 
approaches, or even risk mitigation scenarios.  Yet, post-
crisis analysis aside, how bankers and their brand names 
prepare for the “next normal” in an age of chaos and 
political fallout will likely define their survival against 
new competitors rushing into fill market voids.

What will remain for FSBO’s after data science advancements improve the 
efficacy of automation as consumers embrace a fully digital model?
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It has been a storied history for bankers—one spanning 
over 4,000 years!  Banking has evolved and shifted with 
the times from bartering to changing currencies to 
providing loans to taking investment positions for the 
fostering of innovation and profit improvements.  Over 
the millennia, those spearheading these economically 
critical functions enabled trade and promoted national 
interests.  However, the stature of banks and their 
bankers over the last few decades have undergone 
material scandals the most recent of which erupted back 
in 2008 and nearly caused a cascading, global economic 
collapse.  

In modern times, industry missteps and outright 
misdeeds have resulted in complex and invasive 
regulations enacted to ensure that these bad actors 
become better behaved in the future.  But, does that 
even work?  Aren’t these regulatory compliance demands 
written for what is known or has occurred rather than to 
address events across what the World Economic Forum 
(WEF) labels as the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR)?  
Meaning, innovation allows for changes to take place that 
either intentionally or unintentionally removes the 
efficacy for these bitterly fought and penned regulations?

Therefore, as banking has evolved and become highly 
automated, an informed question is being surfaced—
“Are banks or bankers relevant in a world driven by 
electronic exchanges, reporting and innovation?”  As 
chatbots become intelligent and with globally systems 
routinely exchanging information, the role and 
accountability once deemed as “human mandatory” is 
now performed by algorithms and vast data oceans.  A 
cornerstone argument for banker’s existence resided in 
trust and cognitive capabilities, but these have been 
shown to be a red herring against scandals, Davos 
celebrations, and huge losses (and fraud) by rogue, senior 
personnel.  

So, the question surfaces, are bankers and banks a relic 
of the prior centuries?  How will they survive?  How 
many people will they employ?  What skills will be 
needed?  Where will the transformative leaders appear?  
What is the current state when it comes to banking?  
What are the challenges moving forward? As shown in 
the panel below, the industry numbers are diverse, large, 
and growing.

Framing the Digital Complexity and the Industry Questions
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The key messages buried with the graphic below is how 
and who interprets it.  Will the consumer bond with 
financial innovations resulting in an unquestioned 
singularity?  Without a doubt, banking as a set of 
functions and as a holistic industry, with its sometimes-
opaque supply chains, is rapidly transforming. 

Banking in the early decades of the 21st century has been 
built foundationally upon information—oceans of it—
from sources inside and outside of enterprise control.  
With FinTech (i.e., Financial Technology) and other large 
data decision making capabilities, there has been an 
argument for either keeping bankers (because we know 
them), or to radically adapt their purpose in a 
marketplace and supply chains now rampant with 
change.  So why not “eliminate” the banker?  

Others emphatically retort, “To eliminate bankers, 
especially in times of market corrections and crises, 
create unworkable situations resulting in the eventual 
collapse of global economies!”  So, which is correct, or do 
they both have validity when viewed across a spectrum?

Perhaps banking is “outdated” because there is still a 
need, demand, or comfort for branch and back-office 
thinking?  What happens to branches in a world wrestling 
with pandemics?

More importantly, if markets consolidate in a post-COVID 
recovery, will this be another decade of radical change 
coming after a Golden Age of growth and historic 
profitability?  As the pandemic responses fade, 
governments have rushed to react and the impacts 
fueled by those unintended consequences rise, will the 
positions and risks taken by banks and non-banks usher 
in a comprehensive culling of institutions once thought to 
be safe, sound, and worthy of our trust?

What will bankers do when swaths of functionality once 
deemed value-added requiring their skills become 
streamlined, automated, and further commoditized?  
Like Pandora who when the box was opened was 
repeatedly bitten by moths representing human 
afflictions, it would seem realistic that bankers need to 
start asking before 2021, “Are bankers relevant?” 
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None of the strategy models or economic projections 
could have anticipated that 2020 would be the year 
which delivered comprehensive disruption that had little 
to do with advanced innovations.  Additionally, the 
demographic markets that projected the rise of 
Millennials now has FSBO’s transitioning to Gen Z to set 
the emerging standards for consumerism and behavioral 
models of the future.  Now, with Covid-19 and the lasting 
repercussions, the use of rapidly expanding innovations 
that do not rely on humans or contact—AI, machine 
learning, data sciences, remote collaboration, RPA—will 
become the norm for process automation and consumer 
expansion in the face of human-to-human avoidance.

However, with many factors now in play, with operating 
and behavioral norms now sidelined, where will FSBO’s 
turn to achieve instantaneous, social-distanced delivery?  
Will partners step up?  Are employee skills up to the 
challenges?  How many of the existing solutions and 
FinTech providers will be able to withstand the tidal wave 
of factors impacting business models, fund raising, and 
risks?  And, while some business and political leaders 
hope for a fast recovery from the pandemic (e.g., a “V” 
shaped bottom), where will reality take us, and more 
importantly, how many organizations have the crisis skills 
needed to react to and survive cascading waves of black-
swan events?  Will enterprises be able to hang on for 
what mainstream economists are now projecting to be 
multi-year economic recovery?

It was 1994 when Bill Gates stated, “We need banking, 
but we don’t need banks anymore.”  The debate 25 years 
later still rages on—was he right or misguided?  Since the 
1990’s a confluence of factors has materially changed 
every aspect of FSBO’s from the back-office to customer 
experiences and now to BaaS (banking as a service).  

As most individuals and businesses are currently focused 
on the events and outcomes of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
the revealing of the fourth industrial revolution (4IR) has 
brought forth disruption—across every industry, 
business, and worker.  As routine functions are 
automated (e.g., AI and robotics), new options will be 
available for those willing to adapt to changing demands 
and skill requirements (as the average half-life of a 
college education will be less than four years by 2023). 

As the cascading events of pandemic unemployment 
expand, how many businesses and consumers will be 
delaying payments, drawing credit lines down, seeking 
forgiveness, or outright defaulting on covenants that until 
invoked, have unattributed risks that will accelerate the 
demise of many storied FSBO’s?  How many institutions 
have risks outside a regulator’s control that will once 
again become catalysts for a global financial reckoning?  
Will the fallout from the pandemics lead to another 
vilification of activities FSBO’s were doing, which while 
meeting the “letter of the law” violated “the spirit of the 
law?” 

A Confluence of Factors Compelling Adaptation

During the last decade with nearly 50% of all U.S. assets consolidated in the 
nine largest institutions, focus on the improvement of profitability, 

cybersecurity, and innovation growth has been pushed into secondary 
considerations by regulatory compliance, living wills, and safe-and-soundness 

of the FSBO supply chains.



In an era of KYM (know your machine), the auditability of events, actions, and 
decisions are the cornerstones of any trust equation be it person or machine. 
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As digital solutions transforms traditional FBSO’s into 
technology companies, what questions will we ask to 
challenge the prescriptions pundits, consultants, and 
vendors advocate?  Let’s address just a few of these 
converging factors in what innovation leaders' term 
“adjacent possibilities.”  

• As augmented reality takes shape, what will it do to 
branches?  Will these existing investments be the 
footprint for bankers to engage customers of the 
future with “practical AR?” 

• Will the use of chatbots replace the teller function as 
synthetic financial intelligence moves into chip form 
supported by deep data responses?  Will these bots 
extend the in-home personal assistants allowing 
bankers to practice inside a consumer’s home, car or 
mobile world?

• Transaction are becoming faster and instantaneous, 
so why do regulations need to exist for currency 
reporting, stock settlements, and even overdrafts?  
With data at a consumer’s fingertips, then what is the 
point for bankers in a peer-to-peer financial 
transaction model?

• Predictive behaviors of customer and opportunities 
driven by deep data and machine learning may be 
insightful and even profitable, but don’t they begin 
with a banker’s experience?

• With greater demand for climate solutions that span 
cradle to grave, will bankers provide the impetus to 
solve these historical wastes in an “reuse” set of 
disciplines estimated to add $1 trillion to global 
economies in just five years?

• As banker’s and their financial technologies drive new 
business models, is the funding of innovation 
disruption firms laying the seeds for their own 
obsolescence from traditional, commodity delivered 
products and services (e.g., approvals, lending, credit 
ratings)?  Will bankers (and the greater FSBO’s) be 
forced to adjust their own business models to offer 
only high value services?  Has the reality that their 
control over financial data alter models now that 
FSBO’s data spans are approaching just 35% from 
heights exceeding 80% just two decades prior?

The rise of P2P payment platforms and financial startups 
shows a consumer demand for something non-
traditional.  Will FSBO’s answer the call? 

As worker and organizational behaviors turn increasingly polarized and negative 
(cited > 90% of surveys), leaders will find competitive advantages by recognizing that 
their data usage (owned and aggregated from external sources) must be deployed on 

case-by-case, person-by-person—earned loyalty and prediction inclusions.
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Banks in times of crisis typically become a key institution to 
calm markets and hold together a global financial system built 
on vast data, millisecond interchanges, and an implicit trust 
that regardless of social and economic consequences the 
assets of a typical customer are protected under regulatory 
guidelines and watchful central bankers.  

However, in times of rapid economic collapse, vast sovereign 
debts (with many GDP’s far less that government debt), and 
newly minted, historic stimulus programs, will the short-term 
reprieves become the death knells for “Are bankers 
relevant?”

Let’s step back from the Covid-19 reality, to the innovative 
transformations that were already in the pipelines before, 
and the potential impacts after this has reached its apex.

• AI will make decisions and rise to a sophistication well 
beyond trend analysis, dark-data mining, and as hacking 
toolsets.  AI’s impact on pandemic mitigation will be 
unprecedented.  Do FSBO’s have the skills?

• AI will accelerate the capability and delivery of AR bringing 
customized for specialized work functions aiding for faster 
delivery and granular delivery.  How will it integrate?

• With standards and the deep discovery of data 
correlations, insights and predictions will become routine 
with more advanced capabilities moving from 
administrative into cognitive.  Can FSBO’s deliver bespoke 
customer offerings?

• Homes and their infrastructure will provide a flood of new 
sciences and disciplines expanding on the IoT explosions—
intelligent buildings, 5G, VR and AR out-of-body 
experiences, pretesting for healthcare—while removing 
mundane tasks such as bill paying, grocery shopping, and 
home maintenance from consumer duties. How will 
FSBO’s value this type of embedded “real estate 
intelligence?”

• Within homes and businesses, smart walls (e.g., Samsung 
Neon) will emerge blending chatbot advancements with 
visually appealing consumer “synthetic beings” who act on 
the behalf of the occupant to conduct their lives, interact 
in conversational cadence, manage their affairs and 
resolve conflicts.  How will consumers get financial advice?

• As AI, VR and AR become synonymous with the individual 
who uses them, rising innovation singularity issues will 
advance, yet stretch, regulatory compliance and legal 
boundaries.  Where and who will FSBO’s partner?

For FSBO’s to compete in a virtual world and one that will 
likely accelerate the declining value of physical branches, the 
acceptance and partnering with market leaders and emerging 
enterprises will require orchestration efforts to unbundle and 
compartmentalize functions (and technology) to arrive at 
building blocks of financial functions.  These unbundled 
building blocks can then be assembled, reassembled, and 
dismantled with clear inputs, outputs, and auditing of data 
with greater iteration capabilities—all needed during this 
time of pandemic responses.

Key Imperatives Transforming the Future

New ideas now pushed by U.S. Congressional leaders (e.g., sovereign digital 
dollar) further to reduce FSBO’s roles in a future world of “instant.”  Consumers 
and merchants seek to bypass FSBO’s and their fee structures common in daily 

transactions while taking larger portions of financial exchanges.
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FSBO’s are inundated with future projections—AI, 
machine learning RPA, digitalization, and of course, 
blockchain.  The decision on which to invest scarce 
resources at a time of legislative forbearances and 
consumer uncertainty creates a perfect storm for inaction 
that will sow the seeds of expansion for non-traditional 
competition.  

Coupled with the likely negative public relations sure to 
follow against FSBO’s in times of crisis, institutions need 
to look beyond their departments and current partners 
for new profitability.  FSBO’s always believed they could 
not be replaced when it comes to payments, lending, and 
investing.  Time, technology, crisis, and digitization have 
proved them wrong.

• As individuals rely increasingly on FSBO’s just for 
digital repositories of their money (as compared to 
value-added services) commoditization will spread 
across those entities who fail to embrace the reality of 
physical separation.

• Very few FSBO products cannot be done digitally, 
securely, and with higher auditability as compared to 
physical transactions.  “e” solutions have increased 
their standards and interoperability and the result due 
to advancements in FinTech solutions has permanently 
shifted value equations.

• With standards and the deep discovery of data 
correlations, insights and predictions will become 
routine with more advanced capabilities moving from 
administrative into cognitive.

Innovation had provided omnichannel capabilities that 
customers have come to expect.  The challenge for any 
institution in the new decade seeking markets within 
finance is to control the data, collection methods, supply 
chains, and iterative layers of innovation. 

The world of instant delivery is associated with new 
firms, young leaders, and trendy delivery—however, 
when do the algorithm dominated innovations become 
commoditized and the value-add become about how the 
layers are orchestrated? 

It now appears highly probable that for FSBO’s and their 
bankers to retain relevancy, they will increasingly be 
required to provide clear and concise offerings, identify 
impacts to traditional solutions, define value-add of 

consumer behaviors, while continuously iterating, 
communicating, and redeploying.  In short, all the FSBO 
supply chains will require permanent rework and 
alternative provisioning all the while using iterations to 
adapt to rapidly emerging social demands and politics.

As we have witnessed, when unprepared for crisis 
management, FSBO’s instinctively rush after the trends 
and innovations that resonate with consumers.  
Historically, we can look at the actions and lessons 
learned from the start of online banking, to social 
engagement, to influencer manipulation, to mobile 
computing, to reacting to political pressures—and 
discover that the initial FSBO supply chains and 
organizational reactions were about participating in, not 
leading, or anticipating.  Innovative relevance is critical.   

If, as an industry, we cannot question our value, then are we prepared for 
politicians and those seeking personal gain to put us up on a pedestal, 

which they are prepared to cut from underneath us? 
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Any discussion on the future of FSBO’s and bankers must 
at least recognize the rise of Neo’s—a new form of 
business, finance, interaction, social behavior, and 
consumer.  Neobanks have received significant press and 
even adoption targeting those consumers who want 
finance to fit their lives.  Neobanks along with BaaS have 
taken commoditized offerings and turned them into 
value-added services.  

Consequently, how is it possible that non-banks or banks 
with no physical branches can secure consumer 
followings and take business “away” from traditional 
FSBO’s?  The seeds for the rise of Neobanks were planted 
post-Great Recession, when institutions that were 
punished as part of their unsound lending practices, 
shunned the recovery markets leaving a vacuum to be 
filled by others.  As banks turned inward, they grew 
greatly in asset size with the number of institutions falling 
and wealth concentrating.  As the 4IR expanded, 
consumers sought choices, reduced fees, faster 
turnarounds, bespoke customer service, and tight 
integration with their daily behaviors—the FSBO’s were 
not there, and only after the markets recovered and 
consumers advanced, they rejoined the markets. 

Neobanks did what any entrepreneur would do—
developed a business model tied to opportunity and 
consumers and created a value-added offering(s), which 
resonated with buyers and channels. 

Moreover, critical risks and fragility of the world’s 
economies have been exposed.  The pandemic crisis and 
responses coupled with cyber attacks, building fiscal 
deficits, social instability, and conflicts between 
governance structures, will lead to unprecedented shifts 
to traditional nesting, work-at-home, and distrust.  
Consumers will seek out those brands and innovations 
that cater to their insecurities at a time of extraordinary 
anxiety.  Economics, privacy, and security are critical.

Innovation acceleration combined with pervasive 
disruption will alter the timelines of cradle-to-grave 
introductions common for FSBO’s leading to vast 
demands to change culture, skills, and profit models.

In the end, it is anticipated that at a time of great 
upheaval and pain to traditional FSBO business 
approaches, the very skills necessary to innovate, to 
develop new business models, and to anticipate 
consumer changes will be lost.  The result will be a 
further escalation of the commoditization and technology 
traps FSBO’s are now experiencing.  In the end, Bill Gates 
was spot on when he said banking was necessary.  But 
perhaps, amidst the current catalysts and turmoil, we can 
affirmatively answer the question moving forward, with 
rigor, discipline, and innovation, that bankers themselves 
are also necessary.  In short, bankers need to move 
Beyond the Technology Traps. Indeed, who will be 
relevant by 2030 when there will be less than 2,500 
FSBO’s?

Conclusions

It is about finding out the cure, which unlike a medical ailment (e.g., Covid-
19), one pill, one vaccine, one treatment will not fix the core challenges.  In 

the end, bankers must adapt Medice, cura te ipsum, which when translated, 
is a very recognized saying—

“physician heal thyself.” 
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