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BY JASON WALSH

With online 
banking now 
the norm it 
might seem 

that bank IT is a job done, but 
in such a fluid marketplace, 
and with constantly rising 
customer expectations, the 
job is never truly done.

Leslie Duckett, group head 
of business development and 
marketing at CubeMatch, a 
global change and transfor-
mation consultancy special-
ising in financial services, 
said that Irish banks have 
been working their way 
through the process of dig-
ital transformation, but that 
this has become even more 
important as two banks exit 
the market.

“There’s a big rush to digiti-

sation. It's really come to the 
fore with the closure of KBC 
and Ulster Bank, which has 
caused a rush of new cus-
tomers, but up until now the 
traditional banks have not 
moved fast,” he said.

Indeed, Duckett himself has 
experience of how technolo-
gy has been used to bring on 
board new customers, having 
banked with one of the banks 
that is leaving Ireland.

“I moved to a new bank 
and opened the account on 
the phone which took about 
45 mins, which is too long to 
begin with, and this was for 
a personal account. If you're 
looking for a simple prod-
uct like a current account 
it works, but as soon as you 
have more complex needs, 
even something like a joint 
account, you have to go to a 

branch,” he said.
The problem seems to be 

that the systems in place can 
handle standard queries, but 
anything that veers too far 
from the path causes a failure 
requiring human interven-
tion. This is an issue because 
banks, and not just in Ireland, 
have made it clear that they 
see their futures as digital; 
thus they need to be able to 
offer a level of self-service to 
customers well above what 
can be achieved today.

“They're trying to go digi-
tal first. People are expensive, 
let's be honest, so you see the 
use of artificial intelligence 
(AI) and robotic process au-
tomation (RPA). There was a 
study saying a robot can do 
the work of 15 people and, of 
course, it can work 24/7 so 
you can see the attraction, but 
it needs to not result in a deg-
radation of customer service,” 
Duckett said.

Neo-banks have managed 
this, but at the cost of having a 
limited product offering.

“If you look at the disrup-
tors, they are very much going 
for vanilla things and targeting 
niche users. When something 
doesn't go right it can be a real 
problem to sort it out. [Using a 
neo-bank] I had a transaction 
that didn't go through and I 
was talking to the chatbot to 
the point where I just gave 
up,” Duckett said.

Here, the traditional pil-
lar banks have a number 
of advantages that they can 
leverage, not least the trust 
of the public. What is need-
ed on top of that, then, is a 
means of bridging from legacy 
batch processing technology 
to more flexible and modern 
systems.

“The interesting thing – and 
it's a bit of a challenge for the 
institutions – they’re trying to 
make things as frictionless as 

possible, but then they also 
need it to be as secure as pos-
sible. The customer wants to 
know they are not being de-
frauded.”

Long-term technology 
migrations are ongoing, but 
they must be approached with 
care, so adding layers that can 
transact live and then recon-
cile with core systems is a po-
tential path to change.

“The legacy technology that 
they’ve had, through no fault 
of their own, is mainframes 
that are not very open, and 
migrating away from it doesn’t 
immediately add to the bot-
tom line,” he said.

The upshot of this could be 
greater collaboration, some-
thing banks have not been 
famed for.

“There’s an interesting ini-

tiative in Singapore: the Sin-
gapore Monetary Authority is 
trying to get banks to be more 
collaborative, to share data, 
which is something that they 
wouldn't have done much in 
the past. That way they can 
help to identify fraud and 
work on anti-money laun-
dering. To do something like 
that here would require Cen-
tral Bank of Ireland interven-
tion, in order to take a lead,” 
Duckett said.

In the meantime, Duckett 
said that while people had 
found the closure of Ulster 
Bank and KBC frustrating and 
challenging, it had not driven 
vast swathes of customers into 
the arms of neo-banks.

“With a few exceptions, 
people are going to the tra-
ditional players because we 

still have that trust in them. 
They’ve spent a huge amount 
over the years. If you want to 
go and speak to someone, you 
can do it if you really want 
to, and they inherited a lot of 
regulation and compliance,” 
he said.

This does not mean that 
the banks can afford to rest 
on their laurels, however, as 
the passage of time natural-
ly erodes the advantage that 
they enjoy.

“They've had costs, and 
they've had to absorb them 
and they produce a service 
to us and people will hap-
pily have their salaries paid 
into them. At the same time, 
they’re trying to compete with 
payment providers. It’s an is-
sue of generations, really,” he 
said.

Of course, banks are all 

too aware that holding cash 
for customers has not been a 
profit centre in the past de-
cade.

“Retail customers cost 
money; that's why they want 
us all moving online,” Duck-
ett said.

Done right, however, tech-
nological shifts could not only 
reduce costs for banks, but 
also improve the customer 
experience.

“Our area of speciality is 
digital transformation. We 
work with a number of the 
banks here. There's a great 
opportunity in KYC [know 
your customer]: to have a 
kind of ‘digital passport’ that 
works with all institutions. I 
do it once, it’s secure and I 
don’t have to do it all again to 
do something with another 
institution,” he said.

Retail costs 
money: that’s 
why they want 
us all online
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B
anking today is unrecog-
nisable from just five years 
ago: the shift to online, the 
appearance of new neo-
banks, and, most recent-
ly, the departure of Ulster 
Bank and KBC have each 

been like earthquakes caused by shifting 
tectonic plates.

Brian Herron, director of user experi-
ence agency Each&Other, which consults 
with financial institutions in Ireland and 
abroad, said that as a result of the land-
scape changing rapidly the remaining 
banks standing, particularly the heritage 
banks, are encountering a number of 
challenges.

“They have strategic projects ongoing, 
but they're also going to encounter chal-
lenges driven by a number of factors,” 
he said.

Right now, however, looking at pinch 
points that are causing problems for cus-
tomers rather than working to complete 
long-term transformations might be the 
right thing to do, he said.

The factors Herron said need to be ad-
dressed were no small matters: firstly, 
we are now in a post-pandemic world, 
in which we see changing attitudes to 
previously agreed things such as working 
practices. In addition, there have been 
massive ups and downs in people's feel-
ing of wealth. Finally, we are now very 
clearly in an era of uncertainty, globally.

“It’s a complete change from just two 
years ago,” he said.

“The dynamics have shifted in the last 
six months, and, as well as that, in an 

Irish context we have two medium-sized 
players leaving the market, leaving peo-
ple with the two pillar banks, a few others 
and some fintechs,” he said.

At first blush, these sound like issues 
that have little to do with user experience 
and design but in fact, said Herron, design 
was central to them.

“What does it result in? The need for 
contact with the bank. Because these 
things are happening, people contacting 

Why customer experience is 
vital in a time of banking flux

your bank, joining your bank, needing to 
make changes. All of these interactions 
start to snowball up and create a huge 
weight of human resource and the banks 
are not 100 per cent set up for self-ser-
vice,” he said.

As a result, there is a possible role for 
tactical projects based on data, such as 
taking a customer journey and seeing 
how it ends up in a phone call, or look-
ing at small self-serve applets to resolve 

pain points.
The grass is no greener
The fintech space, which has no legacy 
technology burden, is not necessarily in 
a better place, either. While we are all 
familiar with the likes of Revolut and 
N26, other fintechs are appearing and 
they face complex challenges.

Like the banks, these new entrants 
also cannot afford to get things wrong, 
Herron said.

“There are new start-ups coming in 
the fintech space, and for them to get a 
leg up they need to get the technology 
right,” he said.

Many of these new players go far be-
yond current account provision, seeking 
to take a bite out of the traditional profit 
centres for banks.

“We’re talking about companies that 
are going through financing at the mo-
ment and seeking to reimagine the mort-
gage experience in Ireland, reimagining 
pensions, reimagining lending, develop-
ing lifestyle wallets – things like that,” 
he said.

Irish start-ups in this space are now 
hoping to sell a smooth digital experience 
to customers.

“The challenge here is, they come from 
backgrounds as innovative insiders so 
they will be looking at those entities out 
there in the market and asking, ‘how do 
we get there?’ How do they get products 
into people’s hands?”

The competition, naturally, includes 
the Irish banks, but also internation-
al competitors now coming into the 
market. As a result, stakes are high, and 
fintechs are torn between developing 
things themselves or consulting with 
experienced outsiders.

“There is no room to have a B-plus or 
B-minus online experience. You have to 
get top-tier experience. You have a choice 
between building an internal team, the 
challenge of building that, and then 
maintaining it, and the alternative of 
going to market to look for a partnership 
in the longer term,” he said.

Fintechs, naturally enough, are typi-
cally well able to access technology, but 
they tend to find getting access to design 
talent more difficult, he said. As a result, 
this challenge is immense in light of the 
effort international neo-banks and other 
fintechs are making.

Though the challenges are different, 
in the end, both fintechs and traditional 
banks are swimming in the same sea and 
facing the fact that there is now a huge 
appetite to look for alternatives.

"Customer behaviour is changing, so 
it’s a huge opportunity for new compa-
nies to gain, and because of ‘business 
as unusual’, banks need to start to solve 
these problems, too,” he said.

Banks and fintechs face 
different challenges 
with tech, but both 
must adapt to the 
customers’ need for 
contact with their 
banking provider, 
writes Jason Walsh
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