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We invited Jørgen Stråtveit, Country Director Nets Norway, 
and Frederik Rønn, Director of Architecture at Nets Group, 
to talk about how the firm will unlock new commercial 
opportunities through UNI and what others in financial 
services can learn from the project. 

In a nutshell, what is the platform, and what  
is its purpose?

UNI is our new platform for real-time processing, scheme 
clearing and settlement for both issuing and acquiring. 
We are building a new system from scratch, combining 
our accumulated know-how from decades of building and 
running the existing platforms with new technology. Our  

goal is to cover our customers’ needs in terms of flexibility 
and modularity while ensuring economies of scale. 

What’s the background and rationale for building 
a new platform?

Some time ago, we had an all-staff meeting in which UNI 
was presented together with our ambition of becoming a 
‘European champion’. One of our colleagues stated that “you 
don’t win European championships with 20-year-old code.” 
And there is some truth to that – to win customers outside 
the Nordic market, we needed to differentiate ourselves and 
create something new. Generally, we see that our customers 
demand more features and functionality all at a lower cost. 

Our old platforms have proven stable and efficient for 
many years, but they were not designed to meet today’s 
expectations regarding openness, flexibility and modularity. 

Why did you decide to build the platform in-house, 
rather than buying a third-party solution? 

Since the start, we wanted to develop our systems in-house. 
We had up-to-date and relevant experience, and wanted  
to own the IP rights and have full control over the tech  
stack. With that being said, the buy-or-build question  
was explored through a comprehensive evaluation process, 
and the final decision was based on a thorough evaluation  
of all available options. 

In the end, the decision to develop the platform in-house 
was partly driven by a need and desire to differentiate, but 
also by the fact that we have a long tradition of building our 
own systems in Nets and could take advantage of extensive 
internal knowledge and experience. 

Can you provide some insights regarding the 
platform’s underlying technology? 

We have built the platform as a modular solution and  
have been thinking along the lines of a microservices 
structure. Not necessarily defining microservices by the  
size of the service itself, but in a broader sense where  
they perform different logical functions. Moreover, we  

JØRGEN STRÅTVEIT
COUNTRY DIRECTOR  
NETS NORWAY

FREDERIK RØNN
DIRECTOR OF ARCHITECTURE 
AT NETS GROUP

HOW NETS IS UNLOCKING 
OPPORTUNITIES BY DEVELOPING 
A NEW PAYMENT PLATFORM

Legacy transfer and tech renewal are hot topics in financial 
services. With project UNI, Nets is building a modern 
payment platform from scratch, seeking to meet new 
customer expectations and make the firm fit for the future.  

Interviewed by Thomas Bjørnstad
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multiple independent teams working on separate features 
and components. This has allowed us to take different 
solutions to market early, rather than a big bang release. 

What has been your winning formula?

Large development projects have failed before, both  
in other firms and within Nets. What has made a big 
difference in this project is that a need for improving 
commercial opportunities drove it. Success is easier  
when you do the project to achieve commercial growth 
goals, rather than if you were to run the project with  
the sole purpose of improving IT or the technology stack. 
Technology and IT are, of course, important elements,  
and you get to simplify and clean up internal processes,  
but the main goal is commercial growth. Furthermore,  
it’s also important to mention that this is the first project  
in Nets where we worked agile at this scale, which has  
been a critical success factor. So, to answer your question, 
our winning formula is an IT-heavy project, run by business 
incentives with an agile mindset. 

What has customer feedback been like?

As of today, the main UNI launch is our new clearing and 
settlement functions, which customers, in general, don’t 
notice. Customers will probably experience a greater degree 
of added value when we launch the entire sewn-together 
solution this autumn. 
That said, we have launched several pilots and smaller  
market relevant products during the development. These have 
represented a new way of delivering products to customers 
and have been extremely well received. The fact that you can 
run a one-to-many deployment, rather than one-to-one, with 
larger technology implementations is probably the biggest 
positive change that customers will experience. 

What advice would you give other financial 
services that are considering a major tech renewal?

The most important thing is that you can show results along 
the way and get partial solutions to the market continuously 
and early in the process. It’s all about building up gradually. 
You don’t reach the scale we have with UNI in three months, 
so it’s important to show progress and results.

Success is easier when you do 
the project to achieve commercial 
growth goals, rather than if you 
were to run the project with the 
sole purpose of improving IT  
or the technology stack.

use container technology and have placed our container 
on the application platform OpenShift. The programming 
language we use is Java, which was a natural choice as 
there are many skilled programmers with long experience 
developing Java solutions in Nets. 
 
We have also chosen persistence and database technologies 
that comply with our overall selection criteria: stability, reliability  
and scalability. It’s essential to have robust systems in case  
of errors on networks or critical infrastructure. 

Large projects like UNI are seldom finalised 
without facing challenges. How would you 
describe the development process?

For those of us involved in the project on a day-to-day basis, 
it has seemed like time re-planning and solving crises have 
dominated. However, if you were to ask someone with less 
hands-on responsibility, they would probably say the process 
went quite smoothly and everything went according to plan. 
 
I think the way we chose to develop UNI has been essential 
for its success. We used the Scaled Agile Framework, with 
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ADDRESSING  
THE SHACKLES  
OF LEGACY IT  
IN BANKING 

 
Author: August Boge and Tom Krohn

Disruption is everywhere in today’s financial 
services industry. Traditionally, banks and  
insurance firms have only been challenged  
from within the sector, by other similar firms.

However, in recent years, traditional banks and insurers  
have faced increasing competition from FinTechs, cloud 
vendors and even retail partners that are entering the 
financial services market. Digital natives, unencumbered  
by legacy technology and traditional core systems, are 
leading the avant-garde of new entrants. Being digital  
by design gives them the ability to see market trends,  
adjust strategies, innovate, create new solutions, make 
tactical decisions and deploy resources more quickly.  
They can introduce new services to delight customers  
at an astonishing pace.

While the perception is that digital natives are shaping  
the future of financial services, the incumbents are putting 
significant effort into accelerating digital transformation and 

The brutal reality is that most financial firms rely on hardware  
and software that originates from the early ’60s, and was 
considered legacy even before the turn of the millennium.

developing modern technological platforms. For instance,  
DNB’s number one strategic priority is to increase its 
innovation power.i Banks now refer to themselves as 
technology firms first and financial institutions second.ii 
However, these firms are often shackled by legacy systems 
within the core IT stack, which are limiting technological 
development. Now, the incumbents must ask themselves 
whether slow and steady innovation is fit for the future,  
or if the time is ripe for replacing the legacy core?

The brutal reality is that most financial firms rely on  
hardware and software that originates from the early  
’60s, and was considered legacy even before the turn  
of the millennium.

Established players are weighed down by outdated components 
within aging technology stacks. Most notable is the traditional 
mainframe, the very backbone of the world economy in terms 
of IT infrastructure. This sixty-year-old technology still plays 
a critical role in nearly all major corporations. Mainframes 
handle around 70 per cent of all the world’s IT workload and  
90 per cent of credit card transactions. As of 2019, mainframes 
were vital to 96 of the world’s 100 largest banks, nine of the 
world’s 10 largest insurance companies and 23 of the 25 
largest retailers in the US.

Of course, mainframe technology today isn’t comparable 
to what it was in the ’60s. There have been significant 
improvements in terms of hardware, security and capacity. 
The technology is among the most reliable in terms of 
up-time and will, for example, withstand an 8.0 magnitude 
earthquake. So, the challenge doesn’t lie in their ability  
to continue to run existing applications, but rather in their 
ability to rapidly implement newer and more advanced 
applications that can improve customer experiences and 
meet ever-increasing demands. 

They struggle with this new age of digital development 
because you have to write mainframe applications in COBOL, 
short for Common Business Oriented Language. The American 
Department of Defence developed the programming language 
in the ’50s and most computer manufacturers adopted it at the  
time. Despite the unprecedented development in computer 
science, the COBOL language is still alive. However, its early  
practitioners have faded away, and the generation of 
programmers who built systems towards the end of the 
predominant mainframe era in the ’70s and ’80s are largely 
near or past retirement age.

For the modern generation of programmers, COBOL is 
neither a common nor an attractive field of work. It’s not 
widely taught at universities and it doesn’t align with the 
career goals of modern developers. In a thread on Hacker 
News, a commenter had this pessimistic view of the career 
outlook of a COBOL developer: “You will most likely spend 
the rest of your career doing maintenance work rather 
than any greenfield development. There is nothing wrong 
with that but not everybody likes the fact they can’t create 
something new.” A harsher commenter replied: “swamped 
with technical debt…. modified, extended, updated, moved  
to new hardware over and over…. Documentation, if any,  
is hopelessly out of date.”

A shortage of skilled and motivated developers, combined 
with legacy systems, seriously hampers incumbents’ ability 
to innovate and compete. This situation is worsened by 
knowledgeable developers closing in on retirement, increasing 
the risk of missing core competency to operate the legacy 
platform or to initiate a potential transition. Eventually, 
FinTechs and digital natives will capture pockets of growth 
and outrun legacy institutions by rapidly adapting solutions  
to customer needs. The incumbents are deep in technical  
debt and must address the legacy shackles. But how?
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Five avenues to breaking the 
legacy shackles

Most banks face complex and archaic IT infrastructure, 
whether it be master data management, customer 
onboarding or legacy code. The incumbents must break 
free from the shackles to be able to go from monolithic 
architectures to simpler, more customer-centric and 
configurable systems, and thus faster development  
cycles. Yet each business has arrived at its current state 
through its own unique IT development journey, so there’s 
no one-size-fits-all way to transform legacy infrastructure. 
Approaches vary from a complete rewrite to buying in  
best-of-breed software from external providers. Below,  
we’ve outlined five avenues to achieving a successful,  
future-proof IT infrastructure.

Avenue 1 – Banking as a platform 

Core banking capabilities are now available as Software-
as-a-Service. This allows banks to customise their setup, 
easily plugging software features and capabilities into their 
core systems. Such a solution aims to achieve a modular, 
customisable experience, which banks can enhance in short 
development cycles.

Last year, Finnish IT software company TietoEVRY and Eika 
Alliance, one of Norway’s largest banking and insurance 
companies, entered into a five-year strategic agreement  

for the delivery of next-generation core banking and 
payment solutions, including card services and digital 
channels. And in 2019, three Finnish banks chose Swiss 
financial services software company Temenos to operate  
a banking-as-a-platform solution, using a third-party 
integrator to manage the process. This approach helps 
strengthen long-term competitiveness by reducing 
infrastructure costs, improving development capabilities  
and achieving greater strategic flexibility.

Banking-as-a-platform is often best suited to smaller  
banks, or ones that are struggling to implement new  
features into their existing technology stack and need  
to break free of the constraints that are preventing them  
from innovating at speed. 

Avenue 2 - Build from scratch

A build from scratch approach optimises the infrastructure 
through a tailor-made technology platform. International 
payments provider Nets Norway chose to start from scratch 
and build a comprehensive, modern IT system to lead the 
payments market. This is like building your own Formula 1 
race car, specifically tuned to one’s own requirements, and 
can lead to market-leading speed.

The drawbacks of this approach are the huge risk that  
exists during the migration of customer records and data  
into the new system. It can also be expensive and will  
require a substantial development workforce.

This is like building your  
own Formula 1 race car, 
specifically tuned to one’s  
own requirements, and can  
lead to market-leading speed.
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Avenue 3 – Choose a global service-oriented  
package solution 

Another alternative is to purchase a global service-oriented 
package to replace the legacy systems and contract a third-
party system integrator to support the process. In 2015, 
Nordea announced that they had signed an agreement  
with Temenos to implement a new service-oriented core 
banking platform. 

The new core banking platform for customer loans, deposits 
and transaction accounts was deployed by implementing 
a common architecture across all the Nordic countries, 
significantly reducing the number of IT systems in use. It 
also gave a real-time, customer-centric platform that allows 
highly personalised and interactive digital experiences. 
Nordea aims to minimise the number of changes to the 
off the shelf system and instead adapt their processes 
to embrace the benefits of standardisation. The service-
oriented architecture facilitates the use of services like APIs 
(Application Programming Interfaces) and opens the path  
for future enhancements and new products.

The service-oriented approach requires a long timeline for 
the migration and sun-setting of the old systems, as well  
as a significant investment. 

Avenue 4 – Keep the core, build an integration 
layer, then develop on top

By first slimming down core functionality, adding an integration 
layer, and then adding modern modular functionality on top, 

it’s possible to keep the foundations and take advantage 
of cost-effective and fast development cycles for desired 
additional features. 

DNB has taken this approach to increase innovation and 
build a sustainable technology platform. Instead of rewriting 
all applications from scratch, development teams are 
modernising applications by pulling data out into a modern 
database. This will reduce the risk of transition while buying 
time to do the necessary comprehensive updates.  
 
However, this is primarily a way of treating the short-term 
symptoms of the legacy challenges, whilst ignoring the 
significant future downsides of maintaining a legacy core. 
Sooner or later, the incumbent banks will be forced to 
confront the real legacy issue and stop kicking the can  
down the road. 

Avenue 5 – Migration to the cloud

Most accept the future of IT systems lies in the cloud.  
In 2020, HSBC announced a multi-year deal with AWS for 
cloud services, letting the bank migrate customer-facing apps 
onto the cloud. And Deutsche Bank has signed a letter of 
intent to kickstart a multi-year contract with Google Cloud.

HSBC believes migrating to the cloud will enable them 
to drive innovation, automate key processes, enhance 
operational efficiency and scale applications globally across 
a range of personal financial services. Yet getting there can 
present a huge challenge in terms of technical requirements 
and customer education. Even though the transition phase  

Instead of rewriting all applications  
from scratch, development  
teams are modernising 
applications by pulling data out 
into a modern database. This will 
reduce the risk of transition while 
buying time to do the necessary 
comprehensive updates.

is likely to be costly, such an investment can generate  
cost savings over time. Cloud services offer the ability  
to dynamically scale capacity based on demand, lowering 
the requirements for a constant redundant capacity.

Banks will eventually need to go down one of these  
avenues to keep up with the shift towards open and digital 
banking, and to deliver on customer needs. Processing 
transactions in real-time, frequent releases of new features 
and allowing third-party applications will be necessary for 
future core systems. While all avenues address the shackles, 
the right avenue is a function of what is right for your 
organisation. To help understand what could work for your 
situation, ask yourself:

• How sustainable is your current platform? 

• How complex is your data strategy? 

• What is your business’ appetite for risk? 

• What financial resources do you have available? 

• Where is the greatest urgency to transform? 

• What functionality are you struggling with and  
want to prioritise?

The answers to these questions will help you find the solution 
that minimises the risk inherent in such a transformation, 
while delivering maximum value in the time available.

i  https://www.ir.dnb.no/about-dnb/strategy-and-targets
ii https://2016.dnb.no/our-best-stories/technology-company-with-a-banking-licence/ 
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Camilla Leikvoll is the Managing Director of Storebrand Bank, 
part of Norway’s second largest asset manager and insurer. 
During her 14 years at Storebrand, she’s held key roles, 
including Head of Group Strategy, and is now leading the 
bank’s effort to deliver a best-in-class, integrated customer 
journey. So, we spoke to her about how she sees the future 
of the Norwegian banking sector and how Storebrand’s 
technology is meeting the needs of customers today and  
in the future. 

How do you see the future of Norwegian retail 
banking and Storebrand’s place within it?

Norwegian banks have been very forward leaning in terms 
of their digitalisation and simplification of their value chains 
compared to many other developed markets. What’s been 
a really big success is the common bank infrastructure. 

Most people underestimate how ground-breaking advances 
like BankID really are, and how much it has enabled 
interconnectedness in society. 

There have been lots of discussions around the future of 
banking and how to build on Norway’s established common 
infrastructure platform and new regulatory frameworks like 
PSD2. In reality, we’ve not seen any major disruption to the 
market yet, but we have seen an increase in the speed of 
innovation, partnerships and ecosystems. New players have 
driven the race to increase customer focus, which has been 
lacking in the industry, and they will continue to challenge 
the establishment to stay alert. As we move forward, I expect 
the industry to face challenges from many fronts – and that’s 
a good thing, both for the industry and the customer. 

Although Storebrand is a digital bank, we still sell generic 
banking products and it’s very difficult to differentiate 
oneself purely on product. Banking products are either must 

haves, such as mortgages, or generic, like bank accounts. 
We at Storebrand don’t want to get caught up in a race to 
the bottom on price. We see a real opportunity in delivering 
exceptional customer journeys and we think the future 
winners will be those who can deliver this most effectively. 

What do you think about the future of physical 
bank branches?

Banks that are able to differentiate themselves have a 
competitive advantage in winning and retaining customers. 
The savings banks, for example, have always focused on 
their physical closeness to customers, but I think that 
physical closeness in a more mobile and digital world is less 
important. The experience of closeness is what matters, and 
an outstanding digital experience combined with accurate 
data can replace this. They let us understand our customers 

CAMILLA LEIKVOLL
MANAGING DIRECTOR OF 
STOREBRAND BANK

IN THE FIGHT FOR 
DIFFERENTIATION, TECHNOLOGY 
PLATFORMS ARE KEY

The digital world is increasing competition and customer 
expectations in the banking sector, creating a growing  
need for all banks, both new and old, to differentiate 
themselves in innovative ways. But that will be impossible 
without the right technology platform on which to build 
ingenious new services. 

Interviewed by Knut Erlend Vik
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and their needs, so we can be relevant to them. We’re not a 
physical bank, but we still appreciate the need for closeness, 
and we strive to achieve this through other means. 

The core banking platform market is evolving, 
both globally and locally. How does this impact 
Storebrand Bank? 

Challenger banks often point out that traditional banks  
have lots of legacy systems and will therefore always  
be behind the curve in developing new processes and 
products. Even though many do have a complicated  
stacks, most banks acknowledge this and have invested 
significant resources in building on top of this layer, and  
it’s my assessment that innovation isn’t necessarily related  
to size but culture and focus. 

Storebrand Bank has maintained one core system. When 
we discuss our core systems, we must remember that 

Storebrand is not primarily a bank, but part of a savings, 
investment and insurance group. And part of our competitive 
edge is that we can support our customers in all aspects of 
their financial needs. For example, we want to be able to 
offer our customers comprehensive retirement management, 
where they can see their pension, savings (especially 
important given that two-thirds of all savings volumes sit at 
banks) and mortgage in one place. Storebrand Bank has a 
natural position within this holistic service.

We’re also experimenting with new services. Storebrand 
established a partnership with Swedish FinTech Dreams 
in 2017, focusing on savings. We recently scaled up this 
partnership by introducing a consumer debt refinancing 
service to supplement our product offering with a unique 
value enhancing application that motivates our customers to 
repay expensive debt faster. Our solid platform on which we 
can build additional services has enabled this.  

What advice would you give a financial  
service company considering a platform  
upgrade or overhaul?

There’s a difference if you have a clean slate to start from 
or are reviewing a complex tech stack. Our focus has been 
on acquiring services where we, as a company, can’t add 
value to the customer by developing it ourselves. This is our 
approach to the core systems and related infrastructure, 
focusing on reliable operations and cost efficiency. It’s let 
our internal teams focus on the other layers of the customer 
journey where we can add value, either within the bank, 
through partners or across product segments in the Group.  

What’s important to remember is that you don’t modernise 
a bank just by modernising the core. The core system 
enables all the other exciting development. So, you need to 
differentiate between what the core provides in direct value 
and what you plan to use of your own resources.

The experience of closeness  
is what matters, and an  
outstanding digital experience  
combined with accurate data 
can replace this. They let us 
understand our customers 
and their needs, so we can  
be relevant to them.
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ARE CENTRAL BANK DIGITAL 
CURRENCIES THE FUTURE OF MONEY? 

 
Author: Jonathan Thun and Espen Marinius Hansen

With rising interest in cryptocurrencies and declining usage of cash, central banks are intensely 
investigating a new means of payment: central bank digital currency (CBDC). This new currency  
will have the same value and main functions as traditional bank notes, coins and fiat currency in 
general, such as being a storage of value, a medium for exchange and a unit of account. But CBDC  
will also bring new functionally, such as making money programable using smart contracts – which 
makes it possible to automate payments based on a set of conditions – constrain moneys’ validity  
and add interest rates.

What is a CBDC? 

CBDC is digital money, issued by the central bank. It works 
as either a token- or account-based solution.  
 
Token-based CBDCs resemble cash. People have digital 
wallets that hold the tokens, or ‘digital cash’, and when they 
make a payment, the amount of cash in the wallet reduces 
accordingly. The token represents the value of the money, 
and the key concern is to ensure the validity of each token.  
 
Account-based CBDCs work like digital bank accounts, but 
the central bank holds the account rather than a commercial 
bank. The value is equivalent to the balance of the account, 
and the key concern is identification, which will correctly link 
payers and payees, and check that the payer has sufficient 
funds to make the transaction.  

How is a CBDC different to a cryptocurrency

Conceptually, it’s easy to see similarities between 
cryptocurrencies and CBDC. The common traits of 
cryptocurrencies are decentralised clearing without the 
need for a trusted counterparty, ownership-based on 
cryptographic keys rather than accounts, and the possibility 
to alter validity using smart contracts. It’s possible to design 
a CBDC with all these traits, making the two very similar. 
 
Yet there are differences.  
 
The value of CBDCs is commonly pegged to the value of  
a currency – the Swedish e-krona has the same value as the 
regular krona, for example – so, the central bank controls 
the value and supply of the CBDC. Cryptocurrencies, on 
the other hand, determine their value through supply and 
demand, leading to high volatility. 
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The mining we see with cryptocurrencies also won’t  
be part of CBDCs. The solving of complex mathematical 
equations is essential to generating and distributing 
cryptocurrency tokens and enabling transactions. But  
central banks can settle CBDC transactions and distribute  
the currency to the public, for example by exchanging 
physical money for digital money. 
 
Even so, central banks are likely to collaborate with banks 
and other intermediaries. They lack, and probably don’t want 
to take on, customer and account management roles and 
responsibilities, such as Anti-Money Laundering/Combatting 
the Financing of Terrorism and Know Your Customer. 
 
Recent developments in El Salvador is especially interesting, 
seeing as they are the first country to accept Bitcoin as 
legal tender alongside the dollar. The Salvadorean state 
guarantees that you can buy whatever you want in El 
Salvador using it, just like a fiat currency. However, this  
does not mean that Bitcoin will be the long-term winner  
as a digital currency for emerging markets. 
 
CBDCs could ultimately be more attractive than private 
cryptocurrencies as digital currencies for emerging markets,  
but only if they are widely circulating genuine cryptocurrencies. 
Adopting Bitcoin, like adopting the dollar, allows El Salvador 
to access a potentially more attractive form of money without 
a credible central bank, but it also means ceding monetary 
policy currency control. Although it can be argued that 
adopting Bitcoin will reduce El Salvador’s dependence on the  
Federal Reserve, the country will now be subject to both US 
interest rate policy and global Bitcoin fluctuations. 

What’s in it for the central banks?

The reasons central banks would want to issue a CBDC are 
diverse, but they start with the principle that a non-private 
option for payments is essential to the economy and national 
resilience. Currently, cash serves this purpose. However,  
the use of cash is declining in several countries – in Norway 
and Sweden, for example, the number of cash payments  
is tending towards zero. The combination of a payment 
system failure and no other payment options could have 
serious consequences. Having CBDC as an alternative  
means of payment could mitigate the impact.  
 
Central banks also emphasise the potential operational 
benefits of CBDC, such as more efficient cross border 
payments, better financial inclusion and reduced financial 
crime. China, for example, is pioneering a CBDC through 
its digital renminbi initiative, which more than 100 million 
people are currently testing. According to the Chinese 
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2017 that the advantages of CBDCs didn’t outweigh  
the disadvantages – strong levels of cash transactions and  
a currency pegged to the euro reduce the potential upside.  
 
On the other hand, Sweden has started testing their e-krona 
as a supplementing means of payment. While Norway is still 
in a more explorative phase, with The Norwegian Central 
Bank recently deciding to investigate CBDC further, including 
testing technical solutions and running consequence analyses. 

Central bank digital currencies will be part  
of future financial systems

CBDC is still in its infancy. While central banks and the 
authorities analyse and carefully consider all the societal 
implications of a comprehensive solution, private actors 
continue to develop and launch innovative payment 
solutions, including crypto-based ones, at breakneck  
speed. Central banks will never be able to beat them at the 
speed of innovation, but there are societal considerations 
these players won’t necessarily have incentives to deal 
with. In these cases, the authorities will be able to play the 
regulatory trump card, as the EU is doing with its proposed 
regulation of cryptocurrencies to reduce risks to investors.  
 
As central banks take their time getting digital currencies 
right for their populations, they must also keep an eye on 
the private cryptocurrency market. While there are concerns 
about a digital future for money, they won’t prevent it coming.

authorities, the motive for this is mainly the fight against 
corruption, as a CBDC provides transparency through 
traceable transactions. The flip side to such positive impacts 
are questions and concerns related to government control, 
privacy, freedom and security at an individual, domestic  
and international level. 

How could CBDCs impact countries?

We recently mapped the possible implications of CBDCs  
for a European authority, finding there are risks and rewards 
across privacy, monetary sovereignty, financial inclusion  
and geopolitics. 
 
A central bank-operated ledger of digital currency, for 
example, could seriously hinder privacy. The central bank 
would need to know who is storing or transacting in the 
CBDC, revealing the behaviours of citizens. 
 
But a CBDC could be essential to maintaining monetary 
sovereignty. If citizens drive a shift to digital currencies 
through cryptocurrencies, governments risk losing control 
over their monetary policies. The tools that central banks use 
to maintain financial stability and control inflation won’t work 
if no one is using regular money. A CBDC would facilitate the 
citizen-driven shift while keeping the central bank in control. 
 
And in developing countries, a CBDC could boost financial 
inclusion. In countries with less developed financial systems, 

high commissions and no deposit insurance mean some 
people choose to stay excluded from financial services.  
As CBDC deposits are risk free, and most likely with low to 
no fees, more people might choose to use financial services. 
 
Finally, CBDCs could change the face of geopolitics. The US 
controls the SWITFT international payment system, often 
using it for its own geopolitical agenda. But the rise of digital 
currencies, such as the digital yuan, can remove the power of 
US sanctions. China’s first mover advantage in the launch of 
a virtual currency could be a step towards unseating the US 
dollar from decades of financial dominance. 

What are central banks around the world doing?

While China was the first major economy to issue a CBDC,  
many are looking into it. A survey by the Bank of International 
Settlements found 86 per cent of central banks are researching 
or experimenting with CBDCs, and a fifth of the world’s 
population may be using CBDCs in as little as three years. 
The European Central Bank expects to launch a digital euro 
by 2025, if there’s agreement to move forward. And on 19 
April 2021, the Bank of England and the British Treasury 
launched a task force to ensure a strategic approach and 
coordination between UK authorities as they explore CBDC. 
 
Still, some central banks have chosen to abandon CBDCs 
completely. Ecuador cut its CBDC due to low prevalence and 
transaction volumes. And the Danish central bank stated in 

The tools that central banks use 
to maintain financial stability and 
control inflation won’t work if no 
one is using regular money. Thus, 
some argue that central banks 
need to create digital currencies 
to maintain monetary sovereignty.
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According to Welgraven, the acceleration of digitalisation 
impacts the sector in four ways:

• Higher customer experience expectations.  
Customers demand the same great experiences they  
get in other industries. Generally, banks are finding  
it difficult to deliver these elevated standards, and the 
gap between the leaders and laggards is widening.

• The competitive landscape is changing fast.  
Previously, the only competitors that big banks and 
insurers faced were other banks and insurers. Enabled  
by technology, we’re seeing significant competition  
from FinTechs, big tech, cloud providers and even 
retailers. The pressure is on for incumbent banks and 

insurers to step up and invest in technology to keep 
pace with these nimbler competitors. FinTechs and 
Insurtechs are challenging and disrupting the traditional 
value chains, leaving traditional banks and insurers 
commoditised activities with low revenue potential  
but high costs and regulatory requirements.

• New technological capabilities are emerging rapidly. 
Cloud solutions are opening new opportunities for  
those unable to afford expensive on-premise solutions. 
With almost unlimited computational power available  
on demand, new solutions that were previously out of 
reach to many are available to all almost instantly. 

• Increased risk and regulatory scrutiny. Financial 

regulators have become much more involved in established  
banks’ and insurers’ risk management and regulatory 
processes. This leads to increased caution and a focus 
on shoring up existing systems and processes, which 
demands development resources and time.

Welgraven is convinced that banks can ill afford to ignore  
the digitalisation trend. “Banks don’t have a choice. They 
need to innovate and keep up, or else they will eventually  
be outcompeted. There is still time to catch up, and lately, 
we’ve seen a massive transformation in the workplace, 
application platforms and business processes. We are, 
however, yet to see this on a large scale, but we at Microsoft 

believe it is only a matter of time before it accelerates.”

“The pandemic has drastically accelerated the need  
for digital transformations. Banks had to continue their 
businesses and were forced to adopt digital solutions;  
we’ve seen banks using MS Teams integrated with  
Dynamics 365 to continue their business online,” says 
Welgraven. “But the most important change we’ve seen 
was probably in their mindset towards technology. They 
have now realised, and implemented, some really good 
possibilities that today’s technology enables. Yet there  
is an enormous potential to address.”

One key area of potential is in migrating to the cloud.  
In Welgraven’s opinion, there are three key benefits  

ALBERT WELGRAVEN
FINANCIAL SERVICES INDUSTRY DIRECTOR 
OF MICROSOFT, WESTERN EUROPE

EXPLORING THE DIGITAL 
FUTURE OF FINANCIAL 
SERVICES WITH MICROSOFT

Technology has always driven change within the financial 
services industry, but never has the pace of technological 
advancement been as high. So, we recently spoke with 
Albert Welgraven, Microsoft’s Financial Services Industry 
Director for Western Europe, to hear his view of how 
technology is impacting financial services.  

Interviewed by Thomas Bjørnstad and Tom Krohn
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Case Study 1: Rabobank

Rabobank has launched an agroforestry initiative 
aimed at sequestering CO2 while enhancing 
smallholder farmer practices in developing 
countries. This online platform connects large 
corporates looking to offset their emissions 
with smallholder farmers who are sequestering 
carbon through agroforestry. The initiative also 
helps farmers improve their business model  
by transforming monoculture farming into 
future-proof agriculture.

This initiative connects farmers to corporations 
to match supply and demand of sequestered 
CO2. By planting trees on their land, farmers 
in developing countries can offer the CO2 
sequestered by their trees to large corporates 
on a platform developed by Rabobank in 
cooperation with Microsoft. Companies can 
purchase the sequestered CO2 to offset their own 
emissions. The goal is to create a global  
and transparent platform to empower farmers 
while building a scalable climate change solution. 
The platform is expected to launch in 2022.

Source:
Rabobank to announce initiative to tackle global CO2 challenge 
while enhancing farmers’ businesses

to making such a move:

• Optimisation. Cloud solutions give banks the ability  
to continue to do what they do, but faster, cheaper  
and with more flexibly. The potential gains depend  
on how optimised the existing on-premise solutions  
are. As an example, banks are using cloud solutions  
for risk management. They still process a lot of data  
on-premise but can now use the cloud during  
activity peaks, taking advantage of the scalability  
of computational power that the cloud has.

• Redesign. Cloud solutions open transformation 
possibilities that don’t exist with traditional on-premise 
solutions. This is because the investment needed to  
gain the equivalent additional computational power  
for short periods would just not be cost effective.  
Now this additional power is at the bank’s fingertips.  
In addition, they can enrich existing datasets with 
external data and use algorithms to gain more insight 
into their data. For example, a Dutch insurer is now able 
to proactively handle claims after a natural disaster. 
It sends drones equipped with IoT devices to scan for 
damages and starts the claims process if any damage  
is identified. This could never have been done in the  
pre-cloud era, and the result is a claims handling  
process of 30 days or less rather than a year.

• Reimagine. Cloud technology also opens the path  
to the formation of new business models and 
partnerships. A wonderful example is Rabobank in  
the Netherlands, which is using a new cloud-based 
platform to bring together farmers in developing 
countries who plant trees with businesses that want  
to offset their carbon emissions.

Despite the obvious benefits technology  
can provide, why are banks and insurers  
not moving faster? 

“With today’s technology, there’s a vast array of opportunities. 
In our experience, the main hurdles are the current legacy 
infrastructure, the perceived regulatory limitations and the 
digital maturity of banks and insurers,” says Welgraven.  
“A conditional step for digital transformation is data. Banks 
have been excellent at collecting data, but the next step is to 
use this data to replace manual processes with automated 
ones, to create an entirely new and seamless customer 
experience. We have yet to see a bank deliver a truly 
seamless experience on a par with big tech companies, but 
moving a larger part of their banking services to the cloud 
will most definitely help. It will give them more data, which 
leads to more intelligence and therefore a better service.”

But not all firms are approaching cloud migration  
in the same way. “Neobanks tend to choose Software  
as a Service and cloud-based core banking, whereas  
bigger banks tend to run their own subscription and  
usually start with customer related applications. And  
when it comes to core banking, they start with payments 
services – core banking is like a heart transplant. That’s 
usually not what you would want to start with.”

Yet one major bank, Benelux, is planning to move their  
core banking application to a banking-as-a-platform  
solution within their own subscription to the cloud.  
“It’s still uncommon to do that in an early phase of the  
cloud journey for major banks, but we believe core banking 
will become an increasing part of the focus and approach.”

Banks have been excellent  
at collecting data, but the  
next step is to use this data  
to replace manual processes  
with automated ones, to  
create an entirely new and 
seamless customer experience.
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Case Study 2: UBS

Nearly three years into its cloud adoption 
initiative, UBS is reaping an array of benefits 
while leveraging a “once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity to change how we operate,” 
according to Mike Dargan, Group Chief 
Information Officer at UBS.

The leading wealth manager’s move to cloud, 
including Microsoft Azure, is enabling UBS  
to respond faster to its clients’ needs and 
maintain security, a cornerstone of the financial 
industry, Dargan says.

Cloud has also bolstered the company’s business 
flexibility – which has been key to managing 
through the pandemic – while also providing 
better outcomes for clients, increased agility for 
its engineers and the ability to reimagine how  
it builds applications, Dargan says.

Headquartered in Zurich, Switzerland,  
UBS began its work with Microsoft in 2017  
and formed a strategic partnership with the 
company in 2018. UBS is pursuing a hybrid  
cloud setup with a third of its applications  
hosted in on-premise private cloud solutions,  
a third in the public cloud and a third remaining 
on its mainframe infrastructure.

Source:  
How cloud is keeping UBS ‘ahead of the game’ | Transform 
(microsoft.com)

Smaller neobanks are often entirely cloud-based,  
whereas the bigger banks have more of their computational 
power on-premise. Welgraven continues about neobanks: 
“Microsoft has worked with several new-built digital only 
banks (Moey, Flowe, Clearbank, Anglo Gulf Trade bank and 
others) and what, in our view, made these banks and their 
concept successful is that they built their bank with what the 
customer is asking in mind. They did that based on highly 
flexible data platforms that enable them to be very agile.  
So again, the data is the foundation of digital transformation. 
Actually, these cases could be a really valuable source  
of inspiration for the incumbent banks.”
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QUARTERLY PERFORMANCE  
DEVELOPMENT 

Norway

Norway becomes more optimistic

For the first time since the COVID-19 lockdown last  
spring, there are more optimists than pessimists in Norway. 
The expectations barometer by Finans Norge and Kantar  
TNS measures Norwegian households’ expectations of  
their own, and the country’s, economy. The figures show  
that many of the consumption indicators are increasing 
at the same time as the total desire to save decreases 
somewhat. Norway is beginning to see the end of the 
pandemic and the start of economic growth. 

Norges Bank to test solutions for a digital central  
bank currency

Norway’s decreasing use of cash and the possibility of future 
structural changes in the monetary and payment system has 
led Norges Bank (the central bank of Norway) to consider 
whether or not to issue a digital central bank currency. Over 
the next two years, the Bank will start testing preferred 
solution as it monitors whether it should introduce a digital 
currency. However, as of today, Norges Bank has no clear 
timeframe for the introduction of such a method of payment.  

Norway is less likely to face a bankruptcy wave

When the pandemic hit Norway, it was expected to cause 
a higher number of businesses to go bankrupt. However, 
numbers from the debt collection firm Fair Group show  
the number of bankruptcies in the first quarter of 2021  
was down 30 per cent compared to the same period in  
2020. The reduction is due to government support schemes, 
and the bankruptcy rate is expected to stabilise at levels 

similar to 2020 after the schemes terminate. It seems  
less likely the predicted wave of bankruptcies will come,  
although much depends on how the authorities wind up  
the support schemes. 

DNB fined for non-compliant AML routines

The Norwegian government agency responsible for  
the supervision of financial companies, Finanstilsynet, 
believes that DNB has known of long-term and significant 
deficiencies in its compliance with the Anti-Money 
Laundering Act. According to the agency, there are 
shortcomings in everything from obtaining basic information, 
understanding who the customer is and following up the 
ongoing customer relationship, to handling transaction 
alarms and examining and reporting these issues. The bank 
has accepted a fine of NOK 400 million and is now initiating 
measures to improve AML-compliance. 

Norway’s largest bank, DNB, seeks to acquire  
smaller competitor

On 14 April, DNB made a voluntary offer to buy all the  
shares in Sbanken. The rationale behind the offer is that 
Sbanken will contribute to strengthening DNB’s position  
in the domestic retail market segment. DNB estimates  
that with this acquisition, its market share in mortgages  
in Norway will increase from about 24 per cent to 27 per 
cent. In addition, Sbanken will supplement DNB in the 
savings market, which is a growth area for DNB, as well  
as strengthen the organisation’s technology expertise.
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Sweden

Trustly pauses IPO

In April, Swedish FinTech Trustly confirmed their plans for an 
IPO. However, just a couple of days after the announcement, 
the Swedish Finansinspektionen (FI) published a report from 
a regulatory review of Trustly as they’ve been working with 
many online casino companies. In the report, FI criticises 
Trustly’s KYC processes. According to some sources, Trustly 
believes they only need to perform KYC on their partners 
– the companies using their service – while FI says Trustly 
needs to do KYC for its partners’ customers. After FI’s review, 
the IPO has been postponed and there is no information on 
when it might happen. 

Klarna IPO rumblings 

Klarna has been considering the London Stock market for its 
IPO. CEO Sebastian Siemiatkowski says Brexit has created 
an “amazing opportunity” for London to be at the centre 
of banking and FinTech and wants to see new regulations 
that allow customers to shift banks easily. However, in an 
interview in the Sunday Times, Siemiatkowski says it’s more 
likely they’ll choose New York over London. 

P27 delays go live

The joint payment infrastructure initiative, P27 Nordic 
Payments, has delayed its go-live date as permits from EU and 
national authorities still needs to be secured. P27 says there 
will be a delay of between 12 and 18 months as they need to 
complement their application for a clearing license. The go-
live was originally scheduled for the first quarter of 2021.  

Hemnet launches on stock exchange 

Hemnet, Sweden’s leading housing platform with 62.5 million 
visits a month and net sales of 544 million SEK, was listed 
on the Stockholm Stock Exchange on the 27 April 2021. The 
offer triggered a great amount of interest, which led to it 
being strongly oversubscribed. On its debut, shares jumped 
50 per cent.

Stricter regulations against money laundering and 
terrorism financing proposed in Sweden 

In May, the Swedish government received proposals for  
how to strengthen AML and CTF regulations. The report  
has investigated the possibility of increasing the exchange 
of information between authorities, banks and companies 
by allowing the exchange of certain information that 
confidentiality would normally cover. The report is also 
proposing additional resources for Finansinspektionen’s 
supervision of AML and CTF. Any changes would come  
into effect in June 2022.

The finance industry must take greater responsibility  
for consumers 

In Sweden, the need for debt collection has increased  
in recent years. Swedish authorities expect companies  
to take responsibility for preventing consumers from 
coming to harm by, for example, performing proper credit 
assessments. They are also discussing the introduction  
of a national debt register to give lenders an overall view  
of existing debts, as well as a blocking service so consumers 
can block themselves from applying from new loans during  
a limited period.

Denmark

Tryg completes acquisition

Denmark’s Tryg Insurance, together with Canada’s Intact, has 
completed its acquisition of RSA’s Swedish and Norwegian 
businesses, as well as half the Danish business. To complete 
the deal, Tryg and Intact needed to wait for 16 authorities 
from 11 countries, including the High Court of Justice in 
England and Wales, to approve the transaction. Tryg will 
move from being the largest insurance company in Denmark 
to the biggest in Scandinavia, with approximately 5.3 million 
customers and 6,000 employees.  

Nord.Investments launches IPO

Copenhagen-based FinTech, Nord.Investments, has  
listed on the Nasdaq First North. Founded in 2015, Nord.
Investments is a simple data-driven digital platform that 
automates the investment advisor to simplify investments 
and lower costs for clients. In the last two years, Nord.
Investments has increased its cash management portfolio 
from 65 million DKK to 1 billion DKK across 3,700 clients, 
making it the second largest automated investment platform 
in Denmark. With the capital raised from the IPO, Nord.
Investments is looking to bring more clients to the platform 
and handle larger assets than before.  

Insurers and banks see strong results despite COVID-19

Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, the Danish insurance and 
banking sectors are seeing improved financial results. With 
the first quarterly reports being published, we can see that 
the Danish banking sector is seeing a particularly strong start 

to 2021. Three of the main reasons for the strong start are: 
high customer activity in the property and stock markets, 
increasing rates and low depreciations. 

Banks facing political pressure to reverse  
negative interest rates

Several banks have now set a limit on the amount private 
customers can have in their bank account at 0 per cent 
interest, with negative rates charged on larger deposits. 
This has brought political attention, with the Danish Minister 
of Business and Industry emphasising his dissatisfaction 
as he believes banks are starting to become greedy. But 
the financial industry associations have raised concerns 
about political influence determining price, saying market 
competition sets prices and pointing to Lunar Bank’s  
rapid growth in customers on the back of offering  
positive interest rates. 

Can FinTechs digitise the SME segment?

With FinTechs showing their strength through the  
pandemic, the Danish Industry Foundation sees an 
opportunity to expand the technologies into small  
to medium size enterprises (SMEs), which have been 
vulnerable to COVID-19 disruptions due to their low 
levels of digitalisation. Copenhagen Fintech has launched 
a programme that brings together SMEs and FinTech 
companies to strengthen both parties – the FinTechs  
get new customers, and the SMEs get more flexible  
digital solutions.

QUARTERLY PERFORMANCE  
DEVELOPMENT 
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