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Our thought leadership

At PA, we believe that shaping global conversations 
is core to our purpose. Our subject matter and 
research experts bring inspiration and insight as, 
together, we tackle the world’s toughest challenges 
and seize its greatest opportunities.
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INTRODUCTION 

We face economic uncertainty, rising geopolitical 
tensions, and the threat of climate change. Yet 
as unwelcome as these challenges are, people’s 
responses to them are a reminder of our collective 
resourcefulness and resilience. PA believes in the 
power of ingenuity to build a positive human future. 
In this vision, retail banks have a vital role to play 
in helping us to optimise our economic, social, and 
environmental well-being.

This isn’t purely a moral imperative for retail banks 
to better serve their employees, society, and the 
planet. It’s the key to a secured future in a perilous 
environment – and the way to ensure retail  
banks deliver ongoing profitability and value  
to all stakeholders. 

In our view, retail banks can and should act as a 
force for good by:

• helping their customers and the communities 
they serve to prosper

• providing a safe and robust financial system with 
trust and integrity at its heart

• greening the future by decarbonising their 
activities and protecting the environment.

Banks as  
a force  
for good
The world is undergoing seismic shifts,  
upending the relative stability of recent decades. 
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A changing world 
Retail banking is one of many vital industries 
undergoing ever-faster change. Technology is  
a transformative force: both for established banks; 
and on the ability of non-financial businesses to 
enter the sector and provide banking services in 
new and different ways.

At the same time, customers in many countries feel 
that their banks could improve the experiences they 
provide. For example, 73 percent of UK consumers 
feel their bank’s products and services are not 
tailored to their financial situation, and only  
21 percent say that financial services (FS) providers 
play a proactive role in their financial life.1

We expect significant change in retail banking 
over the medium term, driven by the desire for 
experiences that deliver clear improvements in 
financial well-being and the power of technology. 
In our view, forward-thinking organisations will be 
considering a range of potential customer-oriented 
scenarios – each with unique features and  
far-reaching effects on people, society, and  
the environment.

To develop the insights in this report, we used PA 
scenario modelling as the basis for engaging with 
600 banking and technology leaders. We asked this 
sample, spread across the UK, Netherlands, and 
the Nordics – Norway, Sweden, and Denmark – for 
their views and opinions about a range of potential 
futures for retail banking. This paper harnesses 
those views, and asks:

• Are banks and their potential rivals ready to 
respond to, or achieve, different futures?

• How can they ensure they’re prepared to act as  
a force for good in every scenario?

• What choices might they need to take in order to 
remain competitive?

In our view, banking leaders who can answer these 
questions, and prepare for the scenarios presented 
in this report, will be best placed to create lasting 
value for shareholders, customers, staff, and  
other stakeholders – regardless of what the future 
may bring.

Retail banks have a vital role 
to play in helping us optimise 
our economic, social, and 
environmental well-being.

 5

INTRODUCTION



Our unique FutureWorlds™ methodology uses 
detailed scenario planning to help businesses 
anticipate and prepare for the future. The aim 
is to provoke, not predict, to help firms develop 
informed, flexible strategies.

Our four retail banking scenarios are defined 
by their position on two axes. One represents 
the extent of technology’s influence in meeting 
customers’ ever-evolving expectations, while the 
other reflects the relative importance of specialised 
or full-service business models in meeting  
customer needs. 

We chose these axes in response to:

• the rapid rise of niche players from outside 
traditional FS – such as Klarna, Starling, Mollie, 
and Revolut – and their success in tapping 
revenue pools historically controlled by banks

• the fact that, although the exposure of large 
technology firms to FS is still relatively small, 
the industry has the capital, customer base, and 
agility to rapidly scale up its FS footprint

• the far-reaching implications that further 
disruption in retail banking could have for the 
shape of the economy, and for the stability and 
safety of the financial system.

Exploring  
the future
To better understand how the future of retail banking 
might evolve – and how business leaders should 
respond – we developed four potential industry 
scenarios for 2030. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
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Centralised  
Big-tech 

The triumph of Silicon 
Valley sees retail banking 
disrupted by full-service 
technology firms 
originating from outside 
the banking industry 
(hereafter referred to  
as ‘big-techs’).

1.
Equivalent 
Evolution 

Retail banking markets 
in most countries are 
dominated by a relatively 
small number of full-
service incumbent banks 
offering a wide portfolio 
of products and services 
(hereafter referred to  
as ‘big-banks’).

2.
Fragmented 
Finance 

A vibrant, innovative 
ecosystem sees the 
provision of retail banking 
increasingly shaped by 
specialised technology 
firms originating outside 
traditional banking 
(hereafter referred to  
as ‘fintechs’).

3.
 Disparate 
Domination 

Specialised incumbent 
banks, offering one or few 
niche products or services 
(hereafter referred to 
as ‘niche banks’), have 
outperformed their rivals 
and now dominate the 
retail banking space.

4.

Our FutureWorlds™ scenarios 
for retail banking in 2030:

 7

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



To explore these scenarios in depth, we surveyed 
600 business leaders across full-service and 
specialised companies in banking and technology. 
Their responses, together with insights from  
PA’s retail banking experts, form the basis for  
our insights.

Our research findings reveal some strong views – 
and some intriguing contradictions.

• Today’s balance of power is expected to shift: 
just 69 percent of all business leaders expect 
traditional banks (in one form or another) to 
control the industry in 2030 – a major shift from 
today’s picture. 

• A growing role for big-tech: while 61 percent 
of all respondents expect full-service banks 
to increase their presence in the industry, 
47 percent also expect to see large big-tech 
businesses play a larger role by 2030 

Type of organisation expected to 
dominate the FS sector by 2030

Big banks

Niche banks

Big-tech

Fintechs

* Question asked: What type of 

organisation do you expect to 

dominate the FS sector by 2030?

• The march of new entrants: among our 
respondents, almost a third of all leaders  
(31 percent) expect new entrants originating 
from outside FS to dominate the industry  
by 2030 

• Trust is a critical factor: business leaders  
judge that consumers have the greatest trust  
in traditional banks

• Opinions differ between key markets:  
66 percent of leaders from the Netherlands 
expect full-service banks to dominate by 2030, 
but in the UK that figure is just 34 percent. 
Meanwhile in Sweden, almost as many business 
leaders expect to see big-techs dominate  
(31 percent) as full-service banks (33 percent).

22%

26%

9%

43%
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In short, our analysis suggests that the 2020s could 
see retail banking break away decisively from the 
certainties and assumptions of the past. Accepted 
ideas about products, technology, customer  
needs, and business models are likely to change,  
and incumbents – while retaining significant 
advantages – must respond to growing threats  
from new entrants.

In the next section of this report we explore our four 
worlds in greater depth. No one world is predicted 
to prevail entirely – the future reality will include  
a combination of features from them all. 

Our findings illustrate the breadth of potential 
outcomes and possibilities that retail banking 
leaders could face by 2030. In turn, our analysis 
explores the specific questions leaders need to 
ask themselves to prepare for each world, and the 
action they can take in response to the overarching 
themes that influence all the worlds. 

Equipped with this insight, leaders can prepare for 
the future – ensuring their organisations are able to 
act as forces for good in 2030 and beyond.

Our analysis suggests that the 2020s 
could see retail banking break away 
decisively from the certainties and 
assumptions of the past.

Retail banks most trusted by consumers

Big banks

Niche banks

Big-tech

Fintechs

* Question asked: To what extent 

do you think consumers trust the 

following types of organisations?

8%

13%

32%
47%
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World	1:	
Centralised  
Big-tech	

In 2030, global technology players (big-techs) providing 
a holistic range of products and services increasingly 
dominate the supply of retail banking. 

OUR FUTUREWORLDS™ 

57%
of leaders say that the emergence of big-
techs as financial leaders would threaten the 
existence of banks as we currently know them



Explore this world
In 2030, big-techs deliver a very different customer 
experience to traditional banks. They use their 
customer insights to provide personalised 
products and services, and harness subscription-
based models and community features to create 
innovative channels that incumbents are unable to 
fully replicate. And they’re not just responding to 
demand, but anticipating it with data-rich insight. 

Big-techs fulfil most of customers’ retail banking 
needs. Most concentrate on areas where they can 
easily develop services, outcompete traditional 
banks, and generate attractive returns. However, 
some are also active in traditional banking 
strongholds such as mortgage lending – using 
their strong balance sheets and data capabilities to 
outperform traditional banks.

Most big-techs have blended strategies, operating 
full banking subsidiaries in some markets and less 
regulated financial activities in other jurisdictions. 
Some also use joint ventures with banks to provide 
banking as a service, especially in selected areas 
such as credit cards. The large majority of services 
are virtual and autonomous. In this Web 4.0 world, 
AI takes care of the bulk of customer interactions 
(61 percent of big-tech leaders say AI will take over 
the role of the traditional banker by 2030).

The journey here 
Despite challenges posed by economic uncertainty 
and increasing regulation, big-techs were the clear 
retail banking winners of the 2020s – a decade 
defined by advancing digitisation, personalised 
experiences, and the shift to a cashless society.

Big-techs began their advance by attacking value 
streams adjacent to their existing businesses, 
such as supplier finance, asset finance, customer 
insurance, and payments. Their ability to embed 
finance into their core activities allowed them 
to take market share quickly. Super-apps then 
allowed them to bolt these disparate services 
together, building up their offerings and providing 
instant, seamless, highly personalised experiences. 
Meanwhile, established banks with legacy systems 
were left behind. 

Critical enablers of big-techs’ increasing  
dominance included: 

• significant advantages in AI, cloud computing, 
and other technology fields – allowing them 
to deliver personalised services faster and 
more cheaply than incumbent banks. Big-techs 
combined their in-house capabilities with the 
experience gained as vendors to banks

• strategic partnering, including joint ventures – 
such as that between Apple, Goldman Sachs, and 
Mastercard – and targeted acquisitions of small 
or unprofitable banks. This offers established 
legal and regulatory identities in key markets

• the ability to outcompete incumbent banks in 
the acquisition, retention, and motivation of 
key talent – something that was identified as the 
leading factor in banking strategies in 2022.

VISION FOR BANKING
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Implications for banking
• Banks risk being crowded out of the most 

profitable areas of retail banking – either reduced 
to the role of low-margin product manufacturers, 
or left to compete for heavily regulated and 
capital-intensive activities of less interest to  
big-techs

• The increasing influence of big-techs will force 
banks to accelerate the digitisation of their 
business models in order to remain competitive 
(61 percent of leaders think technology 
providers entering the industry will drive  
real transformation)

• The growing dominance of global technology 
players could create the risk of digital exclusion 
for customers with limited internet access, or 
those reluctant to share their personal data 

• National regulators are likely to respond to the 
growth of global big-techs in different ways, 
depending on local factors. As big-techs develop 
growing scale, international supervisory bodies 
such as the Financial Stability Board (FSB) could 
respond with new forms of systemic oversight.

71%
expect traditional banks to act as 
a front for other players by 2030

Questions for incumbents
How can banks prepare for and respond to future 
of Centralised Big-tech – now and over the coming 
decade? Some questions for banking leaders to ask 
themselves include:

• Can we better collaborate with new entrants? 
Unless they can compete head-on with big-
techs, banks will come under growing pressure 
to either plug into the big-tech ecosystem with 
other players driving the back-end offering, or to 
partner with (or acquire) big-tech in some  
other way

• Can we leverage the capabilities of big-tech? 
Business leaders see AI and cloud computing as 
two of the most important areas for companies 
to invest in today (73 percent), but will banks 
be able to access the best technology if big-
techs become direct competitors? Seamlessly 
integrated strategic partnerships – such as 
that between Microsoft and the London Stock 
Exchange Group – could be one way to unlock the 
wealth of data that 62 percent of leaders think 
banks are currently under-utilising.
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World	2:	
Equivalent	
Evolution
In 2030, established financial institutions that offer 
a full service – including many of today’s leading 
incumbents – dominate the supply of retail banking 
products and services, despite growing competition 
from non-financial companies.
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Explore this world
Big banks continue to provide a full range of retail 
banking services, aided by improved technology 
that allows them to adopt customer experience 
features from outside the industry.

The ability to deliver high quality products 
and services at low cost is at the heart of big 
banks’ market dominance. Strong branding and 
performance underpin high levels of customer 
trust, allowing some banks to provide customers 
with additional services such as financial advice, 
household budgeting, or utilities management.

Big banks do not have things all their own way. They 
have ceded revenues to specialised financial and 
non-financial rivals that boast greater agility and 
innovation. Where necessary, big banks also partner 
with banking and technology rivals to power their 
operations and deliver a full-service offering.

The journey here 
Big banks were able to develop an increasingly 
dominant position in retail banking during the 
2020s by finally overcoming the limitations of 
their legacy technology systems. A virtuous circle 
of expense reduction and innovative investment 
allowed them to stay ahead of smaller rivals and 
new entrants.

This success allowed banks to leverage traditional 
advantages, such as customer loyalty; to enhance 
their capabilities in areas such as green finance; 
and broaden their product and service offering, 
improving customer convenience (64 percent  
of leaders believe consumers prefer to have one  
full-service provider for all their finances).

Key enablers of big banks’ ability to maintain and 
increase their dominance of retail banking during 
the 2020s included: 

• high levels of consumer trust: our respondents 
believe that traditional full-service banks will 
retain a trust advantage. Drivers of trust include 
perceptions of security, safety and privacy; 
longevity and familiarity; and financial benefits

• a strong sustainability voice: big banks benefited 
from their ability to educate customers on the 
sustainability impact of their financial choices, 
and align their finances with their views.  
A majority of big bank leaders (63 percent) 
believe they have the power to shape a more 
resilient future by helping people manage 
their money more sustainably for social and 
environmental goals

• investment in technology: 67 percent of 
business leaders think big banks risk losing 
market share if they fail to keep up with 
technological innovation. Most big banks  
believe it is important to invest in AI and cloud 
technology now. Our research shows that many 
are already investing in apps, AI, big data, cyber 
security, cloud, blockchain, automation, and 
virtual reality. Banks continued the investments 
in agility and customer-centricity they had been 
making before the 2020s. Open standards were 
key to integrating new capabilities.

• using M&A: big banks took this approach to 
consolidate offerings, enter new geographical 
markets, and develop technology and data 
capabilities that enhanced the efficiency of 
operations and risk management.

A virtuous circle of expense reduction and 
innovative investment allowed big banks to 
stay ahead of smaller rivals and new entrants.

VISION FOR BANKING
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Implications for banking
• Many banks will need major structural changes 

to achieve or maintain dominant market 
positions. Most business leaders (62 percent) 
agree that organisations with traditional 
business models will be forced to evolve in 
response to intense competition from digital 
native newcomers

• Achieving the necessary technological 
transformation and breadth of service offerings 
will require enhanced collaboration and 
partnering. Strategies to limit the impediments 
of legacy technology, combining modernisation 
with containment, will also be vital

• The dominance of retail banking by large 
incumbents could help customers align the social 
and environmental impact of their financial 
choices with their personal beliefs

• The very largest banks could face heightened 
levels of regulatory scrutiny, and possibly 
Competition Commission challenges, although 
greater scale and digitisation should help them 
reduce their compliance costs.

65%
believe that banks enjoy  
a customer trust advantage 
over technology companies

Questions for incumbents
How can banks bring about a future of Equivalent 
Evolution, prepare for its implications, and ensure 
they are acting as a force for good – now and over 
the coming decade? Some questions for banking 
leaders to ask themselves include:

• Can we change our thinking on talent?  
Strong talent management will be key to 
banks’ ability to future-proof their skills mix, 
but big incumbents are at a disadvantage to 
their competitors. Only 52 percent of big bank 
leaders believe strong employee engagement 
is important, compared to 70 percent of niche 
bank leaders. And only 59 percent of big bank 
leaders believe positive employee experiences 
are important – putting them at risk of lagging 
behind their competitors. 

• Can we build effective sustainability and 
climate action partnerships? The ability to work 
effectively with a range of data and technology 
providers will be key to banks’ ability to achieve 
their sustainability goals (67 percent of big  
bank leaders believe partnerships with  
non-financial tech firms will enable them to 
meet consumers demands for better social and 
environmental purpose).
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World	3:	
Fragmented 
Finance 
In 2030, specialised technology players (fintechs) 
providing a focused range of services increasingly 
dominate the supply of retail banking products  
and services. 

67%
say traditional banks risk losing 
market share if they fail to keep 
up with fintech innovations
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Explore this world
In 2030, fintechs have become the most influential 
players in a highly digitalised, hyper-innovative 
retail banking market. The emphasis is on quick, 
frictionless experiences, and on getting the best 
offers to customers as quickly as possible – grabbing 
market share through a combination of AI, data 
analytics, and highly targeted marketing. 

From the customer point of view, finance is either 
delivered through a combination of specialised 
apps, or is integrated seamlessly into other 
experiences. For example, instead of searching out 
mortgage offers themselves, people browsing for 
accommodation receive tailored finance offers as 
an automatic part of the journey. Person-to-person 
interactions are limited.

Fintechs provide some banking services themselves, 
but use Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) 
to distribute products such as mortgages provided 
by traditional financial institutions. Incumbent 
banks are largely disintermediated, with fintechs 
dominating customer face time.

The journey here 
Fintechs were the unexpected winners of retail 
banking during the 2020s, but looking back, 
their success should not have been surprising. 
The advance of digitalisation, the inflexibility of 
traditional banks, over-reach by big-techs, and 
customers’ desire for ever-greater personalisation 
all played into their hands.

In an increasingly fragmented market, there was 
room for every fintech to take its own approach. 
Many grew successfully without a full banking 
licence. Ease, convenience, and speed were key to 
rapid take-up among younger, affluent customers. 
While remaining relatively specialised, many 
fintechs gradually began to deliver multiple services 
through unified apps or portals. 

Another driver of growth was the use of personal 
avatars to scour the market, automatically switching 
customers between banks and other providers of 
banking services.

Critical enablers of fintechs’ increasing influence 
during the 2020s included: 

• an unwavering focus on customer experiences: 
more leaders from fintech (71 percent) than any 
other group view the delivery of good customer 
outcomes as a strategic priority

• Open Banking reforms: open standards and 
easier integration gave fintechs and other 
non-banks increased opportunities to access 
customer data, consolidate relationships within 
single apps, and facilitate switching. Over time, 
the evolution of Open Finance reforms had  
a similar effect on pensions, investments,  
and insurance – opening the way for new,  
agile entrants

• seamless, personalised services: fintechs 
offered these experiences by harnessing digital 
communication and supporting tools such as 
AI, all enabled by the cloud. Offerings included 
real-time access to the products and services of 
incumbent banks, big-techs, and others. 

The emphasis is on quick, 
frictionless experiences, 
and on getting the best 
offers to customers as 
quickly as possible....  
This was key to rapid 
take-up among younger, 
affluent customers.

VISION FOR BANKING
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Implications for banking
• The rising influence of fintechs represents a 

direct threat to incumbent banks. Over half of 
business leaders (53 percent) believe fintechs are 
already disrupting FS by stealing market share 
from traditional players

• Fragmentation of retail banking distribution  
and an increasing focus on sales could erode 
long-term outcomes, or reduce customers’ ability 
to align their finances with their chosen social  
or environmental goals (fintech leaders are  
more sceptical about the ability of green 
products to address climate change than  
other business leaders)

• This world could make it hard for any 
organisations to achieve scale, accentuating 
current profitability challenges and raising 
questions over the sustainability of many 
banking business models. Platform models, 
helping customers navigate the complex 
landscape, could gain traction

• Financially literate, tech-savvy customers can 
capitalise on a virtual ecosystem to access a 
competitive range of banking products and 
services. In contrast, digitally excluded and 
vulnerable customers can struggle to meet 
their needs in a noisy and sometimes chaotic 
marketplace. Continuous disruption leaves 
regulators struggling to maintain stability and 
ensure consumer protection

• High levels of intermediation and switching, 
while promoting competition, could increase 
the possibility for standards of suitability and 
consumer protection to be watered down  
by increasing distance between banks and  
their customers.

Questions for incumbents
How can banks prepare for a future of Fragmented 
Finance, respond to its implications, and position 
themselves as a force for good – now and over 
the coming decade? Some questions for banking 
leaders to ask themselves include:

• Can we thrive in a fragmented, digitised 
market? If banks are to compete in this world, 
they will need to transform their digital 
distribution capabilities – either to compete with 
fintechs head-to-head, or prepare themselves for 
effective partnering. Are banks’ platforms and 
processes able to participate in this fluid, highly 
competitive market?

• Can we help fintechs meet customers’ 
sustainability goals? Fintech leaders understand 
the importance of sustainability to consumers, 
but are less confident (51 percent) than banks 
are (70 percent) that fintech innovations will 
help financial institutions to achieve their 
Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) 
goals. There is a clear opportunity for banks to 
collaborate with fintechs to elevate their own 
sustainability credentials – and to help fintechs 
deliver the benefits to customers.

 21

OUR FUTUREWORLDS™ 



22

VISION FOR BANKING



 23

OUR FUTUREWORLDS™ 

World	4:	
Disparate	
Domination	
In 2030, specialised banks providing a focused range 
of services increasingly dominate the supply of retail 
banking products and services – a scenario that can 
be overlooked amid debate over the likelihood of 
technology-dominated scenarios. 

OUR FUTUREWORLDS™ 



Explore this world
In 2030, the near impossibility of providing  
best-in-class products and services in every area 
means that specialised banks have become the  
most consistently successful players in the retail 
banking market. 

Specialisation helps banks to develop deep 
understanding of their chosen markets and 
geographies. This not only enhances their 
reputation with customers, but also as employers. 
It allows them to operate more efficiently too, 
reducing costs to serve and generating stronger 
returns on equity. That in turn makes it easier 
for banks to invest in innovation, and to develop 
differentiated offerings in their chosen areas  
of focus.

Big-techs and fintechs have also acquired more 
influence in retail banking, and a handful of banks 
continue to follow full-service strategies. But 
successful specialisation, supported by targeted 
partnerships with vendors and competitors, is hard 
for other players to compete with.

The journey here 
During the 2020s, many banks continued moving 
away from universal business models. The drive 
towards specialisation was a natural response 
to growing regulatory burdens and increasing 
competition – both from other banks and digital 
natives offering more personalised experiences.

Some of 2030’s leading niche banks have a long 
history as specialists, with others created by  
full-service banks withdrawing from universal 
models to focus on areas of competitive advantage. 
In doing so, many made significant divestments –  
a process that helped other niche banks develop  
their own specialisations.

The ability to concentrate investment in a smaller 
number of areas helped niche banks accelerate 
digital transformation, leverage their advantages 
in data and expertise, and make breakthroughs in 
automation and efficiency.

Key enablers of niche banks’ ability to maintain and 
increase their dominance of retail banking during 
the 2020s included: 

• the importance of product specialisation to 
meeting customers’ needs. In an increasingly 
competitive environment, 66 percent of business 
leaders believe that finance providers will only 
survive if they offer a suite of products tailored to 
customers’ specific needs

• high levels of consumer trust: based on 
specialised offerings, customer service, and 
longevity. Almost a third of business leaders  
(32 percent) view niche banks as the group most 
trusted by consumers

• targeted use of transactions: both to streamline 
organisational structures, and to build broader, 
richer offerings in areas of strategic focus

• strong talent management: no fewer than  
70 percent of niche banking leaders view strong 
employee engagement as important to future 
strategy, compared with just just over half of big 
bank leaders. 

The ability to concentrate 
investment in a smaller number 
of areas helped niche banks to 
accelerate digital transformation, 
leverage their advantages in 
data and expertise, and make 
breakthroughs in automation 
and efficiency.

VISION FOR BANKING
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Implications for banking
• To succeed in a world of greater specialisation, 

today’s banks must take difficult decisions 
about their business models. The challenge is 
illustrated by the fact that 74 percent of niche 
bank leaders think it’s important to invest in 
specialised products and services, yet 73 percent 
also say their organisation has an appetite to 
broaden its service offering

• To develop successful specialisation, banks will 
need to streamline core offerings, build expertise 
in selected areas, harness existing expertise 
and data, and develop new partnerships with 
technology providers

• The emergence of a more specialised banking 
industry could reduce regulatory focus on the 
stability of significant institutions, but might  
give rise to greater competition concerns  
as specialists develop stronger positions in 
specific markets.

Questions for incumbents
As banking leaders prepare to bring about or 
respond to a future of Disparate Domination, some 
questions to ask include:

• Can we achieve the right strategic balance? In 
a world where specialisation has become a vital 
route to success, many banks will face difficult 
choices. The benefits of a narrow focus on 
selected areas need to be balanced against the 
customer convenience of full-service offerings. 
Competing with rivals in some areas while co-
operating in others may become an important 
component of future strategy.

• How do we transform our operations?  
A majority of business leaders (62 percent) agree 
that traditional banks will need to drastically 
expand their technology partnerships if they 
are to succeed in future, and 70 percent of niche 
bank leaders believe partnerships will become 
important areas of investment. If they are to 
operate efficiently, specialised banks will need to 
work more closely with technology providers to 
achieve high quality service.

In a world where specialisation 
has become a vital route to 
success, many banks will face 
difficult choices.

 25

OUR FUTUREWORLDS™ 



Elements from each world will be highly relevant to 
the future strategies that retail banks will need to 
gain a competitive advantage in the years ahead.

Today’s operating environment is exceptionally 
volatile and drivers such as interest rates,  
geo-politics, and demographics are inherently 
unpredictable. The acceleration of digitalisation 
introduces another disruptive factor to the 
equation. Yet even if the future is beyond banks’ 
control, there are a number of key areas where we 
believe banking leaders can take positive action now 
to prepare for success in an uncertain world. 

These actions should not only make it easier for 
banks to create value for all stakeholders in the 
medium term. They should also help banks to 
develop new ways of thinking, enhancing long-term 
flexibility and preparing them for any  
future eventuality. 

Where to go 
from here
Our unique approach to future scenarios enables leaders 
to step into uncertainty, challenge assumptions, and 
envisage how retail banking as we know it may evolve  
– or transform completely – over the coming decade. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

26

VISION FOR BANKING



Our research shows that trust is vital to success in 
all future scenarios – whatever form they take.

In line with other studies, it shows that banks are 
more trusted than technology companies on finance 
matters, with fintechs at a particular disadvantage.

In our Rethinking regulators 2023 report, FS was the 
fourth most trusted sector (70 percent), behind the 
NHS/healthcare, charities, and retailers. Internet 
giants were the least trusted (44 percent), followed 
by app developers (55 percent).2

Banks are trusted for certain specific reasons 
(including track record, familiarity, security) and 
technology companies for others (modernity, 
customer satisfaction, accessibility).

Customer trust needs to be constantly renewed and 
protected at all costs – it’s all to play for. Banks need 
to recognise the advantages they have, building on 
the areas where they enjoy comparative strength – 
while also improving in areas where tech firms are  
highly regarded.

Our research in this area found that the best trust 
builders are: fair pricing; admitting to mistakes 
and responding readily to negative feedback; being 
transparent about behaviour and processes; and 
treating employees well.

Lean in on 
customer trust1

People tend to have greater trust 
in things that have been around 
for a long time and are proven.
Survey respondent

 27

RECOMMENDATIONS



Consumers are increasingly conscious of the wider 
social and economic impact of their decisions, and 
are drawn to companies that help them gauge and 
manage those effects.

This is a major source of potential advantage  
for banks. Our research shows that banks are  
more committed to ESG than tech firms, and  
have a stronger belief in the ability of finance to 
support sustainability.

• Leaders believe FS can have a positive impact 
by: addressing climate change through 
green financing (68 percent); making equity 
investments in sustainable organisations 
(65 percent); providing finance that helps to 
transition hard-to-abate sectors (64 percent);  
and addressing climate change through 
partnerships with tech firms (59 percent).

On the downside, social and environmental risks 
are seen as among the gravest long-term threats 
to banks. Either way, banks cannot afford to fail to 
prioritise this issue:

• Social concerns such as inequality, poverty,  
and human rights are said to be the biggest  
risk to banks by 2030 – both individually and  
to the system.

Banks should aim to make it easy for customers to 
express their ethical views through their financial 
decisions. At a minimum, that means doubling 
down on efforts to embed ESG into organisations, 
and integrating the management of social and 
environmental risks into business-as-usual.

Banks can go further, taking leadership on climate 
action and other ESG goals, and multiplying their 
purpose potential through partnerships with public 
bodies, charities, asset owners, development banks, 
and others.

Engaging with organisations focused on 
sustainability – from universities to data providers 
– could help banks build their resources and 
connections, becoming a knowledge hub and 
source of expert guidance for customers’ social and 
environmental aspirations.

Express purpose 
through	finance2

67%

say the rise of the conscious 
consumer is at the centre of 
their future business model
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Motivated, future-ready employees with the right 
mix of skills are vital to delivering innovation, digital 
transformation, and customer excellence in retail 
banking. The role of technology in all our scenarios 
means that the banks that secure the best talent will 
be at a huge competitive advantage.

However, large banks are at a potential disadvantage 
to big-techs, which have a strong track record of 
attracting best-in-class talent. In addition, our 
research shows that only 52 percent of big banks 
leaders believe that creating strong employee 
engagement is important to future strategy, 
compared to 70 percent of niche banks leaders. 

Faced with increasing competition for talent, the 
winning banks will be those that embrace new 
approaches to talent and culture with their own 
strengths in recruitment and retention.

Tomorrow’s winners will invest in employee 
experiences, providing the same sort of digitally-
driven services they offer to customers. Creating 
cross-functional teams from HR, Finance, 
Technology, and Workplace will help to design 
brilliant employee experiences. Instead of 
trimming HR spending, create data-driven, highly 
personalised employee experiences that attract and 
retain the best talent.

The shift from a role-based mindset to skill-oriented 
is the next step. This involves understanding 
current skills – both overt and latent; identifying 
the capabilities that will be needed in future; 
then designing career paths that are meaningful, 
rewarding, and promote internal mobility.

Consider how to create deliberately developmental 
organisations, reducing reliance on recruitment  
by leveraging current talent, and recognising  
that learning is critical to success. Key steps  
include establishing a culture of learning, helping 
staff to develop mastery, nurturing interest  
groups, and encouraging staff to become 
‘generalising specialists’.

Finally, bank leaders could adopt a more empathetic 
‘listening leadership’ approach. This views leaders 
as stewards of the team, nurturing optimism and 
empowering teams to innovate. PA’s recent report, 
A new way to lead, takes an in-depth look at positive 
new leadership approaches.3

Put	people	first3

Tomorrow’s winners 
will invest in employee 
experiences, providing 
the same sort of digitally-
driven services they offer 
to customers.
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Regardless of the scenario, incumbents can 
benefit from a smart, flexible and forward-looking 
approach to regulation. We found that 64 percent  
of banking leaders think new regulation is needed to 
reflect use of technology and data; and 52 percent 
think innovation is running ahead of regulation, 
leaving customers vulnerable to potential risks. 

Regulation will continue to evolve in response to 
perceived risks. PA’s recent Rethinking Regulators 
2023 research examined how regulators can better 
protect people and businesses in a volatile world. In 
banking, regulatory changes affecting incumbents 
and new entrants could include:

• An increased focus on consumer protection.  
The introduction of the FCA’s Consumer Duty will 
raise regulatory expectations for incumbents, 
and expose new entrants to higher regulatory 
standards than in their sectors of origin.

• Innovation that expands regulatory reach. 
The creation of new financial products and 
services – such as digital assets – will often lead 
to innovative firms seeking partnerships with 
incumbent firms to benefit from their  
regulatory experience.

• Big-tech firms attracting greater scrutiny. 
Regulators are increasingly focused on areas 
where big-tech firms could enter and innovate 
in financial services – both to understand the 
potential benefits and consider the potential 
risks to consumers and markets. 

• The influence of politics and macro-economics. 
Different worlds will see regulators and 
government balancing competing regulatory 
requirements in different ways. For example, 
the cost-of-living crisis is increasing political 
expectations of customer treatment for 
incumbent banks, but proposals such as the UK’s  
Edinburgh reforms could also help bring 
technology and innovation to the forefront  
of regulatory thinking.

Take a smart 
approach to regulation4
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This means incumbent banks and tech firms need to 
develop a future-focused, flexible view of regulation, 
understanding the complex ways it might shape 
future scenarios and influence critical business 
decisions. Three key ways in which they can do  
this are:

• Understand the risks and opportunities from 
how regulation shapes the evolution of current 
and future players in the retail banking space.  
For example, developing new business models, 
and partnership and acquisition opportunities

• Identify the likely regulatory priorities and 
expectations that will apply to all firms 
operating in the banking sector, regardless of 
scenario, and their impact on the business. The 
growing focus and expectations of firms to help 
customers achieve good outcomes from their FS 
products and services is a clear current example

• Consider how key areas of regulation could 
change in response to different scenarios and 
different market players. How might views of 
competition, consumer protection, prudential 
oversight, and systemic stability shift over time, 
and how might that impact your business?

Incumbent banks and tech firms need to 
develop a future-focused, flexible view of 
regulation, understanding the complex 
ways it might shape future scenarios and 
influence critical business decisions.
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Identify and develop a role 
in future ecosystems5

Regardless of which scenario comes to pass, the 
2020s will see significant shifts in the relative power 
of banks, technology firms, new entrants, and other 
players within the industry.

This requires a rethink around retail banks’  
long-term source of competitive advantage.  
What has worked in the past is unlikely to work 
as well in the future. How can they differentiate 
themselves in ways that other players cannot easily 
replicate – through trust, relationships, products, 
service, expertise?

How can banks hedge their bets strategically?  
For example, by maintaining positions in certain  
key markets or geographies, while exiting others  
in order to give themselves greater flexibility  
or firepower.

Identifying which kinds of relationships will enable 
future success in emerging ecosystems is crucial. 
Banks will need to build flexible partnerships  
that do not merely supplement their own 
capabilities, but which are central to delivering  
their core activities.

Effective partnering will enable banks to make 
the most of their strengths; take advantage of 
opportunities; and fill in gaps in their products and 
services. Key categories of partner could include 
outsourcing and service providers, big-techs, 
fintechs, distribution partners, and others.

This means that banks need to place the same 
emphasis on their partnering capabilities as on 
other strategically important areas. The ability 
to deliver seamless customer experiences in 
partnership with other organisations – rather than 
disjointed connections – will become increasingly 
critical to success in all scenarios. Banks will also 
benefit from ‘wargaming’ exercises to understand 
what role they can play in a variety of scenarios. 

Banks will need to build flexible 
partnerships that do not 
merely supplement their own 
capabilities, but which are central 
to delivering their core activities.
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The growing influence of technology-led 
organisations is a clear threat to banks. Under-
investment in areas such as cloud and blockchain 
is seen as leaving the industry vulnerable to major 
disruption by 40 percent of leaders. Set against that, 
the growing power of technology and its potential 
to increase the value of data also creates new 
opportunities for improvement.

For banks, driving down operating costs in order 
to finance new capabilities is a vital goal of their 
technology strategies. So too, however, is the need 
for flexible technology models that make it easy for 
banks to divest, acquire, and partner in response to 
the changing environment. 

This means that the ability to disaggregate 
technology platforms is vital to focusing 
architecture on the most efficient systems;  
to avoid becoming locked-in to specific vendors;  
and retain strategic flexibility. Unfortunately, this  
is made difficult by historic efforts to set  
up shared platforms and enterprise-wide 
technology solutions.

Developing greater technological flexibility without 
the need for wholesale replacement of mainframes 
calls for a three-tiered approach:

• First, the role of legacy technology can be 
gradually reduced by limiting systems to their 
core purpose, instead of leveraging them into 
more and more processes. This reduces the 
risk of over-dependence and avoids multiple 
stakeholders making conflicting demands of  
a single platform

• Second, new cloud-based functions can be added 
in partnership with fintechs, vendors and other 
service providers. Open-mindedness, flexibility, 
and the willingness to work as equals are 
important to achieving best practice  
in procurement

• Finally, effective central oversight and a clear 
view of enterprise architecture are vital to 
managing costs, identifying opportunities, and 
avoiding duplication. The emphasis should be 
on co-ordination rather than control, giving 
business users sufficient freedom of movement.

Invest in the right technology, 
in the right way 6
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Conclusion
A range of potential futures is no barrier to bold 
decision-making. 

The aim here isn't to second-guess the future.  
It’s to ensure you win, however the game goes. 
Strong arguments can be made in favour of each of 
the four scenarios we have modelled, depending 
on the possible trajectory of drivers such as trust, 
culture, technology, regulation, and competition. 

As we contemplate the range of potential outcomes, 
it’s worth remembering ‘Amara’s law’ – that the 
effect of technology is often overestimated in the 
short term but underestimated in the long term. 
Unforeseen interactions between different drivers 
of change can also take development in highly 
unpredictable directions.

Amid the huge changes currently reshaping the 
world, there is a clear need and opportunity for 
banks to elevate their role in society, becoming  
a force for good by creating a safe financial  
system, helping customers to prosper, and making 
greener choices.

We believe there are actions that banks can take 
now that will not only optimise their current 
performance, but will also position them to play  
a socially valuable role in whatever form the retail 
banking landscape may take in future.

As they do so, banks should remember why they’re 
in business: to help customers, their communities, 
and our planet. Focusing on the needs of people is 
not just a vague aspiration; it is an intent that will 
help leaders keep their organisations moving in the 
right direction, regardless of the day-to-day noise in 
which they operate.

There’s a clear need and 
opportunity for banks to elevate 
their role in society, becoming 
a force for good by creating a 
safe financial system, helping 
customer to prosper, and making 
greener choices.
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