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Innovation and Agility: Need of the Hour

As banks become increasingly focused on
customers' needs, they need to be innovative and
responsive in order to fulfil them before
competition does. Legacy systems, rigid
infrastructure and arcane processes are the major
stumbling blocks to meeting these challenges.
Thus far, banks have taken a step-by-step
approach to transformational initiatives — for
example, starting with back-office automation,
then moving slowly to the branch and finally
extending it to the delivery channel.

Innovation initiatives can no longer work in
increments. The need for speed in these dramatic
times calls for revolutionary measures.
Fortuitously, the emergence of Web 2.0
technology has opened up possibilities that until
now were the stuff of dreams. By leveraging this
technology, banks can add teeth to their existing
systems to become more creative and agile.

Customers need Personalisation and Self-
expression

However, the challenge doesn't end here. Today's
customer is not content to be treated as a
demographic statistic. Beyond their expectations
of individualised attention in the form of
customised products and services, lie their desires
to exert personal influence on the banking
relationship. They want to be treated as special
persons, someone the bank seeks out and listens
to.

This individualistic mindset has led to the birth of
a more independent generation that does not
wish to be counselled. The empowered and
confident banking customer would like to act on
his own and looks towards technology to help
him do so.

D-I-Y Banking?

Technology has made it possible to satisfy the
need of savvy customers for highly
personalised products. Borrowing the concept
of 'do-it-yourself' from other industries, a Wiki
coupled with '"Mash-up' can be set up for
banking customers on which they can mix and
match products and services, and also choose
the channel of delivery.

Innovation via Collaboration

All these forces are driving organisations to
innovate once again, albeit keeping the simplicity
and convenience of the offering from the
customer's perspective in view. Given the number
of participants involved in any innovation effort —
from technology vendors to end users — banks
have to forge successful collaborations across the
entire spectrum.

Web 2.0 gave collaboration wings — the result is
online social networking, which is morphing into
social commerce and social media. 'Triple play'
convergence of voice, data and video is giving
further impetus to this space. Banks are trying to
leverage the force of 'triple play' to design a
‘multi-media’ experience for their customers and
create a pervasive presence for their own self.

Social Networking Potential

The social networking phenomenon addresses
both customers' and banks' critical needs.
Human expression can now instantaneously reach
out to the world. As people freely share, express,
dissent, recommend, contribute and dissimilate, a
Global Information Democracy has come to life.
At the same time, banks can drastically improve
responsiveness through deployment of
networking tools such as instant messaging,
SMS, blogs, closed-loop discussions and so on.
Studies have shown that this also has a positive
impact on employee productivity and morale.

What's more, banks need not concern
themselves with building up massive IT
infrastructure and housing a support team to




maintain the same. Social networking solutions
are offered via the Software as a Service (Saa$S)
model, wherein the vendor is responsible for
hosting, managing and securing the platform.
Cloud or grid computing technology has enabled
vendors to efficiently consolidate their IT
infrastructure to serve several customers — the
result is that their clients only pay for
infrastructure they actually use.

Web 2.0 Tools

Web 2.0 technology has created a variety of
tools to help user group, communicate,
collaborate and update. These tools can be
extended to encompass not only banks' staff
but also their partners and customers.

The definition of communities has expanded
far beyond the limits of geography,
demography, hierarchy or functional area. In
the open world, people with common
problems, interests and pursuits can
seamlessly come together via a social
networking platform such as Facebook or
Myspace. Similarly, a closed-loop community
within the organisation can facilitate
exchange across its breadth — thus
information about a product launch, revised
price or change in organisation structure can
flow instantly.

Again, the loop can be easily extended
outside the company firewalls to include
partners and customers. As momentum picks
up, top customers can be invited to form a
panel through which they can recommend
new products and services, and even refer the
bank to other people.

Wikis are a great medium for knowledge
sharing. The collective intelligence of the
organisation can repose in a Wiki — open to all
and always up-to-date. Some examples - new
employees can be on-boarded, customer
service agents can be taught new processes
and partners can share their views about past
marketing campaigns.

RSS alerts are a useful alternative to circulars,
flyers and 'cc all' email messages. By enabling
employees, partners and customers to
subscribe to RSS alerts of their choice, banks
can accelerate the spread of new information
across their universe.

Banks have to realise that Web 2.0 is an
inevitable part of their future. The younger
'Digital Native' generation expects to be
engaged with on its own turf — and that
includes social media and devices like the
mobile phone. With convergence (and high
technology like HSPA) blurring the lines
between television, computer and mobile
phone, banks have to be prepared to deliver
their services on this latter, ubiquitous
channel.

Social Commerce Opportunities

Technology is facilitating the extension of social
networking into social commerce. Unlike e-
commerce which revolved around B2B or B2C
relationships, social commerce also enables peer-
to-peer transactions — for example gifting a song
or sending a friend movie tickets. This opens up
opportunities to banks that are needed to act as
a settlement agency between the retailer and the
consumer.

In addition, social commerce brings a new
dimension to B2C relationships — that of
collaborative selling. Companies like Microsoft
and Apple are entering the domain of online
software retailing in a bid to cut distribution
costs. Software can be bought or downloaded
even through the medium of the mobile phone -
creating another avenue for commercial
collaboration for banks.

Taking a step further, banks can collaborate with
handset and application vendors to co-create a
‘virtual banking advisory cum transaction' service,
delivered on the mobile phone, which can guide
banking customers through the entire process of
understanding and purchasing a product. The use




of mash-ups can create new opportunities for
banks to overlay their applications on top of a
bundle of mashed-up services that are already
being offered to customers — consider for
example a combination of the iPhone with GPRS
and GPS technology, through which Yahoo Maps
are delivered. A bank can build-in their ATM or
Kiosk network, complete with all the details of
services offered through those channels, by way
of a separate application which can reside on the
same phone. Hence, a customer who is trying to
locate an ATM online via mobile is directed
immediately to the one that is closest, and is also
apprised of all that is on offer out there.

Banks can also leverage networks to support their
larger commercial / business needs. Professional
groupings (for example LinkedIn) could represent
prime catchment areas for banks to recruit from.
Likewise, social platforms are a forum to gain
visibility within banks' customers' wider
networks. Banks could encourage some of their
staff to actively participate in these networks to
achieve several objectives — get a feel of the
customers' pulse, collaborate to generate ideas
and gain publicity for the banks.

Corporate relationship networks can be
broadened to include customer participation. A
blog available in a closed-loop environment,
inviting customers to voice their opinion can
greatly strengthen relationships. Blogging offers
an avenue to people with a need for self-
expression; they can share experiences with
peers, recommend, criticise or complain, in a
democratic, un-bureaucratic environment. From
banks' point of view, the opinions are localised to
an environment more within their control.

Banks can also assume a thought-leadership role
by creating a forum for interaction not just
among banking industry executives, but also with
prominent opinion leaders. The platform can be
used to open up discussions on new ideas,
regulations, emerging trends etc. This is a way
for banks to further their public image and
relations with the outside world in a lead role, as
opposed to traditional methods such as event
sponsorship which afford them minimal visibility.

There are unlimited possibilities to social
commerce, but what remains consistent across all
its applications is instant reach and cost
effectiveness. As banks look to make the most of
this opportunity, they must not lose sight of their
ultimate goal, which is to provide a higher
Quality of Experience (QoE) to their customers.
Therefore, a support team must be dedicated to
monitoring the customers' pulse, particularly in
Web 2.0 powered hangouts and bringing that
feedback into the banking system so that
appropriate action can be initiated.

Social Media Possibilities

Marketing and communications will also hop on
the Web 2.0 bandwagon in future. Social Media
solutions are delivered through a parallel concept
to Saa$, called Communications-as-a-Service
(CaaS). The availability of social media can
transform the way companies advertise their
brands, position their services or create
favourable publicity for their initiatives. This
platform reduces the dependence of marketing
personnel on external agencies for creating
content for their campaigns. An example is a tool
to help companies to custom-make press releases
as per set templates.

Social forums also provide a cost effective, wide-
reaching platform for marketing and advertising
campaigns. Rather than wait for customers to
visit their turf, banks can make their presence felt
in popular online hangouts.

Web 2.0 is the Future

As environmental regulations get more stringent
in future, organisations will have to view their
responsibilities seriously. With Web 2.0
technology, banks can go green — as paper
consumption is minimised and the need for
energy-burning physical and IT infrastructure is
reduced.

Web 2.0 has already made a huge impact on
human interaction. Now, it is up to individual
banks to craft creative strategies that will help
them make the most out of Social Networking,




Social Commerce and Social Media opportunities.
Recognising the potential of this technology,
forward-thinking banks have appointed
dedicated teams for channel development under
the leadership of a Chief Channel Officer. No
doubt there will be many more initiatives in the
days to come. Those banks that taste early
success will be better placed to march ahead.
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