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In the contemporary financial landscape, the transition from traditional, brick-and-mortar operations to a unified 

digital ecosystem is no longer a peripheral strategy but a foundational necessity for survival. As highlighted by the 

collaborative research between Kearney (formerly A.T. Kearney) and Efma (now Qorus), the banking sector is

undergoing a seismic shift driven by tech-savvy, mobile-centric consumers. This transformation, often referred to as

the 'Going Digital' roadmap, requires a multi-dimensional approach that transcends mere technological

implementation to address the underlying agile operating models and organizational culture.

The Theoretical Framework of Digital Maturity in Banking

Digital transformation in banking is characterized by the systematic integration of digital technology into all areas of 

a financial institution, fundamentally changing how value is delivered to customers. The Kearney-Efma study 

identifies that banking is transitioning to a 'digital world' where the customer’s interaction point has shifted from 

physical branches to mobile interfaces. To understand this roadmap, we must first analyze the Digital Maturity 

Matrix, which evaluates banks across two axes: Technical Integration and Cultural Readiness.

The Three Pillars of Transformation

Research led by industry experts such as Stefan Lucian Marcuindicates that digital leaders in the banking space

focus on three primary findings that distinguish them from laggards:

•  Strategic Mobile Centrality: Leaders recognize that mobile is not just a 'channel' but the primary operating 

environment. This involves prioritizing mobile-first design (MFD) and ensuring that all backend processes are 

optimized for real-time mobile interaction.

•  Agile Operating Models: The shift from monolithic, siloed structures to cross-functional 'squads' and 'tribes' 

enables banks to respond to market changes with the speed of a FinTech startup.

•  Internal Culture Shifts: This is arguably the most challenging pillar. It involves transitioning from a risk-averse, 

bureaucratic mindset to one that embraces experimentation, data-driven decision-making, and continuous learning.

Technical Analysis: From Legacy Cores to Microservices

The technical roadmap for banking transformation requires a fundamental re-engineering of the core banking 

system (CBS). Historically, banks operated on legacy systems designed for batch processing. Modern digital 

banking demands Event-Driven Architecture (EDA) and Microservicesto support the high-frequency, low-

latency demands of mobile users.

The Architectural Shift

A technical breakdown of the modern banking stack involves the following layers:

1.  Engagement Layer: The front-end interface (Mobile App/Web) that utilizes API-first principles to deliver a 

seamless User Experience (UX).

2.  Orchestration Layer: Middleware that manages the flow of data between the engagement layer and the back-

end services, often utilizing GraphQL or RESTful APIs.

3.  Service Layer: Decomposed microservices focusing on specific business capabilities (e.g., payments, 



lending, KYC).

4.  Data Layer: Transitioning from traditional relational databases to cloud-native, distributed databases capable 

of handling massive datasets for Digital and Analytics.

Mathematical Modeling of Digital Efficiency

To quantify the success of a digital transformation, banks often use the Digital Efficiency Ratio (DER). This can

be expressed as:

DER = (Total Operating Expenses - Digital Implementation Costs) / (Total Revenue + Digital Value Add)

Where Digital Value Add includes revenue generated from digital-only products and cost savings from automated

processes (e.g., Robotic Process Automation or RPA). A decreasing DER over time indicates a successful

transition to a leaner, digital-first operating model.

Comparison & Evaluation: Legacy vs. Digital-First Banking

The following table provides a side-by-side evaluation of the operational differences between traditional banking

structures and the digital-first models advocated by Kearney's specialists.



Feature Legacy Banking Model Digital-First Model (Kearney 
Framework)

Infrastructure On-premise, Mainframe-heavy Cloud-native, Hybrid Cloud, 
Microservices

Customer Interaction Branch-centric, Reactive Mobile-first, Proactive (AI-driven)

Product Development Waterfall (6-18 month cycles) Agile/DevOps (Weekly/Bi-weekly 
releases)

Data Usage Siloed, Reporting-focused Unified Data Lake, Predictive Analytics

Operating Model Hierarchical, Functional Silos Cross-functional Squads (Product, 
Tech, Data)

Risk Management Manual, Compliance-heavy Automated, Real-time Risk 
Assessment

The Agile Operating Model: Procedural Execution

Transitioning to an Agile Operating Modelis a core component of the Kearney roadmap. This procedural shift

requires a complete overhaul of how the Global Business Policy Council and local leadership view 'Operations and

Performance'.

Step-by-Step Implementation Guide

1.  Phase 1: Diagnostic and Alignment: Conduct a comprehensive audit of existing technical debt and cultural 

barriers. Align the C-suite on the digital vision.

2.  Phase 2: Pilot Squad Formation: Create a 'lighthouse' project (e.g., a new digital onboarding flow) using a 

cross-functional team consisting of product managers, designers, engineers, and compliance officers.

3.  Phase 3: Scaling the Model: Once the pilot succeeds, reorganize the wider organization into 'domains' or 

'business platforms' such as Retail Banking, SME Banking, and Corporate Services.

4.  Phase 4: Continuous Integration/Continuous Deployment (CI/CD): Implement technical pipelines to automate 

testing and deployment, reducing the 'Time to Market' (TTM) for new features.

5.  Phase 5: Performance Optimization: Use real-time analytics to monitor customer behavior and iterate on the 

product roadmap based on empirical data rather than assumptions.

Case Studies and Practical Field Insights

In the joint study by Efma and A.T. Kearney, several high-performing banks demonstrated the power of internal 

culture shifts. For example, a leading European bank successfully transitioned 80% of its customer interactions to 

mobile by dismantling its traditional 'IT vs. Business' departments and replacing them with Product, Design, and 

Data Platforms.

Troubleshooting Common Implementation Failures

Despite the roadmap, many institutions face 'transformation fatigue' or failure. Below are common failure modes

and their technical/strategic solutions:

•  Failure Mode: 'Lipstick on a Pig' (Digital Veneer). This occurs when a bank builds a beautiful mobile app on 

top of an archaic, slow legacy core. Solution: Invest in a 'Middleware Decoupling' layer to abstract legacy complexity 



while slowly migrating to a new core.

•  Failure Mode: Cultural Resistance. Middle management may resist agile changes due to a perceived loss of 

control. Solution: Re-align Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) to focus on team-based outcomes rather than 

individual hierarchy metrics.

•  Failure Mode: Data Fragmentation. Inability to create a single customer view across products. Solution: 

Implement a Master Data Management (MDM) strategy and utilize real-time data streaming (e.g., Apache Kafka).

The Strategic Role of SME Banking and Community Leadership

As noted in industry communications from Efma/Qorus, the Global SME Bankingsector represents a significant

growth opportunity for digital transformation. SMEs often require more complex services than retail customers but

lack the resources of large corporations. A digital-first bank can leverage data platforms to provide automated credit

scoring and cash flow forecasting for SMEs, creating a high-value ecosystem that transcends simple transaction

processing.

Leadership, Change, and Organization

Leadership in the digital age requires what Kearney describes as 'Competent Communicators' and 

'Changemakers'. The role of the leader shifts from a commander to an enabler. This involves fostering an 

environment where Sustainability and Transactions and Transformationsare viewed through the lens of long-

term value creation rather than quarterly profit targets.

The Broader Implications of the Digital Shift

The roadmap provided by Kearney and its collaborators highlights a fundamental truth: the banking world is no 

longer just about finance; it is about technology, data, and culture. The successful 'Going Digital' journey requires 

an institution to be as proficient in software engineering and data science as it is in risk management and lending. 

The convergence of Mobile Technology , Agile Operations, and Deep Culture Shiftforms the 'golden triangle' of

banking excellence.

As we look toward 2024 and beyond, the distinction between 'Digital Banks' and 'Banks' will disappear. Every

surviving financial institution will be a digital entity at its core. The roadmap is not a one-time project but a

continuous cycle of evolution. Banks that successfully navigate this path will find themselves at the center of the

customer's digital life, providing seamless, invisible, and highly personalized financial services. Those that fail to

address the cultural and technical imperatives outlined in the Kearney-Efma studies risk becoming the 'utilities' of

the past—backend processors for more agile, customer-facing fintech competitors.

Ultimately, the transformation is about resilience. By adopting agile models and mobile-first architectures, banks

build the capacity to pivot in the face of global economic shifts, regulatory changes, and evolving consumer

demands. The 'Going Digital' roadmap is the blueprint for this resilient future, providing a structured path from the

constraints of the past to the limitless possibilities of the digital-first era.
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