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Abstract 

 

Purpose - Digitalization is taking place at an unprecedented rate and due to the COVID-19 

pandemic this rate has been increasing even further during the last twelve months. 

Organizations must be successful in their efforts to digitalize and adopt new products and 

services in order to stay competitive. This is not an easy task, and therefore the purpose of this 

thesis is to study how this can be done and investigate what elements are vital to the success of 

a digital adoption. 

 

Research Approach - The study focuses on financial institutions and employs a qualitative 

research approach relying mostly on primary data gathered through semi-structured interviews 

with twelve financial institutions of differing types. Using the critical success factors 

methodology, we seek to discover what factors influence adoption of digital services and which 

ones are critical for financial institutions to succeed. 

 

Results - The study results in eight critical success factors for the adoption of digital products 

and services in financial institutions, where two apply to the industry as a whole, four apply to 

incumbent banks, and two apply to fintechs. The overall areas in which financial institutions 

must succeed include legislation, technology, and people. 

 

Limitations - Overall, the study is limited by its narrow research question, as this only focuses 

on financial institutions. Therefore, we are not able to generalize the results to other industries. 

Further research should broaden the scope to investigate whether similar parameters apply in 

other industries. 

 

Goal - It is the goal of the thesis that financial institutions throughout the financial services 

industry can use the results to better understand how to become successful in their efforts to 

adopt new digital products and services. 
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I. Introduction 

Digitalization is happening at a rate faster than ever before. New digital products and services, 

and new innovative organizations are emerging daily, which means incumbent firms need to 

work hard and adapt to stay competitive. Incumbent firms need to continuously increase their 

level of digitalization by adopting these innovative products and services. Furthermore, the 

newer digital organizations must also work to stay ahead by continuing to be digital in nature 

and continuously adopt new digital services. However, this is not an easy task for either type 

of organization and in order to succeed, it is important to know what elements are essential to 

the success of their adoption of digital products and services. Discovering what these elements 

are is the focus of this thesis. 

 

This will be examined using the critical success factors methodology, which aims to discover 

those areas of an organization or industry where performance must be satisfactory for the 

organization to succeed. For this study the critical success factors methodology will be applied 

specifically to the adoption of digital services. We have chosen to narrow the scope of the thesis 

to European financial institutions, which includes both incumbent banks and the newer 

fintechs. The primary reason for this scope is that the financial services industry has 

experienced a shift during the last 12 months due to the global COVID-19 pandemic. The 

pandemic has accelerated the adoption of digital services because consumers of all ages have 

shifted away from using traditional banking branches at an extraordinary rate. What would 

normally have taken years has happened in the course of only a few months. According to a 

recent study conducted by the American non-profit organization BAI, 50 percent of consumers 

are increasingly using digital products and services as opposed to before the pandemic and 87 

percent of these are planning to continue their increased usage when the pandemic is over. This 

consumer behavior indicates that adoption of digital services has changed from being “nice-to-

have” to being a “must-have” (Dahlgren, 2020). Therefore, it is important that financial 

institutions are successful in their digital adoption efforts, and this is why we have chosen to 

investigate what activities are essential for their adoptions to be successful. 

 

Before conducting the research we hypothesize that the newer fintechs are better and more 

efficient at adopting digital services due to their digital nature. These organizations are 

typically born digital and therefore would find it easier to adopt new digital services. In relation 
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to this we look to uncover if this means that the incumbent banks could learn something from 

the fintechs and perhaps mimic their behavior in order to become more successful. Furthermore 

we hypothesize that fintechs are to a greater extent using emerging and mobile technologies, 

which can help them adopt new services quicker. 

 

The literature reveals a number of paradoxes that we will seek to shed light on throughout the 

thesis. We will do this by obtaining relevant knowledge and relating this to the literature. The 

paradoxes will thus serve as the primary wonderings of the thesis and our motivation for 

conducting the study. 

 

With the above considerations in mind, we propose the following research question: 

 

“What are critical success factors for adopting digital products and services in 

financial institutions?” 

 

By answering this research question it is our goal that financial institutions can use the results 

to better understand how to become successful in their digital adoption efforts and what specific 

aspects of the organization to focus on in relation to this. 

Reading Guide 

In order to ease the reading of the thesis, we present the following reading guide that explains 

how the thesis is structured. Overall the thesis is split into chapters, sections, and subsections. 

The main components are chapters, for example “III. Methodology”. Each chapter contains 

several sections that relate to the overall theme of the chapter, for example “Philosophy of 

Science” and “Research Design” which are both sections within the methodology chapter. 

Lastly, each section can have subsections that are created to split the section into smaller parts, 

for example “Primary Data Collection” and “Secondary Data Collection”, which are 

subsections within the research design section. This structure is used to make the thesis easier 

to navigate. 

 

The first chapter of the thesis is the introduction, where the topic of the research is introduced 

and explained and the research question is presented. 

 

The second chapter is the literature review. Here, we present and review the literature used in 

the thesis. The chapter is split into two sections that address the critical success factors literature 
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and the literature pertaining to adoption of digital services in banking. Lastly, these two 

branches of literature are merged, and the motivation for the research question is explained. 

 

The third chapter is the methodology chapter. This chapter explains our methodological 

choices and covers the philosophy of science we use as our guiding theory for the research, as 

well as our abductive and exploratory approach. Furthermore, the chapter explains our research 

design and choices regarding data collection and data analysis. 

 

The fourth chapter covers the empirical analysis. Here, we briefly present each organization 

that participated in the study and what the individual findings were from each organization. 

Next, we move into the analysis of the conducted interviews. 

 

The fifth chapter is the results. This chapter will present the findings of the study which will 

be used to derive the critical success factors for adopting digital products and services. 

 

This will lead into the sixth chapter which is the discussion. Here, the findings of the study will 

be discussed and put in relation to the literature. Furthermore, the limitations of the thesis, as 

well as how the study could be expanded in future research will be discussed. The thesis ends 

with a conclusion that briefly sums up the project. 
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II. Literature Review 
 

In this chapter, the literature used in the thesis will be reviewed. The critical success factor 

methodology serves as our primary method throughout the thesis, and literature pertaining to 

this methodology will be reviewed. Furthermore, literature regarding the adoption of digital 

services will be reviewed, as this, together with the critical success factor, is the focal point of 

the thesis. Finally, the two branches of literature will be merged in order to discover new 

knowledge about our overall topic. 

Critical Success Factors 

The following section is devoted to explaining the existing literature regarding critical success 

factors. First, we will define critical success factors and give an overview of the methodology, 

as well as explain the benefits of using it. Then, we will explain how the method is applied in 

practice and what researchers need to be aware of when using the methodology. Hereafter 

follows an overview of weaknesses and critique of the method. 

 

What are Critical Success Factors? 

Critical success factors were initially conceptualized by John Rockart in 1979 as a mechanism 

for defining a chief executive officer’s information need. Rockart defines critical success 

factors as: 

 

”Critical success factors thus are, for any business, the limited number of areas in which results, 

if they are satisfactory, will ensure successful competitive performance for the organization” 

(Rockart, 1979: 85). 

 

This means that the critical success factors are areas of the organization where performance 

must be satisfactory in order for the organization to succeed. If performance and results in these 

areas are not satisfactory, the efforts of the organization will be less than what is desired. As 

all organizations wish to perform well, it results in the critical success factors being areas of 

activity that should receive continuous and thorough attention from the management of the 

organization. These areas should be monitored constantly, and the information generated 

should be available to decision-makers in the organization (Rockart, 1979). 
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Rockart (1979) argues that critical success factors are relevant to any company in any particular 

industry and that the industry defines the critical success factors. Anthony et al. (1972) further 

argues that critical success factors differ from company to company and from manager to 

manager, and therefore control systems regarding the critical success factors must be tailored 

to each individual company (Anthony et al., 1972 in Rockart, 1979). Therefore, according to 

Rockart (1979), this must mean that there are other sources of critical success factors than just 

the industry in which the company operates. Rockart presents four primary sources of critical 

success factors (Rockart, 1979). 

 

1. Structure of the particular industry 

As stated, every industry has a set of critical success factors that apply to every organization 

operating in that industry. The factors are determined by the nature of the industry itself, and 

each organization must be aware of these factors in order to be successful. An example of 

factors for a supermarket are price, product mix, inventory, and sales promotions. If these were 

to be ignored, the supermarket would become unsuccessful compared to competitors (Rockart, 

1979). 

 

2. Competitive strategy, industry position, and geographic location  

Every organization within an industry is in its own unique situation based on history and the 

current competitive strategy it is pursuing. Smaller organizations that operate in industries 

dominated by one or two large organizations, will often have problems that are created by the 

actions of the larger organizations. The competitive strategy for the smaller companies may 

involve establishing a new market niche, terminating a product line, redistribution of resources 

among other product lines. Therefore, a critical success factor for small organizations is often 

to follow the competitive strategy of the larger organization. Rockart (1979) provides the 

example of IBM’s approach to the marketing of their small and inexpensive computers, which 

in itself was a critical success factor for all computer manufacturers at that time because IBM 

had such a big position in the market (Rockart, 1979). The geographical location of the 

organizations also plays a role. Just as differences in industry position can have an influence 

on critical success factors, different geographic locations, and different strategies cause critical 

success factors to change from organization to organization (Rockart, 1979). 
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3. Environmental factors  

Environmental factors determined by outside influences also cause critical success factors to 

change. Economies change over time, which can affect performance for many organizations, 

political factors, such as laws and regulation, changes over time, populations grow and shrink, 

etc. All this has an effect on organizations’ critical success factors (Rockart, 1979). 

 

4. Temporal factors  

Temporal critical success factors are often created due to internal organizational 

considerations, and they represent the areas of activity that are essential for the success of an 

organization during a particular time when they perform below the level of acceptability. 

Rockart (1979) gives the example of an organization that loses a major group of executives 

following a plane crash. This would immediately create the following critical success factor, 

for that particular organization: “rebuilding of the executive group.” After its accomplishment 

it would no longer be a critical success factor, thus making it temporal (Rockart, 1979). 

 

5. The managerial position 

As mentioned Rockart (1979) originally defined critical success factors as a way to present 

information to the managers of the organization. Later, the definition was broadened by Bullen 

and Rockart (1981) to include critical success factors as a tool for management information 

systems planning. The authors also add a fifth source of critical success factors, the managerial 

position. They argue that each managerial position has a number of generic critical success 

factors attached to it. They provide the example of manufacturing managers often being 

concerned with factors such as product quality and inventory control (Bullen & Rockart, 1981). 

Critical success factors can thus come from many different places. Besides sources of factors, 

Bullen and Rockart (1981) also provide ways of categorizing critical success factors, internal 

versus external, and monitoring versus building/adapting. 

 

1. Internal versus external  

Internal critical success factors are those that relate to a specific department within the 

organization and the people in that department. These factors can vary greatly, ranging from 

human resource development to inventory control. The main characteristic of the internal factor 

is that they concern issues and situations that exist within the manager’s influence and control. 

On the other hand, external critical success factors relate to situations that to a lesser degree 
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are under the manager’s control, or not at all. Examples of this include the availability or price 

of materials or resources (Bullen & Rockart, 1981). 

 

2. Monitoring versus building/adapting  

Monitoring critical success factors involve careful observation of the situations that already 

exist in the department or organization. Nearly all managers have some sort of monitoring of 

critical success factors, which often include factors related to financial performance. An 

example of this is actual financial performance versus budgeted financial performance. 

Monitoring factors can also be related to human resources, for example, employee turnover 

rates. Managers will often monitor these parameters without actually realizing that they are 

critical success factors (Bullen & Rockart, 1981). 

 

Building/adapting critical success factors involve efforts to build the organization or 

department further. Managers who spend more time with day-to-day operations tend to spend 

more time working with these types of critical success factors. These managers are more future-

oriented planners whose main purpose is to implement change programs that aim to adapt the 

organization to a new environment or situation. A typical example includes successful 

implementation of a program aimed at improving hiring and training efforts or implementing 

programs that aim to improve product development. Generally, managers will have a mix 

between monitoring and building/adapting critical success factors, typically with a strong 

tendency to one side though (Bullen & Rockart, 1981). 

 

Since its initial conceptualization, the method has been widened to have applications beyond 

what Rockart suggested. Boynton and Zmud (1984), along with other authors, provide the 

following applications of the method beyond its original intent and management information 

systems planning. Munro and Wheeler (1980) suggest that critical success factors can be used 

to ensure that an organization’s effort is directed toward creating strategic plans (Munro & 

Wheeler, 1980 in Boynton & Zmud, 1984). If the organization knows what to direct its 

attention toward, developing better strategic plans will be easier. Besides using critical success 

factors to develop strategies, the method can also be used to help identify critical issues related 

to the implementation of new plans. Anderson (1984) suggests that managers and organizations 

can use critical success factors for this purpose in order to achieve high performance 

(Anderson, 1984 in Boynton & Zmud, 1984). This means that making the critical success 
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factors explicit can help organizations ensure that the resources are directed toward the key 

areas. Ferguson and Dickinson (1982) present a somewhat different role for critical success 

factors. They argue that a board of directors can use critical success factors as a way of 

establishing a set of guidelines for what activities should be monitored by the organization 

(Ferguson & Dickinson, 1982 in Boynton & Zmud, 1984). All in all, this shows that the critical 

success factor method has numerous applications for organizations worldwide. 

 

Boynton and Zmud (1984) present two key strengths of the method. First, they argue that the 

critical success factor method generates user acceptance at the senior managerial level of the 

organization. Senior managers tend to understand the push of the critical success factor method 

and subsequently they strongly encourage its use to identify key areas of the organization, 

where success is essential to performance. The authors’ second point is that the method 

facilitates a structured top-down analysis or planning process that initially focuses the 

organization’s attention on a set of essential issues that are then clarified through an evolving 

process (Boynton & Zmud, 1984). 

 

The hierarchical top-down approach is described by other authors as well. Freund (1988) 

argues that critical success factors should be defined for each part of the business. Critical 

success factors should first be defined for the entire organization, then each business unit, and 

finally each functional area of the business. Organization-wide critical success factors are 

aimed at helping the organization fulfill its corporate mission, and achieving success in areas 

focused on financial objectives, organizational growth, and positioning issues. For larger 

organizations with multiple business units, each unit should define a unique set of critical 

success factors that reflect on the business environment in which the unit operates. These 

specific sets of factors should also support the overall corporate critical success factors. Lastly, 

critical success factors can be defined for each functional area within a business unit. These 

could relate to marketing, production, and sales, and should support the critical success factors 

for the business unit, thereby facilitating the top-down approach (Freund, 1988). Shank and 

Boynton (1985) conduct a study of critical success factors, where they ask employees of a 

surveyed organization to make a list of their personal critical success factors. Freund (1988) 

does not include the personal critical success factors in his description of the hierarchical nature 

of the critical success factors, so this aspect is unique to Shank and Boynton (1985)’s study. 

The personal critical success factors helped create better coherence between all the critical 
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success factors in the organization because the personal factors were used to create the overall 

critical success factors. Including all employees at the initial stage of the development of 

organization-wide critical success factors also helped to ensure the study’s success as they were 

a part of it. The critical success factor methodology helps make the implicit corporate 

objectives explicit, and thereby ensures that they are included in the planning process. 

Furthermore, explicit goals shared and developed by both employees and managers help reduce 

conflict and increase cooperation within the organization (Shank & Boynton, 1985). 

 

Using the critical success factors methodology has both conceptual and practical implications. 

Pinto and Slevin (1987) describe these two aspects of the methodology. The authors argue that, 

conceptually, critical success factors are sequential and interdependent, and that this is essential 

for the successful implantation of the method. This means that the factors should have a certain 

logical and intuitive order attached to them, and this is something managers and analysts need 

to consider when investigating critical success factors. One also needs to consider that these 

factors often have a strong influence on each other, and therefore they become sequential and 

interdependent (Pinto & Slevin, 1987). Practically, the authors argue that the methodology 

presents managers with a sequential checklist or set of milestones that need to be achieved in 

order to be successful. If the method is used in connection with the implementation of a new 

project, the manager can use this checklist to track the project through the different stages of 

implementation. If the method is used in a more overall sense, the manager can still use the 

checklist to track the overall success of the organization or business unit. Furthermore, the 

tracking process allows the managers to become better at allocating resources because of the 

improved overview of the problem areas within the implementation or within the entire 

organization or business unit (Pinto & Slevin, 1987). 

 

How to Apply Critical Success Factors 

The critical success factor methodology has many different applications. Researchers James 

Dobbins and Richard Donnelly (1998) identify several different ways to apply the method 

(Dobbins & Donnelly, 1998 in Caralli, 2004).  
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1. Identify key concerns of senior management 

2. Assist in the development of strategic plan 

3. Identify key focus areas in each stage of a project life cycle and the major causes of project failure 

4. Evaluate the reliability of an information system 

5. Identify business threats and opportunities 

6. Measure the productivity of people 

Table 1: Dobbins & Donnelly (1998) Different ways to apply critical success factors 

 

The list is not exhaustive of all the ways Rockart (1979)’s original framework has been applied; 

however, it suggests that the method has broad applicability. It shows that an organization can 

use critical success factors to focus and validate the important activities they have to perform 

in order to achieve their organizational goals and objectives (Caralli, 2004). 

 

When applying the method, it is important to distinguish between goals and critical success 

factors. Organizational goals are targets that are established in order to achieve the 

organization’s mission, and they must be specific and measurable. Effective goals have a 

quantitative element that determines whether the goals have been achieved or not. This could 

be a performance indicator. Goals and critical success factors are tightly related, and neither 

one can be ignored without affecting the other. Therefore, goals sometimes end up resembling 

critical success factors. Usually, critical success factors are more general and can have more 

than one goal attached to each of them (Caralli, 2004). 

 

The first step in applying the critical success factor method is selecting participants to include 

in the study. The number of participants and their role within the organization is based on 

several considerations. For example, what type of critical success factors are being developed, 

the structure of the organization, the unique conditions in which the organization operates, and 

the purpose of developing the critical success factors (Caralli, 2004). One also needs to 

consider that the data used to derive the critical success factors comes from employees within 

the organization, which makes selecting the right participants even more important. 

Furthermore, including more participants to ensure sufficient data is produced and gathered is 

something that should be considered by the researcher. However, this data should still be of 

high quality, so including data just to have more data is not necessarily beneficial. It is more 
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favorable to have a smaller quantity of high-quality data, than a large quantity of low-quality 

data. Participants should be included if their perspective is important, and their role is essential 

to the organization in achieving its goals and objectives. Failing to identify all the necessary 

participants from the beginning will not impede the process. Additional participants can be 

included later in the process if they are identified through interviews, for example (Caralli, 

2004). 

 

The second step in applying the critical success factor method is collecting data. Generally, 

there are two means of collecting data for the method: reviewing critical documents and 

conducting interviews. If possible both techniques should be used, however, if only one is to 

be used, employee interviews are the preferred technique. Other data collection methods can 

also be utilized, for example, questionnaires and surveys. The reason why they are used less is 

that they can introduce bias and prevent dialogue (Caralli, 2004). The document review is an 

effective technique for obtaining an understanding of the direction and focus of an organization 

because most organizations document their purpose, vision, and values in a mission statement, 

which is known throughout the organization. Furthermore, organizations will typically 

document their short and long-term strategies as well as goals and objectives for achieving 

these strategies. Reviewing this data provides a foundation for determining the critical success 

factors. After finishing the document review, the researchers will move on to conducting 

interviews. The employee interviews are the most important data collection activity because it 

allows participants to address challenges and elaborate on their contribution to the 

organization’s successes and failures. The interactive nature of the interview gives participants 

the opportunity to clarify, and it allows the researchers to guide the interview as they see fit. 

Thereby, exposing particular areas that are essential to the critical success factors (Caralli, 

2004). 

 

The third step in applying the critical success factor method is the analysis. Here, the raw data 

is analyzed and categorized, so it is easier to work with going forward. The process ensures 

that the data is detached from the person who provided it, thereby eliminating bias and 

attribution. It also ensures that the data is condensed to its core meaning in order to eliminate 

ambiguity. Finally, the analysis ensures that the data is shaped into smaller and more 

manageable pieces that are easier to study (Caralli, 2004). The data is codified into activity 

statements that reflect what the organization believes it should do in order to ensure success. 
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These statements describe the operational goals, objectives and activities performed by the 

organization that support the existence or attainment of a critical success factor. Activity 

statements can reflect activities that the organization is already performing, paying attention 

to, monitoring or they can reflect activities that the organization should be performing. The 

activity statements that share common characteristics, traits, or qualities are then grouped in 

order to create a common description of similar data. This process is called affinity grouping 

and is performed to organize similar ideas, thoughts, and concepts. From each group a 

supporting theme is developed that represents each group of activity statements and is the 

foundation from which the critical success factor is created. The purpose of the supporting 

themes is to bring forth the underlying ideas and concepts that represent the activity statements 

within a specific group (Caralli, 2004). 

 

The fourth step in applying the method is deriving the critical success factors from the 

supporting themes developed in the analysis. Critical success factors appear to be clearer and 

more usable if they can be condensed into a brief and precise statement that matches the critical 

success factor’s fundamental intent and description. For example, mission statements are often 

long and too complicated, which is why employees have a hard time reciting them. Therefore, 

critical success factors need to be short and precise, in order for them to resonate throughout 

the organization. After deriving the critical success factors, they can be analyzed and used to 

compare departments within the organizations. This is done in order to discover which 

departments that primarily contribute to achieving the organization’s critical success factors. 

This information can help organizations reflect on the tasks of each department and whether or 

not it has the necessary resources to contribute to achieving the critical success factors (Caralli, 

2004). 

 

Common Problems with the Methodology 

Shank and Boynton (1985) present ten common problems that can occur when applying the 

critical success factor method. The table below shows the problems and their corresponding 

organizational symptom. 
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Symptoms              Probable Cause(s) 

Too many CSFs  ● Defined at too low a level of detail 

● Confusing CSFs with performance indicators 

Incorrect CSFs  ● Unrealistic view of the marketplace 

● Solving “political” problems 

● Strategies defined before CSFs are identified become self-

fulfilling prophecies 

Weak performance indicators ● Improper link to CSF 

● The manager sees data, but the subordinate does not 

Management frustration  ● Insufficient front-end training for participants 

● Insufficient time allowed 

● The planning process overly complex 

Table 2: Shank & Boynton (1985) Common problems with critical success factors 

 

Because this method is complex, problems can easily arise when organizations seek to discover 

critical success factors. Shank and Boynton (1985) elaborate on the problems that can arise due 

to the complexity of the method. They present four symptoms and their corresponding probable 

causes. The first symptom is if the organization has too many critical success factors (CSFs) 

defined. This can be caused by having critical success factors that are too low in their level of 

detail. It is in the organization’s best interest to have as few critical success factors as possible. 

Too many critical success factors will confuse the organization and the overall strategic path 

will not be clear. Another cause of having too many critical success factors can be that they are 

confused with performance indicators. Performance indicators are ways of measuring results, 

but they are not a description of the objectives that must be achieved, which critical success 

factors are (Shank & Boynton, 1985). Defining performance indicators as critical success 

factors allows them to be easily obtained, which is not the purpose of the method. 

 

The second symptom is incorrect critical success factors. This can be caused by the 

organization having an unrealistic view of the market in which they operate. The critical 

success factor methodology relies heavily on being well-researched, and failure to be so will 

result in an incorrect identification of the critical success factors, which means the organization 

will allocate its resources incorrectly. The second cause is that the organizations try to solve 

political problems within the organizations with critical success factors. The methodology is 

meant to help ensure success for an organization within its current business landscape, not 
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solve political situations that arise within the organization. These should be solved separately, 

so they do not interfere with the resource allocation that goes toward the critical success factors. 

The third cause is when organizations define strategies before critical success factors. If a 

strategy to achieve a critical success factor is defined before the critical success factor is 

actually defined, then that strategy will become a self-fulling prophecy. This means that the 

organization believes it to be true already and will therefore act in accordance with this belief 

(Jussim, 2016). 

 

The third symptom is weak performance indicators. Performance indicators are used to track 

progress on achieving goals and critical success factors. But they need to be strongly linked to 

the critical success factors, otherwise it does not make sense to have them in place. The goal 

that is being tracked with a performance indicator needs to correspond with the right critical 

success factor. For example, a financial performance indicator is needed to track the progress 

of a financial critical success factor. Another cause is if the data is not properly distributed 

within the organization. The manager needs to see the data, but the subordinates also need to 

have the data in hand, in order to follow the progress of the organization and to act accordingly. 

It is the manager’s responsibility to convey the data to his subordinates (Shank & Boynton, 

1985). 

 

The fourth symptom is frustration from management, which has a number of causes. The first 

is insufficient training for participants. As mentioned, this method is complex, and the 

employees who participate in identifying needs have to be properly educated and trained in the 

method. Otherwise, they have no understanding of what is needed of them and what the goal 

is. Another cause is if insufficient time is allowed. Not only insufficient time to discover the 

critical success factors, but also insufficient time to allow the organizations to achieve them. 

Critical success factors are not meant to be achieved as a performance indicator is, but rather 

to serve as a goal the organization can strive for going forward. Therefore, sufficient time must 

be allowed for the organization to develop critical success factors and to try to achieve them 

going forward. The final cause is if the planning process is made overly complex. The method 

is complex, but the process does not need to be overly complex, since this causes unnecessary 

frustration for the management (Shank & Boynton, 1985). 
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Critique of the Methodology 

Besides the problems described by Shank and Boynton (1985), other authors present some 

critique of the method. Boynton and Zmud (1984) point toward three areas, where the critical 

success factor method falls short. The first is that the method is too complex to apply. 

Therefore, it is not appropriate for organizations whose employees are not skilled in using this 

method, and the organization will not gain the expected results. However, the authors argue 

that this can be said about all nonautomated information systems methodologies (Boynton & 

Zmud, 1984). The second is that the validity of the method has been questioned due to bias 

created by the analyst and manager during the interview process. As an analyst or a researcher 

applying the critical success factor method, it can be hard to be completely free from bias. In 

order to investigate this problem, the authors compared two independent critical success factor 

studies, performed one after the other. These two studies created comparable results, meaning 

that biases can be overcome through careful consideration. The fact that the studies are 

consistent must mean that there is some sort of validity to the findings they produced (Boynton 

& Zmud, 1984). The third area reverts to the complexity of the method. As already established 

the method is complex, and there are concerns that the critical success factor method is too 

complex for humans to comprehend, and therefore the analysis will not accurately portray the 

actual situation, leading to the developed information model being wrong. Humans often show 

difficulty in dealing with causality, so therefore any relation between critical success factors 

and organizational success interpreted by a manager or a researcher might not represent a true 

causal relationship. The aforementioned bias introduced by the manager or researcher can also 

have an influence on the identified causal relationships between critical success factors and the 

success of the organization (Boynton & Zmud, 1984). 

 

Contradictions in the Literature 

Discovering contradictions in the critical success factors literature proved difficult since most 

of the literature is based on the original articles written by John Rockart (1979). He was the 

one to initially define the concept, and other authors have since referenced his work in their 

own articles and built upon it. There have been modifications and elaborations made through 

the years, some made by Rockart himself, as well as authors finding new applications for the 

original framework. Therefore, the authors of the literature generally agree on the method and 

its use and to our knowledge, no obvious contradictions exist with the critical success factor 

literature reviewed for this thesis. 
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Adoption of Digital Products and Services in Financial Institutions 

 

In the following section, we distinguish between digital banking, internet banking and mobile 

banking. Hereafter, we relate to the main topics across the different types of banking. Lastly, 

we will list our criticisms and the contradictions in the adoption literature. 

 

Rogers (1983) specifies what it means to adopt digital innovations for organizations: 

 

“The adoption of innovations is a process that includes the generation, development, 

and implementation of new ideas or behaviors” (Rogers, 1983 in George et al, 2013: 

88). 

 

This can either be digital services that you adopt from other companies or services that you 

develop internally and thus implement in the organization. 

 

What is Digital Banking? 

Yakup (2019) characterizes digital banking as follows: 

 

“Digital Banking is the presentation of the products and services offered by the 

traditional banking system through digital platforms” (Yakup, 2019 in Korir, 2020: 1). 

 

Digital banking utilizes technology to execute bank tasks, commands, and transactions such as 

deposits, withdrawals, account management, bill payments and loan applications for the sake 

of the customers but benefitting both customers and the bank (Chironga et al., 2018, in Korir, 

2020; IDRBT, 2016 in Korir, 2020). Digital banking is an umbrella term that encapsulates 

subcategories such as mobile payment, mobile banking, electronic banking, internet banking, 

and online banking (Alkowaiter, 2020). 

 

With the increasing demand for digital banking, banks are introducing new products especially 

in the form of mobile and internet services (Korir, 2020). Such technologies enable consumers 

to get real-time information from their bank accounts and make transactions anytime, anywhere 

(Yussaivi et al., 2020) this is known as relative advantage, and thus the banks can service new 

customer segments for example across time zones and national borders (Korir, 2020). 
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A term that is frequently used in the adoption literature is how a phenomenon is perceived by 

users (Polasik & Wisniewski, 2008). For example, a low perceived security of digital services 

will result in less adoption thereof as customers will not trust the services. Perceived ease of 

use and relative advantage were the phenomena that had the greatest impact on financial 

institutions’ adoption of digital services (Alkowaiter, 2020; Kiliari & Koesrindartoto, 2019). 

Followed by perceived usefulness, perceived trust and social influence (Alkowaiter, 2020), 

compatibility (Kiliari & Koesrindartoto, 2019) and perceived security (Korir, 2020). 

 

To succeed in a transition to digital banking transactions, banks must change their procedural 

and informational processes (George et al., 2013). Raising consumer awareness about the 

benefits of digital services increases adoption of these meanwhile ensuring better customer 

relationships (Korir, 2020). Probably the biggest benefit of adopting digital services is 

reduction of transaction costs (Korir, 2020; Otieno & Ndede, 2020). The banks that are able to 

offer the lowest prices will thus attract customers to adopt their digital services (Otieno & 

Ndede, 2020). Otieno and Ndede (2020) recommend that banks establish lock-in strategies to 

retain their existing customers, as it will help ensure that banks can control their prices more 

effectively. Other significant adoption benefits are increased efficiency and increased 

convenience (Korir, 2020). 

 
What is Internet Banking? 

Polasik and Wisniewski (2008) defines internet banking as follows: 

 

“The term “Internet banking” encompasses a whole range of banking services, which 

can be accessed remotely with the use of an Internet browser” (Polasik & Wisniewski, 

2008: 7). 

 

Internet banking is synonymous with electronic banking, online banking, and e-banking 

(Martins et al., 2013). It has developed into one of the most profitable e-commerce applications 

(Lee, 2009 in Martins et al., 2013) and can be an effective tool for newer banks that want to 

onboard more customers (Korir, 2020). 

 

Whether one has confidence in the security level of internet banking has a great influence on 

its adoption. This is something that consumers do not have much confidence in, which explains 

why internet banking could well be even more widespread in several places (Martins et al., 
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2013). To tackle the concerns about perceived security and convince non-users to adopt internet 

banking, banks must introduce security measures such as multi-factor authentication to 

minimize the risk of unauthorized access (Martins et al., 2013), raise awareness about these 

security measures and the benefits of internet banking (Bussakorn & Dieter, 2005 in Martins 

et al., 2013) and train customers to take their precautions so that they do not fall victim to for 

example phishing attacks (Polasik & Wisniewski, 2008). Users who consider internet banking 

to be secure are expected to rate it as useful (Chan & Lu, 2004 in Martins et al., 2013) and 

users who consider it to be easy to use are expected to consider it safe (Martins et al., 2013). 

These two phenomena thus go hand in hand. Active customers who make use of several of the 

bank’s products are more likely to adopt internet banking as well. Perceived usefulness, which 

is how much the user considers the use of a service to improve their efficiency (Lanlan et al., 

2019), thus has something to say for this type of customer and the banks can advantageously 

offer them package deals, which the segment is likely to find attractive (Polasik & Wisniewski, 

2008). 

 

George et al. (2013) argue that banks’ asset size is crucial to how fast they adopt internet 

banking. This suggests that incumbent banks have a clear advantage since they already have 

the funds to invest in internet banking, which fintechs must first go out and attract (George et 

al., 2013). However, this is typically the premise of fintechs since they are born digital with 

purchasing power in their backs. It can nonetheless be an advantage for smaller banks to enter 

into strategic alliances where they jointly buy into internet banking and thus also spread the 

risk. Competition with other banks also has a negative impact on one’s asset size and thus the 

possibility of adopting internet banking (George et al., 2013). It is therefore crucial to have 

knowledge of what draws consumers in the battle for market shares (Yussaivi et al., 2020). 

That said, George et al., 2013 also note that the age of banks, on the other hand, would prevent 

incumbent banks’ adoption since internet banking would have to be successfully integrated 

into an existing legacy system. Here, fintechs are far more agile as they start from scratch and 

can purchase the necessary systems in a single package (George et al., 2013). 

 

There may be a risk in implementing internet banking, as specific customer segments, for 

example, digital illiterates may tend to switch to a bank that maintains the traditional banking 

services (Rodrigues et al., 2013). Less tech-savvy customers prefer to be served in the branches 

via ATMs and personal service as they have always done (Martins et al., 2013) although this 
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comes at a cost. It is in the interest of both banks and customers to move their business from 

the branches to the internet banking platforms. Banks can reduce their operating costs of the 

branches by encouraging customers to use the online platforms and customers can also reduce 

their costs as they pay less for their transactions. In this way, both parties become more 

productive and cost-effective (Martins et al., 2013). At the same time, Kiliari and 

Koesrindartoto (2019) argue that the branches should not be completely abolished, but that 

they be future-proofed with the help of digital technology. Thus, digital illiteracy has a negative 

effect on the adoption of internet banking. Banks can make their business applications appear 

more digestible by for example gamifying them by adding game features and visually 

appealing designs, and this may increase their adoption due to increased ease of use and thus 

customer loyalty (Rodrigues et al., 2013). The demand for internet banking in a population 

group will increase as educational efforts in the IT area are given higher priority (Polasik & 

Wisniewski, 2008). This is something that politicians can help on its way through public 

investments and IT policymaking (Anwana & Essia, n.d.). 

 

Unlike digital banking, the adoption of internet banking primarily entails both a reduction in 

transaction costs (Anwana & Essia, n.d.; Martins et al., 2013; Rodrigues et al., 2013) and 

operating costs (Martins et al., 2013). Internet banking ensures that transactions are made more 

seamless (Anwana & Essia, n.d.) resulting in increased convenience for the consumer 

(Rodrigues et al., 2013). 

 

What is Mobile Banking? 

Chong (2013) describes mobile banking as: 

 

“Mobile banking is defined as banking activities which are conducted by using mobile 

internet technologies” (Chong, 2013 in Alkhowaiter, 2020: 3). 

 

An example of a mobile internet technology is for example customers’ mobile phones that they 

use to conduct banking activities with (Alkhowaiter, 2020). 

 

Mobile banking is a promising means to deliver financial services, for example mobile 

payments, to unbanked populations (Tchouassi, 2012 in Otieno & Ndede, 2020) due to a higher 

mobile penetration rate versus other types of banking in these communities (McKinsley, 2018 

in Korir, 2020). Banks in developing countries are typically at the forefront of adopting mobile 
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banking, as they leapfrog the phases that Western banks have already been through. In fact, the 

adoption of mobile banking is often much lower in industrialized countries (Korir, 2020). One 

of the reasons for the lack of adoption is doubts about the maturity of the technology 

(Moghavvemi et al., 2020). Western banks do not want to be the first to adopt, they are waiting 

for competitors to do so, so they can see it in use. Increased demand for this among customers 

will pressure Western banks to adopt mobile banking to a greater extent (Guo and Bouman, 

2016 in Moghavvemi et al., 2020). On the contrary, Yussaivi et al. (2020) argue that digital 

natives, that is young people who have grown up in the digital age, are more likely to adopt 

mobile banking since they are more tech-savvy users. This goes against Korir (2020)’s claim 

that leapfrogging is one of the core reasons why banks in developing countries are quicker to 

adopt mobile banking than Western banks. The people of developing countries, and thus the 

employees of their banks, have not been exposed to all the same technologies in their 

upbringing since they have leapfrogged them. Thus, it can be deduced that they are not digital 

natives which according to Yussaivi et al. (2020) must have an inhibiting effect on Korir 

(2020)’s aforementioned claim. Korir (2020) even supports this, as he also states that the ease 

of use of mobile banking services is not as important for tech-savvy users in that they are not 

easily intimidated by adopting new technology as they are experts in this. Thus, mobile banking 

in Western banks should theoretically be even more widespread than it is today. 

 

Al-Jabri and Sohail (2012) and Yussaivi et al. (2020) agree that relative advantage is the 

biggest adoption trigger in terms of mobile banking. However, Al-Jabri and Sohail (2012) 

believe that compatibility and observability also have something to say whereas Yussaivi et al. 

(2020) attach greater value to perceived trust and perceived security. 

 

Adoption of mobile banking is low due to a high perceived risk of for example intercepted PIN 

codes and information leaks. If the mobile banking experience appears as a similar way of 

conducting one’s banking activities as the current solution, then perceived risk will be reduced. 

Customers will thus have greater confidence that mobile banking lives up to their high 

prerequisites for security (Al-Jabri & Sohail, 2012). Confidence in mobile banking products 

and whether the security is in order are two inseparable phenomena. Banks must therefore 

introduce security measures (Yussaivi et al., 2020), raise awareness of the benefits thereof (Al-

Jabri & Sohail, 2012; Gatali et al., 2016) as well as guaranteeing customers’ funds in the event 

of security breaches to ensure the adoption of mobile banking (Al-Jabri & Sohail, 2012). 
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Biometrics is an example of a method that can increase the security of mobile banking. The 

technology can authenticate users on unique features such as fingerprints or Face ID and 

thereby either grant or reject access to systems (Gatali et al., 2016). Until now, it has been 

cheaper to compensate bank customers for their losses as a result of for example phishing 

attacks than to implement biometrics systems that reduce these incidents to begin with. The 

Payment Services Directive (PSD2) goes a step further and requires banks to have multi-factor 

authentication processes in which biometrics can be included as part of the login process 

(Locke, 2020). 

 

Mobile banking, like digital banking and internet banking, is unique, as it involves a reduction 

of exclusively operating costs, however, with an increase in the number of transactions 

(Yussaivi et al., 2020). Yussaivi et al. (2020) note that this has the potential to lead to a 

competitive advantage. The expansion of mobile banking will lead to increased efficiency 

(Yussaivi et al., 2020) in terms of faster processing times and thus reduced waiting times and 

the need for staff (Moghavvemi et al., 2020). Mobile banking also ensures easier accessibility, 

which can be advantageous for less able-bodied customers (Lawson, 2003 in Gatali et al., 

2016). 
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Author Adoption Factors Adoption Benefits 

Digital Banking   

Alkhowaiter (2020) 

Perceived ease of use, relative 

advantage, perceived usefulness, 

perceived trust, social influence, 

compatibility, perceived security, 

awareness, cost leadership, IT 

policymaking, security measures 

Relative advantage, reduced transaction 

costs, increased efficiency, increased 

convenience 

Bose & Leung (2009) 

Kiliari & Koesrindartoto (2019) 

Korir (2020) 

Otieno & Ndede (2020) 

Internet Banking   

Anwana & Essia (n.d.) Perceived security, security 

measures, awareness, training, 

perceived usefulness, perceived ease 

of use, customer loyalty programs, 

asset size, competition, age of bank, 

digital literacy, gamification, public 

and private investments, IT 

policymaking, obsolete 

infrastructures 

Reduced transaction costs, reduced 

operating costs, increased productivity, 

increased ease of use, increased 

convenience, increased demand 

George et al. (2013) 

Martins et al. (2013) 

Polasik & Wisniewski (2008) 

Rodrigues et al. (2013) 

 

 

Mobile Banking   

Al-Jabri & Sohail (2012) Leapfrogging, perceived maturity, 

increased demand, digital literacy, 

relative advantage, compatibility, 

observability, perceived trust, 

perceived security, perceived risk, 

security measures, awareness, 

guarantee of funds, ethical handling 

of customer data, good customer 

experiences 

Serve unbanked populations, increased 

ease of use, increased security, reduced 

operating costs, increase in 

transactions, competitive advantage, 

increased efficiency, reduced need for 

staff, easier accessibility 

Gatali et al. (2016) 

Locke (2020) 

Moghavvemi et al. (2020) 

Yussaivi et al. (2020) 

 

 

Table 3: List of academic papers 

 

Main Topics across the Adoption Literature 

In addition to grouping the academic papers in digital banking, internet banking and mobile 

banking, we also looked at patterns across these types of banking. As digital banking, as already 

mentioned, covers both internet banking and mobile banking, the categories are very 

comparable. We thus mapped out what the main topics of the different papers were and 

identified two main topic categories 1) security and 1) digital literacy. 
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A significant factor influencing the adoption of digital banking is whether one has confidence 

in its security (Korir, 2020; Martins et al., 2013). Banks have large annual losses due to 

cybercrime as there is a lack of investment in security measures (Locke, 2020). However, there 

has been great progress in the technologies behind the security measures so that it is possible 

to authenticate bank customers and there is thus a reduced likelihood that their personal 

information will be intercepted (Korir, 2020). Moghavvemi et al. (2020) for example argue 

that by introducing mobile payments, additional protection layers are added compared to what 

the traditional banking channels have since users are authenticated with fingerprints or Face 

ID. It is important that banks have integrity and behave ethically when handling customers’ 

personal data, as data leaks and misuse can be prevented (Moghavvemi et al., 2020). To get 

their customers on board digital banking, banks must lead the way by introducing security 

measures (Martins et al., 2013). The big challenge for the banks is to have security measures 

in place that at the same time do not hinder great banking experiences. Successfully integrating 

digital services into incumbent banks’ legacy systems is thus important (Locke, 2020). 

Legislation is an effective way to get banks to introduce security measures (Bose & Leung, 

2009), which will further reduce doubts about the security level of digital banking (Gatali et 

al., 2016). Bose and Leung (2009) state that incumbent banks are more reactive to legislation, 

whereas fintechs typically include security measures from the outset. Kiliari and 

Koesrindartoto (2019) endorse this by arguing that consumers are willing to try new financial 

service providers to meet their financial needs. Informing bank customers about the benefits of 

one’s security measures will also have an impact on the adoption of digital banking (Gatali et 

al., 2016; Martins et al., 2013). 

 

One of the reasons for the low adoption of digital banking among banks in developing countries 

is due to the fact that the countries’ infrastructures lag behind as they have limited skills in 

Information and Telecommunication Technologies (ICT) in the populations (Anwana & Essia, 

n.d.; Hong, Thong, Moon, & Tam, 2008; Zhou et al., 2010 in Martins et al., 2013; Polasik & 

Wisniewski, 2008). Here there are not as many homes with computers, partly due to a lower 

income and poorer education (Polasik & Wisniewski, 2008). This results in unreliable 

electricity supply, poor internet coverage, expensive internet services, low demand, lack of 

incentive to establish a proper network and as an effect digital services of generally low quality 

(Anwana & Essia, n.d.; Polasik & Wisniewski, 2008). It is very important that customers can 

complete banking transactions without errors to create trust in digital banking (Martins et al., 
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2013). Considerable investment in ICT is needed so that the obsolete infrastructures can be 

modernized (Anwana & Essia, n.d.; Polasik & Wisniewski, 2008) and the population groups 

in the same embrace can be lifted out of poverty, which will further create an increased demand 

for digital banking (Polasik & Wisniewski, 2008). 

 

Critique of the Literature 

As previously mentioned, the academic papers are relatively comparable since digital banking 

includes both internet banking and mobile banking. However, there are some things that one 

should take note of. First and foremost, almost all continents are represented in terms of where 

literature originates from with the exception of South America and Australia. These research 

contexts are vastly different from each other and are therefore not necessarily representative of 

one another. Here it has been helpful to look at the type of banking in question to see if the 

adoption factors and adoption benefits that the different researchers bring forward applies 

across geographies within the same type of banking. Within each type of banking, there are 

several different geographies, yet there was typically agreement on which adoption factors and 

adoption benefits were most prominent with a few exceptions. There is a relatively equal 

distribution in terms of the number of researchers we include from each continent. North 

America as the only category is slightly underrepresented as it only contains Gatali et al. 

(2016). It could also have been beneficial to have had some relevant research from South 

America and Australia, respectively, to form the full picture and be able to say something about 

which contexts are similar and dissimilar to each other in their findings. The other thing to keep 

in mind is the year of publication. What happened ten years ago is not necessarily in line with 

reality today. Our scientific journals date from 2008 to 2020, however, the largest year of 

publication is 2020, which is 33% (5/15) of our academic papers. It can be seen in the years of 

publication that internet banking was an earlier area of research than the other types of banking. 

Most of these articles are from 2013. Whereas the sources from the digital banking and mobile 

banking categories are relatively present day. So, one has to be aware of what one concludes 

across different types of banking, geographies and years of publication. 
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Author              Type of Banking 

Africa  

Anwana & Essia (n.d.) Internet Banking 

George et al. (2013) Internet Banking 

Korir (2020) Digital Banking 

Otieno & Ndede (2020) Digital Banking 

Asia  

Bose & Leung (2009) Digital Banking 

Kiliari & Koesrindartoto (2019) Digital Banking 

Moghavvemi et al. (2020) Mobile Banking 

Europe  

Locke (2020) Mobile Banking 

Martins et al. (2013) Internet Banking 

Polasik & Wisniewski (2008) Internet Banking 

Rodrigues et al. (2013) Internet Banking 

Middle East  

Alkhowaiter (2020) Digital Banking 

Al-Jabri & Sohail (2012) Mobile Banking 

Yussaivi et al. (2020) Mobile Banking 

North America  

Gatali et al. (2016) Mobile Banking 

Table 4: Places of examination 

 

Contradictions in the Literature 

There were two paradoxes in particular that we stumbled upon in the adoption literature. 

Firstly, George et al. (2013) highlight banks’ asset size as well as their age as factors that 

influence how quickly they adopt internet banking. George et al. (2013) do not equate these 

two variables. An incumbent bank is typically older than a fintech and has therefore also had 

more time to accumulate a larger asset size, which then allegedly should mean that they are 

quicker to adopt internet banking as they have the funds to invest at hand. George et al. (2013) 

do not take into account that 1) fintechs typically have heavy investments in their backs, which 
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should equalize the investment power between them and incumbent banks, or that 2) fintechs 

are typically more agile in that they do not have legacy systems and can invest in up-to-date 

systems to suit their exact needs. To reconcile with their past claim, George et al. (2013) 

simultaneously argue that the age of banks should have an inhibitory effect on the adoption of 

internet banking. But as already mentioned, these two claims must be equated, as the age of 

bank finding has predominance at least as far as incumbent banks are concerned. 

 

Secondly, Korir (2020) argues that mobile banking including mobile payments is more 

prevalent in banks in developing countries than in Western banks since they have the 

opportunity to leapfrog outdated technologies. On the contrary Yussaivi et al. (2020) state that 

Western banks should theoretically have a greater tendency to adopt mobile banking, as their 

employees over time have witnessed the various technologies giving them an advantage. Thus, 

banks in developing countries can of course leapfrog technology waves, but according to 

Yussaivi et al. (2020) this does not necessarily mean that they are equipped to handle the 

present-day technologies. An advantage of Western banks is that ease of use is not to the same 

extent crucial for tech-savvy users (Korir, 2020). This is an example of where two researchers 

have studied the same type of banking namely mobile banking in the same year of publication, 

but where their different places of examination, among other things, made them arrive at two 

different results. 

Merging the Literature 

This section will look at links between the critical success factors and the adoption literature. 

Some of the main topics that we shed light on in the adoption section also apply to the critical 

success factor methodology. 

 

Rockart (1979) believes that one of the most important parameters that influence an 

organization’s critical success factors is the industry in which they operate. The critical success 

factors are determined on the basis of the unique criteria of the given industry (Caralli, 2004). 

Examples of critical success factors that apply to the financial services industry are price/cost, 

interest rates, loans and deposits, payouts and charges, product portfolio (physical and digital) 

and customer loyalty programs. Organizations need to know these in order to succeed with 

them (Rockart, 1979). Bullen and Rockart (1981) introduce managerial factors. For example, 

a manager in a bank will typically be aware of critical success factors such as payouts and 
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charges. These are at the same time internal factors, as it is within the manager’s influence to 

pay out funds and charge for, for example, interest payments. However, the manager cannot 

determine the interest rates herself, as the market does this, so this will be an external factor 

that is beyond the manager’s control (Bullen & Rockart, 1981). Otieno and Ndede (2020) 

examine how the adoption of digital services affects the financial performance of commercial 

banks in Kenya. They find that cost leader banks that have the industry’s lowest operating costs 

and thus prices will attract customers to make use of their digital services. Here, the price will 

be the repayment of, for example, the interest rate on a loan. And as previously mentioned, 

both the price/cost, the interest rate and the loan itself are industry-specific critical success 

factors in banking (Rockart, 1979). 

 

In addition to industry, critical success factors can also depend on the organization itself and 

its characteristics. Thus, one organization’s critical success factors will not necessarily be the 

same as the other’s (Anthony et al., 1972 in Rockart, 1979). We highlight geography as a point 

of criticism regarding the adoption literature as the authors come from almost all corners of the 

world, which is why we note that results from one context are not necessarily representative of 

the other. However, when we compare the research conducted on the different types of banking, 

it turns out that there is mainly agreement on adoption factors and adoption benefits, even 

though the studies have been conducted in different research contexts. Gatali et al. (2016) 

examines the Canadian banking industry’s adoption of biometric technology due to strict 

market regulation regarding the security level of banks. Legislation is one of the environmental 

factors that influence the critical success factors for organizations (Rockart, 1979). Likewise, 

we question George et al. (2013)’s statement that fintechs are slower to adopt digital services 

in that they must first go out and seek financing. This is a temporal factor on which the 

organization at a specific time underperforms. The factor is temporal as it is no longer a critical 

success factor after it has been achieved (Rockart, 1979). 

Motivation for the Study 

Exploring the literature regarding critical success factor and adoption of digital services in 

financial institutions, and subsequently merging the two literature branches has led us to the 

following research question: 
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“What are critical success factors for adopting digital products and services in 

financial institutions?” 

 

The research question combines the two branches of the literature and represents the 

phenomena we wish to investigate. The literature review identified two paradoxes in the digital 

adoption literature, paradoxes that pertain to the phenomenon we wish to investigate. These 

paradoxes represent disagreements in the literature, and in order to shed light on these 

disagreements, we propose the research question. The critical success factors method can be 

used to investigate an entire industry (Leidecker & Bruno, 1984), which is what we wish to do. 

However, the literature review also presented the method as a way to investigate a single 

organization. By using the critical success factors methodology to investigate the financial 

services industry across Europe, we feel we can contribute with valuable knowledge to both 

branches of the literature. As identified in the literature review digital services are the way 

forward for banks. As digitalization increases in both developed and undeveloped parts of the 

world, new digital services will become increasingly important in order to gain competitive 

advantage in an industry as large as the financial services industry. Studying the critical 

activities that financial institutions need to accomplish in order to be successful can help the 

industry become more efficient in their adoption of digital services and can serve as a valuable 

contribution to the literature. 

 

In this chapter we have reviewed the literature regarding the critical success factors 

methodology and the adoption of digital services in financial institutions. Furthermore, the two 

branches have been merged which has led us to our proposed research question. This leads us 

to the methodology chapter, where we will explain the philosophy of science used, as well as 

describe the research design of the thesis. 
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III. Methodology 

 
This chapter will describe the methodology of the thesis. Our philosophy of science selection, 

research design, data collection methods, reasoning, and quality criteria will be explained and 

elaborated. 

Philosophy of Science 

In this section, the philosophy of science selection will be explained. These reflections will 

serve as a guideline for how we see the world surrounding the research, and the assumptions 

we make during the project. The theory will help us answer empirical, conceptual, and practical 

questions (Egholm, 2014). We have chosen to work with social constructivism as our guiding 

sociological theory of knowledge. 

Social Constructivism 

The term social constructivism was first introduced in 1966 by Peter Berger and Thomas 

Luckmann in their book The Social Construction of Reality, and by the broad scientific 

community they are considered to be the forerunners of the social constructivism known and 

used today (Egholm, 2014). Egholm characterizes social constructivism as follows: 

 

”Social constructivism is characterized by its ambition to be critical and liberating 

through an uncovering of the man-made in truisms and thus open to the possibility that 

undesirable conditions, which otherwise seem inevitable, can be changed” (Egholm, 

2014: 148). 

 

This means that social constructivism, through its critical and liberating nature, allows us to 

make interpretations about phenomena that are otherwise seen as something obvious and 

indisputable. Berger and Luckmann were interested in how all knowledge is created, and how 

individuals’ awareness of the world is built through repeated interaction with other individuals. 

This means that our understanding of our reality comes from our life in the social world, and 

that the social world plays a fundamental role in the definition of our reality. Our reality is 

therefore always built through interpretations of experiences that are not individual but are 

social and collective in nature (Egholm, 2014). 
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Two fundamental terms in philosophy of science are ontology and epistemology. Ontology is 

defined as the doctrine of being, and it refers to the question of what role phenomena have in 

the world. The question of which ontology is the basis for the concrete perspective of 

philosophy of science comes down to the basic assumptions regarding the nature of the social 

world, which the individual perspective is based on. Perspectives of philosophy of science 

focus on those phenomena, which they consider central to understanding and explaining the 

world and its change. Therefore, the ontology of the individual perspective of philosophy of 

science will be clearly connected to its overall subject area and epistemology (Egholm, 2014). 

The ontological starting point for social constructivism is constructivist (Egholm, 2014). 

Constructivism assumes that we can only study that which is transformed into objects, 

relationships, and properties by our own understanding, which means that social phenomena 

can only be studied through the meaning the viewer attributes to them (Egholm, 2014). 

 

Epistemology is defined as the doctrine of cognition and knowledge, and refers to the nature 

of knowledge, how we can know, and how knowledge can and possibly must be produced. The 

epistemology of the individual perspective of philosophy of science indicates which underlying 

assumptions are used to assess knowledge, and which knowledge that in continuation of this 

can be regarded as credible and relevant. In epistemology, distinction between subjectivity and 

objectivity is important, which means whether it is possible to obtain objective knowledge 

(Egholm, 2014). The epistemological objectivity criterion can thus be described as the question 

of whether it is possible to obtain knowledge of the world, as it is, without interference from 

human cognition. This means avoiding bias regarding a phenomenon and expressing oneself 

unequivocally about it (Egholm, 2014). However, this can be challenging because, as a 

researcher, separating oneself from the sources of research is close to impossible. This is known 

as methodological subjectivity, and some degree of it will always exist (Egholm, 2014). The 

social constructivist epistemology is based on the premise that knowledge is always influenced 

by time and place and it is therefore changeable. Rather than understanding the significance of 

specific phenomena, constructivist researchers wish to understand how phenomena are given 

meaning, and explain how this attribution of meaning takes place (Egholm, 2014). 

 

In short, with an ontological focus on the creation of the phenomenon, and an epistemological 

focus on context, we believe that the social constructivist perspective allows us to best answer 

our research question, as our aim is to examine the complex creation of our phenomenon - 
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successful adoption of digital products and services - in a financial institution context. This 

industrial context is wrapped in an undeniable, broader societal context, which adds another 

layer to our research, namely the COVID-19 pandemic. Our results are thus impacted by how 

these factors shape the truths of the empirical data that we gather, as well as our interpretations 

of them. This equally means that our results are not detached from time and space, and do not 

represent a singular, positivist truth. Rather, our results will tell how our phenomenon is 

created, and which meaning it is assigned, in our specific context (Egholm, 2014). 

 

The starting point for constructivist analyses is anti-essentialist, meaning that phenomena can 

have several correct classifications. Therefore, the constructive perspective is more applicable 

in a qualitative study, such as ours, than a quantitative study, where the premise is that the 

object of analysis must be able to be delimited, stabilized and counted (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 

2010). 

Abductive Reasoning 

The goal of the thesis is to discover new knowledge about our research topic and draw 

conclusions based on this. Given the magnitude of the industry we are researching, we are 

aware that we will not be able to draw conclusions that are necessarily true for the entire 

industry, however we seek to find the best possible answer for our research question based on 

the findings of the study. Therefore, we utilize abductive reasoning as our form of logical 

inference to draw conclusions. The abductive approach allows us as researchers to make 

qualified assumptions. The “qualified” part refers to us basing these assumptions on what we 

already know from the literature review, while “assumptions” refer to an open-mindedness that 

allow us to obtain new knowledge, without being locked in a defined theory that we seek to 

prove (Egholm, 2014). The abductive approach thus allows us to focus and target our empirical 

data collection, while still being open to unexpected input. We believe this will be the ideal 

method to answer our research question given our timeframe and scope. 

 

The term abduction was formulated by Charles Sanders Peirce, as a method of inference, that 

looked beyond the perspectives of the existing methods, induction and deduction. Deduction 

proves that something must be true, due to logical reasons, and induction shows that if there is 

empirical evidence then something is probably true. Abduction does not rely on the certainty 

of derivation and the inductive security of generalization. Instead, abduction supposes that 
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something might be true, and seeks to find the simplest and most likely conclusion (Bude, 

2004). Furthermore, abduction does not follow a predetermined order of steps. Instead, it seeks 

to discover the order of steps that fits with the current research study, and as long as this order 

is helpful in the completion of the task at hand it is allowed to remain in force. If the order of 

steps does not fit it is adapted (Reichertz, 2004). This enabled us to work iteratively and adapt 

the study as it progressed. 

Exploratory Research 

An exploratory approach fits with abduction because both allow us to work iteratively and 

learn along the way. An exploratory approach is useful if researchers seek to understand a 

problem or phenomenon, where they are not entirely sure how big the scope of the problem is 

and the exact nature of it. It is defined as: 

 

“An exploratory study is a valuable means of finding out ‘what is happening; to seek 

new insights; to ask questions and to assess phenomena in a new light’ (Robson, 2002 

in Saunders et al., 2007: 133). 

 

From the beginning, we knew what we wanted to research, but we did not know the exact scope 

of the problem and of our study. We wanted to investigate how financial institutions could 

become successful in their efforts to adopt digital services, but we did not know how big a 

problem this was, and whether or not fintechs were performing better than incumbent banks in 

this area, as we initially had hypothesized. Therefore, we went into the study with open minds 

and formulated the scope as we went along. This was in line with the exploratory approach. 

Saunders et al. (2007) defines three principal ways of conducting exploratory research: search 

for literature, interviewing ‘experts’ in the field, and conducting focus groups. We have utilized 

two of the three methods: the literature review and interviews. The literature review became 

the starting point of the study, and it helped us gain initial knowledge on the subject, which led 

us to know which questions to ask in the interviews in order to get the best and most valuable 

answers. From the literature review we hypothesized which topics would be of importance to 

the financial institutions, and asking questions regarding these allowed us to confirm whether 

or not these initial hypotheses were correct. This is in line with the critical success factors 

method where interviews are described as the most important form of data collection. It is 

important to note that the flexibility of the exploratory study does not mean there is an absence 
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of direction, but rather that the focus is initially broad and then becomes increasingly focused 

as the study progresses (Adams & Schvaneveldt, 1991 in Saunders et al., 2007). This is also in 

line with a constructivist-inspired approach, because here the research design, interview guide, 

etc. is adjusted throughout the process in order to show the necessary sensitivity to the 

empirical world, so that the descriptions and analyses done in the study become relevant and 

interesting for the recipients of the study (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). Overall, we knew 

what we wanted to investigate and as the interviews progressed we learned what topics were 

most important to pursue. This added flexibility and enabled us to answer our research question 

in the end. Furthermore, the critical success factors that will serve as the answer to our research 

question are explorative because they will provide insight into the explored phenomenon, 

which is successful adoption of digital services in the context of financial institutions, and they 

will serve as guidelines on how to understand and perform successful adoption of digital 

services. Rather than being definitive, the critical success factors also serve as new hypotheses 

that can be investigated further in order to gain deeper insight into the phenomenon. 

Research Design 

In this section, the research design of the thesis will be explained and elaborated. Our primary 

data collection method and reasoning for choosing this method will be addressed, as well as 

how we have found literature and analyzed the collected data. Finally, the quality criteria that 

applied to the research will be presented. The research design is based on the critical success 

factors methodology. The methodological implications of this will be explained in this section. 

Primary Data Collection 

In order to get up-to-date and firsthand insights from the organizations that were part of the 

study, interviews were utilized as the primary data collection method, as this is the preferred 

method of data collection when using the critical success factors methodology (Caralli, 2004). 

In total, thirteen interviews were conducted with different types of financial institutions to get 

the broadest possible perspective for the thesis. Because of the magnitude of the financial 

sector, it was impossible for us to start with a complete overview of all financial institutions, 

which we then delineated into a sample. However, our process was largely reminiscent of a 

stratified selection (Andersen, 2014). This fits with an exploratory approach because we 

reached out to several financial institutions of differing types and the ones that agreed to 

participate in the study helped shape the research. Furthermore, it fits with our abductive 
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approach given that we are not able to investigate the entire financial services industry, and 

therefore must seek to find the most comprehensive answer to our research question based on 

our sample. 

 

From the beginning, we knew that we wanted to include both incumbent banks as well as 

fintechs, and within these two categories we were free to choose from the existing 

organizations. Our sample depended greatly on organizations, where we had connections, and 

who had time to meet with us. Besides the two categories, we interviewed an industry expert, 

who provided an overview of the financial sector. However, since he did not fit into the 

incumbent bank or fintech category, we chose to omit this interview to strengthen our analysis. 

The table below shows the interview subjects for the thesis. 

 
Organization Name Position 

Incumbent Banks   

Arion Bank Dafina Morina Corporate Advisor 

BBVA Ana Isabel Segovia Digital Regulation and Data 

Protection Officer 

Rabobank  Daan van den Eshof Business Development Manager 

SEB International Private Banking Reidunn Bjunes & Erik Jahreskog Head of International Private 

Banking & Product Owner 

SID Bank Tamara Trajkovski Director of Technology 

Sparkassen-Finanzportal  Tobias Schlösser Managing Director 

Fintechs   

Blocser Henrik Danbjørg Chief Executive Officer 

Kameo Jesper Johansen Managing Director 

Mobilepay Kalina Staykova Former Industrial PhD Fellow 

P27 Claus Richter Deputy Chief Executive Officer 

Shopbox Andreas Iversen Chief Executive Officer 

Signicat John Erik Setsaas Vice President of Identity and 

Innovation 

Table 5: List of interview subjects 

 

The interviewees were chosen based on the critical success factor methodology. We were 

interested in developing enterprise-wide critical success factors that apply to the entire 

organization. Therefore, the critical success factors methodology dictated that we should seek 

interviewees with a broad perspective of the organization, for example, executive level and 
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management employees (Caralli, 2004). Furthermore, since we wanted to derive critical 

success factors regarding adoption of digital services, we sought to interview employees that 

knew what digital adoptions the organization had made recently and how this impacted the 

organization. When talking to the fintech companies it was quite easy to gain access to 

executive level employees with the exception of MobilePay. With the incumbent banks, being 

bigger and more established organizations, it proved more difficult to gain access to executive 

level employees. Therefore, employees who were below executive level were targeted, but who 

still found themselves in a position to say something insightful about the organization’s digital 

adoptions. 

 

We interviewed six executive level employees, five from fintechs and one from an incumbent 

bank. These employees were able to provide insight on the organizations’ executive decisions 

such as strategies on which products to adopt. Furthermore, they could speak about the 

challenges the organizations’ face on an overall level. Then two department heads and a 

product owner were interviewed. These employees were able to provide insight on the 

adoptions made by the department itself or adoptions made by the organization and used by 

that department. The product owner was able to provide further insights into the specific 

products and services, and the challenges the department faced. One department head led the 

technology department, which meant she was able to provide insights on the digital products 

and services used throughout the organization as she had an influence on this. We also 

interviewed one digital regulation and data protection officer, who was able to give insight into 

the regulatory challenges that the organization faced when adopting new products. 

Furthermore, this employee gave insight into the strategic implications of the digital regulation 

for the bank's current and future business. Regulation is the same across the financial services 

industry, therefore we could assume the challenges faced by this bank were also experienced 

by other banks. Next, we interviewed a business development manager employed in the digital 

transformation office of the organization. This department focuses on increasing digitalization 

within the organization, so therefore, the employee was able to provide insights on what 

adoptions were made to increase the level of digitalization as well as which challenges this 

caused. Finally, for two organizations we were not able to gain access to executive level 

employees, department heads, or employees working in specific departments. However, we 

still wanted the insights of these organizations, so therefore, we interviewed a corporate 

advisor, who took part in developing digital solutions for corporations due to the increased 
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demand for digitalization caused by COVID-19, and a former industrial Ph.D. fellow who 

worked extensively with the case of MobilePay and therefore had knowledge about the 

organization’s workings and challenges. These two interviewees could thus still provide 

valuable insights even though they were not executive level or management employees. 

 

The interviews were conducted virtually using a semi-structured format. This meant that we 

had prepared an interview guide in advance, which included a number of primary questions 

that explored different themes relating to the research. Some questions had sub-questions that 

allowed us to dive deeper into topics, if the interviewee did not provide comprehensive 

answers. The semi-structured nature of the interviews also allowed the interviewee to move 

beyond the predefined themes of the interview guide and share insights that they thought could 

be relevant for the thesis. We have chosen to utilize interviews for data collection because, as 

Beck & Manuel (2008) state, interviews are a good method if you want to explore trends or 

experiences, while looking at different themes, and if the questions asked are better answered 

in prose than by numbers (Beck & Manuel, 2008 in Wilson, 2012). Interviews were also chosen 

because, as stated, this is the preferred method of data collection when exploring critical 

success factors. Semi-structured interviews were chosen in favor of structured interviews, 

because the structured format mainly aims to produce a standardized interview where the data 

can be quantified. This approach differs from semi-structured interviews, as it aims to discover 

the interviewees’ views and understandings regarding a specific topic, rather than seeking 

standardized responses (King, 2004 in Cassell, 2009). Unstructured interviews were not 

chosen, because here no questions are defined in advance, only overall themes, and the 

interview therefore resembles a conversation. Conversations can be unpredictable, which can 

make it difficult to compare data between interviewees (Wilson, 2012). Furthermore, 

interviews are also time-consuming to conduct, because it takes a significant amount of time 

to prepare for each interview, and after the interview is done it needs to be transcribed in order 

to get the full benefit of the data (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). However, we felt that the 

advantages of the interview outweighed the disadvantages, and thus we chose it as our primary 

data collection method. 

 

As stated, the interview guide was prepared in advance and covered topics such as what digital 

adoptions have been made by the organization, in what business areas adoptions were made, 

how they improved the organization, which challenges the organization faced when adopting, 
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and how the organization measured the success of an adoption. These topics help us dive into 

the critical success factors, because they address how the organizations work with adopting 

new services. These topics are derived from the critical success factor literature. Furthermore, 

the interview guide addressed topics that relate to factors influencing whether or not an 

organization chooses to adopt. These topics include technology, legislation, security and digital 

literacy, and these are derived from the adoption literature. The interview guide was adjusted 

slightly to each interview, as some questions were geared toward the incumbent banks and 

these questions did not necessarily fit into the context of the fintechs. In these cases, the 

particular questions were framed in a different way in order to get the perspective of the 

fintechs. This means that the degree of standardization for the interviews has been low. The 

degree of standardization refers to the extent to which the interviewees have been exposed to 

the same questions in the same order and under the same circumstances (Andersen, 2014). We 

have been flexible by allowing interviewees to speak more into topics relevant for their 

particular institution and allowing room for follow-up questions. Furthermore, the questions in 

the interview guide were prioritized in case of issues with time. Therefore, the interviewees 

have not been subjected to the exact same interview guide but being flexible allowed us to 

build on the knowledge obtained in previous interviews, and thereby collect better data. 

 

The decision was made to prioritize collecting data from several organizations rather than 

interviewing several people from the same organization. This prioritization was made because 

we wanted to examine as many organizations as possible from different countries and financial 

institutions with different characteristics. Due to our limited time for data collection we decided 

to only conduct one interview per organization, and instead focus on interviewing the most 

relevant people. Therefore, we targeted executive level and management employees such as 

project managers, product managers, program managers, area heads, VPs and SVPs, because 

these types of employees are suggested by the literature, and because we believed that these 

stakeholders would have the best foundations for answering our questions. Twelve interviews 

were conducted, and this provided us with a significant amount of data. Six interviews featured 

incumbent banks and six featured fintechs. With six interviews from each category of financial 

institution, we felt that we had a sufficient amount of data to perform our analysis, among other 

things because we started to hear repetitive answers from the interviewees, for example many 

interviewees mentioned the same regulatory challenges when asked about this. Furthermore, 

the time needed to process the data increased with each interview and given that the project 
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was time limited we made the decision to move on to the next phase of the project after 

conducting twelve interviews. 

Secondary Data Collection 

Besides collecting primary data, we have to a small extent made use of secondary data as well. 

Secondary data is existing data collected by other people, in the form of company websites or 

industry reports, which can be used to compare with the primary data to seek more nuanced 

insights and knowledge (Andersen, 2014). The secondary data is not coded as the primary data 

is, but instead it is used to strengthen or validate some of the arguments made by the 

interviewees. For example, BBVA’s website was used as a secondary data source to validate 

their claim that the BBVA mobile banking app was recognized as a “leader”. This type of 

secondary data is only used to a small extent, because data gathered by the organization itself 

will by default be biased. An overview of our secondary data can be seen below. 

 

Company Data  

BBVA  Mobile banking website  

Signicat “Battle to onboard” report 

Danish Payments Council “Non-banks in the payments market” report 

Table 6: Secondary data 

Data Sources 

To find academic papers for our literature review, we used the article databases suggested by 

CBS Library. Here we were referred to sites such as Academia, ACM Digital Library, CBS 

Research, Gale eBooks, Google Scholar, JSTOR, ResearchGate and ScienceDirect. As our 

literature review was twofold, we searched via the various databases for scientific journals 

concerning 1) critical success factors, as well as, 2) adoption of digital services in financial 

institutions. Using various keyword searches on our topics, we identified 102 academic papers. 

We then developed a process for selecting our data sources. We made a green/yellow/red color 

coding based on relevance, which we assessed on the titles of the articles, and on top of that, a 

1-4 priority ranking was made within each color category. Then we read the articles starting 

with the ones that looked most promising and working our way down. This nuanced our 

categorization to not only depend on the title of the journal. We then gave each data source a 

good, medium or poor label and in the same embrace we summarized the papers and took notes 
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for when we were to do the literature review. This enabled us to remain source critical and thus 

resulted in a certain data quality in our 24 selected sources. We therefore included 23.5% of 

the articles based on quality requirements and given the time constraints we were subject to. 

There were only seven of the articles that had to do with both 1) critical success factors, as well 

as, 2) adoption of digital services in financial institutions, which gave us the identification that 

our research question was relatively unexplored. 

Data Analysis 

We conducted all our interviews on Zoom and even though they were virtual, we could still 

get the interviewees’ mimics and gestures via webcam footage. With a Zoom business license, 

it was possible to record and auto-transcribe interviews. However, the transcripts subsequently 

had to be reviewed as they were not of particularly high quality. We refined the transcripts by 

listening to the audio recordings and correcting errors. Already in this refinement process we 

made a preliminary selection of quotations which we found relevant for the thesis. A quote was 

deemed relevant for preliminary selection when it provided an answer to the question that was 

asked. This selection was deliberately quite broad, given that it would be further narrowed 

down later. Some of the interviewees gave rather long answers in which they touched upon 

other questions in the interview guide. It was therefore important that we looked at all the 

answers in every interview in order to deduce whether an interviewee had perhaps answered a 

question indirectly due to the semi-structured interview format (Andersen, 2014).  

 

Coding the data was the next step in the research process. Coding refers to attaching a word or 

short phrase to the raw data in order to capture the essence of it. One of the primary goals of 

coding is to find repetitive patterns of actions and consistencies documented in the data 

(Saldana, 2009). As stated, our interview guide addressed various topics relating to the 

adoption of digital services such as what digital adoptions have been made by the organization, 

in what business areas, how successful adoptions were evaluated. Technology, legislation, 

security and digital literacy were surrounding topics, which we also address in the literature 

review. From these topics, we developed the codes. The codes are descriptive which means 

they summarize the primary topic of the piece of data. Descriptive coding is one of the methods 

used most often in qualitative studies (Saldana, 2009). The following table provides an 

overview of the codes: 
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Code              Description 

1. Digital banking products Data relating to current and recently adopted digital products or 

services. 

2. Areas of business Data relating to the areas of business where the digital adoptions are 

implemented 

3. Maturity Data relating to the digital maturity of financial institutions. 

4. Onboarding Data relating the onboarding processes of financial institutions. 

5. Adoption factors Data relating to different factors that affect the decision to adopt a 

product or service. 

      5A. Security Data relating to the security of digital products and services. 

      5B. Technology Data relating to emerging technologies used by financial institutions. 

      5C. Regulation Data relating to the regulation that applies to financial institutions. 

      5D. Challenges Data relating to the challenges faced by financial institutions when 

choosing to adopt a digital product. 

6. Evaluation Data relating to how the financial institutions evaluate the success of 

their digital adoptions. 

7. Digital literacy Data relating to the financial institutions’ efforts in promoting digital 

literacy. 

8. Competition Data relating to the competition between financial institutions.  

Table 7: Overview of codes 

 

One code has been given subcodes because the data in the subcodes relate to the main code. 

The coding process is illustrated through the following example which comes from our 

interview with Sparkassen-Finanzportal. The interviewee provides the following answer, when 

asked about what digital services the bank recently has adopted: 

 

”What we do is, of course, we have online banking because that is the core of a bank. 

Then we have added near-banking applications. For example, a German trust service 

that can be used if you want to make a contract, or you want to finance a car. The 

company checks, based on your credit, if you are able to pay the money back. So, they 

check if you have any bad signs in your credit history, for example, if you did not pay 

your rent for two years, or if you are not earning enough money to afford this kind of 

car. For example, if you only earn 500 euro, and you want a Rolls Royce, you are 
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probably not able to afford it and to pay all the rates for the next year” (Schlösser, 2021: 

00:00:36). 

 

The quote provides the information that the bank has an online banking solution and that it is 

adopting what they call near-banking services, and the interviewee provides an example. 

However, we are not interested in a long and complicated example, so we deselect the latter 

part of the quote, as well as the filler words in the beginning of the quote, and add the remaining 

part of the quote to our preliminary selection: 

 

“We have online banking because that is the core of a bank. Then we have added near-

banking applications. For example, a German trust service that can be used if you want 

to make a contract, or you want to finance a car” (Schlösser, 2021: 00:00:36). 

 

This quote is then given code number 1 since it relates to current and recently adopted digital 

products or services. Through this process we group quotes based on the codes, which allows 

us to use and compare them to each other in the analysis. Therefore, the coding of data proved 

to be extremely useful. Coding also allows us to relate quotes to the theoretical concepts 

described in the literature review. An example of this is the following quote on evaluation of 

successful adoptions from our interview with Kameo. The example shows how the quote can 

be related to critical success factors: 

 

“When we started using some new credit tools, we measured how fast we would do a 

credit process, how many companies have yellow flags, red flags, and can they be 

explained. That was a good measure for us because a lot of the analysis is time and 

material, so the shorter time we use, while upholding the same quality, the more 

projects we can go through” (Johansen, 2021: 00:39:34). 

 

This quote has been given code number 6 as it relates to how the financial institutions evaluate 

the success of their digital adoptions. Kameo gives the example of a new tool they adopted to 

assess the credit of a borrower on a new project and mentions time as a measurement. The time 

they needed to complete this assessment is an important measurement, because the less time 

needed to do the assessment the more projects Kameo can assess. Kameo points out that it is 

important for them to uphold the same quality. The statement tells us what Kameo finds 

important for the success of their adoption. If the adoption allows Kameo to spend less time on 
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assessment, the company can spend more time finding and adding new projects to their 

platform. The adoption also allows Kameo to sort out any projects that have too many red or 

yellow flags, thereby selecting only good projects from the beginning. The statement points 

toward critical success factors such as the following: ‘reduce time needed to assess projects’ 

and ‘continuously select good projects.’ If the adoption does not help Kameo toward achieving 

these two factors, the specific adoption of credit tools would be considered a failure. The two 

critical success factors are examples that are derived from a single quote. To determine whether 

or not these are actual critical success factors for Kameo, further analysis of the rest of the data 

is required. 

 

The last example we wish to provide of how we worked with the quotes comes from our 

interview with SID Bank: 

 

“There should be some regulation, but it should be made with sense. We have some 

really huge reporting systems about different interest rates, but we have such a small 

amount of loans … so it is not necessary for us to have [these huge systems]. But we 

have to. So, regulation is always pushing us back” (Trajkovski, 2021: 00:17:09). 

 

In this quote three dots, also called an ellipsis, is added because part of the quote was omitted. 

In this case a comparison with another bank, which was deemed irrelevant for the meaning of 

the quote. Furthermore, square brackets [] are added to the quote to clarify the interpreted 

meaning of the sentence. These two methods are used throughout the data. 

Quality Criteria of the Research 

Justesen and Mik-Meyer (2010) list eight quality criteria of research studies that to a greater or 

lesser extent applies to the constructivist perspective. And since the choice of quality criteria 

is closely related to the individual perspective of philosophy of science, we will in the following 

section explain which of these have been applied to our research in order to ensure coherence 

and consistency between the different chapters, sections and subsections of the thesis. 

Coherence and consistency are quality criteria in themselves, with the aim of exemplifying 

high credibility and quality in the study (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). 

 

An important and present quality criterion for our research is reflexivity. Reflexivity is 

reminiscent of the transparency criterion but places greater demands on researchers. In 
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addition to reflecting on how we examine our research question and arguing for our choice of 

method, we also reflect on our own position and experiences and what they mean for the study. 

As constructivists, we attach great importance to our context. We are of the conviction that 

neither we as researchers nor the context can be detached from the object of research and that 

our positioning in relation to this is of crucial importance to the study. In other words, we 

actively reflect on our context. As thesis writers, it is for example the first time we are 

conducting a study of this magnitude, which has resulted in an exploratory learning process. 

As we continually became wiser, we adjusted our research design, interview guide, etc. – in 

accordance with constructivism, based on our new knowledge of what led to the most valid 

study (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). 

 

We also complied with Kvale (1997)’s ethical protocol (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). There 

are several constructivist scholars who equate ethical criteria with quality criteria. 

 

1. Obtain informed consent from participants 

2. Ensure anonymity if participants want this or if negative consequences can be foreseen for them if they 

are not anonymized 

3. Consider who should have access to data (also in the transcription process) 

4. Consider how critically you analyze your data and whether participants should have the opportunity to 

read and comment on the analyses before submission 

Table 8: Kvale (1997) Ethical protocol 

 

We initially collected oral consent from all participants in each interview. Here we inquired 

whether we could refer to them in the thesis and whether they or their company had a desire to 

be anonymized. Likewise, we asked if they were okay with us recording the interview. All 

participants agreed to be mentioned by name – both in terms of themselves and the companies 

they represented, as well as allowing us to record the interview. They acted as informants 

whereas the actual units of study were the companies and not their spokespersons (Andersen, 

2014). We actively chose to add our transcripts as attachments to comply with Kvale's (1997) 

criterion number 3. In this way, our supervisor and censor could access them if necessary, but 

they would not be published along with the thesis itself. We made this choice since some of 

our interviewees had asked to approve their citations, and as we did not want to cause any 

negative consequences for them or their companies. One explanation for the interviewees 
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wanting to approve their transcripts may be Andersen (2014)’s argument that professionals 

who work with numbers, including bankers, have great skepticism about research based on 

qualitative data. Having the transcripts approved also meant that we did not have to anonymize 

our interviewees and their respective companies. 

 

This section has explained the choices made in terms of methodology, philosophy of science, 

and research design of the thesis. In the next chapter, we dive into the data and perform our 

empirical analysis. 
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IV. Empirical Analysis 
 

In this chapter, we will briefly present each organization as well as their individual findings, 

and hereafter we will analyze the data gathered through the interviews. 

Organizational Descriptions 

 

1. MobilePay 

From MobilePay we interviewed Kalina Staykova, who used MobilePay as the case for her 

Ph.D. dissertation, therefore she knows MobilePay quite well, as well as other digital products 

and services being developed by the parent company; Danske Bank (Staykova, 2021). 

MobilePay is a separate unit from Danske Bank and therefore we categorize it as being a fintech 

that specializes in providing payment services. MobilePay launched a successful digital 

payment application in 2013, which, according to Staykova (2021), became successful due to 

its ease of use and NemID was not needed for initial identification, which is normally expected 

in a banking solution. Furthermore, the design was clean, intuitive, and modern. The 

combination of these characteristics made the application successful (Staykova, 2021). 

 

The individual findings from MobilePay include that Staykova (2021) provided both 

information from the perspective of MobilePay and Danske Bank. This gave us insight into 

how a fintech and an incumbent bank can work together. When asked about what factors 

influenced the adoption of digital services, Staykova (2021) answered that the biggest hurdle 

is technology. Incumbent banks typically have old core banking systems and integrating new 

modern digital services into these is a challenge (Staykova, 2021) Furthermore, Staykova 

(2021) speaks about the balance between increasing security requirements and maintaining a 

good customer experience. MobilePay has managed to solve this problem by creating a 

staircase model, where different levels of security are implemented, ranging from password to 

NemID. The levels correspond with the amount of money customers can transfer using 

MobilePay and this differentiation gives customers more freedom to use the application 

without having to go through significant identification processes unless they wish to transfer 

larger sums (Staykova, 2021). 
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2. BBVA 

From BBVA we interviewed Ana Isabel Segovia. BBVA is a Spanish commercial bank 

operating mainly in Spain, however also in North and South American as well as Asia. Segovia 

is employed in the data regulation department, where the mission is to monitor the digital 

regulations that affect the business’ adoption of new products (Segovia, 2021). BBVA is 

working toward digitalizing its existing services and adopting new digital services that can 

replace older manual processes. The COVID-19 pandemic has forced the bank to adapt to the 

digital world and become better at providing digital services (Segovia, 2021). The bank is 

highly focused on providing great products and services and here customer demands play a big 

role. Segovia (2021) points to the bank being an industry leader and that other banks tend to 

follow their lead. 

 

The individual findings from BBVA include aspects of regulation due to the position of the 

interviewee. Segovia (2021) mentions compliance as an important factor of adoption, and 

BBVA is working toward improving processes regarding the onboarding of new customers and 

making sure new digital services comply with the existing regulation (Segovia, 2021). BBVA 

was the first bank in Spain to offer digital onboarding of new customers which was a big step 

toward digitalization and something that helped reduce costs for the bank, due to fewer visits 

to the physical branches (Segovia, 2021). BBVA is also seeking to promote a privacy-by-

design philosophy in their digital services in order to be at the forefront of regulation regarding 

data privacy such as GDPR. Digital services also allow BBVA to personalize products and 

target certain types of customers (Segovia, 2021). 

 

3. SID Bank 

From SID Bank we interviewed Tamara Trajkovski. SID Bank is a Slovenian government-

owned development bank. The bank does not provide any retail banking services, but instead, 

it provides loans for programs chosen by the Slovenian government. These programs include 

the construction of housing for the aging population, the construction of hospitals, tourism 

programs, etc. (Trajkovski, 2021). Trajkovski is the Director of Technology at SID Bank and 

therefore has extensive knowledge of the technological advances and the adoptions made by 

SID Bank. The bank has several digital services that it seeks to improve, however, many of the 

processes regarding loans are still manual. The loan process is cumbersome, and the clients 

have to go through an extensive application process, where some parts are digital, and others 
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are manual. Furthermore, the bank’s web services are embedded into an old core banking 

system, which the bank is now trying to change to improve the customer journey. SID Bank is 

adopting an identification product that allows them to identify and onboard clients online, 

making the loan process easier for the clients (Trajkovski, 2021). 

 

The individual findings from SID Bank include that the bank does not see itself as digitally 

mature compared to competitors. Trajkovski (2021) points to the problem being that the bank 

is government-backed, which requires extensive reporting. The regulation also plays an 

important role for the bank. After the extensive reporting, substantial regulation follows, even 

though the bank provides fewer loans than its competitors. This pushes SID Bank back 

(Trajkovski, 2021). According to Trajkovski (2021), the bank also struggles with support from 

the executive level management and this affects the bank’s ability to adopt new digital services. 

Being a government-backed bank means it does not have to push as hard for digital adoptions 

because the competition is limited compared to a retail bank. SID Bank needs a culture change 

if it wants to be more successful in its digitalization efforts (Trajkovski, 2021). The bank also 

struggles with regulatory challenges when it comes to security. SID Bank is not allowed to use 

cloud solutions but can only adopt services that can be hosted on-premises. This affects the 

customers, since the best digital services right now are cloud-based, and therefore SID Bank is 

sometimes forced to adopt a mediocre product due to regulation (Trajkovski, 2021). 

 

4. SEB International Private Banking 

From SEB International Private Banking we interviewed Reidunn Bjunes and Erik Jahreskog. 

SEB International Private Banking is a Luxembourgian division of the Swedish investment 

bank SEB Group that focuses on corporate and private banking. Throughout the thesis we will 

refer to SEB International Private Banking as SEB. Recently, SEB Group has pushed to an 

increasing level of digitalization, both internally due to COVID-19 and externally due to the 

increasingly digitalized world (Jahreskog, 2021). Bjunes (2021) points to the bank’s decision 

process being sped up due to the pandemic, and that COVID-19 has helped the bank make 

digital adoptions happen much faster. 

 

The individual findings for SEB include that the bank mainly develops and adopts tools for 

internal use, as that will allow the bank to later provide better services for their customers. One 

will enable the other (Jahreskog, 2021). Bjunes (2021) points to the cross-border context as 
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being a challenge for SEB. Sometimes regulation in certain countries is blocking it from 

digitalizing existing services (Bjunes, 2021). SEB focuses on private banking, and here it 

excels at personal services, but customer feedback shows that it needs to deliver on the digital 

side as well with services such as onboarding and basic functionalities in the e-banking service 

that are too complicated for the customers (Bjunes, 2021). 

 

5. Rabobank 

From Rabobank we interviewed Daan van den Eshof. Rabobank is a Dutch commercial bank 

operating mainly in the Netherlands, but with subsidiaries around the world. Van den Eshof is 

employed in the Digital Transformation Office, where the task is to increase digitalization in 

Rabobank. The bank is currently working toward improving its onboarding of new customers 

through digital adoptions. The goal is to make this process fully digital and mobile for retail 

customers (van den Eshof, 2021). Just as the other banks we have interviewed, COVID-19 has 

caused an increase in the use of the bank’s digital services, which has caused Rabobank to 

expand these services to be used in other parts of the organization. Van den Eshof (2021) 

mentions business lending and operations as examples of areas where new digital solutions 

were recently adopted (van den Eshof, 2021). However, Rabobank still has processes in place 

in areas such as compliance, legal, risk management, security, where data needs to be verified 

by employees. It is the goal that these manual processes are automated through digital 

adoptions (van den Eshof, 2021). 

 

The individual findings from Rabobank include that the bank regards itself as one of the most 

innovative banks in the Dutch financial services market, especially when it comes to 

onboarding new customers. The bank’s mobile application serves as the most important 

channel for customer communication and in recent years Rabobank’s strategy has shifted from 

communicating on traditional channels to a mobile-first strategy where most business-to-

consumer banking takes place through mobile channels. Rabobank is moving toward adopting 

this approach in the business-to-business area as well (van den Eshof, 2021). Furthermore, 

Rabobank emphasizes the switching regulations in the industry as a factor of adoption. Anti-

money laundering (AML) and PSD2 regulation play a big role for a big bank such as Rabobank 

and the bank prefers to be on the safe side of these and does not take risks. The bank is careful 

with its reputation and would rather be behind than ending up getting bad publicity (van den 

Eshof, 2021). 
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6. Signicat 

From Signicat we interviewed John Erik Setsaas. Signicat is a Nordic technology company and 

provider of identity services for both the public and private sectors. We categorize Signicat as 

a fintech because its main area of operation is providing digital services to various financial 

institutions. Signicat supplies the services to banks, and thus provides the tools to improve their 

customers’ digitalization (Setsaas, 2021). Signicat focuses on identity and onboarding, and the 

regulations that surround this. They provide a solution that enables their customers to comply 

with current AML regulations. Setsaas (2021) mentions that Signicat does this well, however, 

that it can always be improved upon (Setsaas, 2021). Signicat also works with business 

onboarding and is trying to sort out the issues that arise when trying to onboard an entire 

business. This is a complex process, and Signicat is working toward making it easier (Setsaas, 

2021). 

 

The individual findings from Signicat include a slightly different perspective as Signicat works 

together with incumbent banks that adopt their services, meaning Signicat’s customers are the 

banks. Working with incumbent banks is a challenge faced by Signicat because the banks are 

slow in decision-making, extremely risk-averse, and want to protect their reputation (Setsaas, 

2021). Setsaas (2021) points to one of the major factors of adoption being the perception of the 

users. Users want services as simple as possible and do not understand the implicit features of 

a digital service. They just expect it to work smoothly and if it does not the users will not adopt 

it. Therefore, focusing on people is imperative. Sometimes organizations tend to be blinded by 

technology and forget the users. This is a challenge Signicat seeks to address (Setsaas, 2021). 

 

7. Arion Bank 

From Arion Bank, we interviewed Dafina Morina. Arion Bank is an Icelandic commercial bank 

operating exclusively in Iceland. In 2017 the bank took a big step toward providing new digital 

solutions for its customers when it completely digitalized one of its branches. Traditional 

services such as cashiers were replaced by advanced ATMs and iPads where customers could 

conduct their banking business. Furthermore, the bank has adopted digital solutions that allow 

customers to have their credit checked and apply for loans through an entirely digital process 

(Morina, 2021). Arion Bank also seeks to improve workflows for employees in order to make 

internal processes less cumbersome, however, the primary focus is the consumers and 

especially the mobile application aspect of their banking services. With COVID-19 Arion Bank 



 

53 

realized it was lacking behind in digital solutions for their business clients as they to a much 

lesser extent were able to use the branches (Morina, 2021). 

 

The individual findings from Arion Bank include that the bank considers itself more mature 

than its competitors when it comes to the adoption of digital services. Arion Bank is privately 

owned, whereas its competitors in Iceland are government-owned and this gives Arion Bank 

more freedom and more space to digitalize as it sees fit (Morina, 2021). Arion Bank mostly 

targets the younger segment with their digital solutions and by incorporating services from 

subsidiaries such as insurance providers, Arion seeks to create one mobile application for 

everything. However, Morina (2021) points out that it is still important to focus on the older 

and more traditional segment, as these customers typically provide the most valuable business 

for the bank. Losing these customers is not something Arion Bank is interested in (Morina, 

2021). Arion Bank measures the success of its adoptions by following metrics such as new 

customers joining through digital channels, as well as customer feedback (Morina, 2021). 

 

8. Sparkassen-Finanzportal 

From Sparkassen-Finanzportal we interviewed Tobias Schlösser. Sparkassen-Finanzportal is a 

subsidiary of Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe, which is the biggest commercial bank in Germany. 

Throughout the thesis we will refer to Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe as Sparkassen. The 

organization operates in Germany and is only focused on the German market, where it has 

around 50 million customers (Schlösser, 2021). Sparkassen-Finanzportal develops digital 

services for Sparkassen and helps drive the digitalization of the entire organization. The 

German market has generally been slow at adopting digital services, but as with other 

organizations COVID-19 has made digitalization happen faster. This also applies to Sparkassen 

that provides online banking, as a core banking service, but has recently adopted near-banking 

services that enable customers to perform automated credit checks and financing applications 

online (Schlösser, 2021). The bank is working toward adopting more near-banking services 

and improving the user experience across digital services in order to stay competitive with 

fintechs. Furthermore, Schlösser (2021) points toward big tech companies such as Amazon and 

Google as being competitors of Sparkassen, because they are starting to offer financial services 

and they excel at creating great user experiences in their digital services. 
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The individual findings for Sparkassen include that the bank considers itself in the middle of 

the spectrum when it comes to adopting new digital services. Sparkassen is a risk-averse bank 

and when it brings something to market it needs to be sure that it does not play trial-and-error 

with its customers, which leads to the bank sometimes being behind its competitors. However, 

the benefit of Sparkassen is its size. So, even if the bank is not the first-mover, it has more 

power in the market and can thus catch up (Schlösser, 2021). One service that Sparkassen is 

behind with is the onboarding of new customers. According to Schlösser (2021), the 

onboarding process is too long and too complicated and a study made by the bank showed that 

only 10% of the customers that started the process actually finished it. This is one of the biggest 

challenges for Sparkassen (Schlösser, 2021). Regulation is also a challenge. Again, the bank is 

risk-averse and does not want to make any mistakes, which contributes to the slower adoption 

of digital services because that bank must be absolutely sure everything is compliant 

(Schlösser, 2021). 

 

9. P27 

From P27 we interviewed Claus Richter. P27 is a Scandinavian fintech company and provider 

of payment services that aims to build a cross-border payment system that will allow banks 

and eventually consumers to transfer money between countries using multiple currencies in 

real-time. We categorize P27 as a fintech, however, they are not a traditional fintech company 

in the sense that their goal is not to create revenue for themselves, but the goal is to create good 

and competitive services for the financial services industry at the lowest possible price (Richter, 

2021). P27 is an entirely digital business that focuses on developing digital and automated 

services that are to be adopted by banks. The goal is first to enable banks to do real-time cross-

border payments, and then later to expand the service so consumers can do the same (Richter, 

2021).  

 

The individual findings from P27 include that the organization’s perspective is similar to the 

one of Signicat, in the sense that they develop services that incumbent banks adopt. P27 is a 

startup, which means it receives some startup benefits such as a low degree of bureaucracy, 

quicker decision-making, and a higher degree of agility. However, the organization is funded 

by an owner structure consisting of banks, which means P27 does not have entirely free reins 

(Richter, 2021). One of the main challenges for P27 is the size of its customer base. The 

solution developed by P27 is to be adopted by 200 Nordic banks, which means that the whole 
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ecosystem must change in order to facilitate cross-border payments. This is something P27 

needs to take into account. P27 measures the success of their solution on whether it runs stably. 

Once finished it will become system critical infrastructure and will thus need to be available to 

the banks 24/7 (Richter, 2021).  

 

10. Shopbox 

From Shopbox we interviewed Andreas Iversen. Shopbox is a small Danish fintech company 

and provider of merchant services operating within the point-of-sale (POS) business. Shopbox 

provides complete POS solutions for smaller shops that allow merchants to create goods and 

price them through the associated platform, and to collect payments through either mobile or 

cards, as well as cash payments (Iversen, 2021). Shopbox has recently adopted a platform for 

the takeaway industry where restaurants can launch their websites or mobile applications on 

top of the Shopbox platform. This allows them to have one solution for everything. Besides 

having the basic POS functionality, the Shopbox platform gives merchants access to data that 

they can use to further grow their business. Shopbox aims to adopt automated digital processes 

that eliminate the places where mistakes can happen. Iversen (2021) points to the next step 

being integrating functionality regarding loyalty, allowing merchants to recognize repeat 

customers and make the right interactions with them. 

 

The individual findings from Shopbox include that the organization constantly evaluates what 

elements should be included in the Shopbox software. Being a fintech, Shopbox is not afraid 

of quickly adopting a service from a third party rather than developing it in-house. The better 

Shopbox is at integrating these third-party services into their platform, the more time and 

resources the organization can save (Iversen, 2021). When it comes to regulations such as AML 

and know-your-customer (KYC), Shopbox has created a smooth process where their customers 

can access the platform before being fully approved in accordance with the regulation (Iversen, 

2021). This is an example of how the fintechs are working with the regulation differently than 

incumbent banks. Shopbox measures the success of its services by tracking the number of 

customers using it. Furthermore, the organization relies on customer feedback loops in order 

to make sure a service is good enough before releasing it to the customers (Iversen, 2021). 
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11. Blocser 

From Blocser we interviewed Henrik Danbjørg. Blocser is a Danish fintech company providing 

merchant services to consumers. Blocser provides a digital cash register on mobile devices that 

allows consumers to collect income for services or products without having an employer in 

between (Danbjørg, 2021). Blocser sees itself as a challenger to the traditional financial sector, 

and according to Danbjørg (2021), this creates challenges for Blocser. He points out that the 

disruption of the service architecture of a fully-fledged bank creates challenges regarding 

customer service, compliance, reporting, etc. So, the initial goal of Blocser is to solve these 

challenges and mature the organization while growing the existing customer base (Danbjørg, 

2021). 

 

The individual findings from Blocser include that the organization separates itself from other 

fintechs by not seeking to create a better and leaner bank with a smoother banking application, 

but by wanting to create an easy and intuitive tool that consumers can use as the primary tool 

for their business needs without having to go through complicated business onboarding 

processes (Danbjørg, 2021). Blocser operates exclusively online and all its services are cloud-

based. Furthermore, Blocser is utilizing a fully automated eKYC solution that allows customers 

to onboard quickly and removes the need for manual processes for Blocser (Danbjørg, 2021). 

However, Blocser is still challenged by regulation, and according to Danbjørg (2021), this is 

due to the misconduct and complexity of the incumbent banks. He provides the example that 

Blocser has to prove it has a policy for how business will go on if its data center experiences 

flooding or fire, even though Blocser does not operate its own data center, due to the 

organization being completely cloud-based (Danbjørg, 2021). 

 

12. Kameo 

From Kameo we interviewed Jesper Johansen. Kameo is a Scandinavian fintech company that 

provides a digital investment and financing platform. The platform allows private and 

professional investors to invest in companies, particularly within the real estate area, as an 

alternative financing source for construction projects. Kameo is an entirely digital company 

and users sign up to the platform free of charge. Kameo provides its users with extensive 

knowledge about each loan they facilitate. Information such as credit and risk assessment, the 

identity of the borrower and their financial information, legal requirements, etc. is available 

through the platform, and investors can use this information to determine which loans they 
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would like to invest in (Johansen, 2021). Since its founding in 2014 Kameo has built up a large 

user base and has facilitated almost 400 loans, however, it is still a startup, so every area of the 

business needs to be improved upon. Johansen (2021) points out that Kameo has been focused 

on building the core product, which is finding and assessing new projects, but this has, to some 

degree, been at the expense of the user experience. Though, Kameo’s argument for this is that 

as long as the company provides enough successful projects, investors care less about the 

platform’s look, ease of use, and other non-essential services (Johansen, 2021). 

 

The individual findings of Kameo include that the organization is far ahead of its competitors, 

especially when it comes to adopting third-party services. Kameo uses third-party services such 

as credit check software, PEP (politically exposed person) control software, BankID, and 

NemID in order to save time and resources for themselves and customers (Johansen, 2021). 

Regulation plays a big role for Kameo because it operates within the real estate industry and 

here regulation is stricter than normal, due to this being a high-risk industry in terms of money 

laundering (Johansen, 2021). This also means that Kameo has to focus a lot on security. 

Contrary to Blocser, Kameo has chosen to have their services and data stored in their own data 

center, which according to Johansen (2021) adds a layer of security. In terms of measuring the 

success of digital adoptions, Kameo uses varying metrics depending on the product. Overall 

the organization monitors how many customers are using the new service if it is a customer-

facing adoption, and if it is a service for internal use Kameo monitors how much the new 

service reduces time and cost (Johansen, 2021). 

 

The table below provides an overview of the two types of financial institutions, their 

specialization, referring to their area of expertise, and the geography in which they operate. 
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Organization     Specialization  Geography 

Incumbent Banks   

Arion Bank Commercial Bank Iceland 

BBVA Commercial Bank Spain 

Rabobank  Commercial Bank The Netherlands 

SEB International Private Banking Private Banking   Luxembourg 

SID Bank Development Bank Slovenia 

Sparkassen-Finanzportal  Commercial Bank Germany 

Fintechs   

Blocser Provider of Merchant 

Services 

Denmark 

Kameo Investment Platform The Nordics 

MobilePay Provider of Payment 

Services 

Denmark 

P27 Provider of Payment 

Services 

The Nordics 

Shopbox Provider of Merchant 

Services 

Denmark 

Signicat Provider of Identity 

Services 

The Nordics 

Table 9: Specialization overview 

Deriving the Adoption Factors 

In this section the data will be compared according to the different factors that influence 

adoption of digital services in financial institutions. 

 

Segovia (2021) mentions BBVA's asset size as a reason for the bank being so far ahead today 

in terms of the adoption of digital services. The same goes for Sparkassen, according to 

Schlösser (2021). BBVA had the resources to digitalize quickly, which is why it is one of 

Spain's most digitalized banks. “I think the problem is the medium and small companies did 

not have the resources to do it because, in the end, this is a very huge investment” (Segovia, 

2021: 00:05:44). In other words, Segovia (2021) suggests that the smaller banks do not have 

the same opportunity to adopt digital services as the larger established banks have. The way 
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that larger and smaller banks earn their profits is different from each other. Larger banks try to 

reduce costs to maintain revenue whereas smaller banks need to generate some revenue to 

survive (Richter, 2021). This, Richter (2021) believes, is pushing the smaller banks to innovate 

quickly. At the same time, it is not in line with Segovia's idea that larger banks invest more 

heavily in digital services, as it is not cost-reducing behavior. Schlösser (2021) joins Segovia 

(2021) and argues that the strength of Sparkassen is their market position and existing business. 

Specifically, their large customer base which helps to ease their adoption process. “If we want 

to do things, then we have the power. Of course, we have to spend money, but compared to 

others, we do not have to put so much energy into it, because we have that basis and so it is 

easier to bring things into the market” (Schlösser, 2021: 00:10:23). Sparkassen and BBVA both 

seem to agree that it requires investments to generate profit and that even in established banks 

there are more ways to do this than just reducing one's costs. Segovia (2021) perceives it as a 

hindrance that the smaller banks are not as digitalized as BBVA, as a large bank BBVA has to 

cooperate with the smaller banks that for example may not have their own banking licenses. 

 

Another parameter that influences banks' adoption of digital services is, according to Richter 

(2021), their ownership structure. P27 is a newer financial institution owned by six established 

banks from the Nordic region. From the outset, the owners have invested a considerable amount 

in order for P27 to be able to create a fully digitalized business (Richter, 2021). Thus, P27 has 

not been slow to adopt digital services like other smaller financial institutions (Segovia, 2021) 

due to their ownership. “We are a small company, we do not have the bureaucracy, we can take 

quick decisions, we have more agility in turning around and doing something else. But on the 

other hand, we also have an owner structure which is the big banks” (Richter, 2021: 00:05:56). 

Richter (2021) believes that P27, as a small financial institution and subsidiary of the 

established banks, finds them somewhere in between the two in terms of their adoption of 

digital services. Morina (2021) also believes that the fact that Arion Bank is privately owned 

means that they have the decision-making power to invest in new technology which is not 

necessarily the case for government-owned banks. “I think we have more space to make those 

changes because with them comes a lot of costs and we are freer to act” (Morina, 2021: 

00:05:51). Trajkovski (2021) points out that as a government-owned bank there are heavy 

reporting processes since you have to prove that the state funds are used for their correct 

purpose. This also has an inhibiting effect on the user experience, because customers have to 

provide a lot of data to be considered for a loan (Trajkovski, 2021). In addition to being a 



 

60 

government-owned incumbent bank, SID Bank is also a development bank that provides 

money for special programs including unbankable customers that the state wants to support. 

These are companies that no commercial banks will lend to as there is no profit in it 

(Trajkovski, 2021). “For the commercial banks, it is really easy to adopt because they must 

adopt as they have a lot of customers” (Trajkovski, 2021: 00:07:38). In other words, one's 

specialization also has a say in one's adoption of digital services. Trajkovski (2021) is trying 

to influence SID Bank's culture as well as gain support from the senior managerial level to 

digitalize the business. Arion Bank, BBVA and Sparkassen all belong to this specialization. 

 

Bjunes (2021) also highlights geography as a digitalization parameter. “Typically, 

international private banks are domiciled in Luxembourg or Switzerland and to a very limited 

extent Liechtenstein where you have a very old fashion view on bureaucracy, and when you 

need wet ink signatures and when it needs to be physical presence, instead of digital” (Bjunes, 

2021: 00:14:09). This points back to the legislation that varies from one geographical context 

to another, which contributes to SEB still having relatively manual onboarding processes 

(Bjunes, 2021). Johansen (2021) agrees with this and points out that in Denmark banks are 

required to have physical copies of all their customers' passports, which is not the case in 

Norway and Sweden, for example. In other words, Kameo has to adapt its way of operating 

across its markets. According to Bjunes (2021), it is difficult to digitalize the decision-making 

process on whether to onboard a customer when working with cross-border private wealth, as 

this is a very different type of customer relationship versus, for example, with a retail customer. 

The customer relationship is thus also decisive for whether banks adopt digital services. 

Segovia (2021) states that BBVA's digital onboarding has enabled them to save a lot of money 

by making the branches redundant. Arion Bank, on the other hand, has actively chosen to keep 

its branches, but to make them as digital as possible (Morina, 2021). “There are some people 

that do not trust the digital solutions even though the bank is trying to go in that direction. So, 

we have to be able to afford that they do their banking business in the ATMs” (Morina, 2021: 

00:09:44). Morina (2021) emphasizes that this has enabled Arion Bank to retain the most 

valuable customer segment; the older generation who have the most money in the bank. What 

makes onboarding particularly complex is the requirement that you have to have KYC, which 

according to Staykova (2021) is necessary due to AML and fraud detection. Blocser has built 

a fully automated eKYC flow where the customer provides their data and is identified against 

documents using AI and imagery (Danbjørg, 2021). According to Danbjørg (2021), the process 
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is just as efficient and secure as if the customer showed up physically to identify themselves. 

P27 is also looking at introducing AI-enabled security measures that can provide real-time 

protection against, for example, phishing attacks (Richter, 2021). However, Setsaas (2021) 

does not believe that AI is mature enough yet, as it makes it much more difficult for banks to 

document that they comply with the law, which they must be able to prove as well as explain 

how it works to an auditor. By implementing security measures, banks can create trust in digital 

services, for example among the older segment, which is why this also affects its adoption. 

This could, for example, be in the form of two-factor authentication. Jahreskog (2021) believes 

that biometrics can help smooth the login process. At the same time, it must not be so smooth 

that the customer cannot sense any security measures at all, which in the worst case can result 

in them changing banks (Setsaas, 2021). Van den Eshof (2021) argues that the problem with 

biometrics is not technical, but that the legislation in the Netherlands, for example, does not 

fully support its application. MobilePay also experiences that they cannot use novel 

technologies to the extent they would like, as they are a financial institution that is more heavily 

regulated than, for example, a marketing agency (Staykova, 2021). 

 

A key issue for the established banks is that their core banking infrastructures do not keep pace 

with technological development, which makes it difficult to integrate new technology into them 

(Staykova, 2021). In continuation of this Ricther (2021) states: “The legacy systems are 

actually quite old, and they have a lot of performance and security issues” (00:12:00). Setsaas 

(2021) adds that the established banks are at the same time enormously risk-averse and thus 

may be hesitant to change something that may seem to work fairly well. Technological maturity 

thus appears to affect banks' adoption of digital services. Established banks must do away with 

the idea of having their development in-house and to a greater extent adopt digital services 

from third parties who are experts in their respective fields (Setsaas, 2021). Staykova (2021) 

agrees with this statement, as it will mean that the established banks will attach greater value 

to the maintenance of their existing IT operations than, for example, running with new ideas 

that must also be integrated into their chaotic infrastructures. In fact, several fintechs have set 

out to target the established banks and help them remain compliant as their legacy systems do 

not live up to the standards set by the law (Staykova, 2021). In Kameo, the diametrically 

opposite scenario occurs, as this fintech has just chosen to insource their development since 

they became too dependent on their outsourcing partners and as they wanted full control over 

the technical part of their platform (Johansen, 2021). “In general, there are so many 
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opportunities and so many things you can bundle and work together on within our ecosystem, 

so from my startup perspective, you really have to make these decisions about whether you 

want to develop yourself, who do you partner with and what do you outsource” (Johansen, 

2021: 00:22:23). As Kameo has insourced its development, it also operates its own data center 

where the organization itself must keep track of security (Johansen, 2021). Richter (2021) 

reports that by delegating their development to MasterCard, P27 will thus also have some of 

the world's highest rated data centers, as the global provider is forced to incorporate security 

in everything they do. In SID Bank, there are strict requirements that data storage must be on-

premises, which is why it is only possible to a very limited extent to use private cloud services 

(Trajkovski, 2021). Trajkovski (2021) knows that this is at the expense of the customer 

experience, as SID Bank cannot simply adopt user-friendly digital services and that the setup 

is not necessarily more secure, as global providers such as MasterCard probably have far more 

security officers. Johansen (2021), on the other hand, believes that you actually add a layer of 

security by having your systems on-premises, which Kameo also has. “We always face how to 

make the product easy for the customer, but also safe ... It is a balance that we have to make, 

and it is difficult sometimes” (Segovia, 2021: 00:23:56). Signicat's Battle to Onboard report 

shows that young people are most interested in speed and user experience, whereas the older 

generation attaches the highest importance to security (Signicat, 2020). Setsaas (2021) believes 

that the challenge is that users do not understand the limitations of security measures on user-

friendliness. 

 

PSD2 is European payment legislation that requires banks to have two-factor authentication 

and to open their APIs to fintechs for payment services (Jahreskog, 2021; Segovia, 2021; van 

den Eshof, 2021). Jahreskog (2021) believes that the legislation can push SEB to adopt more 

digital services and that it can actually be good for the customer experience. SEB also requires 

that fintech partners follow the same regulations as them (Jahreskog, 2021). According to 

Segovia (2021), on the other hand, customers do not think it is user-friendly for them to 

constantly indicate who they are via two-factor authentication. With the customer experience 

in mind, MobilePay developed a staircase model that, based on the amount the user would like 

to transfer, scaled to different degrees of identification and thus security. “I think this kind of 

differentiation of how people want to use it, gives you a bit more freedom” (Staykova, 2021: 

00:34:17) Rabobank is working meticulously to bring their own internal compliance protocols 

into line with PSD2, which according to van den Eshof (2021) is a time-consuming affair. The 
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incumbent bank would rather be a little behind than risk their reputation suffering a loss (van 

den Eshof, 2021). Schlösser (2021) agrees with this and believes that the careful obedience of 

incumbent banks is one of the reasons why they are behind technologically. Such legal 

considerations are something that fintechs oftentimes do not think as much about as incumbent 

banks do (Bjunes, 2021). According to Danbjørg (2021), the launch of Blocser was postponed 

due to the fact that the fintech had to live up to a lot of requirements that have been imposed 

on them, among other things due to the complexity and misconduct of the old banking industry 

and new regulation since the last financial crisis. Requirements that are completely obsolete if 

you start from scratch today (Danbjørg, 2021). “In order to go live we had to prove that we had 

a policy in place for how to continue business if our data center was flooded or burned down, 

and we do not even have a data center” (Danbjørg, 2021: 00:32:15). What both parties have in 

common, however, is that they must comply with the legislation imposed on them (Schlösser, 

2021). It is important for the big banks to remain compliant, which makes them less flexible, 

unlike the startups that operate in a non-regulated or less regulated world (Richter, 2021). 

Trajkovski (2021) also wonders why SID Bank, a smaller Slovenian development bank, is 

subject to the same expectations similar to what large commercial banks such as Deutsche 

Bank, for example, are. This hampers SID Bank's ability to adopt digital services (Trajkovski, 

2021). According to van den Eshof (2021), AML is the most important piece of legislation in 

the financial services industry. Johansen (2021) describes AML as follows: “Basically, it 

comes down to: do you understand what transactions go through your books, and part of that 

becomes: do you know your customers, and do you know where their money is coming from” 

(00:54:46). AML is a European directive adopted to combat terrorism, trafficking, and slavery 

(Setsaas, 2021). Danbjørg (2021) points out that the primary problem the banks face in regard 

to AML is knowing the customer. If you are not in control of this, you can, without being aware 

of it, launder money on your platform (Johansen, 2021). This results in many money-

laundering controls which, according to Johansen (2021), are far heavier on the established 

banks. In addition, the legislation is linked to the type of license you hold, for example, Kameo 

has a license as a payment service provider and not a bank (Johansen, 2021). There are thus 

divided opinions as to whether the legislation and its prosecution are the same for incumbent 

banks and fintechs. Segovia (2021) believes, contrary to van den Eshof (2021), that the General 

Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) is the legislation that will have the greatest impact on the 

financial services industry in the long run. GDPR is a European regulation that sets 
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requirements for how companies may handle and process their customers' personal data. All 

new products must comply with the privacy-by-design requirement and be compliant from the 

moment they are devised and launched (Segovia, 2021). The financial services industry is the 

industry in the world with the most data on their customers and according to Schlösser (2021), 

your bank knows everything about you based on how you spend your money – if you are 

married, if you have a happy life, to which schools your kids are going. Banks will only 

increasingly personalize their products based on customer data, which is why GDPR exists to 

protect the consumer (Segovia, 2021). Arion Bank also attributes GDPR as the main reason 

why they do not adopt digital services as quickly as they would like (Morina, 2021). Thus, 

legislation can also be considered an adoption factor. 

 

BBVA and Rabobank both point to the successful integration of new digital services as one of 

the challenges they face in adopting (Segovia, 2021; van den Eshof, 2021). If something goes 

wrong in the integration, it can lead to project failure (Segovia, 2021). Project failure is not 

very well accepted in large companies such as BBVA since large sums have been invested 

even though failure, according to Segovia (2021), is part of the process. “You have to be very 

confident of the success or no one is going to trust in another product that you offer. So, that is 

a problem” (Segovia, 2021: 00:22:33). It is best to fail early before there are too many resources 

involved (Staykova, 2021; Trajkovski, 2021). In Arion Bank, they have a learning-by-doing 

strategy regarding their adoption initiatives and then the customers decide what survives 

(Morina, 2021). The challenge does not lie with the technology, but whether the customers will 

adopt the products that are launched (Johansen, 2021). Setsaas (2021) adds that companies 

often take a technology approach when devising new products, whereas it should be about 

having the user in focus, as it is their behavior that is not so easily changed. For example, 

Rabobank discovered that their customers did not accept the bank’s app containing biometrics 

and Face ID in the way they expected (van den Eshof, 2010). Users are thus also an adoption 

factor. In Sparkassen, a concern among employees is that by adopting a lot of digital services, 

they will be made redundant (Schlösser, 2021). If you as an employee are not involved in what 

the company offers, then you will naturally resist it, Setsaas (2021) believes. In MobilePay, 

there is an exploration mentality, and employees are encouraged by senior management to 

explore new technologies as part of future projects (Staykova, 2021). In other words, employee 

involvement is also of great importance for adoption. 
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The following table gives an overview of the factors of adoption that were found relevant after 

the analysis of the data. 

 

Company Adoption Factors 

Digital Banking  

Arion Bank 

BBVA 

Blocser 

Kameo 

MobilePay 

P27 

Rabobank  

SEB International Private Banking 

Shopbox 

SID Bank 

Signicat 

Sparkassen-Finanzportal 

Asset size, ownership structure, 

specialization, geography, customer 

relationship, security measures, 

technological maturity, legislation, 

successful integration, users, employee 

involvement 

Table 10: Adoption factors 

Evaluation of Adoptions 

It can be seen that the financial institutions have different criteria that they measure in terms of 

successful adoption of digital services depending on the type of product (Johansen, 2021; 

Segovia, 2021), the customer type (Segovia, 2021; Staykova, 2021; van den Eshof, 2021) and 

the type of revenue (Danbjørg, 2021; Segovia, 2021). Several of the financial institutions are 

working more and more agilely (Bjunes, 2021; Iversen, 2021; van den Eshof, 2021). Bjunes 

(2021) hopes that this will lead to faster processes in SEB and that it can bring up their customer 

experience. “Feedback is one of our main topics in the agile process. The trigger for a change 

is almost always a customer feedback point, and from there the backlogs and roadmaps are 

redesigned” (van den Eshof, 2021: 00:24:46). Rabobank and Shopbox consult with their 

customers via feedback loops (Iversen, 2021; van den Eshof, 2021). Van den Eshof (2021) 

reports that Rabobank continuously registers feedback via customer interviews in areas with a 

large effect on customer experience, such as mortgages, payments, business lending etc. In 

Shopbox, they test new initiatives on merchants who are willing to give feedback on features 

before they go live with them (Iversen, 2021). Some of the financial institutions do not have to 

seek out their customers as actively as they are already very vocal, especially if there is 

something they are dissatisfied with (Jahreskog, 2021; Johansen, 2021). Others report 

business-to-business-to-consumer relationships with consumers in that the banks (Richter, 
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2021; Schlösser, 2021; Setsaas, 2021) and the merchants (Iversen, 2021), respectively, are their 

customers. 

 

The following table shows the success criteria that the financial institutions are actively 

working with. Several of these measures were the same across the organizations. 

 

Company Success Criteria 

Incumbent Banks  

Arion Bank Number of credit card applications, number of new 

customers 

BBVA Customer engagement 

Rabobank  Customer experience, perceived accessibility, perceived 

ease of use 

SEB International Private Banking Speed to market, customer experience 

SID Bank Loan processing time, number of loans granted, process 

cost  

Sparkassen-Finanzportal  Customer engagement 

Fintechs  

Blocser Reach of funds 

Kameo Credit process time, conversion rates, adoption rates 

MobilePay Adoption rates, customer engagement, number of 

transactions, retention rates, churn 

P27 Running in a stable fashion 

Shopbox Usefulness of features 

Signicat Number of transactions, failure rates 

Table 11: Success criteria 

 

The most noticeable was customer engagement (Schlösser, 2021; Segovia, 2021; Staykova, 

2021) followed by adoption rates (Johansen, 2021; Staykova, 2021), customer experience 

(Bjunes, 2021; van den Eshof), number of transactions (Staykova, 2021; Setsaas, 2021) and 

different processing times (Johansen, 2021; Trajkovski, 2021). The customer experience 

measure was only to be found among incumbent banks whereas the number of transactions 

criterion applied exclusively to fintechs. 
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Strategies of Financial Institutions 

Many of the financial institutions have a clear segmentation strategy and target their different 

audiences in different ways (Iversen, 2021; Morina, 2021; van den Eshof, 2021; Schlösser, 

2021; Segovia, 2021). “One of the advantages of the technology is that you can personalize the 

products. So, increasingly we are checking the products by different sectors, by different ages, 

by everything. Because we have more and more information. So, it is easier for us to target 

certain types of clients for certain types of problems, and it is going to be increasing” (Segovia, 

2021: 00:29:10). When you apply for a credit card in Arion Bank, for example, you are 

segmented based on your data and then offered different products depending on your financial 

situation (Morina, 2021). As part of working more agilely, SEB has gone in the exact opposite 

direction, Bjunes (2021) argues that by synchronizing their segments, they can work with the 

same type of customer who has the same needs and thus start offering centralized solutions for 

these. A niche segment in banking is unbankable customers, a general term that refers to 

digitally illiterate customers such as less able-bodied (Setsaas, 2021) and partly elderly 

(Segovia, 2021). Setsaas (2021) points out that inclusion today is an important design 

parameter, but that addressing this segment can be a challenge. “Without the branches, the only 

way to have relations with the bank is digitally and there are elderly people that do not have 

this access. So, that is why we try to maintain the branches but less and less because society is 

changing and, in the end, we have to suppose that everybody will have this access” (Segovia, 

2021: 00:30:10). However, MobilePay and Rabobank do not believe that one cannot generalize 

on the older segment in this way, they both experience that several of their older users are 

relatively tech savvy (Staykova, 2021; van den Eshof, 2021). SEB accommodates this segment 

which is why the traditional banking services will remain (Bjunes, 2021). Bjunes (2021) reports 

that COVID-19 has been an obstacle to servicing the segment as they usually do, for example 

through physical contact. In Europe, unbankable customers are not as big a problem as, for 

example, in South America where it concerns a much larger part of the population than the 

elderly. In these locations, BBVA targets the segment using emerging technologies such as 

mobile payments (Segovia, 2021). According to Richter (2021), the smaller Danish banks have 

addressed their own technical difficulties by having common IT providers such as BEC, SDC 

and Bankdata, as none of them have their own development. 
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Whether banks have a computer, mobile or multi-channel strategy depends on various 

parameters. “We have so much information on the projects, that we have decided to keep it as 

a desktop-friendly version because we would like investors to not just do a one-click 

investment and then blame us afterward, if it goes wrong, but to actually have the investment 

thought through” (Johansen, 2021: 00:17:49). Kameo's product thus determines their choice of 

strategy. Richter (2021) also states that P27's product is computer-based. In other words, being 

a fintech cannot be equated with pursuing a mobile banking strategy, which cannot be equated 

with the degree of digitalization. BBVA, on the other hand, is an example of an incumbent 

bank that is fully committed to mobile banking (Segovia, 2021). In 2019, their mobile banking 

app was recognized as a “leader” by Javelin Strategy & Research (BBVA USA, 2019). 

Although BBVA focuses more on mobile banking, it does not mean that it does not support 

computer-based banking at all. However, this is not a strategic channel, but according to 

Segovia (2021), it is to maintain specific customer segments such as the older generation. 

“Customer maturity is also important, sometimes we have all these ideas about what we can 

do with a product but then we discover that the customers are not mature enough to accept this” 

(Segovia, 2021: 00:20:46). In other words, a bank's customer relationship may well influence 

the strategy they pursue. 
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Company              Type of Bank 

Computer  

Kameo Fintech 

P27 Fintech 

SID Bank Incumbent bank 

Mobile  

Arion Bank Incumbent bank 

BBVA Incumbent bank 

Blocser Fintech 

MobilePay Fintech 

Multi-channel  

Rabobank Incumbent Bank 

SEB International Private Banking Incumbent bank 

Shopbox Fintech 

Signicat Fintech 

Sparkassen-Finanzportal Incumbent bank 

Table 12: Digital channel strategy 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Financial Institutions 

Incumbent banks and fintechs each have their strengths and weaknesses. As legislation places 

higher and higher demands on consumer privacy, the clear strength of incumbent banks is that 

they arouse more trust in this regard than fintechs do (Schlösser, 2021; Setsaas, 2021; van den 

Eshof, 2021). This may be due, among other things, to the role that the bank plays in society: 

“You still have to be aware that your main operation is to make sure all the money is transferred 

in a proper way and that the bank accounts are secured. That is still your main task as a bank” 

(van den Eshof, 2021: 00:35:06). Schlösser (2021) believes that the incumbent banks' expert 

knowledge regarding core banking services puts them in a favorable position to fulfill this 

obligation. With these competencies in mind, according to Danbjørg (2021), it will typically 

be easier to propose improvements to the existing business in incumbent banks than to assume 

the risk and uncertainty of innovating. The main problem that incumbent banks, on the other 

hand, experience is their legacy (Johansen, 2021; Segovia, 2021; van den Eshof, 2021). BBVA 
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is an old incumbent bank that has been through several mergers over time. Here, each bank 

came with its own platform and structures, which according to Segovia (2021) has made it 

difficult to offer anything agilely. “Sometimes the way the IT platform, structure, and 

application layers are made in banks is absolute spaghetti ... Some of the systems are built on 

application layers on top of old mainframe systems” (Johansen, 2021: 00:46: 12). According 

to Johansen (2021), the incumbent banks have limited opportunities to change their core 

infrastructures, as it will be enormously expensive and with a high probability of failure. 

Another challenge that incumbent banks have is the increased level of bureaucracy that results 

in a very slow decision-making process (Johansen, 2021). However, there are also examples 

of incumbent banks operating relatively agilely. Staykova (2021) highlights Danske Bank 

which has had a rather impressive history of innovation over the past 20 years. Fintechs, on the 

other hand, are far more adept at onboarding and user experience (Richter, 2021; Schlösser, 

2021). They are not victims of legacy systems and have the clear advantage that they start from 

scratch (Danbjørg, 2021; Johansen, 2021; Setsaas, 2021; Trajkovski, 2021). “The saying goes, 

if you are born digital it is easy to adopt, and it is true” (Johansen, 2021: 00:46:12). Something 

that fintechs according to Staykova (2021) became particularly popular for is that they support 

cheap cross-border payments, which incumbent banks do not. This is also P27's mission in that 

they are launching a new payment infrastructure for instant cross-border payments in Europe 

(Richter, 2021). One of the main strengths of the fintechs is at the same time also their 

weakness; their narrow product offering. This makes them more agile, but as fintechs grow 

larger, their customers will demand more products and services from them and if they do not 

deliver on this, customers will ultimately switch banks (Iversen, 2021). Richter (2021) believes 

that fintech services often cover everyday needs, but when it comes to more advanced needs, 

they fall short. “When trading stocks in Lunar you can buy Danish stocks and also some of the 

American stocks, but you cannot buy any English, German or Chinese stocks. It is very limited 

in terms of what kind of stocks you can actually buy. If I go into my trading interface in Nordea, 

I can basically buy any stock in the world. So, it depends on what you consider when you say 

they are better at adapting and adopting” (Richter, 2021: 00:28:01). Since fintechs are expected 

to have a certain speed to market, this can sometimes occur at the expense of compliance with 

AML (Bjunes, 2021; Jahreskog, 2021; Setsaas, 2021). Staykova (2021) does not believe that it 

is the large banks that should fear fintechs, she instead points to the smaller local banks that 

have fewer resources, innovative power, and speed as those who will probably be hit hard by 
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this. When the fintechs start to pose a threat, the big banks will acquire them (Johansen, 2021). 

“I think they are good for the industry because they kind of force the older institutions to 

digitalize quicker and to change their offerings and adapt at a speed that we have not seen 

before” (Jahreskog, 2021: 00:46:04). Segovia (2021), on the other hand, believes that it is the 

big techs such as Amazon, Apple, Facebook, Google, and Microsoft that incumbent banks 

should fear, especially when it comes to payments. Big techs are really good at user experience 

and finding out what the customers really want, which is where they pose a threat, adds 

Schlösser (2021). The big techs’ challenge is, according to van den Eshof (2021), that they 

have an image problem and people do not trust them in terms of their privacy and data. This is 

an opportunity for incumbent banks to expand into this technological area as well (van den 

Eshof, 2021). Bjunes (2021) imagines that this is what will happen to SEB Group over time; 

they will evolve into a tech company and to a lesser extent resemble a bank. 

 

In this chapter, we have introduced the organizations interviewed for the thesis, and the 

individual findings from each organization have been presented. Furthermore, our gathered 

data has been analyzed through comparative analysis of the different financial institutions and 

banking categories, and the major similarities and differences in how the organizations adopt 

and work with new digital services have been presented. This will lead on to the next chapter, 

where the analysis will be used to derive critical success factors for the adoption of digital 

services in financial institutions. 
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V. Results 

Grouping the Adoption Factors 

In the literature review, we chose to distinguish between digital banking, internet banking and 

mobile banking, despite the fact that digital banking as such contains all three categories. There 

are several reasons for this. First of all, it turned out that internet banking was an early area of 

research whereas digital banking and mobile banking are more present day. Secondly, it leads 

us to the following analysis that we will undertake. Here we compare the different types of 

banking from the literature review with the digital channel strategies from the empirical 

analysis. This enables us to assess whether there is a correlation between the adoption factors 

derived in the mobile banking literature and those from the interview organizations that 

followed a mobile-first strategy. By comparing the adoption factors from the two subsections, 

there were several of these that were reminiscent of each other, but which nevertheless had 

widely differing formulations. For example, technological maturity was an adoption factor 

among the interview organizations whereas perceived maturity was an adoption factor that 

could be found in the literature. As these, and others, were very similar to each other, we 

decided to group the adoption factors into overarching categories with associated adoption 

benefits and success criteria. Here we identified two primary adoption categories, respectively 

1) technology relating to the financial institutions' adoptions of digital services as well as the 

state of their core banking systems and 2) security, which has to do with the security measures 

that are put in place to safeguard these infrastructures. Thus, the two categories have a close 

connection with each other. The only adoption factor that was literally to be found in both 

subsections was security measures. This parameter forms the basis of the security category. 

The security category has no success criteria as none of the interviewees mentioned this as an 

area in which they measured their success. 
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Categories Adoption Factors Adoption Benefits Success Criteria 

 

Technology 

 

 

● Technological maturity 

● Relative advantage 

● Perceived maturity 

● Successful integration 

● Compatibility  

● Digital literacy 

● Leapfrogging 

● Increased ease of use 

● Easier accessibility 

● Reduced operating costs 

● Perceived ease of use 

● Perceived accessibility 

● Reach of funds 

● Failure rates 

 

Security 

 

● Security measures 

● Perceived trust 

● Perceived security 

● Perceived risk 

 

● Increased security ● N/A 

Table 13: Adoption factor categories 

 

In the literature, we identified a paradox among researchers as to whether Western banks or 

banks in developing countries were, or in theory should be, ahead with regard to the adoption 

of mobile services. Korir (2020) believes that banks in developing countries are ahead in this 

regard and that this is because they leapfrog outdated technologies that are not necessary for 

them to adopt so they can just go straight to the latest ones. Yussaivi et al. (2020) is, on the 

other hand, convinced that Western banks and their employees have the clear advantage that 

they have grown up with the technologies and are therefore super users of it, which is why the 

researchers are surprised that mobile banking, including mobile payments services, is not more 

widespread in Western banks. Likewise, we asked our interview organizations about what 

digital channel strategies they were pursuing. This could be either computer-based, mobile-

based or mixed via multi-channel strategies. We had an initial hypothesis that fintechs were 

further ahead in terms of adoption and especially the adoption of emerging technologies, which 

are typically supported by mobile platforms. However, we learned that both Kameo and P27 

pursue computer-based strategies either due to their products, customer relationships or 

security concerns. Thus, this points against Yussaivi et al. (2020)'s notion that Western banks 

are quicker to adopt mobile services in that it is not necessarily the best solution for all fintechs. 

Fintechs that pursue computer-based strategies are thus not necessarily behind in terms of 

digitalization, as this is typically intentional. However, it should be noted that only Western 

financial institutions are included in our sample, so we cannot conclude on whether Korir 

(2020) is right in that banks in developing countries are faster at adopting mobile technologies. 

Despite this fact, this perspective is still relevant to include as one of the organizations that we 
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are examining; SID Bank is a development bank that, among other things, provides loans to 

these countries. Thus, this research gave us a better understanding of the organization that we 

examined. 

 

It could also be seen in the literature that the question of security created disagreement among 

the researchers. Trust in mobile banking determines its adoption, which is why financial 

institutions must introduce security measures (Yussaivi et al., 2020). Locke (2020) believes 

that the lack of investment by financial institutions in security measures is causing them 

considerable recurring losses due to cybercrime. Bose and Leung (2009) states that legislation 

is a powerful tool for getting financial institutions to adopt security measures. Locke (2020) 

disagrees with this statement as the financial institutions instead of adopting security measures 

have chosen to take the fines as a result of their breaches as this was economically viable for 

them. Setsaas (2021) presents the same regulatory challenge and adds that it is partly related to 

the fact that the financial institutions must also be responsible for their results to their owners. 

Therefore, they may be inclined to bear the lowest cost at the expense of compliance with the 

law. In other words, they carry out cost-benefit analyses on whether it may be worthwhile to 

adopt security measures. Moghavvemi et al. (2020) argue that the introduction of mobile 

services in itself adds additional protection layers to the traditional banking channels. In other 

words, security measures do not need to be adopted to the same extent to safeguard an already 

secure platform. 

 

Several of the organizations point out that incumbent banks go further to ensure that they 

comply with the law, as it is important for them to build trust with their customers (Schlösser, 

2021; Setsaas, 2021; van den Eshof, 2021). At the same time, fintechs are criticized for not 

going as far in this regard, especially in relation to AML and KYC (Bjunes, 2021; Jahreskog, 

2021; Setsaas, 2021). According to Setsaas (2021), on the other hand, their reality is very 

different as fintechs are in the risk business. They are startups that need to innovate quickly 

and launch some services in the struggle to survive (Richter, 2021). Incumbent banks are forced 

to be extra careful as their core banking systems, according to Richter (2021), have 

considerable security issues. This also results in more intervening AML controls (Johansen, 

2021). Here, fintechs have the clear advantage that they buy their systems in a single package 

(George et al., 2013) and incorporate security measures from the outset (Bose & Leung, 2009). 

So, it is not necessary for them to allocate their resources in the same way as the incumbent 
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banks for example by hiring a lot of security officers as their infrastructures are already 

relatively secure. Nevertheless, fintechs must also comply with AML and KYC (Schlösser, 

2021), which is why Blocser, as part of creating an account on their platform, identifies users 

in real time and automatically rejects imposters using AI and imagery (Danbjørg, 2021). Bjunes 

(2021) speculates whether it is actually safer to have AI-supported onboarding flows as human 

errors do not occur. However, Setsaas (2021) believes that AI is also fallible. SEB requires that 

the fintechs they work with go to the same lengths as they do in terms of compliance with the 

law (Jahreskog, 2021). Thus, incumbent banks can influence fintech's way of operating and 

thus deprive them of some of their startup benefits. 

 

In incumbent banks, there has been a tradition of developing everything yourself (Setsaas, 

2021). According to Staykova (2021), this has resulted in the legacy problem as the incumbent 

banks have given priority to developing and integrating a lot of new solutions instead of 

maintaining the existing ones. According to George et al. (2013), incumbent banks' legacy is 

gradually increasing with age as it becomes more and more difficult to integrate digital services 

into the core banking system, which further hampers their adoption. Setsaas (2021) suggests 

that incumbent banks take a similar approach to fintechs and that they increasingly adopt digital 

services from third-party providers so as not to further escalate their legacy challenge. This has 

the potential to alleviate the paradox which arises as a result of the findings of George et al. 

(2013) as the asset size of financial institutions is not of equal importance when adopting digital 

services from partners. Shopbox for example experiences that they save time and resources, 

respectively, by focusing on their core business and by adopting quality services from third 

parties rather than trying to develop better solutions themselves in areas of which they are not 

experts (Iversen, 2021). Following this strategy will also be consistent with incumbent banking 

behavior, as these, according to Richter (2021), are actively working to reduce costs rather than 

seek out new business to maintain their recurring revenue. In other words, one will 

predominantly be innovative by having internal development, which is not cost-minimizing 

and theoretically does not agree with the incumbent bank mindset. 

 

Kiliari and Koesrindartoto (2019) do not believe that the banks should close down their 

branches as a result of the technological development, but that they should instead create the 

branches of the future without cashiers, etc. Arion Bank is a prime example of this. Arion Bank 

learned that the branches were the key to maintaining trust as an incumbent bank and thus 
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retaining their most valuable customers, namely the older segment (Morina, 2021). For Arion 

Bank, it is therefore good business to consider the inclusion aspect that Setsaas (2021) brings 

forward. In BBVA we see the opposite scenario. Here, Segovia (2021) reports that the branches 

are becoming more and more redundant as a result of the digitalization of their onboarding 

processes. This is due to the fact that BBVA has different approaches in their different markets 

and in that unbankable customers are not as big an issue in Europe as elsewhere. Likewise, this 

is financially viable for BBVA that saves a lot of operating costs on going more and more 

digital (Segovia, 2021). 

Deriving the Critical Success Factors 

In this section, we will derive the critical success factors, which are the basis for the successful 

adoption of digital services in financial institutions. To derive these we make use of the factors 

of adoption derived in the empirical analysis as well as the success criteria. These are compared 

with the adoption factors from the literature review in order to derive activity statements, which 

is the first step toward deriving critical success factors (Caralli, 2004). This process is 

illustrated in the appendix. 

Activity Statements 

The activity statements reflect what the organizations should do in order to achieve success, 

and they are derived by comparing the themes and concepts from the analysis with the literature 

and drawing links between the two. We have chosen to split the activity statements into three 

categories: statements that apply to the entire financial services industry, statements that apply 

only to the incumbent banks, and statements that apply only to the fintechs. In total twelve 

activity statements have been developed. These can be seen in the table below. 
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Type of CSF Activity Statements 

 

Industry 

● Comply with current legislation 

● Focus on customer needs  

● Increase perceived ease of use of digital  

services  

● Focus on increased data security and privacy  

 

 

Incumbent Banks 

 

 

● Manage integration of new services into old 

infrastructure  

● Focus on employees in the process of adopting 

new digital services 

● Retain more existing customers and attract new 

ones by having more efficient processes  

● Implement security measures to increase trust in 

digital services 

● Achieve technological maturity  

Fintechs ● Increase efficiency using third-parties 

● Ensure new services run stably  

● Increase usefulness of digital services  

Table 14: Activity statements 

 

The first category is the industry category. This category represents statements that we found 

applicable to the entire financial services industry. These are derived from themes and concepts 

that were addressed by both the incumbent banks and the fintechs in the interviews. 

 

1. Comply with current legislation 

Complying with the current legislation is one of the biggest themes in the interviews. Every 

organisation highlighted the importance of being compliant with legislation such as AML and 

KYC directives. These are a core part of every financial institution, and especially the 

incumbent banks are strict when it comes to complying. Their reputation among their 

customers is important and they cannot afford to be caught in a situation where they are 

discovered to be non-compliant (Schlösser, 2021; Setsaas, 2021; van den Eshof, 2021). Several 

of the fintech organisations also highlighted the importance of compliance, but also the struggle 

of having to spend valuable resources making sure services are compliant (Danbjørg, 2021; 

Johansen, 2021). Some fintech organizations noted that the specific regulation each 

organization needs to follow depends on the banking license held by the organization 

(Johansen, 2021). This could be an explanation as to why fintechs sometimes appear to put less 

emphasis on the regulation. For example, Shopbox is able to have their customers use their 

digital services, without being fully onboarded and having gone through all regulatory 
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processes (Iversen, 2021). This is because Shopbox is licensed as an e-money issuer and not 

as a bank (Danish Payments Council, 2016). Nonetheless, being compliant is one of the most 

important parts of adopting new digital services. Furthermore, legislation is a part of the 

literature where it appears as an environmental factor that influences the critical success factors 

for organisations (Rockart, 1979). 

 

2. Focus on customer needs 

Focusing on customer needs is another significant theme throughout the interviews. Both 

incumbents and fintechs agree that servicing customer needs is an important element in the 

adoption process. However, sometimes organisations forget this and adopt a service, where 

their assumptions about whether or not the service actually helps customers are wrong (van 

den Eshof, 2021). Generally, the incumbent banks seem to struggle the most with this, possibly 

due to their extensive legacy. The fintechs seem to solve this problem better by working more 

closely with their customers. Focus on customer needs does not specifically appear in the 

literature, however it does revert back to users and how the users perceive a digital service. If 

the user's perception of a digital service is not satisfactory, the adoption will not be successful. 

 

3. Increase perceived ease of use of digital services 

Besides focusing on customers' needs, increasing the ease of use of digital services is also 

important for the entire financial services industry. A general theme throughout the interviews 

was that if services are not easy to use, users will not adopt, and the adoption will not be 

successful for the organisation. Perceived ease of use is also mentioned in the adoption 

literature as an important factor of adoption (Alkowaiter, 2020; Kiliari & Koesrindartoto, 2019) 

and increased ease of use as a benefit of adopting digital services (Rodrigues et al., 2013). 

 

4. Focus on increased data security and privacy 

Focus on increased data security and privacy is the last industry-wide activity statement. With 

increased digitalization comes increased risk of security breaches and data leaks. Therefore, it 

is important that financial institutions keep their services secure and comply with regulation 

related to security and data privacy such as PSD2 and GDPR. Increased security and privacy 

demands are becoming an integral part of the financial services industry, and it is mentioned 

across all types of banking in the adoption literature. 
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The second category is the incumbent banks category. This category represents statements that 

we found applicable to only the incumbent banks. These are derived from themes and concepts 

that were addressed in the incumbent banks’ interviews. 

 

5. Manage integration of new services into old infrastructure 

Throughout the interviews, the incumbent banks were characterized by having a considerable 

legacy and this typically is not the case for fintechs. Therefore, a challenge for the incumbent 

banks is the integration of new digital services into their legacy infrastructure (Segovia, 2021; 

Staykova, 2021; van den Eshof, 2021). The incumbent banks need to manage this as they 

slowly progress toward a more modern digital infrastructure. Furthermore, investment into 

obsolete legacy infrastructures and successful integration of new services into these is 

mentioned in the literature as important factors of adoption (Anwana & Essia, n.d.; George et 

al., 2013; Locke, 2020; Polasik & Wisniewski, 2008). 

 

6. Focus on employees in the process of adopting new digital services 

Besides focusing on customers needs, the incumbent banks must also include their employees 

in the adoption process. There is a risk that the adoptions of digital services will make some 

employees redundant (Schlösser, 2021), which can make them resistant to change (Setsaas, 

2021). Therefore, the incumbent banks must establish a high degree of employee involvement 

in order to be successful in their digital adoptions. Some organizations mentioned it as an 

important adoption factor (Schlösser, 2021; Setsaas, 2021; Staykova, 2021). Furthermore, 

employee involvement is part of the critical success factors literature, where it is described that 

shared goals between employees and managers help reduce conflict and increase cooperation 

(Shank & Boynton, 1985). 

 

7. Retain more existing customers and attract new ones by having more efficient processes  

The incumbent banks stressed the need for having efficient processes when it comes to 

attracting and retaining customers (Morina, 2021; Schlösser, 2021). If new customers have to 

spend a significant amount of time going through manual processes, the banks will lose a large 

percentage of potential customers. Sparkassen provides an example, where the bank discovered 

that only 10% of potential customers that started the onboarding process completed it and 

became customers in the bank (Schlösser, 2021). To avoid this, incumbent banks must adopt 

more efficient processes. This reverts back to users and their perception of a digital service. If 
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the user's perception of a digital service is bad, the adoption will not be successful. 

 

8. Implement security measures to increase trust in digital services 

According to the incumbent banks, some customers had problems trusting new digital services. 

Arion Bank provides the example of their older customer segment being skeptical of new 

digital services. This customer segment is valuable to the incumbent banks because these 

customers are typically the ones with most money in the bank (Morina, 2021). Implementing 

further security measures can contribute to building trust in digital services and thereby 

improve the adoption of new digital services. Security measures and perceived security are 

mentioned in the literature as important adoption factors since the lack of security measures 

can cause unsuccessful adoptions (Martins et al., 2013; Yussaivi et al., 2020). 

 

9. Achieve technological maturity 

The incumbent banks are generally very risk-averse. This means they are hesitant to change 

something that works fairly well. Traditionally, incumbent banks develop their services in-

house, whereas fintechs seem to utilize third-party services to a greater extent. It would be 

beneficial for the incumbent banks to move away from this approach (Setsaas, 2021). Adopting 

new and improved digital services from third parties who are experts in their individual fields, 

will allow banks to maintain and develop their core banking services while still adopting new 

digital services. Technological maturity reverts back to the incumbent banks investing in 

obsolete infrastructure, which the literature suggests. Here, technological maturity is also 

described as an adoption factor (Anwana & Essia, n.d.; George et al., 2013; Locke, 2020; 

Polasik & Wisniewski, 2008). 

 

The final category is the fintech category. This category represents statements that we found 

applicable to only the fintechs. These are derived from themes and concepts that were 

addressed in the fintech interviews. 

 

10. Increase efficiency using third-parties 

The fintechs are already adopting third-party services in order to focus on their core business 

and leaving the non-core business functions to third parties that specialize in these areas 

(Iversen, 2021; Johansen, 2021; Setsaas, 2021). Being quicker in decision-making, fintechs 

seem to quickly be able to identify areas that need to be serviced by a third party. The fintechs 

need to continue to operate this way and make sure the third-party services are helping to 
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increase efficiency in the organization before adopting. Increased efficiency is also mentioned 

in the literature as a benefit of adopting digital services (Korir, 2020; Yussaivi et al., 2020). 

 

11. Ensure new services run stably 

For the fintechs ensuring that new services are stable and running smoothly is essential 

(Richter, 2021). As mentioned, the incumbent banks are risk-averse, which means they most 

likely would not adopt a service that was not proved to be completely stable, for example by 

waiting for another bank to adopt the service first. The fintechs however, are less risk-averse 

and quicker to adopt so therefore, the services they adopt could prove to be less stable. Having 

an unstable and unavailable product is damaging for the fintechs, especially since they typically 

have a smaller customer base than the incumbent banks. Ensuring services run stably reverts 

back to perceived maturity which is an important factor of adoption (Moghavvemi et al., 2020). 

 

12. Increase usefulness of digital services 

Besides having stable services, it is also important for fintechs to adopt services that increase 

usefulness (Iversen, 2021). Similar to the previous activity statement, the incumbent will 

typically not adopt something before they are sure that it is useful for the customers. Again, 

fintechs might be quicker to adopt new services, and therefore they must ensure that new 

services are useful for their customers before they adopt. Increasing usefulness of digital 

services reverts back to perceived usefulness which is described as an important adoption factor 

in the literature (Alkowaiter, 2020). 

Supporting Themes and Critical Success Factors 

The next step in deriving critical success factors is to group the activity statements through 

affinity grouping. Affinity grouping means grouping activity statements that share common 

characteristics, traits or qualities in order to create a common description of similar activity 

statements. After the activity statements have been grouped, each group is assigned a 

supporting theme. The supporting themes bring forth the underlying ideas and concepts of the 

activity statements within a specific group (Caralli, 2004). Activity statements that could not 

be grouped have their own supporting theme. In total eight groupings with a corresponding 

supporting theme were developed. These themes will be used to derive the critical success 

factors. It is important to note that there is no specific number of supporting themes needed to 

derive a critical success factor. Any number of supporting themes can be derived into a critical 
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success factor (Caralli, 2004). An overview of the grouped activity statements and supporting 

themes can be seen below: 

 

Activity Statements Supporting Theme 

Industry  

● Comply with financial services legislation 

● Focus on increased data security and 

privacy  

Ensure new services are secure and compliant 

with current legislation 

● Focus on customer needs  

● Increase perceived ease of use of digital 

services  

Adopt intuitive new services that address 

customer needs  

Incumbent Banks  

● Manage integration of new services into 

legacy infrastructure 

● Achieve technological maturity 

Reduce legacy systems and move on to newer 

technologies 

● Focus on employees in the process of 

adopting new digital services 

Increase employee involvement in digital 
adoption  

● Retain more existing customers and 

attract new ones by having more efficient 

processes  

Improve digital processes to maintain and grow 

customer base 

● Implement security measures to increase 

trust in digital services 

Increase trust in new digital services among 
customers 

Fintechs  

● Increase efficiency using third-parties Reduce costs by adopting third-party services 

that increase efficiency 

● Ensure new services run stably  

● Increase usefulness of digital services 

Ensure new services are available and useable 

for customers 

Table 15: Affinity groupings and supporting themes 

 

As the supporting themes provide the foundation for the critical success factors, each of the 

subsections below explaining the supporting themes, will result in the deriving of a critical 

success factor. 

 

1. Ensure new services are secure and compliant with current legislation 

This supporting theme combines two activity statements regarding legislation and data 

security. Ensuring compliance with legislation is perhaps the most important supporting theme. 

It is a core part of the financial services industry and organizations that are discovered to be 

non-compliant are penalized harshly by regulators. Therefore, the focus on legislative 

compliance has increased in recent years and will continue to increase as digitalization among 

financial institutions also continuously increases. Furthermore, ensuring that services are 

secure is an equally important part. Increased digitalization also means that there is a greater 
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risk of customer data leaks due to security breaches. Financial institutions serve as the 

backbone of society and therefore it is essential that they manage legislative compliance both 

in terms of data security and customer verification. This supporting theme thus leads to the 

following critical success factor: Manage legislative compliance. 

 

2. Adopt intuitive new services that address customer needs 

This supporting theme combines two activity statements regarding customer needs and ease of 

use. Addressing customer needs is important because financial institutions need to take into 

account who the users of the adoption will be, and not make assumptions about the users that 

might not necessarily be true. Instead financial institutions need to work closely with the users 

in order to discover their exact needs, while also making sure services are intuitive and easy to 

use. This supporting theme thus leads to the following critical success factor: Address customer 

needs with digital adoptions. 

 

3. Reduce legacy systems and move on to newer technologies 

This supporting theme combines two activity statements regarding legacy infrastructure and 

technological maturity. Reducing legacy systems is important as this means that the incumbent 

banks are not to the same extent restricted by them when it comes to adopting new digital 

services that are to be integrated into the existing infrastructure. Therefore, the existing legacy 

infrastructure should be modernized in order to ease the adoption of digital services. This 

supporting theme thus leads to the following critical success factor: Modernize legacy 

infrastructure. 

 

4. Increase employee involvement in digital adoption 

This supporting theme only has one activity statement attached. Focusing on increasing 

employee involvement in digital adoptions is an important part of the adoption process, because 

the employees are the ones who are going to drive the adoption. If the employees believe the 

adoption of a new digital service will affect them negatively, they will resist and the adoption 

will not be successful. Therefore, it is vital for the organizations to manage the role of the 

employees in the adoption process. This supporting theme thus leads to the following critical 

success factor: Manage employees’ role in digital adoption. 
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5. Improve digital processes to maintain and grow customer base 

This supporting theme only has one activity statement attached. The need for improving digital 

processes is important for incumbent banks, especially when it comes to attracting and 

retaining customers. Generally, customers will not adopt services that require them to go 

through time consuming and manual processes. Therefore, new services must employ efficient 

digital processes. This supporting theme leads to the following critical success factor: 

Continuously improve efficiency of digital processes. 

 

6. Increase trust in new digital services among customers 

This supporting theme only has one activity statement attached. Trust is important for the 

incumbent banks, because if their customers do not trust them, the bank will lose them. As 

mentioned earlier, financial institutions are an important part of society and customers need to 

be able to trust the banks in which they place their funds. Therefore, incumbent banks must 

increase and maintain trust in their digital services among their customers. This supporting 

theme thus leads to the following critical success factor: Build trust in digital services. 

 

7. Reduce costs by adopting third-party services that increase efficiency 

This supporting theme only has one activity statement attached. Currently, fintechs are making 

proper use of third-party services which increases efficiency and reduces costs for the 

organizations because it allows fintechs to maintain focus on their core business areas, which 

results in better products and services for their customers. This supporting theme thus leads to 

the following critical success factor: Deploy cost-effective digital adoptions. 

 

8. Ensure new services are available and useful for customers 

This supporting theme combines two activity statements regarding stable operations and 

usefulness of services. Ensuring new services run stably is important for fintechs because their 

customer base is usually smaller and more varying, meaning customers come and go quicker 

than in the case of incumbent banks. Therefore, running a stable and useful operation is 

essential to ensure satisfaction. This supporting theme thus leads to the following critical 

success factor: Maintain operational efficiency and usefulness. 

 

In total this provides us with eight critical success factors for the adoption of digital services in 

financial institutions. An overview of these can be seen below. 
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Critical Success Factors 

Industry 

Manage legislative compliance 

Address customer needs with digital adoptions 

Incumbent Banks 

Modernize legacy infrastructure 

Manage employees’ role in digital adoption 

Continuously improve efficiency of digital 

processes 

Build trust in digital services 

Fintechs 

Deploy cost-effective digital adoptions 

Maintain operational efficiency and usefulness 

Table 16: Critical success factors 

 

In this chapter the results of the empirical analysis have been presented and eight critical 

success factors have been derived from activity statements and supporting themes. In the next 

chapter we will discuss the results, what they mean, and what further studies should be 

conducted. 
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VI. Discussion 
 

In the beginning of the thesis we proposed the following research question: "What are critical 

success factors for adopting digital products and services in financial institutions?" In this 

chapter, we will present an answer to this question as well as state what this answer means and 

suggest what future research might be. Furthermore, limitations and challenges faced 

throughout the thesis will be described. 

 

We have chosen to divide the discussion into three overall discussion themes: legislation, 

technology, and people. This is done because these are the three overall themes that the critical 

success factors cover and this distinction makes it easier to relate these factors to the literature. 

Legislation Theme 

We derived one critical success factor that relates to legislation: 
 

Manage legislative compliance 

Table 17: Legislation critical success factor 

 

This factor is about financial institutions' compliance with the law, which is paramount for 

successful adoptions of digital services. Manage legislative compliance is a critical success 

factor that applies to incumbent banks and fintechs, respectively. 

 

One of the major topics in this thesis is the discussion of whether legislation is the same for 

both types of financial institutions. We experience that the answer to this is not so 

straightforward as there are several phenomena that come into play in this regard. One of the 

things it comes down to is what type of license you as a financial institution have. Fintechs 

usually do not have their own banking licenses. They are typically payment service providers 

or e-money issuers. Fintechs must therefore cooperate with an incumbent bank through which, 

for example, they offer bank accounts. It is thus the incumbent bank's core banking system that 

fintechs are connected to, which is why it is the incumbent bank that has the overall 

responsibility for security. Secondly, there is also a difference in how intervening the AML 

controls are for the two types of financial institutions. With increasing legacy, core banking 

systems are also becoming more complex and unmanageable, which increases the likelihood 

of security breaches and data leaks. This causes the AML controls of incumbent banks to be 
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more intervening as auditors need to ensure that the performance and security issues of legacy 

systems are addressed. Thus, on several fronts, there seem to be greater expectations for the 

way incumbent banks operate. At the same time, incumbent banks blame fintechs for not going 

as far as them in terms of making sure they are compliant. Fintechs do not experience technical 

challenges in the same way, as they have been able to put together their services in a complete 

package consisting of modern components in which security is considered from the start. It 

may therefore seem that the fintechs do not go to the same lengths as the incumbent banks, 

which they are also not expected to do as they already have control over their data security. 

Despite this, the incumbent banks are in a position where they can impose increased 

requirements on fintechs as they do not have their own banking licenses and are forced to 

cooperate with the incumbent banks. This distorts competition as fintechs are unnecessarily 

required to go through the same rigid processes as the incumbent banks, which among other 

things means that they lose their flexibility to adopt new digital services as quickly. 

 

We find it surprising that it is the incumbent banks that blame fintechs for not having the same 

regulatory processes as them when it is the fintechs who are forced to cooperate with the 

incumbent banks whose technological maturity and security level can potentially have a 

negative impact on fintechs' brands. It is according to George et al. (2013) unproductive that 

incumbent banks police fintechs as competition between financial institutions will hinder the 

adoption of digital services – not just for fintechs but also for the incumbent banks who, instead 

of focusing on optimizing their own processes, spend time and resources on limiting fintechs. 

One of the interviewed incumbent banks perceived the increased expectations of them as an 

opportunity to get a better handle on their loose ends, for example to become even better at 

adopting digital services. This could be a more constructive approach instead of working 

against each other as it will ultimately have negative consequences for oneself. 

Technology Theme 

We derived three critical success factors that relate to technology. 

 

Modernize legacy infrastructure 

Deploy cost-effective digital adoptions.  

Maintain operational efficiency and usefulness. 

Table 18: Technological critical success factors 
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These are factors relating to the use of technology in financial institutions in which they have 

to perform well in order to succeed. Technology is playing an increasing role in organisations 

today and in financial institutions, both incumbents and fintechs need to manage their use of 

technology properly in order to become successful. For the incumbent banks the most 

important area that needs to be improved upon is their legacy infrastructure. The long-standing 

tradition of having in-house development in incumbent banks has created what is known as the 

legacy problem where incumbent banks prioritize developing and integrating solutions on top 

of the old infrastructure, which causes the infrastructure to become unnecessarily complicated. 

When the infrastructure becomes too big and too complicated, successfully integrating new 

services into it will be close to impossible. Therefore, reducing their legacy and modernizing 

the existing infrastructure by adopting newer innovative technologies, will make it easier for 

incumbent banks to further adopt new services in the future. Furthermore, utilizing third-party 

services to a greater extent is beneficial to the incumbent banks as well the fintechs because 

third-party providers are experts in their respective fields, and making use of these will allow 

the financial institutions to focus on their core products while still providing customers with 

new and innovative services. Many fintechs are already doing this, and the incumbent banks 

could learn from the fintechs in this regard. The fintechs seem to be quicker at identifying areas 

of the business that should be serviced by a third party. Typically, the business scope of a 

fintech is narrower than an incumbent bank, which makes it even more important that the 

fintechs focus on their core products and adopt non-core functions from third-party providers 

to maintain a certain quality in their offerings. The fintechs must also ensure that these services 

are cost-effective and contribute toward increasing the efficiency of the organization before 

adopting them. Furthermore, the fintechs, as well as the incumbent banks must maintain 

operational efficiency and usefulness. The incumbent banks are generally risk-averse, so they 

will typically not be the first-movers when it comes to adopting new services. Therefore, the 

risk of adopting an unstable service is less for the incumbent banks. The fintechs, however, are 

quicker to make decisions and must stay ahead of the competition. Therefore, the risk of 

adopting a service that is unstable is bigger, and the fintechs must manage this risk to ensure 

the usefulness of the services. Lastly, our hypothesis that fintechs to a greater extent adopt 

emerging technologies and that they are thus more digital was refuted. First of all, these two 

things turned out not to be synonymous with each other. In addition, some fintechs chose not 
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to adopt emerging technologies due to considerations of products, customer relationships or 

security concerns. 

 

The results of the thesis that relates to technological aspects of adopting digital services in 

financial institutions are mostly in line with the literature. George et al. (2013) makes the 

argument that banks’ legacy increases with age and that it therefore gets more and more 

difficult for banks to adopt new services into their core banking infrastructure. In line with this 

the results of this thesis indicate that incumbent banks need to make investments toward 

modernizing and thus narrowing down their existing infrastructure in order to achieve success 

with integrating new services. Korir (2020) and Yussaivi et al. (2020) make the argument that 

increased efficiency is a benefit of adopting digital services. This is in line with the finding that 

incumbent banks and fintechs, respectively, can increase their efficiency by adopting digital 

services. Incumbent banks do this by modernizing their infrastructure with new and innovative 

digital services whereas fintechs become more efficient by focusing on their core product by 

adopting third-party services. Furthermore, in line with Alkowaiter (2020)’s argument that 

perceived usefulness is an important factor of adoption, we found that it is important to ensure 

usefulness for organizations’ decision to adopt. The operational stability of the services is not 

specifically mentioned in the literature, however this reverts back to the usefulness of the 

service. Overall, the findings contribute to a clearer technological understanding of the 

adoption of digital services by financial institutions. 

People Theme 

We derived four critical success factors that relate to people: 

 

Address customer needs with digital adoptions 

Continuously improve efficiency of digital processes 

Build trust in digital services 

Manage employees’ role in digital adoption 

Table 19: People critical success factors 

 

These are the factors regarding the satisfaction of the people involved in financial institutions' 

adoptions of digital services that are customers and employees. Financial institutions must 

deliver on these to achieve successful adoptions. Address customer needs with digital 
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adoptions is the only critical success factor that applies to the entire financial services industry. 

The three remaining are all factors that are solely critical to the success of the incumbent banks. 

 

Something that distinguishes the way in which incumbent banks and fintechs adopt digital 

services is whether users' needs are in focus. Incumbent banks tend to think they know what 

customers want without necessarily consulting them. Fintechs, on the other hand, are conscious 

of including customers in this process as it is their perception of the services that dictate 

whether they survive or not. Customers are increasingly demanding efficient and user-friendly 

digital services. The incumbent banks are in a dilemma in this regard. On the one hand, they 

will have to satisfy this need through increased digitalization while at the same time 

maintaining the trust of the older segment that still values traditional banking services. In other 

words, the incumbent banks experience divergent needs across their customer segments. In 

order to retain customers, incumbent banks try to address multiple needs simultaneously. This 

is seen, among other things, as several incumbent banks choose to fully digitalize their branches 

instead of closing them down. Fintechs therefore find it easier to consult with their customers, 

as they only have to satisfy the needs of one customer segment. Instead, the incumbent banks 

have found a one-size-fits-all solution to tackle the dilemma they are experiencing. If the 

incumbent banks do not address the needs of the older segment, then no one will, as fintechs 

do not offer traditional banking services as they demand. However, if these customers feel that 

their needs are being downgraded in favor of other segments, then they will be inclined to 

switch to other incumbent banks with manual processes which they are used to and prefer. It 

is therefore important that incumbent banks maintain the trust of the older segment. They can 

do this, for example, by implementing security measures that make customers feel that digital 

services are becoming more secure to adopt. At the same time, it is not only customers who 

need to be included to ensure the successful adoption of new digital services. Likewise, 

employees must be involved in driving this process, as they otherwise may oppose it for fear 

of losing their jobs. 

 

We are surprised that being in the trust business, which incumbent banks are, is not necessarily 

associated with adopting digital services based on customer needs. However, this comes down 

to the dilemma that incumbent banks find themselves in, which is having to satisfy the needs 

of two customer segments, which they then address through a middle ground. As a financial 

institution, you must be extremely careful with this, as the respective segments may feel that 
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you are not listening to their specific needs. According to Kiliari and Koesrindartoto (2019), it 

is not only the older segment that is ready to switch banks in such a situation – more tech savvy 

consumers also have no second thoughts in relation to switching to more digital financial 

institutions that match their needs. When the incumbent banks think they know what customers 

want without conferring with them, then they tend to take a technological approach to their 

adoptions. This causes them to typically not address certain customer needs very accurately, 

but at the same time, according to several of the authors, these adoptions support financial 

institutions in becoming more efficient (Korir, 2020; Yussaivi et al., 2020), which is also a 

customer need of theirs. So, it is difficult for incumbent banks to satisfy the needs of both 

customer segments as they would like, which is why the future-proofed branches are 

supposedly the best solution right now as it contains the best of two worlds. Another way 

around this is to get the older segment to prioritize their contradicting demands. They want 

secure banking as well as traditional banking services at the same time, but these two 

phenomena are not necessarily related. According to Martins et al. (2013), this is due to the 

fact that these users do not consider digital services to be secure as they do not find them user-

friendly and therefore do not understand them and the security behind. When the incumbent 

banks get a handle on this, it will also be easier to address the segment's actual needs. If it turns 

out that the older segment, for example, prefers secure banking over traditional banking 

services, then the needs of the two customer segments will match and suggest that incumbent 

banks need to digitalize to a greater extent. 

Limitations of the Research 

In this section the limitations of the thesis will be described. Any research project will have 

limitations and challenges, and throughout the process we have discovered a number of these. 

The section aims to point these out and take a critical look at the thesis and our process. 

 

We have a relatively specific research question. We examine an issue solely from a financial 

institution perspective. This makes it more difficult for us to generalize our findings to other 

contexts than the financial services industry as we have not gained insight into other types of 

organizations than financial institutions. Despite this, we found that some of our findings were 

not industry specific and could still be generalized to some extent. The following are two 

examples of this. Firstly, we learned that incumbent banks had greater difficulty in adopting 

digital services due to their legacy issues and that fintechs being able to start from scratch had 



 

92 

an advantage in this regard. Furthermore, we discovered that fintechs are dependent on the 

incumbent banks as they do not have their own banking licenses and because they tap into their 

APIs. Something that the incumbent banks are worried about is that the fintechs they work with 

do not go to the same lengths in terms of compliance with legislation and that this will be 

negatively reflected on them. One way to address this is by making it a prerequisite for the 

collaboration that fintechs have the same processes as an incumbent bank has. This could, for 

example, be that a certain number of security officers must be employed. This does not only 

ensure that fintechs comply with the law, but it also results in them losing some of their startup 

benefits such as their ability to easily adopt digital services. Another way around this could be 

to lobby for new legislation that will make it difficult for startups to operate. This applied to 

the adoption literature where the legislation was used as a means to get financial institutions to 

adopt security measures. Secondly, we made the discovery that it was not necessarily the right 

decision for the incumbent banks to close down their branches completely due to technological 

developments. Incumbent banks need to maintain trust with their customers, some of whom 

still value traditional banking services. So, a middle ground would be to future-proof the 

branches. The increasing digitalization is disrupting most, if not all, industries. Something they 

all have in common is that they will need to future-proof their existing business models in order 

to remain relevant. This does not mean that all physical or manual processes must be shut down 

completely, but that business models must to a greater extent be alternated, just as we see the 

incumbent banks do with the branches. For example, it was not that long ago that most 

companies communicated with their customers through the print media. This is a market that 

is declining drastically today, but which still holds opportunities and demand, nonetheless. 

Thus, it may seem that some organizations are less digitalized due to the strategies they pursue, 

but as in this example, it may be to intercept low-hanging fruits. 

 

Furthermore, working abductively, as we do, means that one’s approach is not predetermined. 

It is an exploratory learning process where you adjust your research as it progresses (Justesen 

& Mik-Meyer, 2010). For example, we continuously adjusted our interview guide when we 

found out what worked well in practice, but also depending on the type of financial institution 

we interviewed. This has complicated the comparison of data as the contexts changed from 

interviewee to interviewee (Wilson, 2012). That being said, incumbent banks and fintechs 

already have very different preconditions that must be taken into account when comparing the 

two. It will thus never be possible to completely avoid bias regarding a phenomenon, as we as 
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constructivist researchers cannot separate ourselves from the object of research. Therefore, 

some degree of methodological subjectivity will always exist (Egholm, 2014). The abductive 

study can easily be mistaken for not having an objective, as the focus from the starting point is 

quite broad, so as not to limit the study, and then it narrows down later depending on what it 

calls for (Adams & Schvaneveldt, 1991 in Saunders et al., 2007). Given our abductive and 

constructivist approach the list of critical success factors we developed will not necessarily be 

exhaustive or apply to the entire banking industry, because we examined a subset to infer on 

behalf of the total population (Andersen, 2014). 

 

The critical success factors method also creates some limitations and challenges for the thesis. 

The methodology requires interviews with employees that have a broad perspective of the 

organization such as executive level or management employees. These individuals were 

difficult to gain access to, especially in the large established organizations, which meant that 

for the incumbent banks, we had to rely on department heads and other employees that had 

relevant insights and thus could still contribute to the thesis, despite their non-executive 

position. 

 

Finally, the scope of the thesis has been limited by time in the sense that we had a due date. In 

order to overcome this limitation, we have conducted a research project that looked into the 

organizations as they were at the time of the interviews, and therefore was not dependent on 

researching the organizations over a period of time. Nonetheless, time was still a factor, since 

we constantly had to think about when to move to the next phase of the process in order to 

meet our deadline. 

Future Research 

In this research project, only Western banks are included, however we deal with adoption of 

digital services in banks in developing countries through the literature. These are compared 

with Western banks to derive something about differing adoption behavior. Therefore, further 

research could include banks in developing countries as well in order to ensure coherence and 

consistency in results across the studies. Furthermore, conducting research on critical success 

factors is an extensive and time-consuming process, which meant we had to narrow the scope 

and only examine them in relation to the adoption of digital services in financial institutions. 

For further research one could broaden this perspective and examine the adoption of digital 
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services in general to investigate whether similar parameters also apply in other industries. This 

would make the study more generalizable and allow other researchers to apply it in other 

contexts. Further research could also include the perspective of the user. Adoption of digital 

services rely heavily on the people who are going to use it and whether they will adopt or not, 

and thus whether the adoption will be successful or not. Therefore, including the perspective 

of the users could provide a more nuanced view into the factors that affect adoption of digital 

services. 
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VII. Conclusion 
 

The focus of this thesis has been adoption of digital products and services in financial 

institutions and how this can be done successfully. We investigate this by answering the 

following research question: 

 

What are critical success factors for adopting digital products and services in financial 

institutions? 

 

By using the critical success factors methodology we have sought to discover what the critical 

elements are that must be in order for the adoption to become successful. In order to ensure a 

broad perspective of the financial services industry, we have researched both incumbent banks 

and newer fintechs, and sought to discover the similarities and difference between these two 

types of institutions when it comes to adoption of digital services. Based on our data collected 

through semi-structured interviews with twelve different financial institutions, we derived 

eight critical success factors, where four applied to incumbent banks, two applied to fintechs, 

and two applied to the financial services industry. These can be seen below and serve as the 

answer to our research question: 

 
Critical Success Factors 

Industry 

Manage legislative compliance 

Address customer needs with digital adoptions 

Incumbent Banks 

Modernize legacy infrastructure 

Manage employees’ role in digital adoption 

Continuously improve efficiency of digital 

processes 

Build trust in digital services 

Fintechs 

Deploy cost-effective digital adoptions 

Maintain operational efficiency and usefulness 

Table 20: Critical success factors 
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The interviewed organizations, as well as other financial institutions, can use these critical 

success factors as guidelines as to what areas need to be focused on, and where to utilize the 

organization’s resources in order to become successful in their efforts to adopt new digital 

products and services. 
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IX. Appendix 

Process of Deriving Activity Statements 

To derive the activity statements we make use of the factors of adoption derived in the 

empirical analysis as well as the success criteria for the organizations. These are compared with 

the adoption factors from the literature review, and the factors that appear across the literature 

and analysis are used in the activity statements. The factors are represented by colors as can be 

seen below. Some factors do not appear specifically in the literature, however if these were 

mentioned by the organizations as being important, we chose to include them in the activity 

statements. 

 

Author Adoption Factors Adoption Benefits 

Digital Banking   

Alkhowaiter (2020) 

Perceived ease of use, relative 

advantage, perceived usefulness, 

perceived trust, social influence, 

compatibility, perceived security, 

awareness, cost leadership, IT 

policymaking, security measures 

Relative advantage, reduced transaction 

costs, increased efficiency, increased 

convenience 

Bose & Leung (2009) 

Kiliari & Koesrindartoto (2019) 

Korir (2020) 

Otieno & Ndede (2020) 

Internet Banking   

Anwana & Essia (n.d.) Perceived security, security measures, 

awareness, training, perceived 

usefulness, perceived ease of use, 

customer loyalty programs, asset size, 

competition, age of bank, digital 

literacy, gamification, public and private 

investments, IT policymaking, obsolete 

infrastructures 

Reduced transaction costs, reduced 

operating costs, increased productivity, 

increased ease of use, increased 

convenience, increased demand 

George et al. (2013) 

Martins et al. (2013) 

Polasik & Wisniewski (2008) 

Rodrigues et al. (2013) 

 

Mobile Banking   

Al-Jabri & Sohail (2012) Leapfrogging, perceived maturity, 

increased demand, digital literacy, 

relative advantage, compatibility, 

observability, perceived trust, perceived 

security, perceived risk, security 

measures, awareness, guarantee of 

funds, ethical handling of customer data, 

good customer experiences 

Serve unbanked populations, increased ease 

of use, increased security, reduced 

operating costs, increase in transactions, 

competitive advantage, increased 

efficiency, reduced need for staff, easier 

accessibility 

Gatali et al. (2016) 

Locke (2020) 

Moghavvemi et al. (2020) 

Yussaivi et al. (2020) 

 

Table 3: List of academic papers 
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Company Adoption Factors 

Digital Banking  

Arion Bank 

BBVA 

Blocser 

Kameo 

MobilePay 

P27 

Rabobank  

SEB International Private Banking 

Shopbox 

SID Bank 

Signicat 

Sparkassen-Finanzportal 

Asset size, ownership structure, specialization, 

geography, customer relationship, security 

measures, technological maturity, legislation, 

successful integration, users, employee 

involvement 

Table 10: Adoption factors 

 

Company Success Criteria 

Incumbent Banks  

Arion Bank Number of credit card applications, number of new customers 

BBVA Customer engagement 

Rabobank  Customer experience, perceived accessibility, perceived ease of 

use 

SEB International Private Banking Speed to market, customer experience 

SID Bank Loan processing time, number of loans granted, process cost  

Sparkassen-Finanzportal  Customer engagement 

Fintechs  

Blocser Reach of funds 

Kameo Credit process time, conversion rates, adoption rates 

MobilePay Adoption rates, customer engagement, number of transactions, 

retention rates, churn 

P27 Running in a stable fashion 

Shopbox Usefulness of features 

Signicat Number of transactions, failure rates 

Table 11: Success criteria 
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The data from the tables above were used to create the table below. Each activity statement is 

represented by a color that shows what data from the above tables were used to derive it. 

 

Type of CSF Activity Statements 

 

Industry 

● Comply with current legislation 

● Focus on customer needs  

● Increase perceived ease of use of digital  

services  

● Focus on increased data security and privacy  

 

 

Incumbent Banks 

 

 

● Manage integration of new services into old 

infrastructure  

● Focus on employees in the process of adopting new 

digital services 

● Retain more existing customers and attract new ones by 

having more efficient processes  

● Implement security measures to increase trust in digital 

services 

● Achieve technological maturity  

Fintechs ● Increase efficiency using third-parties 

● Ensure new services run stably  

● Increase usefulness of digital services  

Table 14: Activity statements 
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