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Mobile Banking and Big Data – Meeting the Promise
Knowledge@Wharton: We’re meeting today with Wharton marketing professor Eric Bradlow and Stephen Lewis, 
the lead analyst for Ernst & Young’s Global Banking and Capital Market Center. We’re going to discuss the huge 
role that “‘big data” is expected to play in the mobile financial services revolution now underway. Professor 
Bradlow is author of Marketing for Financial Advisors: Build Your Business, Bring in Clients and Establish Your 
Brand. 

What do we know and what don’t we know about big data, and how it can best be collected and used in today’s 
digital marketing realm?

Eric Bradlow: Well, we actually know quite a bit. The thing that hasn’t caught up is, we know a lot about technology 
and technology has really enabled the capture of individual-level data today. You mentioned mobile -- actually, 
it’s pretty easy to track people through their GPS, through their phones. It’s also easy to track what apps they’re 
using. It’s easy to track a lot of those things. The part that’s less well understood, still, is what to do with all of that 
data. And that’s why we started a center here at Wharton -- the Wharton Customer Analytics Initiative to work with 
companies to understand the data. But the data capture part -- that’s not the hard part. It’s the data inference part 
and making better business decisions -- that’s the harder part.

Steven Lewis: That’s absolutely right, certainly from the perspective of the banking industry. They -- just by sheer 
virtue of the sort of payments infrastructure and the cards that people use everyday -- have a huge amount of data 
on their customers. But most of them actually do relatively little with it. And if you think about the basic regulatory 
aspects of client relationships, every bank has to go through a process of “know-your-client” to protect against of 
money laundering. And as part of that, [they are] collecting a huge amount of data. What tends to happen is, it sits 
in silos, in compliance or in risk. They don’t use it to think about the customers, to think about the products and 
services they’re looking for, to think about how to improve service or improve profitability. So, Eric is absolutely 
right. The data’s there, but trying to move from that sort of thinking about how to mine it and make the most of it 
is a huge leap forward.

Knowledge@Wharton: What kind of data is most valuable? How can that information be used to create an affinity 
for brands, for products and for services?

Bradlow: I’ve always been a strong believer that behavior predicts behavior a lot better than other things predict 
behavior. We as marketers tell firms, “You know, it’s great to know demographics about people.” And it is. It’s great 
to know, especially in the banking industry – things like, psychographics, like risk-taking and risk preferences. That 
has a lot to do with people’s invest strategy -- those are good things to know. It’s great to know maybe people’s 
political views and other things. But if the goal of the business is to understand people’s future behavior and be 
able to monetize towards that future behavior by better discounts, better offers, tailored e-mails, tailored contacts 
-- your financial advisor contacting you when maybe you’re about to churn and the time is right – then [past] 
behavior is going to be your best predictor of [future] behavior. At the end of the day, a lot of data can be useful, 
but it really is -- as Steve said -- it’s going to be the focus on data that you have on behavior that’s going to help 
you predict that going forward.

Knowledge@Wharton: What kind of information is that? How do you leverage that? What does that information 
look like?

Bradlow: It’s literally the data that was mentioned, which is, you have people’s transactions data. So, that could be 
from the card you slip in every time you go to the bank, it could be Web traffic behavior, which can now be linked 
back to the individual customer. It could be -- if it’s a full-service operation, someone’s stock transaction data, 
which can then be linked back to the individual. It could be someone’s phone calls, e-mail contacts, all of this stuff 
in our new digital world and also, in our world of taking web-scraping software -- all of that can be linked back to 
the individual customer. And that’s where the power of marketing and individual-level marketing comes in and 
makes it feasible.
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Knowledge@Wharton: Banks must know they’re sitting on a potential goldmine, which hasn’t quite been mined. 
Are they getting closer to understanding how to use it?

Lewis: I think they are. It’s a fairly slow evolutionary process and some are much further ahead than others. And, 
interestingly, in some of the emerging markets, you’re seeing a number of banks -- Brazil is quite a good example 
-- where a number of banks there are, perhaps by virtue of the fact they are newer, haven’t got lots of really old 
legacy infrastructure. They have been able to harness some of the newer technology out there, not only in terms 
of data capture and data analytics, but also, in terms of providing access to products and services through mobile 
devices, through next-generation ATM machines. All of that means that the banks are moving forward.

The interesting thing is that there’s the passive data that customers give by virtue of the transactions, but 
then there’s also the active data that they provide as part of the basic banking relationship. And the recent 
global consumer survey that we did showed very clearly that customers are very willing to provide banks with 
information that goes beyond the sort of basic regulatory level, if it means they’re going to get a better service; if 
it means they’re going to get more targeted products and services.

It’s not about selling, it’s about providing a better service. Customers are actually also willing to keep that updated 
and to make sure the banks have current information -- willing to provide active data. There’s all this passive data. 
The issue for a lot of banks, particularly in the developed markets that have huge legacy infrastructure -- often 
as a result of merges and acquisitions over a period of years – is trying to create this framework that gives them 
access to data that enables them develop analytics to support decision-making. It is a big challenge.

Knowledge@Wharton: Which industries and companies are most successful in leveraging the data right now?

Lewis: Coming from a UK perspective, one that would spring to my mind would be Tesco, which is a huge retailer 
based in the UK, but expanding to other parts of the world. Over a number of years they’ve evolved their club card 
loyalty program to a point where not only do they collect a huge amount of data on their customers, but they also 
use it effectively. A lot of the offers and coupons that they will provide to customers are around core products and 
services that they buy on a daily or weekly basis. They are a poster child as to how you can really leverage all of 
the data you collect.

Knowledge@Wharton: Eric, would you give us an example of a successful industry or company that’s leveraging 
their data well, and which has lessons that the financial services industry could adopt?

Bradlow: That’s a great question and I agree with Steven’s answer, which is that the biggest challenge is linking 
these data infrastructures together. And when we first started our center here at Wharton, it was the Wharton 
Interactive Media Initiative -- that’s not what its name is now, but there’s a reason.

The interactive media industry as a whole, because of the way their philosophy is around digital data capture -- 
they have an infrastructure built to link data bases together to target individuals and they have the means to do 
it very easily, whether it’s through your mobile device, through the website, et cetera. I think [for good examples] 
you could look at Google, Facebook -- Amazon has done a tremendous job – and I would say E-Bay has done a 
very good job.

Now, here’s the thing that’s interesting -- as I travel around today to banks, pharmaceutical companies, et cetera 
-- they’re  for the first time actually hiring people from the online industries to teach them stuff about analytics 
and data capture. Because, again, these legacy systems -- they weren’t used to doing things that way. You always 
heard the story of traditional businesses sending people to these new businesses -- it’s actually now going in the 
other direction and I’m not sure I thought I would have lived long enough to see that happening.

Knowledge@Wharton: Some cross-pollination is happening. What are the most cutting edge things being done 
with data today -- the kind of data that mobile banking and other financial services companies might accumulate?

Bradlow: We held a conference here at Wharton … the Wharton Customer Analytics Initiative, it was the year of 
mobile, as it turns out. We brought in researchers from all over the world to talk about what they’re doing in the 
mobile space. I think mobile couponing -- in other words, GPS-based technology -- is going to revolutionize the 
way that targeting is done. This is something that everyone thought, but no one had proved. Does the distance 
you are from the store when you actually get a coupon matters? And you’d say, “Of course it does.” Well, of course 
it does once you observe the data and you show that that’s actually what happens.

There’s a tremendous opportunity in the mobile space to use GPS and tracking technology to monetize people’s 
location data. And think about the following -- what people buy is definitely informative about what they’re going 
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to do -- who they are -- very informative. But what about what they are? As I always joke with people -- I’m a 
different person depending on whether I’m standing out in front of Macy’s or I’m standing out in front of my 
local bar with my family about to go in for dinner. That context-dependent ability to send people coupons, price 
discounts, messages, depend on which Eric Bradlow it happens to be at the time, I think is a very powerful device.

Lewis: That raises a really interesting opportunity for banks as opposed to a lot of other merchants or retailers. 
Because the retailers see everything that the customer does with them, but the bank, through the credit card, 
through the transaction history, sees everything that the customer does with everybody. They get to see every 
side of Eric, rather than just Eric at the bar or Eric in front of a store.

The real opportunity for the banks is to develop a much more comprehensive profile of who their customers are 
and what they’re doing, how that behavior may be changing. And if you can then cross-pollinate that with the 
information they’re giving you about changes in their lifestyle, it gives you a much better opportunity to provide 
them with a much more tailored set of products and services. And you can do that for the broad retail base. You 
don’t necessarily need to have lots of bodies focusing on the high-end wealth space. If you use the data and the 
analytics more effectively, then even the mass market retail proposition can be much more tailored.

Bradlow: Steven brought up an excellent point there, which is -- I’ve always described the financial services 
industry, in some sense, as hand-to-hand combat. How do I differentiate myself? Well, I’d give you more contact 
and love than my competitor does. Well, the challenge is that’s not very efficient. So, I completely agree with you 
that the mass market opportunity is now there once you have data. Because we all know there are customers 
where … well, you have to spend more time on this customer than their economic [future value] portends. The 
minute you have data, then all of a sudden the cost of servicing customers goes way down. Now there’s an 
opportunity to broaden your customer base, still deliver them tailored value, but that’s called in a technology-
driven way. So, I think that’s an excellent point you raise and I think that can fundamentally change the banking 
industry -- I agree.

Knowledge@Wharton: It sounds as if many companies and some banks are quickly moving up the learning curve 
regarding what they should be doing with their data. But what opportunities will there be in two or three years 
once they’ve climbed that curve a little bit more? 

Bradlow: I’m hoping there’s a day and time -- it’s back to Steven’s earlier point -- where what I do at the 
supermarket might be predictive of my banking behavior. Maybe what I do with my insurance agent might be 
predictive of my banking behavior.

The problem never gets solved in the sense that -- I’ve recently gone around the country with a talk called “The 
Golden Age of Marketing” – and it’s never now. That’s because you always think you have the data you need. Ten 
years ago -- I can’t imagine I would have GPS data. Well, now you have it. I can’t imagine I could link someone’s 
transactions online with offline -- well, now you have it. The next two to three years, you know what? Mobile 
maybe. No one really effectively has mobile that linked in. But then it will become something else. Very soon, it’ll 
be not just mobile. Now it’ll be -- I don’t know -- maybe they can detect where you are in your home or something 
like that. There’s always the next frontier when it comes to data.

So, the answer is, if you tell me what technologists right now are working on to make tracking better, I’ll tell you 
what’s going to happen in two or three years. But until someone can tell me that, I’m not sure I have a great 
answer, but to say, if you can track it, you can monetize it. That much I do know.

Lewis: That is absolutely true. And if you think about where we are with the combination of the broader 
macroeconomic challenges and all of the regulation that is coming down the pipe that banks need to implement -- 
they are already going through a huge process of change in terms of business models, operating models, and the 
technology and the systems and the infrastructure to support those new models. They have an opportunity to go 
that extra step in developing the technology -- to do so in a way that delivers more than the core requirements.

It enables them to mine it and conduct the analytics that we’ve been talking. If they invest in that kind of 
incremental step now, then in two or three years’ time, you will see a step change in the way that banks can 
interact with their customers. But as the change is happening now, as the investment is happening now, so, too, 
that incremental investment in the analytics needs to happen now so that the data doesn’t just sit in various 
siloes, in various functions of the bank.
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Knowledge@Wharton: Are the banks planning to do it? Or is it a question of some will, some won’t?

Lewis: I think it’s definitely a question of some will, some won’t. I think more would like to than are probably able 
to due to sheer financial constraints. But it’s one of those things that, if there is the opportunity to invest in it right 
now, then definitely it should happen. The other thing to think about is that banks are not necessarily the experts 
when it comes to new technology. Is there an opportunity for banks to collaborate with technology providers? Not 
necessarily, [with] the online companies, but [with] others who can work with them to develop these services in a 
collaborative way so that they both can get something out of the end result.

Knowledge@Wharton: How critical is innovation in the mobile money space?

Bradlow: Innovation can be broadly defined. I think better tracking – in mobile – is very important. I think the 
ability to deliver targeted real time solutions, that type of innovation is crucially important.

The bigger issue, though, is -- a lot of times it comes down to human behavior and here’s what I mean. How used 
to are we going to get to targeted things coming up on our mobile devices? And actually, some of my favorite 
research that’s coming out today is about hyper targeting, which is [finding that] consumers actually do not like 
too much innovation, which leads to hyper targeting. So, “what do you mean you know my wife’s pregnant? I 
didn’t tell you my wife was pregnant.” But all of a sudden, I’m standing in the diaper aisle of the supermarket and 
you send me a mobile coupon on my phone. I’m like -- wow, that was kind of freaky.

And so, innovation -- I call that a necessary, but not sufficient condition for targeting. You absolutely need it, but I 
think there are all forms of innovation -- technology innovation, algorithmic innovation, data capture and let’s call 
it modeling innovation -- I think all of those are critically important. But I agree with Steven’s earlier point -- I think,  
when I ask my 15-year-old son and all his friends whether they’re that overly concerned about privacy and hyper 
targeting, he’s like, “No. If this gives me better products and services at a better price and faster, you can hyper 
target me any way you want.” So, it’s just old people like us that need to go away and stop worrying about it and 
let the young people be hyper targeted.

Lewis: On the broader question of mobile, to some degree, it is a generational thing. And we know, certainly 
from the research that we’ve done, the younger demographics are far more willing to embrace mobile technology 
-- not only because they are probably more tech savvy than their parents or grandparents, but also because it’s 
all they’ve grown up with. And so, they are less concerned from a safety and a security perspective than older 
generations are.

But I think the other point to make around innovation is which innovation do, the banks back? There is so much 
new technology coming out that so many different platforms -- it reminds me years ago of the Betamax VHS 
conundrum -- VHS won. But with all of the new technology out there at the moment, I think one of the things that 
is holding banks back is: Where do they place their bet? And I’m not sure anybody has the definitive answer to 
that yet.

Knowledge@Wharton: How can companies push the envelope on innovation?

Lewis: There is a reluctance to push it too far at the moment because there’s so much out there. Given that people 
have been talking about mobile, technology, banking, payments for a number of years now -- but it is probably in 
the last year or 18 months where it’s all started to snowball and we’ve probably reached that tipping point where 
the whole industry is going to expand. With so much going on, I think the envelope is probably being pushed on 
daily. It’s a question of which bit of the envelope you focus on and I’m not sure anybody has the definitive answer 
to that yet.

Knowledge@Wharton: How will the winners win? Banks have expertise in payment systems, capital, regulations 
and controls -- that whole technical side of banking where the regulators are watching every move they make. 
Competition is fierce. The Apples, the Googles, the PayPals of the world, Telecom companies, the retailers -- they 
all want a piece of the information business, if not domination. We talked about possible collaboration -- could you 
put in perspective? How that might fit together? Is there any one better-positioned than anyone else?

Bradlow: I always go in the following hierarchy -- I don’t think any of us know who’s going to win, but let me give 
you a preference order. If I had to invest my own money, here’s who I’d go with first -- the people that own the 
pipe and the infrastructure. We’re all using our mobile devices more. Someone has to pay for all those bits being 
transferred. I guarantee you … the people that own the pipe, they’re going to make the money.
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Let’s move downstream, the device manufacturers. It’s unclear. Is it going to be an Apple iOS system? Is it going 
to be something more open source? Who knows who’s going to win that battle and war? Let’s go one stream 
down from there, which is software and other stuff that goes on there. I think most stuff is moving towards open 
source. I think people that if you like, who bet their business model on, “I’ve got a better widget than your widget 
for your phone” -- well, someone’s going to probably create a freemium version of it, so I think that’s a challenge.

Now when you go the final step downstream, which is banks and other companies using that technology -- I think 
the answer is, you had better have something that can allow for people with different devices -- that are using 
different platforms to do it. Because if you bet on one technology, as Stephen said, that technology may not be 
the winner. I think you basically have to allow -- if it’s tablets people are using, if it’s their phone people are using, 
if it’s their desktop people are using -- I think they have to develop platforms that can be used through all of these 
different technologies. So, I’m going to tell you, if I had to invest my money, I’ll invest my money in the people 
that are paying for us and the bandwidth….I guarantee you they are making money.

Lewis: I completely agree with what Eric said in terms of that mobile infrastructure side of it. I would come at 
it from a slightly different angle. And if you think about the sort of transaction lifecycle and sort of the broader 
concept of banking, you know, there are certain things that banks have real skill in being able to do in terms of 
intermediating between someone with deposits and someone who needs a loan, understanding the risks involved 
with that. 

That is not something that technology companies or telecom providers have the skill and the expertise in. I’m not 
sure it’s something they want to be in because that would mean they suddenly have a whole host of new people 
trying to regulate what they do every day. So, I think we need to think about the different elements of banking 
versus banks and, therefore, who may be best placed to own, manage and exploit different elements of that life 
cycle.

The key question, if you think about it from the perspective of the end customer, is who is going to have the 
primary relationship with the customer? And clearly each type of provider, whether it’s a telecom company, a 
tech company or a bank -- they’re used to having that sort of primary interface with their customers. As you start 
merging and morphing and having banks doing some things and telecom companies doing other things -- who 
has that primary relationship with a customer? That is going to be a key driver as to who the dominant player is.

Knowledge@Wharton: Collaborators could quickly become competitors?

Lewis: Yes, and the other way around, as well – a ‘if you can’t beat them, join them’ kind of school of forced 
collaboration. Particularly where a lot of smaller banks are financially constrained, it can often lead to innovation 
and to new ways of developing products and services, to interacting with other people from outside the industry.

Bradlow: In some sense you could be a bank and have this great fear like, “Oh, my gosh, Google’s got two billion 
customers. If they ever got into banking -- they could take over. Facebook -- oh, they have a billion people.” Yes, 
but the thing is, they don’t have expertise in that area. So, you can always get paralyzed by these big companies 
that have a lot of reach. It doesn’t mean they necessarily have the expertise to do it. I thought that was a good 
point.

I thought the second point that was very relevant here was -- who’s going to have the primary relationship with 
the customer? You hear stories – Kindle and Kindle Fire has been a very successful product of theirs. You may not 
know, but they [Amazon] lose money on each Fire they [sell]. That’s because they want the primary relationship 
with the customer. They want the Amazon device to be the device where you’re doing web researching, buying 
products and services, et cetera. And the [reason] is because if it turns out to be an Apple device [that dominates], 
they may get squeezed out of the picture downstream. So, the idea of who has the primary contact with the 
customer -- that’s where the battle’s going to be won and lost. I thought that was an excellent point. I fully agree.

Knowledge@Wharton: Data plays a role in that because who’s ever in a position to collect the most data and use it 
well is going to have a head start in the relationship, I would think.

Bradlow: Certainly. If I have a job -- if I have a full-time job, it’s to understand the interplay between data and 
customer lifetime value, and also to understand the way to build engagement and the strongest possible 
relationship with your customer. So, data is the backbone of being able to kind of own the customer. So, I would 
agree.

Lewis: And I think that’s something where the banks do have -- they might not manage the data very well, but 
they do have a history of long-term relationships with customers. So, they have the opportunity to harness that 
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information over time and really develop a long-term, lifetime approach to the relationships they have with both 
retailer and business customers. That is something that the banks really should harness more than they actually 
do.

One of the things that people do least often is change their banks. There’s a real amount of inertia. That is 
changing. Banks do need to be aware that there’s more likelihood now of people switching than there used to be. 
But people tend, still, to have that relationship over a long period of time with their banking providers. In a sense 
is an opportunity. But others are also now developing long-term relationships with customers. As you mentioned, 
Amazon very much focused on that sort of lifetime value.

Knowledge@Wharton: What percent of total profits from mobile transactions do you think might be made up by 
leveraging collected data? In other words, if you look at the income statement of a bank four years from now, how 
much of their profit will come from banking services and how much might come from leveraging the data? 

Bradlow: Well, I can answer a different question, but that’s related, I think. 

You can always play the counter factual question of -- how much lifetime value or how much future cash revenue 
would you get from a customer if you know the following information sources? So, in other words, let’s take 
banking. If I only had their previous transaction data at this bank, what would be my targeting schedule, how 
could I monetize this customer? Let’s take a different view. Now, instead of just having that data, let’s imagine I 
had that data and their web traffic data. Now, what would be my targeting strategy? 

I don’t know that I can put a percentage on it. But here’s what I do know -- if I had all of these, as Steven said 
earlier,  disparate databases that are typically in siloes linked together, I could easily run the counter factual of 
how much does each additional data source add to my ability to predict what that customer’s going to do and to 
maximize profit from those customers? I think it’s not a trivial number. It’s why I do customer analytics for a living. 
But I can’t put an exact number on it. Big -- how’s that for a number? Big. 

Knowledge@Wharton: Big data will have big results?

Lewis: I’d build on the point that Eric has made. Yes, it’s impossible to put a number on it, but I think one way to 
look at where you can start to monetize the idea is that the cost of building and developing a new relationship 
with a customer is much more than the cost of incrementally selling new products and services to existing 
customers. So, if you have and harness the data and you exploit the technology to conduct the analytics, then the 
cost of selling that new product and service is going to be much lower, which will impact bottom line profitability. 
Putting a number on it is probably a little bit difficult. But I would say it would be in excess of whatever investment 
you’re likely to need to make.

Knowledge@Wharton: What haven’t I asked you that would be important for people to understand about big data 
and financial services? 

Bradlow: There’s a lot of bad science that’s going on. What I mean by that is people coming up with simplistic 
metrics that are going to predict how well a firm’s going to do or a way to monetize customers -- or, make sure 
your customer logs on three times on their mobile device because that’s predictive of X or Y. I hate to say it this 
way, but there’s a reason why people are trained in data science, there’s a reason why people are trained in 
financial analysis. There’s a reason why people are experts in lots of different fields.

I think this is the time where you can easily get overwhelmed by too much data. My advice to people would 
be -- hire people that know what to do with the data and know what to do with analytics. And that’s really the 
challenge. One of the challenges we face at Wharton is, we’re training people as fast as we can to do it, it’s just 
that the demand is massive. But make sure you hire people that know what to do with the data once it arrives. It’s 
not trivial.

Lewis: With all of the hype that is surrounding big data as a concept and mobile money as a concept,  there is 
a danger that -- and it’s not just about banks, but  lots of different types of organizations kind of get sucked into 
thinking, “We must do something.” And they’re absolutely right. They probably should do something. But that 
something will be very different depending on the type of the organization. So, I think the key question for me is 
who are your core customers? Are they business customers or retail customers? What are they looking for? If it’s 
about mobile, what do you need to provide them in order to satisfy their relationship? If it’s about data, you’ve 
probably got most of it already, it’s simply a question of figuring out how to make better use of what you’ve got.
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Also, talk to the customers and find out. As I said, certainly for the retail customers, they’re happy to provide 
additional information if they think it’s going to be valuable. And I would imagine that if we did a similar survey of 
corporate customers that they’d say exactly the same thing because at the end of the day, it’s in their own self-
interest to have products and services that are more targeted and that will hopefully get them a better value to 
them.


