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Technology, New Players, Outpace Regulators
Knowledge@Wharton:  How clear is the current regulatory regime governing mobile payments?

Steven Beattie:  The current regulatory environment can best be described as immature in terms of how it 
provides guidance to the mobile payment and mobile money industry, for a number of different reasons. One, the 
industry is very innovative. It’s jumping out with new ideas, new constructs, different ways of executing payments 
in ways that are very difficult to regulate. Over-regulation can lead to suppression of innovative solutions that can 
be offered to people who really need it. So I think that’s a significant challenge for regulatory authorities. 

Two, there’s remarkable innovation in terms of the currencies themselves that would be governed. It’s not just U.S. 
dollar or other currencies. We’re now entering a world where individuals are signing onto different technologies, 
portraying themselves through avatars and using virtual currency that doesn’t even truly exist. But it’s just 
recently started to be used to actually be able to buy physical products. How do you even begin to get your arms 
around how to regulate that from an anti-money laundering or terrorist funding perspective? This introduces a 
whole new way of conducting business.

The third complication: This is not just a banking model. We’re now dealing with different sectors. How do I 
regulate the telecommunications industry? How do I regulate money service businesses? How do I regulate 
banks? They’re all very different. And they actually have very different expectations. So it’s not a simplistic 
representation of, I have one regulatory construct that can apply across all sectors. There is a good bit of 
complication.

Now let’s multiply that by a global model. I’m going to be looking for regulations and governance to be rolled 
out in some emerging economies that are characterized at best as corrupt. So I’ve got corrupt economies. I’ve 
got havens for money launderers, ineffective regulatory regimes operating in some areas of the globe that will 
be supporting recipients of mobile payment and mobile banking products. So the answer on having an effective 
regulatory regime is a complex one. It requires the regulators to continue to look to groups to understand. There 
are a number of different groups out there that are putting out guidance – the Financial Actions Task Force or FATF 
has put out guidance on how to think about mobile money products. So you need to stay close to it.  I think many 
of these mobile money operators need to be working very collaboratively with their regulatory authorities to 
make sure the constructive solutions are eventually rolled out.

That’s going to create more opportunity for the industry. And just as importantly, it allows a roll out with 
measured, clear controls while still accomplishing the objective of innovation.


