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L
eaders of financial services companies have spent the last year running 

their organizations in ways they never could have imagined. The 

COVID-19 pandemic is causing operational, technological and financial 

challenges that are transforming banks, insurance companies, asset managers 

and other financial institutions in dramatic and long-lasting ways. Continued 

economic uncertainty, coupled with the rapid pace of change stemming from 

digital transformation, are among the biggest issues these financial services 

companies are grappling with. For these companies to meet the needs of their 

clients, they need strategies and solutions that reflect where they are now and, 

more importantly, how they move ahead in this changed landscape. 

To better understand the path ahead, Alithya partnered with CFO Dive’s studioID 

to survey 139 financial services executives. We asked them about the biggest 

challenges they’re facing in the year ahead, plans for profitability in an uncertain 

time, their top priorities for digital transformation and the areas in which they’re 

making the most significant investments. 

Here’s what we uncovered. 

ABOUT THE RESEARCH

In December 2020, Alithya partnered with CFO Dive’s studioID to survey 

139 financial services executives on the topic of digital transformation 

and business challenges in the year ahead.



Increasing regulation 6%

12%
Finding employees with 

the necessary skills

Pace of digital transformation 
needed to compete

13%

Continued economic 
uncertainty

53%
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YES, IT’S 
THE ECONOMY
When we asked our survey participants to name the biggest challenge 

their organization will face over the next year, more than half (53%) said that 

continued economic uncertainty is their biggest worry. In an environment 

where the majority of workers are still remote, schools haven’t completely 

returned to in-person learning, and further job cuts may still be on the way, 

it’s hard to see what the economic climate will be for banks, insurance 

companies and pensions. “Banks and financial services firms are obviously 

concerned with their loans defaulting,” says Mitchell Phillips, director of 

financial services at Alithya. “There’s worry that, because of the economic 

climate, people are not going to be able to pay back their loans.” 

Beyond the financial challenges, survey participants said that the rapid 

pace of digital transformation they need to compete is also an issue. Many 

companies in the financial services space underwent five years’ worth of 

change in a matter of months. Putting systems in place for employees to 

work remotely, as well as enabling customers to bank online and on their 

phones in a seamless way, suddenly moved to the top of the list. “I think 

what we’re seeing is much more focus on customer-centric tools,” says 

Michael Pilch, managing director at Alithya. “The economic environment may 

be uncertain, but connecting with customers, whether you’re a bank or an 

insurance company, is really important right now.”

What do you see as the biggest challenge 
your organization will face in 2021?

Changing customer landscape 5%

11%
Working in a remote/hybrid 

environment

1%Other
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THE PATH TO PROFITABILITY 
Among the bigger concerns of financial services companies during the 

economic turmoil of the last year is finding a clear path to profitability. The 

financial contractions that have taken place, along with the cost of technology 

needed to respond to the pandemic, highlights just how critical a focus on the 

bottom line truly is. Interestingly, the participants in our survey are using two 

different paths to achieve this goal. A nearly equal percentage (30%) chose 

cutting expenses or offering additional products as the way they plan to 

improve profitability over the coming year.

Of course, one of the ways many companies cut expenses last year was 

by reducing headcount. But Phillips says a smarter approach is to leverage 

technology so that employees are not cost centers; instead they are dispatched 

to more useful tasks. He cites an example of a banking client in Chicago that 

has 20 full-time employees doing account reconciliation. “The number of 

transactions that need to be reconciled is just growing exponentially,” he says. “If 

a bank can modernize their account reconciliation process, they could automate 

95% of that work and have those employees spend their time on more value-

added tasks.” 

Alithya offers solutions with multidimensional modeling and profitability analysis 

that enables financial services companies to drill down to the customer, 

product and geography level. “We help banks, insurance companies, asset 

managers and other financial institutions figure out which of their customers 

are the most profitable, which products are the most profitable, which channels 

and segments are the most profitable, and in what locations,” Phillips adds. 

Building and implementing these models, he says, helps clients understand with 

greater accuracy where to deploy their investments in order to profitably grow a 

business segment or geography. 

Acquire other organizations 12%

Add additional products 31%

Other 6%

How does your organization plan to improve 
profitability over the next three years?

Cut expenses 30%

Expand geographically 21%



What do you see as your organization’s 
top priorities when it comes to 

digital transformation?
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DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION 
PRIORITIES
More than two out of five financial executives believe the top priority for digital 

transformation is tackling the biggest and most pressing issues first. And no 

wonder: Last year put the importance of digital capabilities front and center. 

Financial services technology is in the midst of a profound transformation, 

with CIOs and other finance executives preparing to adopt the next phase of 

digital changes. 

The challenges are significant. In a competitive environment of increasing cost 

pressures, banks, insurance companies, asset managers and other financial 

institutions have to update their technology for both the client-facing and 

support services components of their businesses. In fact, a little over 25% of 

the survey’s participants said that they’re looking at a simultaneous migration 

of all tools to the cloud. And only 10% said they intend to keep most of their 

applications on premises.

Adding to this movement is the fact that the pandemic has placed tremendous 

pressure on technology capabilities. “When the pandemic first hit last February 

and March, companies were trying to figure out how to get enough technology 

for their employees to work from home,” says Pilch. “Now they’re more 

comfortable in this environment, but there are other issues to contend with.” 

Among them: cyber-security threats and a rapid migration of customers to 

digital channels. Most major financial institutions understand the need for action 

but are nevertheless in the early days of this transformation. They know it won’t 

happen overnight. 

Multi-department focus - 
putting out the biggest fires first 44%

Simultaneous migration of all 
tools to the cloud (Big Bang) 27%

Focus on one department 
at a time 14%

Remain on-premise with 
most of our applications 10%

Other 4%



An eternity 4% 

2-3 Years 47% 
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Almost half of the respondents in our survey said their digital transformation 

journey will take two to three years. Twenty-two percent of companies said 

they’ll get the job done in a year, while an equal percentage said it’s going 

to take three to five years. 

The differences reveal how far along on the transformation path these 

companies are, and how extensive the undertaking is. “A lot of financial 

services companies run on very old systems, and there’s just no easy way 

to get to a lot of the data, or it’s not collected correctly,” Phillips says. “That’s 

a big part of what we’re seeing in this digital revolution: the ability to make 

data easy and accessible, and to give employees the ability to take action 

from it.” 

As you begin your digital transformation, 
how long do you expect the journey to take?

“When the pandemic first hit last February 
and March, companies were trying to figure 
out how to get enough technology for their 
employees to work from home. Now they’re 
more comfortable in this environment, but 
there are other issues to contend with.”

MICHAEL PILCH, MANAGING DIRECTOR AT ALITHYA

1 Year 22% 

3-5 Years 22% 

Other 5% 



Changes are underway now 46% 

Automation of tasks and processes 46% 
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THE PAYOFF 
FROM DIGITAL
Nearly half of the respondents in our survey believe that the best possible 

outcome of a digital transformation is the ability to automate tasks and 

processes. About one in four financial executives went a step further and said 

that the best outcome would be gaining visibility and insight into their data. And 

almost all (96%) said their organization is moving ahead with new technology 

investments; nearly half (46%) said those investments are underway now. 

The ability to become more efficient and effective while gleaning better insights 

from data—seeing around corners—is at the heart of digital transformation. 

“The systems we build for our clients really help them become more proactive 

and inquisitive,” Phillips says. “When a financial executive is responsible for 

the growth of a business unit or segment, they need real-time, accurate 

data to decide which products and services are profitable, which clients are, 

and what geographies need more or less investment.” Without these insights, 

it’s difficult to make smart decisions about where to make investments in 

the business. 

To improve the accuracy of financial plans, banks and other financial institutions 

have to forecast deposits and loans on the balance sheet to effectively 

calculate items such as net interest margin, non-interest expense and income. 

And during these challenging times, they must also continually evaluate the 

impact of market volatility, changing consumer trends and shifting industry 

developments on their finances. Insight into all of these issues is easier to gain 

when digital transformation is happening throughout the organization.

What would be the best possible outcome of a 
digital transformation in your organization over 

the next year?

Gain visibility and insight into data 24% 

Reduce complexity of IT systems 14% 

Lower operating risks 14% 

Other 1% 

Financial crimes detection 1% 

When do you think your organization will move 
forward with new technology investments?

Within the next year 17% 

Within the next three years 17% 

Within the next 6 months 14% 

We don’t have any new technology 
investments budgeted 4% 

Three or more years from now 2% 



Finance/Accounting 
Department

53%
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WHERE THE MONEY IS GOING
Finally, we asked about where investments in new technology are being made. 

More than half of financial executives say they are directing investments into 

financial and accounting departments. Almost three out of 10 say that most 

new technology investments will go to back-office systems such as those in 

origination and payments. Other recipients of new technology investments: 

human resources, regulatory and compliance, and financial crime.

More than 50% of respondents say 
that their organization will direct new 
technology investments into financial/
accounting departments.

The findings make sense. With nearly half of respondents saying that their 

number one goal for a digital transformation is better visibility and insight into 

their data, investments in financial and accounting departments are a necessary 

component. And by automating more of these functions, companies can 

deploy their most valuable assets—their employees—to tackle more 

value-added functions. 

“The ability to analyze the data and understand where there are trends, but also 

being able to understand where there are opportunities, comes from greater 

visibility in that data,” says Pilch. “The more data you have, the more ways you 

have to extract insights that can help you run your business better.” 

These investments can also lead to cost savings and better employee 

engagement, he adds. “No one wants to be in that unsexy job of printing and 

copying,” Pilch says. “Analyzing the data is more fun than collecting the data.” 

In what areas do you see the most 
investment being made?

Back-Office Systems 
(Origination, Payments) 29%

Human Resources 8%

Regulatory & Compliance 7%

Financial Crime (AML, Fraud) 3%



The last year has not been easy for any industry. Financial services 

companies of all stripes have had to deal with disruptions and ways of 

working that they likely couldn’t imagine. Continued economic uncertainty 

and a predominantly remote workforce may be the biggest challenges 

they say they’re facing, but the headwinds of COVID-19 ushered in many 

more disruptions. Still, as our survey results show, these companies are 

committed to investing in the tools and technologies today to build a more 

successful tomorrow. Having a trusted partner like Alithya on this journey 

can make the whole undertaking less daunting—and ensure that today’s 

financial services companies become tomorrow’s leaders. With a dedicated 

financial services practice for Oracle Cloud solutions, Alithya works with 

financial services companies on a daily basis to realize performance 

improvements in areas including consolidation and close, operational 

transfer pricing, net interest margin planning and more. 

L E A R N  M O R E

https://www.alithya.com/en
https://www.alithya.com/en
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