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Katrina has experience advising global institutions on the application 
of emerging technologies in the financial services space. Previously she 

served as a product strategist and consultant at Ernst and Young, 
where she designed and tested the viability of digital products and 
business models. She holds a Bachelor of Science in Business Ad-
ministration from Georgetown University’s McDonough School of 
Business. 
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Vijay is an innovation leader and technology investor with a history of 
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ously served as Director of New Ventures at BBVA and is a multi-time founder.  
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founder and management consultant. He holds an MBA and an MS 
in Foreign Service from Georgetown University and a Bachelor of 
Science from Boston University.
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WealthTech ecosystems from Silicon Valley to New York and Geneva have 
spurred innovation by connecting companies, startups, investors, and external 
partners across the globe. At 500 Startups we anticipate that incumbent wealth 
managers will have an increasingly outsized role to play in startup ecosystems, 
particularly in the WealthTech space given the trends on our radar.

WHAT IS WEALTHTECH?

A combination of the words wealth and technology, WealthTech falls under the 
broader umbrella of financial technology (FinTech). WealthTech involves the 
application of digital solutions to improve wealth management and investing 
throughout the value chain.

Building a  
Vibrant WealthTech  
Ecosystem in 2020  
(and Beyond) 
By Vijay Rajendran 
Head of Corporate Innovation  
and Partnerships, 500 startups

and Katrina Vassell 
Corporate Innovation  
and Partnerships, 500 Startups
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At 500 Startups, we increasingly see WealthTech as digital solutions unbundling the private 
bank. In addition to digitizing existing offerings such as investment management and adviso-
ry, new technologies are improving the customer experience beyond its digital interface and 
re-bundling solutions around holistic value propositions.

Advancements in artificial intelligence, machine learning, quantum computing and more are 
enabling new capabilities for wealth managers and their clients. For example, artificial intelli-
gence and machine learning once used to detect fraud can be used to automatically manage 
spending and budgeting. Quantum computing can power investments in high return alterna-
tive assets ranging from private equity to real estate, venture capital, and even art.

Integrated account views can help wealth managers gain more holistic views of their clients 
to offer relevant and timely services.

While the culture of wealth management has been traditionally risk averse, wealth managers 
must uplift their technology to meet elevated customer expectations. By working with rather 
than against new entrants, wealth managers can bolster their expertise with the technical 
capabilities required to provide unparalleled insights to clients.

WHAT IS A WEALTHTECH ECOSYSTEM?

Any startup ecosystem is comprised of startups, corporates, governments, investors, and 
others collaborating to drive technological innovation and economic development. Along 
these lines, a WealthTech ecosystem is made of WealthTech startups and relevant stakehol-
ders bringing new technology to the traditional wealth management space.

In a thriving WealthTech ecosystem, coordination and aligning incentives creates value for 
all participants:

 ▶ Startups can gain access to funding and new markets, uncovering innovative pro-
ducts and services that disrupt industries, accelerate progress, and attract self-sustai-
ning cycles of investments

 ▶ Corporates can learn about new technologies and uncover complementary capabili-
ties with startups to modernize their offerings 

 ▶ Governments and foundations can forge resilient connective tissue between other 
ecosystem players to achieve impact-focused goals that help a local community, city, 
or region achieve intergenerational prosperity

 ▶ Investors can gain strategic and economic benefits by investing in startups with em-
powered founders and access to markets 
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Leveraging a WealthTech Ecosystem to Navigate the Wealth Management Landscape  
By engaging across a WealthTech ecosystem, both traditional wealth management firms and 
startups can better navigate today’s industry trends, from shifting customer preferences to 
new regulatory hurdles.

CATERING TO SHIFTING CUSTOMER PREFERENCES 

In the coming years, an estimated $30 trillion or more of wealth will be passed from Baby 
Boomers to their heirs, mainly Millennials. With this shift in wealth comes a shift in goals, mo-
tivations, and values.1 For example, two-thirds of millennials view their investment decisions 
as a way to express social, political, or environmental values.2 Disruptors like Betterment and 
Wealthsimple have reacted with a range of socially responsible investment (SRI) options to 
appeal to values-driven millennial investors.

At 500 Startups we have invested in Ethic, a tech-driven asset manager that powers the 
creation of sustainable investment portfolios. Ethic helps family offices, health advisers, and 
endowment foundations provide customized insights to clients on sustainability issues they 
care about while meeting financial goals. We see wealth managers leveraging technology to 
adapt their clients’ investment needs to meet socially responsible criteria.

ADDRESSING REGULATORY HURDLES

On a global scale, the wealth management industry is becoming more regulated. Govern-
ments are advocating for transparency in compliance through new regulations such as the 
United States’ Foreign Account Tax Compliance Act, the UK’s offshore investments Repor-
ting Funds Status (RFS), MiFID II, the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) and more. Standards have also increased in privacy policy, data management, and 
cybersecurity.

Since the global financial crisis of 2008, banks have developed internal policies and proce-
dures to meet changing regulatory standards and are in a position to help WealthTech 
partners meet new demands. Both legacy banks and WealthTech startups can benefit from 
the support and guidance of governments in adapting policies and procedures to regulatory 
standards.

ALLEVIATING MARGIN PRESSURE

The race for transparency along with increased competition have led wealth managers to 

1 https://www.pwc.ch/en/publications/2018/new-ecosystens-in-wealth-management.pdf
2 Ibid.
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offer passive investment management and automated solutions at lower costs. The 2018 FA 
Insight Study, which surveyed nearly 400 established wealth management firms, revealed 
that average profit margins in 2017 were 19.7%, down from 24.4% in 2016.3

Meanwhile, robo-advisors and other WealthTech startups have developed algorithmic  
systems to assess customer risk profiles and offer new products and investment strategies 
at competitive rates. Some robo-advisors like Albert, a 500 Startups portfolio company, even 
mimic the human interaction of financial advisors. Albert connects users with financial gui-
dance from an artificial intelligence program nicknamed Albert Genius, which is built to offer 
suggestions on how to manage finances.

While new entrants in the WealthTech space threaten incumbents by offering lower-cost ser-
vices, they also bring exciting opportunities for collaboration. To compete with new entrants 
and automate traditional services at scale, banks are collaborating with technology startups 
through various means: 

 ▶ Acquisitions: Banks are acquiring WealthTech startups to access new markets and 
bolster their technology. Recently Goldman Sachs acquired United Capital for the 
technology infrastructure to service mass-market customers with a net worth between 
$1 million and $15 million.4 

 ▶ Partnerships: Banks can also partner with WealthTech startups to increase margins 
without the capital commitment of an acquisition or investment. For example, Wells 
Fargo started collaborating with SigFig in 2016 for customers to use the robo-adviser’s 
technology and wealth management investment tools.5 

 ▶ Strategic Investments: Strategic investments are another path for banks to learn and 
benefit from disruptive technologies. BlackRock has invested in Robo-advisors (e.g. 
Scalable Capital) since June 2017.6

KEYS TO A VIBRANT STARTUP ECOSYSTEM 

Today’s wealth managers need to continually earn and justify their fees with performance 
and unique client insights. By building a strong WealthTech ecosystem, banks can learn 

3 https://www.forbes.com/sites/gauravsharma/2018/01/15/mifid-ii-will-put-pressure-
asset-managers-fees-and-increase-competition/#6a4b2df7ab0f

4 https://citywireusa.com/registered-investment-advisor/news/five-burning-questions-
about-goldman-sachs-post-750m-united-deal/a1234326

5 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-wells-fargo-technology-exclusive-idUSKBN13A1YB
6 https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/drake-blog-content/wp-content/

uploads/2016/09/21113915/DrakeStar-Partners-2019-WealthTech-Report.pdf
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about shifting consumer preferences, better navigate regulatory hurdles, and incorporate 
new technologies to operate at scale. Meanwhile, startups can gain access to expertise, 
capital, and markets, which corporations are increasingly in a position to offer. At 500 Star-
tups we anticipate that the symbiotic partnership between new ventures and corporates will 
contribute to the success of WealthTech ecosystems across the globe, benefiting govern-
ments, investors, and the community as a whole.

What is holding the Wealth Management industry back? The culture of wealth management 
has traditionally been risk-averse and slower to adopt new technologies. Shifting consumer 
expectations will rewrite the prerequisites for competition, pressuring wealth managers to 
adopt digital solutions and transparent pricing structures. Wealth managers need to work 
together and invest or partner with startups to bring new capabilities such as digital user 
experiences and sophisticated tools for investment that cannot be found elsewhere. The 
future of WealthTech depends on not just a few big banks setting the standards, but on the 
most trusted names in the industry adopting and integrating new products, services, and 
business models.
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Tal Sharon is a FinTech consultant specializing in analyzing the require-
ments of corporates and financial institutions in their FinTech transforma-

tion process. Leading hundreds of engagements between FinTech companies 
and global financial institutions, consulting regulators and government bodies 
in FinTech transformation and market education, and supporting the growth of 
FinTech companies. Based on a broad understanding of the FinTech industry, 
Tal is constantly orchestrating FinTech events, moderating panel discussions in 
global FinTech Summits and delivering keynote performances. In addition, Tal is 
a FinTech lecturer in several Academic institutions in Israel and abroad, and one 
of the curators for the first accredited FinTech course in Israel, and the FinTech 
Academy Program for financial institutions.

Tal is a certified Advocate and CPA, holds a B.A. & LL.B in  
Accounting and Law.

Tal Sharon
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A sustainable FinTech ecosystem matrix, in time, and depending on its growth 
rate, will echo outside the market into the region. Investors and multi nationals will 
have a closer look at the market and engage it to benefit from the local FinTech 
sector growth, injecting foreign capital to the market and easing the engagements 
for FinTech to grow outside of their local market. So which elements create such a 
vibrant FinTech ecosystem?

THE LAW OF 7

An ecosystem is an abstract term, the Cambridge definition of an Ecosystem  
is “all the living things in an area and the way they affect each other and the 
environment”. In time the term moved from the realm of living organisms to the 
business industries. It is used to describe the correlation between the various 
participants of a certain industry.

The thriving FinTech space we know today is unique in its nature from most tech 
industries. It is relevant to most aspects in life, being used more frequently than 
other industries and have the most impact on end consumers.

Creating a Sustainable 
FinTech Ecosystem 
Elements, Correlations  
and Impact
By Tal Sharon  
Managing Partner | Equitech 
President | FinTech-Aviv the Israeli FinTech Association
FinTech Lecturer at the Interdisciplinary Center Hertzelia and Academic College of Tel Aviv-Yaffo 13
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Cyber Security, as an example, is missing the effect of touching the end customer and in-
crease satisfaction. Most solutions are being implemented in a way that the end customers 
are not aware of. 

FinTech on the other hand is being relevant constantly, EY’s Global Fintech Adoption Index 
2019 indicates that global FinTech adoption rate is 60%, and increasing. Our interaction with 
financial services is frequent and constant, creating additional demand and opening a blue 
ocean of opportunities.

This unique interaction with end customers is one of the main elements which makes the 
FinTech ecosystem so important. We have mapped the 7 elements which set the matrix like 
a FinTech ecosystem. 

These elements are divided into two groups: four elements, positioned as the “Immediate 
Suspects”, and a group of additional three elements, the “Unique Contributors”. 

The Immediate Suspects:

These 4 participants contribute to the existence of the FinTech Ecosystem and can be found 
in various markets. Their level of participation, approach to innovation and invested capital 
varies in each market. The more active these participants the stronger the market is. 

1. Financial Institutions

Their role in the FinTech ecosystem is to promote innovative solutions, by either adop-
ting a FinTech solution or developing in house. When a financial institution introduces 
a FinTech solution to their customers, it in fact creates demand for additional ways to 
improve their lives. 

Examples of active financial institutions which promote FinTech can be witnessed 
throughout many markets. In Belgium, ING operates a standardized process with a 
long track record of adopting FinTechs and investing in them through their accelerator 
program ING FinTech Village.

2. FinTechs and Tech Giants

Many innovative solutions are sprouting from non-financial institutions. These partici-
pants, FinTechs and Tech Giants are operating in various FinTech segments, introdu-
cing innovative approaches to financial services. Their role is unique as they act both 
as enablers and disablers not only offering solutions but also forcing the financial 
institutions to stay vigilant, satisfying their customers and maintaining their position.
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FinTechs and Tech Giants create a strong market impact on a local ecosystem. Their 
capability to offer services remotely act as a market catalysator. Once tapped into a 
non-sophisticated market they challenge the local financial institutions, forcing them 
to evolve and improve regardless of the local competition at hand. 

3. Regulator

The regulator allows smother interactions between all participant in the FinTech 
ecosystem. FinTechs, tech giants and financial institutions’ interest in bringing new 
engagements to the market pose an opportunity to promote a competitive landscape. 

For example, it can provide a safe testing ground for FinTech to have proof of concept 
and direct access similar to the initiative of the Hungarian Central Bank, the MNB 
Innovation Hub. 

By doing so, regulators allow a competitive landscape for FinTechs, lowering their 
level of risk and easing processes for FinTechs from inception to growth. As a result, 
more FinTechs see the market as an opportunity when analyzing it. 

An option here is to ease legislation both by streamlining processes, having one point 
of access for FinTechs to apply for Electronic Money Institutions as being promoted 
by the Bank of Lithuania, signaling regional and global FinTechs to initiate a licensing 
process.

4. Investors

Funding is always an issue, in any market. The investors are in charge of injecting 
capital to FinTechs. Doing so, they allow FinTechs to operate but also act as a beacon 
for entrepreneurs, drawing them to create additional innovative solutions.

Entrepreneurs, once successful and have capital to invest, tend to return to their home 
market and invest in the younger generation of solutions, cycling the invested capital 
for additional FinTechs to be created.

The invested capital does not have to arrive from the local market. More so, external 
investment not only creates the value described above, but also sustains the market 
with external funding, thereby strengthening it. In addition, global investors act as 
entry points to new markets, easing the market penetration processed for local Fin-
Techs.

An example of such market is Israel. More than 1 Billion dollars were invested in Israeli 
FinTech, where approximately 80% invested by global investors and multi nationals. 
This amount is increasing on a yearly basis. It can be thought that the high percentage 
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of foreign investment is inflated due to a lesser interest from local investor. This is not 
the case, for the high amount of foreign capital is diluting the local investors. There 
are more than 40 multi-nationals who have innovation hubs and active presence in 
Israeli FinTech landscape. Global financial institutions such as Citi, Visa, Barclays, BnY 
Melon, Sompo and many others established footing within the vibrant Israeli market, 
adopting and investing in Israeli FinTechs.

It seems that the 4 elements, the “Immediate Suspects”, are all it takes for a functional 
FinTech ecosystem. This is not the case, for we must entwine the activities of these 
participants, making sure interest level remains high and fresh solutions continue to 
be launched. This thrust cannot be taken for granted, but should be promoted actively, 
and it is where the additional three Unique Contributors have crucial impact.

The Unique Contributors:

5. Market Awareness 

In each market the level of market awareness is changing based on the end cus-
tomers’ involvement with the FinTech solutions (by all participants). For example, a 
market in which the financial institutions are only adopting B2B solutions, the end 
customers feel little, if any, impact on their daily routine. 

This is where B2C products come into play, for such solutions can be widely spread, 
and engage the end customer. Once the new features and financial services have 
been tasted, end customers grow appetite. This forces the financial institutions to 
implement additional products and reinvent themselves to match the endless need 
for innovation and seamless customer engagement.

The FinTech discussion should be borderless, otherwise, and without a stable inte-
raction, the level of interest will decrease. De facto, this can mean reduction in the 
inception rate of new FinTechs, less interest for financial institutions to challenge their 
current models, and fewer investment in upcoming FinTech ventures.

6. Community

A concept community allows a safe haven for FinTech newcomers. A space, physical 
or digital, where people can interact with other FinTech enthusiasts, engage in dis-
cussions to spiral new ideas and concepts. A market without a community prevents 
organic growth of FinTech participants. Even with a strong market awareness, not 
channeling the high interest into tangible interactions can have a negative influence 
on FinTech growth. 
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The community should be a beacon of content and engagement. The next stop for 
any interested party who heard about FinTech to be able to deepen his knowledge in 
the FinTech space.

In Israel for instance, the Israeli FinTech Association, FinTech-Aviv, holds monthly 
events to the 8,000 community members. FinTech-Aviv positioned itself as a hub for 
global and local FinTechers to interact, exchange ideas, consume quality content and 
expand their FinTech knowledge.

7. Education

To support the market awareness and community growth, a market should allow 
accessibility for FinTech knowledge. FinTech courses in higher education and round 
tables with entrepreneurs from corelative high-tech fields are examples allowing the 
expansion of FinTech in the market and recruiting fresh minds into the FinTech eco-
system.

In addition, education is vital for enhancing FinTech familiarity and understanding for 
the non-financial services population.

Many who are working in the financial services fear that automated processes will 
replace them, and they reject deployment of innovation within their organization. Pro-
viding FinTech education will equip them with tools to harness FinTech capabilities to 
their work, transforming them into “Inter-Preneurs”. 

THE FINTECH MATRIX

The relationships between the seven elements described above are creating a matrix of 
engagements, each empowering the others and itself.

The rising interest encouraged by high market awareness forces the financial institutions 
to enhance customer satisfaction. Signaling the market of their interest in FinTech, financial 
institutions are inviting FinTechs to work with them, and driving people to learn more about 
the field. 

With the increase in FinTech solutions which are implemented, investors are having a closer 
look on the FinTech opportunities, injecting additional funds to the ecosystem. 

Due to the rapidly changing landscape, the regulator is compelled to increase FinTech le-
gislations, to protect end customers on one hand, and allowing FinTechs to grow with less 
friction on the other. 
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THE SWISS FINTECH ECOSYSTEM 

The Swiss FinTech ecosystem has some strong starting points, and active players. It is being 
recognized as an international, trustworthy, reliable and innovative financial hub.

With some coordination between the 7 elements the Swiss FinTech ecosystem can become 
a dominating global FinTech hub.

The strength of the Swiss FinTech ecosystem derives first from financial institutions, mainly 
the banks, who are adept in providing comprehensive services mainly in wealth manage-
ment.  

As of year-end 2018, there were 248 banks with 2,615 branches and 7,187 ATMs in Switzer-
land. The diversity within the Swiss banking sector with large, regional, Cantonal, foreign 
and private banks allows a fertile landscape for competition and opportunity for FinTech 
adoption. 

Most Swiss banks (47%), although slow in their reaction, forecast increased competition 
from FinTechs and BigTech, particularly in the area of payments. 

As for the FinTechs originated from Switzerland, who the financial institutions view as 
partners rather than competitors, the numbers are impressive and keep growing: there are 
340 FinTechs in 4 main sub segments, Investment Management (40%), Banking Infrastruc-
ture (27%), Payments (18%) and Lending (15%). 

The Investors were not late to join, allocating capital towards the Swiss market. In 2018, the 
total amount of money invested in the FinTech industry rose sharply by 61.8%, to 75.7 million 
Swiss francs.

The Swiss legal and regulatory framework does not foresee a single authority responsible 
for the overall supervision of FinTech companies. The main and active regulator is FINMA, 
supervising the financial markets and its participants. Some of the legislations at hand refer 
to AML, data protection and sandbox initiatives. Due to the raising demand, in 2016, FINMA 
put in place a specific FinTech desk to address this sector’s issues more efficiently.

The Unique Contributors are also active in Switzerland. For instance, the University of Ge-
neva offers a FinTech Executive Education Program. Other private entities offer courses and 
workshops focused on blockchain and smart contracts. 

The FinTech communities in Switzerland are vibrant, with associations and promoters such 
as F10, FinTech+, Swiss Finance Startups and others. The financial institutions and regula-
tors are supporting these communities making a tangible connection between participants 
and market leaders.

The Swiss FinTech ecosystem is a solid example of a sustainable FinTech ecosystem with 
strong internal connectivity.
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The DG DERI is the State of Geneva’s office in support of its dynamic and 
prosperous economy, which creates employment opportunities and combines 
openness, proximity, diversity and sustainability.

The DG DERI acts together with its local public and private partners to 
strengthen Geneva’s competitiveness and attractiveness, focusing 
on innovation, research, talent generation and entrepreneurship. 
Digital transformation and cutting edge financial services are at the 
heart of Geneva’s excellence and core competencies.

Office of the State of Geneva for Economic  
Development, Research and Innovation (DG DERI)
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As a public administration, we observe that the dialogue between traditional 
banks and technologically innovative start-ups has greatly improved in quality in 
recent years. Four years ago, it was all about disruption and new developments 
that were going to make the dinosaurs disappear from the banking world, the 
so-called «legacy banks» that were too rigid and not sufficiently in tune with the 
digital needs of new customers. Today, we hear more and more about collabora-
tions between innovative companies and banks, which are increasingly innova-
ting themselves and are more easily approached by external solution providers.

Public administrations, which are also directly affected by technological break-
throughs, whether in terms of legislation or business processes, have also ex-
plored their potential for innovation and new opportunities to interact with the 
population. 

Switzerland, and Geneva in particular, is a historic centre for asset management 
(private and institutional) for clients originating from all parts of the globe. There 
is more than 500 years of experience here in this cutting-edge field geared both 
to the development of wealth and to new technologies. Indeed, Switzerland is 
one of the most innovative countries in the world. Our funding and support sys-
tem for research is among the most efficient. Project leaders and other creators 
of start-ups find promising markets in Switzerland, even if they are modest in 
appearance. Switzerland enjoys a high degree of credibility in terms of serious-
ness, know-how and trust in people, institutions and infrastructure.

By Office of the State of Geneva for Economic  
Development, Research and Innovation (DG DERI)

Innovation in Financial 
Services is Also a Matter 
for Local Governments
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Innovators, even if they create major upheavals in the economy, need stability and security, 
particularly in terms of investment, to develop the technologies of tomorrow. Switzerland 
offers both of these guarantees for innovation.

As a public administration, we also see the relationship between the population and the 
State changing and expectations evolving. However, we do not consider ourselves as the 
victims of these changes, but as the actors and initiators. It is up to us to lead the way and 
prove that it is possible to satisfy the needs of both sides. 

As for all professionals and entrepreneurs in this world, it is through constant questioning, 
observation of competition and emerging forms of trade that we will be able to stay in the 
game. There have always been technological innovations. So, it is not a revolution, but rather 
an evolution that is accelerating.

Our era is marked by the importance of digitization. Not so long ago, you could repair a car 
engine with mechanical tools. Today, you can still barely find the cap to add oil and check 
tire pressure and even those are connected to some sensors transmitting their information 
to some data base. Everything else in your vehicle is made up of software requiring the 
intervention of experts using digital tools.

In Geneva we are presently exploring ways in which the State may remain a trusted inter-
mediary with a precise role in the developing technologies. One experiment aims at finding 
a solution for a registrar of identities and rights for persons to be used on given electronic 
platforms such as on distributed ledger technologies (DLT). In a location where the com-
modity trading industry is slowly but surely migrating towards the adoption of new ways of 
handling international trade and its operations, there is a potential for certain services which 
have «traditionally» been entrusted to public authorities such as keeping track of identities 
and rights. This could potentially still be necessary on new dematerialized platforms where 
issues of trust remain acute.

Geneva has also been the first State authority to issue a guide on digital token generations in 
May 2018. The guide has been regularly updated following the rapidly evolving trends from 
ICOs to today’s models of stable coins. Geneva and its creative and innovative ecosystem 
of companies has been able to welcome a number of projects from all around the world, 
including in the field of financial and payment services.

We look forward at the coming years with confidence and enthusiasm, as hosts to a large 
number of international organisations and the European headquarters of the United Nations, 
equally involved in the implementation of important innovations to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals. We need to realise that our present consumption of resources is not 
sustainable and drastically diminish our footprint on this planet. The only way we can achieve 
this without major social disorders and changes to our economic systems will be through 
investing in education and innovation, and promoting the proper solutions. Switzerland, and 
Geneva, are definitely able to make its contribution count in this field.
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