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Digital Banking 2026: Structural Shifts — Executive Synthesis
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Digital banking is not changing direction.
It is changing where control sits.

As outlined in our Q1 2026 analysis , the industry is transitioning from visible growth to structural
control across the system.

The Core Shift
The industry is moving:
e From growth -» earnings
e From interfaces - execution systems

e From products - control layers

= Product is no longer a feature layer.
It is the system where strategy is executed in real time.

The Competitive Battlefield is Shifting

Ql Signals show a move from growth-led models to execution, monetization, and embedded distribution.

How digital banking competed What Q1 signals confirm
Scale-driven growth Shiftfrom Execution quality as advantage (Stripe, Visa)
User acquisition as primary KPI scale — ARPC and monetisation focus (Zopa, Chime)
Standalone app distribution = Distribution embedded in workflows & Al
Feature-led product strategy system control » Product expansion constrained by capital
Revenue as a secondary outcome » Al-driven decision systems (Klarna, Visa)

°

. . Distribution — where finance is accessed
Ql signals show leadership

. . Infrastructure — how it is executed

is defined by control Rk
Capital — how it is deployed
across four layers:
Decisioning — how outcomes are determined (Al systems)

Winning digital banks are not those that grow fastest — but

those that control how the system executes end -to-end.
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What Is Driving This Shift
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Five structural forces are redefining digital banking:
1. Al becomes the decision layer

Products now decide and execute, not just serve users
- Payments, credit, and risk are determined in real time

2. Product becomes balance-sheet dependent

Expansion is constrained by capital, risk, and licensing
- Without it, product depth stalls
- With it, lending and monetisation scale

3. Execution moves into infrastructure

Financial services are embedded into systems and workflows
- Control shifts to those who own execution layers

4. Distribution embeds into environments

Growth comes from integration into activity, not acquisition
-> Al interfaces and workflows become the new entry points

5. Monetisation replaces growth

Revenue is built into product usage
-> Leadership is defined by earnings durability, not scale

The Market Is Structurally Splitting
Two models are emerging:
e Expansion-led platforms - scale-driven, but fragile
e Structurally embedded operators - earnings-driven, system-controlled

The divide is no longer about size.
It is about control and monetisation depth.

What Leaders Are Getting Wrong
Across Q1 signals, three structural blind spots persist:
e Treating Al as a feature, not a control layer
e Scaling without balance-sheet depth
e Prioritising growth without monetisation architecture

These are not execution gaps.
They are structural limitations.
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What Happens Next
The next phase is already forming:
e Al agents executing financial workflows end-to-end
e Licensing becoming essential for expansion
e Infrastructure being internalised
e Distribution concentrating around key platforms
Most importantly:

Financial services are moving from user-initiated - system-executed

Final Insight

The next winners in digital banking will not be those who grow fastest.

They will be those who:

Control how the system operates — across distribution, decisioning, execution, and monetisation
In 2026:

Scale becomes secondary to structure.
Leadership is defined by who owns the system end-to-end.
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