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 Forward-thinking banking, financial services, and insurance (BFSI)  
companies worldwide are leveraging collaborative ecosystems to greatly improve both customer 

experience and competitive differentiation. But while the concept is rooted in the natural world, ecosystems don’t 

happen naturally in business. Particularly in the BFSI industry, they require extensive human effort and expertise 

to help achieve their potential for breaking down boundaries between industry sectors and providing transparent, 

efficient value exchange between organizations and people. Put another way: they are based on strategy, design, 

and conscious continuous improvement, rather than on chance. 

In this exchange, an MIT scholar and a Tata Consultancy Services (TCS) executive share individual perspectives  

on creating strong, reliable ecosystems. The scholar, MIT faculty member and researcher Renée Richardson  

Gosline, opens the discussion with a big-picture look at why effective ecosystems are critical for organizations  

serious about business transformation. K. Krithivasan, president and global head of the Banking, Financial Services, and 

Insurance Business Unit at TCS, provides a deeper dive into why BFSI companies in particular need to build, maintain, 

and expand their ecosystems to better navigate the current COVID-19 crisis and to excel in the post-pandemic new 

normal. Both offer insights on the importance of creating hyper-personalized customer experiences, along with expert 

advice for harnessing an ecosystem’s power to accelerate growth and drive genuine competitive advantage.
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TCS Business 4.0 Framework

The TCS Business 4.0 Framework helps organizations define purpose as they bring together ecosystems of different business 

domains to provide superior user experiences to customers and other stakeholders. Establishing purpose enables companies to 

go beyond their initial visions by thinking in terms of a larger community and finding the best possible partners in designing the 

hyper-personalized services for a superior customer experience across the value chain. The framework provides vitality, agility, 

and velocity to all participants by encouraging them to leverage the best of technologies, including artificial intelligence, machine 

learning, and blockchain, among others, to connect businesses, eliminate redundancy and waste, and direct all participants toward 

growth and transformation.  
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SCHOLAR: Renée Richardson Gosline’s research focuses on the 

intersection of consumer behavior and technology. Here, she 
speaks with MIT SMR Connections 
about how digital transformation is 
changing business ecosystems and 
customer experiences, and why and 
how BFSI organizations need to re-
imagine their customer journeys. 

This Q&A has been edited for length, 
clarity, and editorial style. 

Q: Let’s start with your overall defi-
nition of ecosystem in terms of cus-
tomer experience. 

Renée Richardson Gosline: Many traditional distinctions be-
tween B2C and B2B have become blurred due to digital trans-
formation. The fact that we are now immersed in technology 
that mediates most of our decisions — and even serves now 
as a primary vehicle to connect with other humans and orga-
nizations — means that our notion of an ecosystem has to be 
modified to understand multidirectional flows of influence, in-
formation, and currency. 

We no longer have just B2B and B2C. We now have C2B, where 
customers can tell companies what they need, via requests; co-
creation; and behaviors represented by data. There’s also a lot 
of C2C interaction, where customers in digital platforms — via 
stories, reviews, or communities of which they are members — 
are altering the experience of other customers. These C2C (and 
C2C2B) dynamics are influencing the ways in which we deter-
mine satisfaction around the customer experience: how many 
stars or “up” votes, how many retweets or shares something 
we’ve said gets, how stakeholders experiment with innovations, 
and what kinds of data are leveraged.  

So I see the ecosystem as a digitally mediated marketplace of 
ideas where, ideally, the customer experience can mean all ac-
tors in these ecosystems can share in the value of the platform. 

This value is derived from an experience with stakeholders in-
ternal and external to the company, and multidirectional flows 
of influence. This is the promise of digital transformation, the 
changing role of the customer, the role of the company, and the 
role of other customers in shaping customer experience. While 
some patterns may evolve naturally, the overall system is, of 
course, based on careful design and curation.  

Q: Now let’s zero in on the banking, financial services, and 
insurance (BFSI) industry. What does it take to be successful 
in these companies’ ecosystems today? 

Gosline: When I think about banking and financial services 
companies that are doing pretty well at managing the trans-
formed ecosystem that we’re in right now, what they appear 
to have in common is they embarked on digital transformation  
early on, and made it central or core to their organizations. 
They’ve also taken a very customer-centric approach. They’ve 
focused on delivering value to their customers in a way 
that really provides value beyond just the functional role of  
the business. 

One example is Capital One, which helps customers make  
better decisions through their CreditWise program by providing  
advice based on information they receive from customer trans-
actions, as well as other initiatives. That’s gone a long way in 
building trust, and it’s demonstrated that they want to not only 
receive their customers’ information, but they want to return 
value back in kind. 

The peer-to-peer network of Venmo has done a pretty good 
job within the ecosystem — obviously by being functional, but 
also by allowing people to add a personal element. In Venmo 
transactions, you will see, for instance, heavy use of emojis; 
you’ll see people using a kind of inside language between them-
selves. Venmo allows people to engage in financial transactions 
— that part isn’t new — but it allows them to do that in a way 
that feels easy, feels timely, and also feels trusted because it’s 
using network effects. That’s something that’s uniquely able to 
be leveraged due to digital transformation. 

Renée Richardson 
Gosline,  
Senior Lecturer, MIT Sloan 
School of Management;  
Principal Research Scientist, 
MIT Initiative on the  
Digital Economy
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Meanwhile, insurance companies have become hybridized in 
their models to be more like financial services companies in 
terms of their offerings, in helping people to prepare for the 
longer term and to invest, and things of that nature. Some of 
the challenges facing insurance companies revolve around 
changes in the environment that are happening right now that 
are changing customer expectations and needs and requiring 
them to fulfill the demand in ways that feel worthy of trust. 

It appears Liberty Mutual is doing a pretty good job in the 
space. And MassMutual has really embraced experimentation 
and digital transformation by talking to younger customers, 
who notoriously think less about the long term and the future, 
and bringing them into the fold.

Q: Are supply chain partners part of these BFSI ecosystems 
as well? 

Gosline: Absolutely. All stakeholders are members of these 
ecosystems, and they’re all having an influence. What’s trans-
formative is that the locus of control is no longer with the 
firms, whether that’s in the supply chain or the provider of the 
service or product. It has become more diffused, with custom-
ers cocreating the customer experience. It is not something 
that is created by the brand and then consumed by the end 
user; it’s the result of many touch points that are controlled by 
many stakeholders. That makes it more complicated than older 
notions, because it means the firm is no longer acting as the 
independent locus of control and that the customer experience 

is more nuanced, more multidimensional, and potentially more 
relevant than ever. 

Q: In the BFSI industry, the controls are split between the 
company and client, and ecosystems need to honor that. Still, 
it’s fascinating to think that companies need to relinquish at 
least some control over the customer experience. Could you 
talk more about that?

Gosline: Today, customers are active participants and partners 
in the customer experience. The sooner you recognize and 
embrace that, the sooner you’ll realize that listening to your 
customers and responding to their needs in a nimble fashion 
is best for ensuring that you really are their partner along this 
journey. That means that firms need to bake into their strategies  
ways in which customers can have more control over their  
experiences, to increase the likelihood of satisfaction. 

This isn’t saying you should be less vigilant. It means orienting 
yourself toward your customers in a humble way, a respectful 
way, that helps you understand what role customers want you 
to play in their experience and allowing them to take the lead 
in some respect. 

Giving up some control means understanding that if you’re  
asking people for their data, you need to be willing to let them 
be copilots in ways that they feel comfortable. You need to en-
sure that they’re receiving value in return. If you design your  
customer experience with this in mind, you’re less likely to  

“Today, customers are active participants and partners in the customer   
 experience. The sooner you recognize and embrace that, the sooner   
 you’ll realize that listening to your customers and responding to their  
 needs in a nimble fashion is best for ensuring that you really are their  
 partner along this journey.”
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have customers who feel like they’re just being pumped for  
data and information that’s been monetized. And you’re more 
likely to have customers who feel a sense of loyalty because, 
for what they are giving up, they receive something valuable 
in return — something more participatory, more relevant, and 
more empowering. 

Q: You’ve said that forward-looking organizations, including 
those in the BFSI industry, must completely rethink their ap-
proaches to customer journeys to truly benefit from digital 
transformation. Could you elaborate? 
   
Gosline: Our old notions of the customer journey are very 
linear. The traditional sales funnel is a framework that many 
people apply in terms of moving from awareness down to con-
sideration, preference, and purchase. Digital transformation 
offers an opportunity to reimagine the customer journey as 
something that’s (1) not just limited to when people are in pur-
chase mode and (2) not just linear. 

That means first having new eyes on the parameters of that 
journey — not believing that it starts when people are look-
ing for a product or service but instead expanding that view 
to understand what customers’ lived experiences are. People 
like to create customer personae, but it’s important to un-
earth what assumptions we have about those personae in 
a way that leverages data to understand: What are people’s 
frustrations? What are their joys? How do they identify them-
selves in the world? What are the things that shape their ex-
periences? That’s going to be more than just demographics; 
that’s going to be more than just click-through data. It’s going 
to mean understanding, on a deeper level, who your custom-
ers are, how different segments of those customers behave 
differently, and why.

I think of the customer journey as a series of linked decision 
touch points. So we need to think about, for instance, using 
“nudge” strategies that help customers make the best deci-
sions at each touch point, to ultimately lead to their satisfac-
tion. If we simply look at the customer journey as “did they buy, 

did they not,” and “was it efficient, was it not,” we miss all the 
factors that influence that journey, and we run the risk of not 
deliberately and consciously designing a journey that is most 
beneficial to the customer, as well as beneficial to the firm. 

Q: What advice do you have for BFSI companies that are, per-
haps, lagging behind in reimagining their customers’ journeys? 

Gosline: I’m sure that they’ve already gotten the wake-up call 
that digital transformation needs to happen, and it needs to 
happen now. If they haven’t, that’s the first thing. But even if 
they’re playing catch-up on that, there are some things that 
they can do. 

First, building your business model around being customer- 
centric is important. It’s essential that we understand the  
impact of our business models on people’s lived everyday lives 
and, in relation to that, make the decision to be a positive force 
in those lives. After all, customers speak with one another, and 
they increasingly feel empowered to talk about businesses in 

“ In a world of social  
 distancing, all the players  
 in these industries have  
 to reinvent the customer  
 experience. Even when  
 digital is the default,  
 retaining a high-touch   
 approach becomes key.”
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public forums. So it’s not enough just to provide them with a 
surface-level service. 

Also, recognizing that digital transformation is critical doesn’t 
necessarily mean that you’re collecting or acting on the right 
data. There’s often a chasm between the people who are in 
charge of making decisions and the data analysts that you’ve 
hired. Companies need to have a role for someone whose job it 
is to bridge that chasm, to make data actionable and approach-
able and accessible.

Finally, expectations have changed. People care more about 
what’s going on behind the scenes with the fi rms with which 
they do business, and whether the products and services they 
have align with their values about issues such as racial inequal-
ity, violence, and climate change. It’s important to recognize 
that as well.

Q: This subject seems especially timely right now. Could you 
speak to that?  

Gosline: Digital transformation has really changed the cus-
tomer experience in recent years. But due to the pandemic, 
we have experienced more digital transformation in recent 
months than many companies experienced in the last few 
years. The notion of customer experience as being something 
central and being core to how you design your business, as op-
posed to being the sugar on top, is really indicative of this. In 
a world of social distancing, all the players in these industries 
have to reinvent the customer experience. Even when digital 
is the default, retaining a high-touch approach becomes key.  

This is the next instance of two important forces that have co-
incided to change the nature of the customer experience, both 
in terms of structure — contactless experiences, experiences 
that are safe and trustworthy — but also beyond mere func-
tionality. We’re looking for experiences that provide meaning 
in a world where we’re tackling some really big problems that 
strike at the core of who we are as humankind: issues of equal-

ity, of violence, of whose lives are important and who is being 
left behind. 

We’ve seen many companies leapfrog forward. But we’ve also 
seen customers wanting to hold companies to account in terms 
of how they’re responding in this moment. Many companies 
may feel, as individuals often do, an instinct to become risk-
averse, to say, “There’s a lot of uncertainty. Let me wait for the 
dust to settle before I do anything different. Let me tread water 
in this rocky sea.” 

But when the seas become rocky, it’s time for a different strate-
gy. This is when customers are looking for and need things to be 
done not as “business as usual,” but in a way that feels relevant 
to their lives, one that feels like the customer experience isn’t 
just about extracting value from the customer or profi t over ev-
erything else. People have higher expectations of the fi rms that 
they’re allowing into their cocoons. Put another way: It’s import-
ant to remember that people are the heart of any ecosystem. 

This is a point at which leadership is core to customer experience. 
It becomes a differentiator, a way of separating the companies 
that shy away from helping consumers while they’re experiencing 
distress from those that step up and demonstrate that their 
customers are more to them than just the bottom line.

Renée Richardson Gosline is a senior lecturer in the Manage-

ment Science Group at the MIT Sloan School of Management 

and a principal research scientist at the MIT Initiative on the 

Digital Economy, where she leads the Human-Centered AI pil-

lar. She is also a Digital Fellow at Stanford’s Digital Economy 

Lab. Previously, she was a marketing practitioner at LVMH 

Moet Hennessy and Leo Burnett. Among other honors, she was 

named to Thinkers50 Radar List of management thought leaders 

and the Poets and Quants list of the World’s Top 40 Professors 

Under 40. She received bachelor’s and master’s degrees in 

sociology from Harvard University and a Ph.D. in consumer 

behavior from Harvard Business School.  
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EXECUTIVE: For many people, ecosystem may first bring to 
mind the large, interdependent habitats of living organisms 

that they studied in long-ago sci-
ence classes. But today, the term is 
just as likely to apply to the deep-
ly collaborative communities that 
leading companies are creating to 
transcend the traditional customer- 
experience boundaries. 

That’s especially the case in the 
banking, financial services, and in-
surance (BFSI) industry, where in-
novative organizations are creating 
transformational partner ecosys-

tems that provide smart, timely, and hyper-personalized cus-
tomer experiences that lead to greater customer satisfaction 
and loyalty — and serve as true competitive differentiators for 
the companies involved. 

What is a collaborative ecosystem? Think of it as a tightly linked 
chain of partners who actively work together to ensure an effec-
tive end-to-end customer journey, rather than a series of isolated  
transactions. Ultimately, the system provides new opportunities 
for businesses to engage with customers in more personal, more 
meaningful ways, becoming loyal, lifelong partners. 

Of course, businesses in virtually every industry have long  
desired such opportunities, but the technology needed to sup-
port them has only recently become widely available. For those 

reasons, we view ecosystems as the future for companies striv-
ing to provide exceptional customer experiences. 

A Three-Level Ecosystem 
A BFSI ecosystem can involve multiple nuances. It might be an 
ecosystem of allied partners from adjacent industries whose 
collaborative efforts could provide an innovative new value 
proposition to the end client. Or it could involve coordinating 
all the participants in the end-to-end customer journey to best 
fulfill the needs of the end customers. These choices are de-
termined by new configurations of products and services. In a 
multi-stakeholder and multi-touch-point context, it could be-
come a financial services marketplace. 

We see three levels, or stages, of such ecosystems in the  
BFSI industry: 

• Enterprise level. In a bank, for example, an enterprise-level 
ecosystem might consist of the capabilities, knowledge, data, 
and customer base in a given line of business — say, consumer 
banking — along with the ability to cross-leverage insights be-
tween various clients and the products and services they use 
to cross-sell. 

• Business value-chain level. As it grows, an ecosystem can 
cross boundaries of the enterprise into the larger value chain, 
encompassing suppliers and other partners. 

• Cross-industry level. Eventually, the ecosystem might evolve 
into a cross-industry community where we might see Industry A  

K. Krithivasan, 
President and Global Head, 

Banking, Financial Services, 

and Insurance (BFSI) 

Business Unit, TCS

“A BFSI ecosystem can involve multiple nuances. It might be an ecosystem  
 of allied partners from adjacent industries whose collaborative efforts  
 could provide an innovative new value proposition to the end client. Or it  
 could involve coordinating all the participants in the end-to-end customer  
 journey to best fulfill the needs of the end customers.”
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leveraging the capabilities of Industry B to enrich Industry A’s 
products and services. Banking, for example, could anchor the 
customer journey across industries such as travel, hospitality,  
retail, and leisure, among others, again focusing on curating  
those end-to-end customer journeys. A wider BFSI ecosystem  
could include credit-rating companies, investment-management  
businesses, market infrastructure, health care, insurance, and 
other organizations that serve as suppliers or customers to 
each other. For example, a health insurance company might 
curate a collaborative ecosystem across its customer base, 
linking together fitness studios, health clubs, personal trainers, 
and specialty diet providers.

The ecosystem’s value to consumers increases as it moves from 
the enterprise level to a true cross-industry community with 
a variety of entities involved in building and maintaining the 
ecosystem. An individual business — a bank or an insurance 
company, for example — can choose to play a particular role in 
the ecosystem: a collaborator, or an orchestrator, or an anchor, 
or a sponsor, each with increasing scope and accountability on 

one hand and increasing degrees of influence and control on 
the other. In addition, if that bank or insurance company be-
comes an anchor or sponsor, it can offer the ecosystem’s ser-
vices to other organizations on a “white label” basis — essen-
tially, acting as a utility. 

Beyond ‘Basic Hygiene’ 
Of course, implementing and maintaining an effective ecosys-
tem requires going beyond building a great interface, improv-
ing channel efficiency, and ensuring quick turnaround times. 
While those factors are important, they now qualify as “basic 
hygiene,” rather than genuine innovation, in the BFSI industry. 

The kind of exceptional customer experience we’re describing 
here transcends such tactical and transactional components 
to instead encompass each customer’s life journey. Ultimately, 
every customer interaction must demonstrate cognizance of 
that customer’s preferences. For a bank or credit card compa-
ny, that might mean recognizing the customer’s favorite brands 
and using them to curate a truly customized shopping experi-
ence. For a trust company, it could mean understanding which 
philanthropic causes its wealthy clients support and advising 
them accordingly. 

As a result, BFSI companies need to take a strategic approach 
to developing rich, seamless ecosystems so that they can un-
obtrusively step up to deliver precisely the hyper-personalized 
products and services at precisely the right time — and to ex-
ceed expectations while doing so. 

For example, consider health insurance providers, who typical-
ly collect a premium for selling products they hope customers 
won’t have to use due to health problems. Clearly, that’s a very 
limited customer experience. 

But what if providers flipped that paradigm, turning to their 
extended ecosystems for assistance in encouraging customers 
to stay healthy? One of our clients, a leading global insurer, did 
exactly that, shifting the focus from illness to wellness and en-
couraging customers to adopt healthier lifestyles. 

“ The ecosystem’s value  
 to consumers increases  
 as it moves from the  
 enterprise level to a true  
 cross-industry community  
 with a variety of entities  
 involved in building and  
 maintaining the ecosystem.”
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The insurer tapped into its ecosystem to integrate several well-
ness apps into its solutions and then began rewarding custom-
ers who demonstrated a sustained commitment to fitness. This 
approach effectively changed the insurer’s underlying business 
model from a passive, after-the-fact provider of payments for 
medical treatments to a proactive partner focused on prevent-
ing illness and promoting customer well-being. 

Another client, a large bank, has leveraged its partner ecosys-
tem, including railways and mobile-service providers, to revolu-
tionize the public-transit ticketing system in a major European  
city. Passengers now use a smartphone app to create a bar 
code, which they scan to open the station gates. When they 
reach their destinations, the app generates another bar code 
to settle the cost of the ride. The result: The system has elim-
inated long ticket-purchase wait lines and the need to handle 
plastic chip cards — both especially important benefits during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. It’s also provided passengers with the 
freedom to change travel plans at the last minute without go-
ing through the traditionally cumbersome process of getting 
refunds for unused tickets. Not surprisingly, the customer re-
sponse to the “invisible tickets” system, as the project is called, 
is overwhelmingly positive. 

In a third example, a leading U.S.-based global bank deployed an 
engine to provide anonymized insights about customer personae 
segmented by age, lifestyle, spending patterns, real-time location,  
demographics, and other factors to the merchants in its ecosys-
tem. Merchants then generate contextual, hyper-personalized 
offers, which the bank then pushes to customers.  

For instance, certain customers’ spending patterns might re-
veal purchases of woolen garments at the same time every 
year. So the bank sends an appealing offer for such garments 
to those customers’ mobile phones at just the right moment, 
when they’re near a mall or store and in the right frame of mind 
to seriously consider making the purchase. Typically, consum-
ers are pleasantly surprised to receive offers for products they 
were already planning to buy — which, again, illustrates the 
power of transforming the customer experience to one that 
creates delight and leads to sustained loyalty. 

In these and many other examples, BFSI companies have har-
nessed the power of partner ecosystems to digitally reimagine 
the entire customer journey. They have also focused on cus-
tomers’ lives and preferences, helping them fulfill the underly-
ing purposes for their purchases, rather than simply enabling 
transactions. To put it another way: People don’t dream of get-
ting a mortgage from a bank; they dream of buying a house. 
Leading BFSI organizations focus on fulfilling such dreams by 
resolving customer pain points, exceeding expectations, and 
providing value throughout the customer journey, rather than 
just enabling transactions or bolting on quick fixes. By under-
standing their customers’ lives and leveraging their ecosystems 
to revolutionize customer experiences, these companies are 
delighting their customers and earning their sustained loyalty. 

The Path Forward 
By now, it’s clear that we view actively participating in custom-
ers’ lives and evolving into loyal partners as the path to a trans- 
formational customer experience. However, despite having a 

“A leading U.S.-based global bank deployed an engine to provide  
 anonymized insights about customer personae segmented by age, lifestyle,  
 spending patterns, real-time location, demographics, and other factors to the  
 merchants in its ecosystem. Merchants then generate contextual, hyper- 
 personalized offers, which the bank then pushes to customers.”
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wealth of data on multiple systems, many BFSI companies remain 
hampered by the lack of a “720-degree customer view” — that is, 
a view that includes not only a 360-degree view of customers’ 
internal experiences with their companies but a solid picture of 
their outside interactions, such as social media activity, as well. 

In addition, many BFSI companies offer multifunctional prod-
ucts and services in silos. For example, banks and insurers typ-
ically offer a single product to meet a single customer need, as 
opposed to a personalized suite of products to fulfi ll end-to-
end requirements. These companies still engage in segmented 
marketing when they should be transitioning to “segment-of-
one” marketing. 

For those reasons, BFSI companies need to focus on becoming 
context-aware, overcoming operational challenges, and har-
nessing ecosystem capabilities. 

Our most successful clients are adopting the following ap-
proaches: 

• Modernizing existing legacy infrastructure to eliminate silos 
and integrate the different systems required to provide a holis-
tic customer view.

• Setting up separate, digital-only entities. 

• Launching in new geographies or experimenting in less-crucial 
lines of business to avoid disrupting “business as usual.” 

Beyond the Pandemic 
Finally, it’s important to consider the issue in light of the on-
going COVID-19 pandemic. The global spike in demand for 
medical treatment has created unprecedented strain on health 
care providers, of course, but also on the insurance systems 
whose policies pay for patients’ treatments. In addition, more 
employees in virtually every industry are working from home 
than ever before, with online transactions and communication 
increasing exponentially. The need for social distancing and 
contactless commerce has made digital the default — but high-

touch relationships, even remotely, remain critical for compet-
itive differentiation and growth. 

As a result, the need for strong, reliable, interdependent eco-
systems has never been greater. BFSI companies should place a 
high priority on designing, building, and expanding the ecosys-
tems that will ensure that they not only survive the immediate 
crisis but thrive in the future.

K. Krithivasan (Krithi) is president and global head of the 

Banking, Financial Services, and Insurance (BFSI) Business 

Unit at Tata Consultancy Services. In this role, he is respon-

sible for planning and executing growth strategies, improving 

fi nancial performance, and enhancing customer mindshare 

and market positioning. He has helped key clients with dig-

ital transformation, change management cycle acceleration, 

achieving value beyond cost optimization, and establishing IT 

program governance. Earlier in his 30-year global IT career, he 

held various positions in delivery, relationship management, 

large-program management, and sales. He received a bachelor’s 

degree in mechanical engineering from the University of 

Madras and a master’s degree in industrial and management 

engineering from IIT Kanpur.  
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