
TRUST IS 
A MUST FOR 
FINTECHS
How a misunderstood 
corporate value makes all 
the difference.
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The case for trust as a 
fintech success marker 
Successful fintechs share a distinct ethos. 
It marks founder decision making, product 
and platform strategy–even the routine 
interactions of customer support staff. Observe 
the outperformers and notice how they 
institutionalize trust.

In startup circles, trust can seem too abstract 
to execute against. Few understand how to 
nurture it for profitable growth. PwC captures 
another dilemma: “Given the nature of early-
stage businesses, [trust] may not be something 
they can ‘afford’ to focus on.” 2 Others can’t 
see how trust links with day-to-day business 
building. To further muddle the conversation, 
some founders co-opt the term in cheap, 
meaningless marketing.

Trust in financial 
institutions in short 
supply
Over a decade past the financial crisis and 
two-thirds of the public still don’t trust the 
banking system.3 This presents an opportunity 
and challenge for fintechs. Consumer interest 
in alternative financial services with fintechs is 
at an all time high. But sensitivities to issues 
like data privacy and transparency are similarly 
strong. Deloitte believes that one of the most 
disruptive forces in financial services is how 
fintechs use, monetize, and share customer 
data–finding that customer trust is created (or 
lost) in these activities.4

A Financial Times report highlights fintech trust 
gaps so significant that they may compromise 
the sector’s ability to ride the digital wave. 
Alarmingly, studies suggest that “fintechs are 
predicated on the notion that they are a force 
for good–but the tide of opinion is turning 
against technology companies.”1

Fintech stakeholders must grapple with a 
response: How can the industry reassure wary 
consumers, vigilant regulators, and discerning 
enterprise customers? Further, fintechs that 
operate in legacy financial institutions’ shadows 
must navigate these concerns while fending 
off well-established incumbents.

The way past both issues is by generating trust.

This paper debunks the idea of trust as an 
ambiguous value; one that is incompatible 
with operating, investment, and other human-
capital activities. Insights in this report are 
based on interviews with leading fintech 
executives, investors, and regulators, as well as 
market trends research. The paper is intended 
for fintech leaders who want to bridge trust 
gaps to outmaneuver the competition. Readers 
will find that trust and operational rigor parallel 
one another in underappreciated ways. 

EXECUTIVE 
OVERVIEW

  

1 https://sifted.eu/articles/fintech-trust-gap/
2 https://www.pwc.com/my/en/issues/trust/trust-in-startups.html
3 https://www.theweek.co.uk/95887/two-thirds-of-brits-still-don-t-trust-banks
4 https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/lu/Documents/financial-services/lu_beyond-fintech-summary.pdf
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According
to Forbes
Organizations high in trust 
are 2.5 times more likely to 
function as a high-performance 
organization with respect to 
revenue growth. 5 

Another study finds that 31 percent of global 
consumers cite ‘trust in a fintech provider’s 
team and company reputation’ as the top 
reason for engagement.6  

Beyond consumer interactions, trust with key 
stakeholders including investors and regulators 
proves advantageous. Crunchbase advocates 
for a ‘zone of trust’ versus a transactional 
founder/ VC relationship. Highlighted 
benefits include mutually identifying growth 
opportunities and introductions to key 
partners and talent.7 

Many fintechs brush aside trust as another 
corporate trope. In reality, trust is critical 
infrastructure, the engine of success. 

In this paper, we prove that building trust 
isn’t an onerous, expensive campaign. Insights 
about how fintechs can build trust–and unlock 
new benefits within the context of normal 
operations are based on interviews with 
leading investors, regulators, financial services 
institutions, and fintech founders.

5 https://www.forbes.com/sites/williamcraig/2018/05/15/the-importance-of-having-a-mission-driven-company/
6 https://fintechnews.sg/31533/studies/fintech-adoption-ey-global/
7 https://about.crunchbase.com/blog/building-zone-of-trust-between-founder-and-founding-investor/
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Build trust through exceptional customer experiences

Build trust through consistent product / service execution

Build trust through collaborative investor relationships

Build trust through meaningful regulator engagement

     Build trust through strong internal cultures

Shift the competitive landscape 
of financial services with trust
Five ways fintechs can harness trust for competitive 
advantage
Below, we discuss five areas where fintechs can generate trust. By emphasizing these, 
fintechs enjoy an overlooked, but potent, differentiator.



11. Build Trust Through Exceptional 
Customer Experiences

Key Ingredients 
In Customer 
Experience 

Kristen Durham, VP of Startups at Zendesk–a 
CRM company that builds software to improve 
customer relationships–guides fintechs to 
engineer customer experience journeys that 
breed trust. Often, the how of building trust 
confuses founders–and, today, less than a third 
of startups have a formal strategy in place.8

Durham simplifies the idea: “Responsiveness, 
empowerment, and transparency are the 
key ingredients.” She notes that consumer 
trust shifts in relation to fintechs’ focus on 
these principles. Specifically, fintechs build 
trust when consumers can answer ‘yes’ to the 
following:9

• Will you reply when I need you? 
• Do you make things easy to do on my own? 
• Do you make things clear?

Legacy financial institutions rarely use these 
questions as guiding principles. Case in point: 
up to 40 percent of some banks’ revenue 
is from overdraft fees, late fees, and service 
charges–all associated with murky fine-print 
and nontransparent communications.10  In 
the US, 40 percent of consumers view bank 
fees as more bothersome than a trip to the 
dentist.11  The disconnect in traditional finance 
allows fintechs to distinguish themselves with 
exceptional customer service.

For GCash, the leading e-wallet solution in 
the Philippines, building and nurturing trust 
means using conversational experiences–
and connected communication across any 
channel, 

7/24– to help its 20 million customers and 
70,000 partner merchants. Joanne Avendano, 
GCash’s VP of customer experience defines her 
team’s charter like this: “We have to provide not 
just a stable platform, but an experience and 
a support structure where they can rely on us. 
[Customers need to know] that someone is 
there when they need help.”12

According to Terry Angelos, SVP Global 
Head of Fintech at Visa, one of the best ways 
fintechs can reinforce their availability to 
customers is by using technology for relevant 
and frequent communications. These touch 
points, he suggests, establish transparency and 
responsiveness–the under layers of trust. 

8 https://www.zendesk.com/startups/2020benchmark/thinking-about-support/
9 LendIt & Durham Interview - April 2021
10 https://www.triplepundit.com/story/2019/americans-trust-banks-less-ever-ceo-offers-fix/82506
11 Ibid. 
12 https://www.zendesk.com/customer/gcash/
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QUANTIFYING THE VALUE OF TRUST

HAVE CONFIDENCE
YOUR INVESTMENT WILL PAY OFF“There’s no playbook you can 

adopt to recover from lost trust”

- Terry Angelos, SVP Global Head of 
Fintech, VISA.

In a space marked by KPIs and hard metrics, 
some fintechs bristle at benevolence. But 
when prospects and customers feel cared for, 
they overwhelmingly act to deliver growth and 
profit outcomes.

Zendesk’s Durham sees outperformance in 
fintechs that elevate trust. She finds that when 
customers or prospects are treated as humans 
and not tickets, results are positive. “Fintechs 
can expect higher net promoter scores (NPS) 
and lower customer acquisition costs (CAC) 
because of evangelism a word-of-mouth 
growth. 

Consider the chart in Figure 1 as an example of 
how churn reduction drives outsized revenue 
performance. 

Figure 1

Felicis’ Treyger shares how one of her portfolio 
fintechs, Hippo consistently prioritizes 
customer experience efforts that impact 
their customers such as the CEO personally 
calling customers impacted by wildfires and 
booking hotel rooms) – believing that trust 
outcomes pay off. 

“Hippo doesn’t rely on paid marketing. 
Because of trust, a significant percentage of 
their customers come inbound from word-
of-mouth, press articles, and earned media.”15

”A study from Qualtrics supports this, 
suggesting that a company’s ‘promoters’ 
are 81 percent more likely to repurchase 
financial products and services.”16

“The in-app notification, for example, is simple 
technology but it builds trust for consumers.” 
Angelos finds that basic value adds like data 
enhancement (e.g., granular insight into credit 
card spending categories), notification options 
(e.g., SMS vs. WhatsApp vs. email), and process 
automation (e.g., KYC/AML form redundancies) 
all grow trust. As well, he finds that the best 
founders prioritize these touches from day 
one.13

Victoria Treyger, General Partner and 
Managing Director at Felicis Ventures dubs 
these ‘moments of delight’ –and guides 

fintechs to embed these in operations, with 
thoughtfulness towards scale and automation. 
She points to the example of one portfolio 
company operating in the financial fraud space: 
“The company built a broad data ecosystem 
to identify synthetic fraud across multiple 
lenders and financial institutions. They then 
proactively notify all companies impacted by 
the fraud rings, regardless of whether or not 
they are existing customers.”14

Angelos concludes, “None of these have to do 
with contract terms of service; they are about 
thoughtfulness with trust as the end goal.”

13 LendIt & Angelos - Interview May 2021
14 LendIt & Treyger - Interview May 2021
15 LendIt & Treyger - Interview May 2021
16 https://www.qualtrics.com/blog/customer-churn-banking/
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2. Build Trust Through 
Consistent Product /
Service Execution  2



Simple and Consistent > 
Extravagant but Spotty

Michael Rangel, Founder and CEO of 
challenger bank Bank Novo, advises fintechs 
to understand the ‘incumbent frustration 
quotient’–that is, define where a target market 
is underserved and generate trust by simply 
executing better.

From the company’s earliest days, Rangel 
bypassed complex partnerships, flashy 
marketing, and other resource-intensive 
(plus, distracting) efforts. “We put our heads 
down and just built– developing our own 
infrastructure and services stack in-house,” 
he shares. Because of its execution, the 
bank holds remarkable product control and 
organizational agility.  

During the pandemic, when Novo witnessed 
big banks ignoring SMBs for 

paycheck protection program (PPP) loans, the 
company pivoted and met the funding needs 
of underserved SMBs. “This was an important 
signal to the market: you can trust us because 
we care about you and your business.” shares 
Rangel.17

When fintechs consistently execute their 
mission in the marketplace, they showcase what 
QED Investors founding partner Frank Rotman 
describes as a ‘brand promise.’ According to 
Rotman, every time a company does what 
it says it will do, it nurtures this promise and 
creates preference. 

What the fintech offers isn’t as important as 
remedying the problem they tell the market 
they solve. “Consumers  or businesses that have 
this problem get excited; once this happens, 
the marketing machine starts humming.” 

Fintechs may be tempted by splashy means 
to generate trust. While there is a place for 
over-the-top service, consumers’ impulse to 
punish bad service is more pronounced than 
their willingness to patronize companies they 
are happy with.18

According to Harvard Business Review, “loyalty 
has more to do with how well companies 
deliver on their basic, even plain-vanilla 
promises than on how dazzling the service 
experience might be.”19 Most companies don’t 
grasp this and waste time and resources.

Absolutely, fintechs can delight their 
customers. But be careful romanticizing this. 
“You build trust through execution, and doing 
what you promised you would do over and 
over.” says Novo Rangel.

Calley Barton, Customer Success Director at 
Marqeta, highlights the growth opportunity 
from incremental trust-building. “Be 
responsive to small things, like emails, even 
if you don’t have an immediate answer. 
Eventually, clients come to you for strategic 
advice, not just tactical items, and your 
business relationship will expand.”

17 LendIt & Treyger - Interview May 2021
18 https://hbr.org/2010/07/stop-trying-to-delight-your-customers
19 Ibid.
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“To be a trusted advisor, you need to prioritize internal learning and 
knowledge sharing. Have you created space for team members to learn 
and grow–and be seen as strategic resources for clients and prospects?

- Calley Barton, Customer Success Director, Marqeta

3. Build Trust Through Collaborative 
Investor Relationships 

Whether ego or insecurity, founders’ 
unwillingness to create a zone of trust with 
investors hampers success. Crunchbase 
research finds that iconic companies avoid 
transactional founder/VC relationships; 
instead, founders embrace sincerity and see 
investors as partners not judges.20

“Begin with the assumption that the other’s 
intentions are good,” shares Jenny Lefcourt, 
General Partner at Freestyle Capital. “An 
investor will work her ass off for a founder 

when she knows the founder trusts her.” She 
concludes: “The moment I wire money, in 
my mind, our interests are aligned—we both 
want them and their company to be wildly 
successful.”21

The key is to remember that both parties 
report to the business. “Assume one another’s 
sincerity, and prioritize listening over talking,” 
advises QED’s Rotman. In general, question 
asking is not personal, it means that the other 
party has a different view.

So trust with investors–even if you don’t have 
an immediate funding need or fit the profile 
of what an investor wants. “Play the long 
game,” reminds Core Innovation Capital’s 
Utecht: “When I tell a founder to keep me 
updated, I mean it. But half the time, I never 
hear from them again.”

Multiple interviewees noted how the fintech 
ecosystem is small, and investors talk. “We 
track progress and see if people do what 
they said they would do. In most cases we’ve 
known our CEOs for months or years before 
investing in them,” says Utech.

For founders, the early interactions prove 
whether an investor is trustworthy. “Building 
trust takes time, but if a founder reaches out 
for advice or introductions and an investor 
delivers, starting a trusted relationship later 
on is much easier.”

1. Meet plans and goals consistently 
(and provide updates if/when plans 
change). 

2. Be the one who tells investors 
about bad news. Don’t let them learn 
through the grapevine. 

3. Embrace the learning loop. When 
things don’t go well, act quickly to 
solve the problem and then go back 
and debrief. Learn for next time. 

4. Maintain transparency and 
consistency in metrics and reporting. 
Don’t move the goalposts, send 
regular updates. 
 
5. Stick to your word. Your word is 
everything when building a company.

5 Things Founders Can Do To Earn (And Keep) Investors’ Trust
Victoria Treyger Felicis Ventures

20 https://about.crunchbase.com/blog/building-zone-of-trust-between-founder-and-founding-investor/
21 https://www.forbes.com/sites/jennylefcourt/2016/09/27/framework-of-trust-between-founder-vc
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Notably, investors go the extra mile for 
founders they trust. “My level of trust impacts 
how actively I sell a company,” suggests Felcis’ 
Trayger. “For B2B portfolio companies, I am 
more inclined to work on distribution and 
push for Fortune 500 partnerships.” Others 
noted that above-and-beyond sacrifices 
are easier to make when trust is high. One 
investor remarks, “I am happy to spend my 
time helping them avoid paid marketing 

and building relationships with potential 
enterprise customers.”  

“Investors benchmark you against your words,” 
shares Sergio Furio, Founder and CEO at 
Creditas. Before they partner, they’ll say, ‘Show 
us what you told your last round of investors.’ 
They will find out if you can be trusted and 
have a track record of doing what you say 
you’ll do.22

4. Build Trust Through Meaningful 
Regulator Engagement  

According to Dan Quan, Managing Partner 
of Banks Street Advisory and former Senior 
Advisor to the Director at the Consumer 
Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB), fintechs 
hold a misconception about regulators. 
“Leaders don’t see the ‘human side’ of 
the Bureau,” he shares. Instead of seeing 
regulators only as ‘enforcers’, fintechs should 
seek trusted relationships with these bodies.23

Most regulators aim to promote financial 
innovation. According to Quan, “Their doors 
are open to startups to discuss ideas.” The 
directional insights from these office hours 
“save headaches down the road and help 
create competitive products and services.” 

Although the CFPB and other regulatory 
bodies can’t advocate, an aspect of their role 
is education. “When fintechs tell us what they 
are doing, planning, or launching, we can relay 
the message to the rest of the community,” 
Quan guides. “This kind of information 
exchange is critical because financial services 
are so regulated. You don’t want unnecessary 
scrutiny because of misinformation.”24

While counterintuitive to most founders, 
regulators want to trust fintechs’ judgement. 
Kathleen Utecht, Managing Partner at Core 
Innovation Capital recommends fintechs 
have open and honest conversations: “It 
doesn’t matter if they are formal or informal, 
conversations create trust and trust is a useful 
tailwind.”25

Of course, regulators must trust that fintechs 
employ practices to safeguard consumers. 
Utecht’s team offers portfolio companies 
access to in-house counsel, while Zendesk’s 
Durham recommends utilizing enterprise-
ready customer service, sales management, 
and other software tools. The latter should 
meet compliance standards including, SOC 2 
Type II, GDPR, and ISO 27001:203. 

As well, fintechs should only partner with 
third parties that conduct ongoing testing, 
observe secure deployment practices, and 
have incident management processes in 
place. These practices let regulators know that 
the fintech takes security seriously–and can be 
trusted.

22 LendIt and Furio Interview - May 2021
23 https://blog.trueaccord.com/2020/11/between-two-fintechs-with-dan-quan/
24 LendIt & Quan Interview - May 2021
25 LendIt & Quan Interview - May 2021
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5. Building Trust Through A 
Strong Internal Culture

Trust is linked to higher levels of 
organizational commitment and employee 
tenure.26 A primary way to foster trust within 
an enterprise is to ‘walk the talk’–that is, make 
decisions consistent with a stated mission. 

Creditas’ Furio shares how this idea helped 

his company sustain its performance–even 
as staff levels ramped from ten to over two 
thousand. “People join this company because 
of our purpose to help Latin Americans unleash 
the potential of their assets. If ideas surface that 
deviate from this, employees speak up.” 

Interviewees added that opportunities to 
compromise on product or service experiences 
routinely show up for fintechs. However, if 
leadership acts integrous, employee goodwill 
grows. Ultimately, this can reduce attrition and 
costs associated with recruiting, hiring, and 
disengagement.

“Our team is a referral engine. They introduce 
us to others that embrace our core principles 
and we multiply our customer-centered 
culture,” says Furio. “If you cut one corner, your 
employees lose trust. Fast forward a few years 
and you’ve unraveled positivity, fulfillment, 
and reliability–you’ve undermined your own 
success.”

26 https://www.limeade.com/en/blog/employee-trust-organizational-effectiveness/
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Conclusion:

Popular research cites a lack of ‘morality 
of care’ in financial services.28  For fintechs, 
restoring this means prioritizing trust. But 
the work must extend beyond empty mission 
and values discussion. To be truly felt, trust 
building exercises must shape underlying 
decisions and actions. And they must saturate 
key relationships with stakeholders including 
customers, regulators, and investors. 

To ask, can we prioritize trust given all we have 
to do? misrepresents trust’s role. Everything 
a fintech does can produce trust. Trust must 
matter–and recognizing this is fintechs’ 
turning point.   

Trust Must Matter

Employees that trust their leaders work 
more efficiently. “A lack of trust is the biggest 
expense in organizations,” says David Horsager, 
chief executive officer of Trust Edge Leadership 
Institute. “Every problem that leaders think 
they have—whether it’s a leadership issue, a 
sales issue, an engagement issue or some 
other issue—boils down to trust.”27 

A cultural hallmark of most fintechs is 
commitment to users. One of the best ways 
to achieve the benefits of high-trust is to 
build on this, and position customer-facing 
teams for success. Zendesk’s Durham points 
out, “Cultivating trust means providing these 
teams the autonomy to decide what’s right for 
a customer and the tools to make it easy for 
them to fulfill this. Your customers and your 
team will notice if you miss either of these.” 

27 https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-magazine/0618/pages/why-trust-matters-at-work.aspx
28 https://hbr.org/2015/03/why-our-trust-in-banks-hasnt-been-restored
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support your customers, manage your sales pipeline and scale your fintech. 
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