
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rics20

Information, Communication & Society

ISSN: 1369-118X (Print) 1468-4462 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rics20

Money is data – the platformization of financial
transactions

Carola Westermeier

To cite this article: Carola Westermeier (2020): Money is data – the platformization of financial
transactions, Information, Communication & Society, DOI: 10.1080/1369118X.2020.1770833

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2020.1770833

© 2020 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 29 May 2020.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 2248

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rics20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rics20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/1369118X.2020.1770833
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2020.1770833
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rics20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rics20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/1369118X.2020.1770833
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/1369118X.2020.1770833
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1369118X.2020.1770833&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-05-29
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1369118X.2020.1770833&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-05-29


Money is data – the platformization of financial transactions
Carola Westermeier

Department of Political Sciences, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Financial transactions are part of everyday life, yet banking has
largely withstood the digital transformation within most European
countries. Recently, there have been initiatives that merge the
digital and the financial sphere by integrating the transactions
that run through established financial infrastructures into digital
platforms. Large data-driven companies hereby seek access to
financial transactions and try to embed payments within their
platforms. This contribution discusses differing models of how
tech-driven companies gain access to financial infrastructures, and
how recently introduced policies engender these processes.
Within Europe and the United Kingdom, banks that operate
through financial infrastructures and hold most transactional data
are now required by regulators to provide access to their
customers’ accounts. The platformization of financial transactions
is thus not purely a technical question, but it also is a remarkable
example of how politically enforced changes in the materiality of
data lead to reconfigurations with broader economic and social
consequences. It results in the transformation of money into a
form of (transactional) data and shows how the value of money
and data depends on the technological underpinnings that
determine the capability of their circulation. In order to
understand their valuation, we need to take the material
assemblages that enable their distribution into account.
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1. Introduction – the (non-)digital wallet

When most people leave their homes, they think of a few things to take with them, nor-
mally including their smartphone and their wallet with their debit/credit cards and some
cash. These items are essential to navigate and organize everyday life. While smartphones
have already integrated several services that once required multiple devices, a separate
credit or bank card or cash are still necessary for most purchases. This divide between
smartphone and wallet resembles the separation of the underlying technologies that enable
financial transactions.

This contribution shows how the ongoing division of the digital realm within the
smartphone, and the financial sphere within the wallet, is rooted in the separation of
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their underlying technological foundations. While bank cards use established financial
infrastructures to enable transactions, digital forms of payments developed by big players
such as Apple and Facebook seek to embed transactions within platforms. However, tech-
driven companies do not replace existing financial infrastructure, but they expand on
them. This paper presents three models of how non-financial companies seek to gain
access to the financial infrastructures in order to embed financial transactions within
their data streams. It connects the importance of transactional data to ongoing processes
of platformization and explains how these changes within the infrastructural materiality of
monetary circulation are stimulated politically. As within the EU and the United Kingdom
this process is engendered by regulatory demands, the platformization of financial trans-
actions highlights the close entanglements of technological change, the politics of data, and
everyday (financial) life.

The ambition of tech-driven companies to gain access to financial infrastructures is clo-
sely linked to the growing importance of transactional data. Thus, this contribution will
also unpack the technical and political underpinning behind the very plausible claim
that ‘Data is the new money, but also, money is data’ (Pardes, 2019). While the former
is already a well-established imperative within the data economy (Fourcade & Healy,
2017), the latter is key to the transformation of financial services and indicates important
differences between the financial and the tech industry: until now, banks have thrived on
money, not data. Yet the increasing relevance of transactional data is tightly bound to the
potentiality of information stored within money streams. As studies by economic anthro-
pologist Bill Maurer have shown, ‘the value in the exchange now takes a back seat to the
transactional data’, meaning that not the amount of the purchase, but the fact of the pur-
chase itself is paramount (Maurer, 2012a, p. 477). As a consequence, ‘real-time payments
and transaction data’ can be more readily combined with other forms of data, building a
‘richer and truer picture of the borrower’s ability to repay’, according to a description by
the Bank of England (2020, p. 13). The combination of different forms of data that have
until now been separate thus allows for ever more substantive assessments of people’s
social or economic situations. The following describes how technological changes are
accompanied by fundamental shifts within the political economy of payments and bank-
ing as these spheres are pushed towards the platform model.

This contribution expands the analysis of valuation of monetary transfers (e. g. the data
of transactions) enabled by new payment structures that, until now, have primarily been
described for the Global South to the Global North (Maurer, 2012b, 2012c; O’Dwyer, 2015,
2019; Jain & Gabor, 2020). It substantiates these anthropological and cultural insights into
the value of transactional data by foregrounding how transactional data handling and use
are inseparable from material and technological conditions, including the performance of
operations, speed, frequency and susceptibility of failure (Blanchette, 2011; Kaufmann &
Jeandesboz, 2017). Building on studies that foreground the political and economic impor-
tance of infrastructures (Bernards & Campbell-Verduyn, 2019a; de Goede, 2012a, 2012b),
the following discusses different models of how tech-driven actors gain access to financial
infrastructures to embed transactional data into their platforms. The analysis sheds light
on the effects of potentially transformative regulatory directives, the Second Payment Ser-
vices Directive in the European Union (PSD2), and Open Banking in the United Kingdom,
as other key drivers of the platformization of transactional data. This adds an important
political dimension to bourgeoning literature on the platform economy that originated
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within the private sector and is now embraced by regulators (Langley & Leyshon, 2017;
Plantin et al., 2018; Poell et al., 2019; van Dijck et al., 2018).

The following connects the differing features that enable the platformization of trans-
actional data with an analysis of its technological implementation. The first section dis-
cusses the conceptual notions of platforms and infrastructures and connects them to
politics and the economic value of financial transactions. The second section distinguishes
three differing models of how tech-driven companies gain access to financial infrastruc-
tures and how they expand their platforms with the use of transactional data. Part three
then argues that tech-driven actors are not the only drivers of platformization, as regulat-
ory decisions within the EU and UK are key drivers of these models by demanding banks
enable access to their customers’ accounts. Although these regulations are seen as a quiet
revolution within the field of banking, they have not attracted much (critical) scholarly
attention. The regulatory push that enables platformization shows how data generation
and analysis is politically induced by altering the technologies that enable their circulation.

2. (Financial) infrastructures and platforms

This section discusses different strands of literature to connect the technological and
material underpinnings of financial transactions to the value of their data. As in many
Western countries the existing bank-based payment infrastructure is dominant, payment
services such as Google Pay, Amazon Pay and Apple Pay have built their platforms on top
of these existing payment systems to collect transactional data. These services offer custo-
mers the option to pay for (online) purchases without leaving their platform to execute the
payment. Users thereby do not need to type in their credit card number or initiate a bank
transfer themselves, but they can use different options to skip these modes of payment
(e. g. by allowing the payment service to make transfers using costumer’s credit cards,
or by using a pre-paid amount of money). Nevertheless, the importance of financial trans-
actions and financial infrastructures had been recognized before the rise of platforms, as
the fields of financial security and economic prediction show. Appreciating the respective
materiality, forms of connectivity and economic logics that drive infrastructures and plat-
forms is essential to understanding how platformization is connected to the relevance of
transactional data.

Financial infrastructures are ubiquitous and allow the organization of financial life,
facilitating payments, debt obligations or trading. Without becoming banks themselves,
tech-driven companies seek access to these infrastructures and try to embed transactional
data within their platforms. Acquiring and maintaining a banking license is seen as burden
for tech companies due to the accompanying regulatory restraints. With the entrance of
the platform model into the world of finance, financial infrastructures are not replaced,
but instead platforms build and expand on infrastructural capabilities. Thomas Poell,
David Nieborg and José van Dijck have provided a useful definition for this process of
platformization as ‘the penetration of the infrastructures, economic processes, and govern-
mental frameworks of platforms in different economic sectors and spheres of life’ (2019, p.
5f.). Platformization in the field of banking is enabled by the use of what are termed appli-
cation programming interfaces, or APIs, as a tool to penetrate financial infrastructures. As
explained below, within Europe and the United Kingdom this is enabled by new regulatory
demands requiring banks that operate through financial infrastructures and hold most

INFORMATION, COMMUNICATION & SOCIETY 3



transactional data to provide access to their customers’ accounts via APIs. This adds an
important twist to insights generated by digital media and communication scholarship
that have foregrounded how platforms govern (Gorwa, 2019): The directives of PSD2
and Open Banking embrace the platform model as a form of governance, promoting
the growth of platforms in the financial sphere by regulatory means as section 3 explains
in more detail.

While platforms and infrastructures are often seen as interchangeable, their conceptual
distinctions help to account for the shift that is taking place within the field of transactions
economics. In everyday language, the term ‘platform’ is often used synonymously with
‘infrastructure’. As Tarleton Gillespie (2010) has shown in his account of the diverse ety-
mological origins of the term ‘platform’, this claim is not meaningless, but has effects on
perceptions across multiple venues for multiple audiences. Although they acknowledge the
infrastructural intermediation of some platforms (Beer, 2013), Paul Langley and Andrew
Leyshon (2017, p. 19) argue against the metaphorical use of ‘infrastructure’ for platforms,
asserting that ‘platforms are not utilities or conduits that simply channel circulations. Plat-
forms actively induce, produce and programme circulations.’

In terms of their architecture, infrastructures are rather heterogeneous systems that are
connected via socio-technical gateways, while platforms are programmable with a stable
core system. Infrastructures’ market structures are mostly ‘administratively regulated in
the public interest’, while platforms are only sometimes regulated, and are mostly private
and competitive in nature. These different characteristics also resemble different tempor-
alities: while infrastructures are established for long-term sustainability, platforms work
with frequent updating (Plantin et al., 2018). At the same time, there are also some plat-
forms which have infrastructural characteristics as their public implications are undeni-
able, including Google, Amazon, Facebook, Apple and Microsoft (van Dijck et al., 2018).

Central to the concept of platforms is user-generated data. As Nick Srnicek describes,
‘The platform has emerged as a new business model, capable of extracting and controlling
immense amounts of data, and with this shift we have seen the rise of large monopolistic
firms’ (Srnicek, 2017, p. 6; O’Dwyer, 2019, p. 141). For Langley and Leyshon, platforms are
‘particular comings together of code and commerce’ (2017, p. 19). Of course, data is also
generated within infrastructures, but in this model, data is the by-product of enabling
flows and transactions, not the core of the business model. The next section discusses
the specific value that lies within transactional data which flows along payment infrastruc-
tures and how its use as a form of memory gains new importance with the rise of
platforms.

2.1. Money as memory – use of transactional data

Financial infrastructures are deeply embedded into everyday lives and they have numerous
political implications. In most countries they are part of what are termed ‘critical infra-
structures’, which are supposed to survive even catastrophic events (Folkers, 2017). The
‘critical’ implications of payment infrastructures foreground their political relevance
and show that their importance is far from being reducible to the financial sector. Finan-
cial infrastructures are deeply entangled in broader political, economic and security ratio-
nales, and at the same time finance has ‘infrastructural power’ itself within market-based
economic governance (Bernards & Campbell-Verduyn, 2019a; Braun, 2018). Financial
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infrastructures process a wide array of financial relations including credit and lending, col-
laterals, remittances, securities and payments. While payments are central to this analysis,
several contributions have foregrounded the implications of digital credit and debt
relations (Langley, 2014; Clarke, 2019; Bernards, 2019).

Transactions data is most valuable as it allows several conclusions to be drawn about
personal life and actual behaviour. It mostly includes a timestamp, an account or credit
card number, beneficiary account details, a description of the purchase and the amount.
A payment statement allows even more detailed insight into the most personal infor-
mation. Just to name a few examples: A monthly recurring beneficiary transaction from
the same account is usually the wage and also shows the employer. Payments related to
public institutions often include social security or tax identification numbers. Certain
spending habits show relevant connections, for example to certain communities (religious
or political), and medical spending may contain other sensitive information, such as the
treatment of a specific disease.

Money and transaction data are forms of memory that were collected and stored before
the evolution of information and communications technology allowed the rise of what has
been called ‘big data’ (vanDijck, 2014). Rachel O’Dwyer (2019) has provided a genealogy of
how money has been used as a form of memory and how it is used to inform action. Her
brief history of transactional records demonstrates how companies used transactional data
as a proxy to rank, score, and classify individuals and to make predictions and decisions
about future access and exclusion. While the state certainly exercised control over the
supply and circulation of money in the pre-electronic era, as it does today, the ways
money moves within commercial enterprises produced another layer of monetary control
and access for citizens, even before electronic payments. For example, credit bureaus used
transactional data (which they extracted from accounting records) to infer the credit-
worthiness of merchants and consumers, while department stores used these records to
infer details of buyers’ purchasing habits and to influence their future purchasing behav-
iour. Transactional data acted as a predictive proxy for other aspects of individual or
business conduct (ibid., p. 139). Hence, the surveillance and commercial use of proliferated
personal data is not a new feature of the twenty-first century. As money is increasingly per-
ceived as data, and less as a value itself, the practices of its use and exchange become more
relevant. While Emily Gilbert (2015, p. 361) has defined money as ‘a symbolic referent, a
social system, and a material practice’ as it might acquire different values, Mareile Kauf-
mann (2018, n. p.) has added that the same applies to digital data which seems to acquire
the quality of money as it is also a ‘socio-technical system of exchange, and a material prac-
tice of calculation and analysis’. She argues that we need to understand both data and
money as ‘societal and cultural practice’ whose values are determined by their exchange,
accumulation and calculation. The next section describes the political implications of
money’s social and cultural qualities as well as its quality as a form of memory.

2.2. The politics of financial transactions

The potential of information that lies within financial transactions has already been
exploited before the rise of data-driven businesses. Within the provision of (financial)
security, banks, police authorities and intelligence agencies have used transactional data
to comprehend social relations. Financial transactions are regularly surveilled by banks
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and financial authorities as part of the fight against fraud, money laundering and terrorism
financing (Amicelle, 2017; Wesseling et al., 2012).

Access to transactional data and control of payment infrastructures has political rel-
evance and even geo-political implications, as the example of the largest global payment
infrastructure shows. SWIFT, the Belgian-based Society for Worldwide Interbank Finan-
cial Telecommunications, acts as an ‘infrastructure for infrastructures’ as it enables and
shapes payment networks that operate on and through it by providing secure bank-to-
bank messaging. SWIFT handles about 80% of global payment traffic (Dörry et al.,
2018). Although it presents itself as a neutral device to enable international payments,
SWIFT also plays a role in the provision of security and within the geopolitics of sanctions
(de Goede, 2012a). Through SWIFT the US can monitor all cross-border bank transfers
and thereby enforce sanctions by punishing foreign banks for non-compliance, or threa-
tening to cut them off from the basis of the global banking system – the dollar (Eich, 2018).
The US government also has access to most of the established credit and debt data via Visa
and Mastercard payment services (Arauz, 2019).

The case of SWIFT foregrounds the (geo-)political implications of payment infrastruc-
tures which rest on the value of data that money carries. Transactional data promise
insights into economic and social relations, they are used to map networks and reveal pat-
terns that are rendered for economic and security purposes. The next section shows how
the technological underpinning for the circulation of data and/or money enables or dis-
ables their usage. Concretely, the following examines different ways in which tech-driven
companies gain access to financial infrastructures to embed transactional data in their
platforms. These underlying mechanisms seek to enable the frictionless experience of pay-
ments that payment services by BigTech companies want to achieve. If users can execute
their payments without whipping out their credit cards or their cash, they will spend more
time on the respective platforms and eventually embed their finances into their digital life.

3. Banking without banks? The platformization of financial transactions

The increasing importance of financial transactions as memory is closely entangled with a
changing materiality of circulation which is enabled by platformization of financial trans-
actions. This section describes how technology-driven companies seek to gain access to
transactional data that transforms the political economy of payment platforms and
data. While data is merely the by-product of (economic) circulation within the infrastruc-
tural model, the production of data is the main purpose of a platform (Srnicek, 2017; van
Dijck et al., 2018). Platforms are set up with the clear aim of engendering data (re-)pro-
duction, whereas infrastructures may also make financial gains by allowing the flow of
money and other goods in exchange for a fee or similar economic incentives. Instead of
replacing existing payment infrastructures, the platform model builds on them and
thereby facilitates payments through their services. Within a platform, transactional
data can thus be combined with other data streams and fed into the creation of ‘closed
loops.’Within these loops, consumers are directed to particular modes of payment or ven-
dors because these vendors support particular modes of payment (Maurer, 2014). Linking
transactional data to other kinds of data such as location, past behaviour and social con-
nections enables all kinds of future value propositions, to the degree that ‘information
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about a monetary exchange may have a comparable or greater exchange value than the
monetary token engaged in the transaction itself’ (O’Dwyer, 2016, n. p.).

While these practices are only just emerging in European countries, they are already
happening in many places around the globe where cash and cards have been replaced
by other means of payment. In China, platforms like Alipay and WeChat have developed
into all-rounders which include everyday payment options and messaging applications –
used by billions of consumers and deeply embedded in Chinese everyday life (Ahmed &
Fong, 2017). The lack of dominant, pre-existing functioning credit cards or other payment
infrastructures is seen as the reason why Chinese tech companies have been so successful
in providing these services. Although users still need a Chinese bank account, they do not
need to separately facilitate everyday payments with their bank or credit card. Instead,
payment services are integrated into social platforms. The usage of information that is
implied within transactional data is thus widened and combined with other kinds of
data streams. The infamous Chinese social credit rating score thus ‘expands the concept
of credit ratings far beyond financial metrics, to include social, political, and environ-
mental factors both in terms of data inputs and rating outputs’ (Gruin & Knaack, 2019,
p. 13).

In comparison to these far-reaching transitions it is noteworthy that in many European
countries, including the United Kingdom, banking seems to have withstood the upheaval
that digital services have brought other parts of the economy, such as travel, movies or
taxis. The reason why banking has seemed immune to the digital transformation surely
does not lie in the sector’s technological underdevelopment. For a long time, finance
has been pushing ICT innovation to ensure financial gains, as the industry pushed the
establishment of fibre technology in central hubs of financial trade to enhance millise-
cond-trading (Sassen, 2016). The everyday usage of new financial services is often pre-
vented by shops’ reliance on established payment systems such as cash or credit cards,
rooted within the dominant financial infrastructures. However, big and small tech-driven
companies seek to enhance the transition towards digitalized financial within the Western
world.

The following segments describe three models of how tech-driven companies secure
access to transactional data that is transferred via financial infrastructures: first, the
example of the Apple Card provides a model in which cooperation with an incumbent
financial actor is used to secure access to payment infrastructures. Second, the example
of solarisBank shows that the need of tech-driven companies to gain access to financial
infrastructures has already been turned into a business model itself. Third, Facebook’s
Libra has announced that it will circumvent established financial infrastructures
altogether, which has been met with political and regulatory concerns. Within all three
models, transactional data will be embedded within platforms that have been established.
Platforms hence will not replace infrastructures but instead expand them.

3.1. The appleization of finance?1

In February 2019 two of the biggest companies of the tech and financial worlds, respect-
ively, announced their collaboration: Apple and Goldman Sachs together launched a credit
card. Although credit cards are not necessarily a revolutionary form of business, this move
caught broad public attention. It seeks to bridge the divide of wallet and smartphone by
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enhancing the digital wallet within the smartphone. At the same time, the move expanded
both parties’ core businesses as the two companies sought new revenue sources (Mickle
et al., 2019). Although there is no fundamentally innovative feature with the new credit
card, the move integrates the payments more directly into a mobile device as it seeks to
connect data that is already stored on the device. The promise that comes with the card
is not linked to new modes of purchasing, but rather the way (personal) finances are
experienced.

While the Apple Card does not alter the means of payment – the purchase – it does seek
to alter the way users handle their financial data. By embedding money as a form of data
deeply into the platform, money is levelled with other kinds of data. Hence, paying for the
purchase of goods or services should not be an additional step, but happen seamlessly.
Tech companies often provide convenience by reducing frictions. While for users this
means that the conscious step of payment and thereby direct contact with their finances
is made redundant, this has new potential for data analytics. As José Ossandon (2014) has
shown for the data that is used for retail store credits, transactional data is captured and
then leveraged at the point of sale, which acts as a ‘hub where multiple databases are prac-
tically enacted’ (p. 441).

The fact that one of the world’s biggest tech companies now offers financial services
raises questions about the potentially dark side of the future of money. As Arielle Pardes
(2019, n. p.) puts it:

Imagine how Big Tech could also change the status quo for payment security, by replacing
those tired and vulnerable credit card numbers with smarter forms of authentication. Ima-
gine, too, how all of these consumer conveniences might overshadow our suspicions about
handing over the finer details of our financial lives to Big Tech. Apple says it won’t snoop
on your spending, and that’s nice. But that’s not to say that the next company to issue a credit
card—Google, or Facebook—won’t sell your monthly statement to the highest bidder.

3.2. Reducing banks to infrastructure

While Apple cooperates with a bank that offers the tech giant access to payment infra-
structure, there are other models of how tech-driven companies can use payment infra-
structures without becoming a bank themselves. This need to connect platforms to
payment infrastructures has even been turned into a business model: solarisBank, the
self-proclaimed ‘Tech company with a banking license’, offers banking services such as
bank accounts, algorithmic scoring, transactions and even payment cards for non-bank
customers. solarisBank works on a business-to-business basis, meaning it solely offers
access to financial infrastructures to other businesses who then provide financial services
to end users within their applications. Their services also include regulatory expertise on
anti-money laundering and countering terrorism financing.

A most important feature in their business model is APIs whose role will be described
in more detail below. As a means of data exchange, APIs are widely established, especially
as a way of communicating between platforms and their various components and players
that surround them. For solarisBank, APIs are a crucial tool for their business of providing
banking infrastructure as a service. In adverts to other companies, they proclaim: ‘Build
your own banking products with our API accessible banking as a service platform’ (solar-
isBank, 2020; see Figure 1). Their platform has access to financial infrastructures and
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enables other non-bank businesses to access the banking platform via APIs, thereby offer-
ing financial services to their (end) customers.

solarisBank spells out the biggest aim of their business as follows: ‘Our goal is to accel-
erate the transformation of the financial services industry: By making possibly every com-
pany worldwide a provider of financial services, banks will in the future act solely as the
providers of infrastructure and become mostly invisible to the consumer’ (solarisBank,
2020). This sentence states most explicitly a possible direction within the platformization
of transactional data: the reduction of banks’ role to providers of access to payment infra-
structures. As will be described below, this tendency is not only enhanced by technological
developments but also by new regulatory demands allowing third parties access to banks’
customer accounts.

The examples of Apple Card and solarisBank show twomodels in which platforms have
used the intermediary space between existing established payment platforms and incum-
bent financial actors, a practice that Bill Maurer has described as ‘riding the rails’ of exist-
ing (public) infrastructures (Maurer, 2014). Within these two models, banks remain in
place as providers of access to financial infrastructures while the non-financial companies
provide the platform that costumers use. The next section describes another model that
circumvents established financial infrastructures altogether by using distributed ledger
technologies such as blockchain. This model gained prominence lately when another
Big Tech company announced their plans to launch a new digital currency.

3.3. New financial infrastructures?

In 2019, Facebook announced the launch of its currency ‘Libra’ which caught wide atten-
tion as it was heralded as a fundamental challenge to the established financial system. At
the time of writing, Libra has not materialized and it is still unclear if it will take the shape
as was introduced in the Libra white paper (Libra, 2019). Recent developments indicate
that Facebook’s initial ambitions have been ‘scaled back’ and that they increasingly seek
to complement national currencies (Popper & Issac, 2020).

Figure 1. solarisBank – ‘Banking-as-a-Service platform’ – Model.
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Still, as Facebook claims that Libra’s mission is to be ‘a simple global currency and
financial infrastructure that empowers billions of people’ it is worth taking a moment
to discuss its underlying model. Libra seeks to fulfil its claim of providing a financial infra-
structure by coupling its new cryptocurrency with a blockchain-based payment and con-
tract system (Bernards & Campbell-Verduyn, 2019b). By creating a new digital currency
based on blockchain technology it would circumvent banks altogether, with the ambition
of ‘turn[ing] Facebook into a platform that people never need to leave, and to create the
conditions under which Facebook is the internet for as many people as possible’ (Beer,
2019, n. p.).

Using blockchain technology as an infrastructure would circumvent established finan-
cial intermediaries and transmit the transactional data through a mechanism of distribu-
ted consensus (Rodima-Taylor & Grimes, 2019b). While this would in principle allow
established financial infrastructures and banks to be avoided altogether, an ‘increasing ten-
dency can be observed of blockchain-based initiatives to operate in tandem with more tra-
ditional money transfer infrastructures’ (Rodima-Taylor & Grimes, 2019a, p. 853). In
addition to regulators’ concerns about Facebook’s plans, it is thus still unclear if Libra
will succeed in circumventing established payment infrastructures altogether.

Such ambitions of creating platforms on top of established financial infrastructures, or
even circumventing them altogether, pose a challenge to the providers of these systems,
such as banks and other financial services providers. They could not only lose a main rev-
enue stream, but also their direct connections to customers, and would increasingly be
diminished to the role of providing financial infrastructures that enable tech companies
to collect and process (payment) data. The question thus arises as to whether this is
sufficient to keep incumbent financial institutions in their current position. If data-driven
corporations increasingly take over the provision of payment services within their plat-
forms, banks could be reduced to nothing more than the infrastructural substrate of
their service.

As indicated above, the push towards platformization is not solely driven by techno-
logical change, but also by regulatory demand. The ability to access and transfer payments
–mostly gained with a banking licence – implies several regulatory demands, such as pre-
vention of money laundering and terrorist financing. However, European regulators do
not seek to prevent change within the banking sector. Instead they aim to open the
field to new, especially tech-driven services.

4. Open banking. The regulatory push for platformization

This section discusses the technological foundations on which the regulatory demands of
PSD2 and Open Banking are built, and how these demands enforce the platformization of
banking infrastructures via the use of APIs. Within the European Union and the United
Kingdom, regulators demanded a ‘seismic shift’ within the payments landscape when they
pushed incumbent financial institutions to open their data and infrastructures to third
parties (Agarwal, 2016). These demands aim at models that are similar to those of
Apple Card and solarisBank, by enforcing cooperation between financial and non-finan-
cial companies. Like the described models this opening potentially enables tech and other
companies to access transactional data processed within the payment infrastructures and
embed them within platforms. In 2015 the EU adopted a new directive on payment
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services, PSD2, which is equivalent to Open Banking in the United Kingdom. The directive
came into force in January 2018 and its explicit aims are to take account of new types of
payment services and to ‘promote innovative mobile and internet payment services’
(European Commission, 2019). Within the directive, banks are given the role of trustees
to secure customer data, while at the same time they are requested to provide access to
their customer data upon request. In the past, consumers who wanted to allow other ser-
vices to access their accounts had to provide their login details. This changes with PSD2.
The regulatory demand thus effectively ends banks’ exclusive control of their users’ pay-
ment data and control of the payment process.

With the new payment directives, regulators govern through the infrastructures to
enable market change and platformization. From a technological perspective, the
demanded changes widen the scope of possible services that evolve from financial trans-
actions and management. For this purpose, regulators have defined two differing roles for
third parties that incumbent financial players need to enable: a Payment Initiation Service
Provider (PISP), and/or as an Account Information Service Provider. Customers may
allow the latter, an Account Information Service Provider, to receive information about
their bank accounts with one or more banks, and their payments. These services might
be used to organize budgets and financial planning. If the customer consents, through
the PISP, they order their bank to transfer an amount to the beneficiary’s account.
Most of these services – payment initiation and account information – will be
implemented as mobile apps or within platforms. This presents a direct alternative to a
range of other payment services, such as credit cards.

Challenging the established (US-dominated) international credit card schemes was one
main intention behind the new payment directive (Eroglu, 2019). Established credit card
providers already hold an important position within the chain of financial service provi-
ders and they have already transformed from processing payments to the collection of
data. Mastercard for example aggregates and analyses 65 billion transactions of 1.5 billion
cardholders in 210 countries to map business and define consumer trends. From these
amounts of data, they can extract spending habits and sell these insights to others. One
example of their data analysis is the observation that people who stop for gas around 4

Figure 2. Relationships between customer, merchant and their respective banks with PSD2. Source:
https://developer.ibm.com/mainframe/docs/open-banking/openbanking-psd2-in-practice-apis-and-
mplbank/
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pm are likely to stop at a supermarket within the next hour and spend between 35 and 40
dollars afterwards (Mayer-Schönberger & Cukier, 2013) Figure 2.

4.1. Whose platform? Governing through APIs

This last section shows that while APIs, application programming interfaces, are a central
means within the platformization of financial transaction, the question if banks or big
tech’s platforms will be dominant in processing transactional data remains open. The
new payment directive requires banks to open their APIs to third parties, thus enabling
Payment Initiation Services and Account Information Services to acquire customers’
banking data. In the past, when users accessed their bank accounts, the banks sent the
information from their servers to the customers’ banking mobile app, also owned by
the same bank, using proprietary APIs. The new payment directive requires financial insti-
tutions to install a set of open APIs that allow any other company to send and receive API
requests and thereby access their transactional data.

The regulatory push for interoperability in banking via APIs is inherently a push
towards the platformization of financial services, as this kind of connectivity distinguishes
infrastructures from platforms. Both systems depend on interoperability with their
environments. While infrastructures ensure interoperability through standards and gate-
ways, platforms work with APIs (Plantin et al., 2018). As the ongoing usage of payment
infrastructures shows, and the aforementioned models of how Big Tech companies are
gaining access to payment infrastructures illustrate, the two systems do not necessarily
exclude one another. Instead, platforms penetrate infrastructures or try to circumvent
them altogether as Facebook’s Libra seeks to do. Via APIs platforms of non-financial com-
panies can evolve on top of payment infrastructures and embed transactional data into
their platforms while banks are increasingly reduced to providing access to financial infra-
structures, like the model of solarisbank shows (see Figure 1).

Incumbent financial actors are becoming increasingly aware of the potential that lies
within their customers’ transactional data. Following the model of data-driven business,
banks seek to use the potential of payment-based analytics and use ‘real-time transaction
analysis’ to enable personalized offers and behavioural segmentation (Amoore, 2013). As a
means to establish their own platforms, incumbent financial actors already use APIs to
enable a controlled interaction between their systems and third parties, especially what
are known as FinTechs (Hendrikse et al., 2018). FinTechs are technology-enabled innova-
tive young companies concentrating on financial services. While FinTechs were first said
to be disrupting the financial landscape altogether, cooperation with them has become a
sort of middle way to enhance digital advancements within finance, without completely
disrupt the established order. They also present a possible way for incumbent financial
actors to defend their position as financial service providers while at the same time embra-
cing digital change. Within this model, FinTechs provide additional services to banks’ own
platforms without fundamentally challenging banks’ current status.

Regulatory demands on banks to open their APIs thus accelerates the platformization
of financial infrastructures, either by allowing FinTechs to expand banks’ platforms or by
allowing tech companies to embed transactional data within their platforms. By enhancing
the use of APIs, the flow of transactional data is facilitated as APIs engender their
exchange between different parties. However, the use of APIs is far from a neutral way
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of reciprocal communication because platform providers set the terms of exchange. As
Plantin et al. explain for the case of Facebook, ‘APIs permit other programs to “plug
in,” in order to exchange data or perform other functions; unlike electrical sockets, how-
ever, APIs create a two-way flow of data. In the language of infrastructure studies, an API
is a gateway, permitting other systems to interact with Facebook to form a seamlessly
interactive network’ (2018, p. 303).

Further research into how Big Tech companies use APIs also shows that they present a
double-edged sword. While APIs increase the functionality of a platform by promoting a
mushrooming of apps that use the API to exchange data with said platform, they also cre-
ate restrictions for app developers, users and researchers (Langlois & Elmer, 2013). Hen-
drikse, Bassens, and van Meeteren (2018) describe similar effects for Apple’s use of APIs
that creates a ‘walled garden’ which ‘effectively is a barrier or checkpoint through which
Apple exclusively decides the extent to which developers can access the operating system,
as well as which developers can market their apps via Apple’s platform’ (p. 166). Hence,
APIs bring a proprietary interest of the platform owner into the notion of interoperability
even while they seem to de-centralize and open the platform (Mackenzie, 2018). As dis-
cussed above, platforms thus have political implications as they enable or disable inter-
action and set the terms for exchange.

Taken together, PSD2 presents a remarkable case of politically enforced market liber-
ation that favours the platform model which originated within the private sector for the
governance of payment data. The regulatory reason to promote the platformization of
banking assumes that incumbent financial actors will stay in the position to determine
the conditions of data exchange, if they succeed in building platforms. As one member
of the board of the German Bundesbank comments: ‘The new directive has secured the
role of banks as the trustee of their customers’ data. Financial institutions are in charge
of the procedure (…). The bank account could in this way become an ‘open platform’
around which all kinds of customer relationships evolve’ (Balz, 2018). As platform holders,
it would be largely in the hands of the banks themselves to decide upon the openness of the
API gateways to their systems. Yet, the need to provide APIs and build platforms poten-
tially favours those who have the necessary resources, most likely big banks and Big Tech
companies.

5. Conclusion and outlook

The future direction of payment systems is still open at this point. As the payment direc-
tive has already entered into force, new ways of data exchange are increasingly being used.
Although it is not clear who will provide the major platforms for payments and other
financial relations, the shift within the underlying materiality already affects the use and
governance of these data streams. The platformization of financial transactions is not
purely a technical question, but is also a remarkable example of how politically enforced
changes in the materiality of data lead to reconfigurations with broader economic and
social consequences. The integration of transactional data into platforms enables their
combination and levelling with other kinds of data.

Linking the technological changes as well as regulatory demands with their political and
economic implications is necessary to understand the scope and impact of data vocations.
Adding to the overall topic of this Special Issue, this contribution shows how changes
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within the material underpinnings enable and prefigure the heterogeneous visions of (big)
data practices (Madsen et al., 2016). Taking the materiality of electronic money seriously
leads to a reconceptualization of its ontology and political agency, as Anna Leander (2015)
has emphasized. For security and policing purposes, it means that the claim to ‘follow the
money’ will increasingly be replaced by ‘follow the data’, and platforms will potentially
require a similar regulation to financial intermediaries (Zetzsche et al., 2017, p. 35f.).
For commercial purposes this presents an opportunity for ever-more detailed insights
into consumer behaviour.

The new importance of financial transactions and their transformation into one form of
data stream also connects to wider shifts. Within the platform logic, financial streams are
detected as one form of data stream, as one form of relationship between two data points,
but not necessarily as the distinguishing market logic. While ‘big data strategists’ have
already claimed that ‘data is in fact a new kind of capital on par with financial capital
for creating new products and services’, such wide-ranging implications have yet to be
established (Sadowski, 2019, p. 3). As this contribution has shown, broader shifts with pol-
itical and economic consequences are rooted within their technological foundations. As
the move from financial infrastructures to platforms prefigures how money is increasingly
used as data, the materiality of data circulation renders the data as valuable in and of itself.
The question remains as to when this material shift will be tangible for everyone; in other
words, when the wallet and the smartphone will merge completely.

Note

1. The term is borrowed from Hendrikse, Bassens & van Meeteren (2018).
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