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NetComm Suisse was founded five 
years ago now. If you compare the 
e-Commerce landscape from then 
with now, what are the most signif-
icant differences you see?

When NetComm Suisse started five 
years ago, the e-commerce market 
in Switzerland was quite young and 
still developing. For most compa-
nies, the challenge at the time was 
finding the best way to enter the 
e-commerce market - which, due to 
the technical hurdles, often meant 
using an outsourced provider. I saw 
the role of the Association in the 
early days as assisting companies 
with this transition to digital, and 
helping them gain the skills essen-
tial to understand the online mar-
ket.

Today’s e-commerce market in 
Switzerland is established and well 
known and trusted by customers. 
We continue to work with small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs) 
that are looking for the best way to 
profit from e-commerce, but many 
larger businesses now have new 
needs: they want to evolve their 
business alongside the evolving 
market. We’re working with them 
to help them fine-tune the perfor-
mance of their services for opti-
mum revenue and minimum cost, 
to develop innovative technology 
solutions and also to explore new 
business models.

You mentioned a focus on maxi-
mising Return on Investment from 
e-commerce ventures. How much 
of that do you think is a matter of 
optimising processes - maximis-
ing efficiency and getting the most 
from data, for example?

Both are very important, of course. 
For companies who have well-es-
tablished e-commerce operations, 
there is an ever-present business 
demand to reduce costs and in-
crease revenue, and intelligent use 
of customer data is just one tool that 

can help with this. I mentioned that 
earlier in the evolution of e-com-
merce, many businesses had chosen 
to outsource their online sales, and 
now we’ve seen companies choos-
ing to bring this side of the business 
in-house with a specific aim of get-

Carlo terreni, general Director 
at netComm suisse association
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ting more control over their cus-
tomer data so that they can use it 
to merchandise and market more 
effectively. 

But alongside this, we’re seeing 
how new technologies and inno-
vations are helping our members 
get more from their customer 
base. We’ve already seen huge 
changes in the ways that cus-
tomers shop online, and I believe 
these incremental innovations are 
going to be particularly important 
as we go forward into the next 
five or ten years.

What do you see as driving this 
need for these incremental in-
novations - are they led by new 
technologies becoming available, 
or by the customers, or both?

I see these innovations as be-
ing driven by three key factors. 
The first is a new audience. 
We’ve seen data showing that 
the Millennial generation is a 
particularly important market 
for e-commerce - for example, 
the Comscore research show-
ing that this generation makes 
significantly more purchases on-
line than their peers do. And we 
know that the way that Millen-
nials use the internet in general 
tends to be different to other 
groups - more mobile-oriented, 
for one. As they become a more 
and more significant purchasing 
group, e-commerce merchants, 
and the vendors supply technol-
ogy to them, will need to inno-
vate to match this new shopping 
behaviour.

Second, there are new technol-
ogies that themselves drive con-
sumer behaviour. Take voice-con-
trolled home assistants such as 
Alexa, for example - these ap-
peared very suddenly in the mar-
ket, and are now acting as a vehicle 
for e-commerce purchases. This 
new technology offers a new way 
for customers to purchase, and 
vendors will look to take advan-
tage of it.

And third, the market will be driven 
to innovate by new competition, 
often coming from unexpected 
quarters. As an example, the idea 
of a smartwatch isn’t a new prod-
uct or a new market sector, but 
both Apple and Google suddenly 
entering that market with new 
technology - and in the iWatch, a 
significant range of products - has 
driven sudden innovation in that 
sector from many companies, not 
least the luxury watch industry 
here in Switzerland, of course.

As well as offering new avenues 
for existing e-commerce busi-
nesses, do you see innovation 
and new technologies as opening 
up entirely new business models?

Very much so. We’re seeing an 
increasing number of startup busi-
nesses appearing to offer new 
products and services that are en-
abled by online commerce, and al-
so an interaction between startups 
and more established businesses. 

For example, we’re seeing existing 
businesses move towards funding 
startup accelerator programmes, 

buying startup companies in or-
der to benefit from their technol-
ogies, and even setting up their 
own independent startup-like 
businesses that can innovate in 
an environment separate from the 
main business. All can allow the 
business to reach out to entirely 
new markets in new ways.

At NetComm Suisse we want to 
facilitate an interaction between 
our members and disruptive in-
novators and startups, and we’re 
doing this by collaborating with 
organizations such as the F10 
fintech accelerator, Loomish and 
digitalswitzerland.

Are there any new technologies 
that have caught your eye partic-
ularly, and which you think could 
be particularly relevant to e-com-
merce over the next five years?

We are keeping our eyes on many 
new technologies. To take an ex-
ample from the fashion technolo-
gy industry, I’m fascinated by 3D 
prototype creation, which looks 
like it will revolutionise how these 
products are made in future. In 
the next five years we could see 
garments designed online by  the 
buyers themselves in collabora-
tion with designers, or even the 
chance for users to custom-create 
bespoke clothing collections.

And also the Internet of Things 
- we’re already seeing examples 
in business-to-business services 
where devices are automatical-
ly ordering spare parts before 
they are needed; this kind of in-

telligent, automatic ordering and 
fulfilment process presents fasci-
nating opportunities across both 
business and consumer sectors.

What do you see as Switzerland’s 
key advantages for a new startup 
company, or for businesses look-
ing to set up a base in Europe?

Switzerland offers huge advan-
tages for any online merchant, 
and is particularly suited as a hub 
for startup innovation. Obviously 
the taxation system is a signifi-
cant benefit; for a company with 
15 employees that is based here 
Switzerland offers a very compet-
itive tax rate. But that’s far from 
the only reason to be based here. 

For larger companies looking to 
integrate innovative technolo-
gy into their business, Switzer-
land offers a deep pool of skilled 
workers, and several excellent 
universities teaching the next 
generation. We have developed 
the infrastructure - such as ac-
celerator programs, for example 
- needed to encourage disruptive 
startup businesses to thrive, and 
the legislation here makes set-
ting up a new business clear and 
straightforward. And for business-
es seeking funding, there is a large 
amount of capital available in the 
economy that can be tapped into 
to make things happen. Really, for 
a digital business in Europe, there 
is no reason to be in any other 
country.

prepared by tom royal
tom@mndigital.co
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2017 is a pivotal year for 
e-Commerce in Switzer-
land. Research conducted 
on behalf of NetComm Su-
isse shows that, although 
online shopping is now a 
hugely popular mode of 
purchase for consumers, 
both demand and spend-
ing continues to grow. 

The challenge for merchants, 
almost all of whom now have 
established e-commerce 
businesses, is to enhance, 
iterate and innovate on their 
offerings to take advantage 
of this demand. In particular, 

the research shows both an 
opportunity within the coun-
try, where some demand is 
currently being fulfilled by 
foreign merchants, and a 
very significant opportunity 
presented by foreign mar-
kets where Switzerland is as-
sociated with positive values 
such as quality and security.

Strong Performance in an 
Established Local Market

Through annual research 
conducted over a number of 
years, NetComm Suisse has 
established that the initial 

transition of online shop-
ping from a niche to main-
stream role in Swiss retail 
is complete. 90% of Swiss 
internet users, or 4.8 million 
people, now shop online.

The total value of the 
e-commerce market in 
Switzerland is now esti-
mated to be CHF 11.9 bil-
lion, and continues to grow 
year-on-year. Fashion con-
tinues to be the most popu-
lar product sector for online 
shopping, with almost 60% 
of online shoppers having 
made a purchase this year, 
followed by transport ticket 
sales, and holiday purchas-
es. Books and technology 
products remain popular, 
and were both purchased 
by over one quarter of 
shoppers surveyed, as were 
beauty products (26%).

Measuring the amount 
spent per shopper, the 
fashion and travel sectors 
both performed strongly, 
with average spends of 

654CHF and 1911CHF re-
spectively. Both household 
items (674CHF) and food 
and drink (628CHF) also 
recorded notably high aver-
age spends and significant 
increases in the past year. 

And this strong performance 
is not isolated to a particular 
type of e-commerce mer-
chant. NetComm Suisse’s 
research shows that both 
e-retailers dedicated to a 
particular sector and those 
operated by a particular 
brand saw excellent levels of 
interest, with 42 and 48 per-
cent of online shoppers re-
spectively having purchased 
from one in the past year. 

Alongside online-only retail-
ers, 44 percent of shoppers 
had purchased online from 
retailers that also operate 
physical stores. And the line 
between physical stores and 
the internet is blurring even 
more, as 1.6 million users 
are now comparing prices 
on their smartphones when 
shopping in store - up over 
25% since 2014.

Continued Opportunities 
for Growth

Research shows that Swiss 
spending on e-commerce 
is likely to continue to 
grow from this strong po-

sition. In particular, of the 
10% of the population 
who do not already shop 
online, NetComm Suisse’s 
research shows that 59% - 
over half a million people 
- do intend to do so - and 
over 25% plan to become 
online shoppers within the 
next year. 

Of the Swiss buyers who 
do already shop online, 
the same research shows 
that a significant propor-
tion - over 60% of those 
surveyed - currently buy 
goods from e-commerce 
sites outside the coun-
try. This amounts to a 
cross-border spend of 
around CHF 3.2 billion. 

The most common rea-
sons given by shoppers 
for purchasing from on-
line merchants outside the 
country were a desire for 
a better price and better 
availability of products. 
Over half of those sur-
veyed who had purchased 
from abroad did so from 
Germany, with France 
and China also popular. 
The significant volume of 
cross-border purchasing 
by Swiss online shoppers 
suggests a significant op-
portunity not yet fully cap-
italised on by local e-com-
merce merchants.

swiss e-CommerCe in 2017

Observatory NetComm Suisse
Average online expenditure (main categories and overall) - Last 12 Months
Base: online shoppers 16-65 y.o: n=907, (90%); %

Observatory NetComm Suisse Observatory NetComm Suisse
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Another key opportunity 
identified by the research 
lies in Click And Collect de-
livery, where goods are pur-
chased online for collection 
at a physical location rather 
than delivery. This remains 
relatively uncommon, with 
up around 10% of those 
surveyed having made a 
purchase for collection in 
the past year, but the de-
mand from non-users re-
mains strong. 

Notably, over 40% of 
those surveyed would be 
interested in click-and-col-
lect technology purchases. 
For books, tickets, fashion 
and food, over a third of 
those asked expressed an 
interest in collection.

A Global Market

Alongside the Swiss on-
line shoppers buying from 
other countries, the Net-
Comm Suisse research 
shows a huge opportunity 
for e-Commerce compa-
nies located in Switzerland 
to increase cross-border 
sales themselves.

The research found that the 
location of an e-Commerce 
site being in Switzerland 
is a significantly attractive 
factor to shoppers from 
most countries surveyed. 
Over a quarter of German 
shoppers questioned would 
strongly recommend (9 or 
10 on a scale of 10) using 

an online shop based on it 
being Swiss; for Italian and 
Spanish shoppers the same 
strong recommendation 
was given by 24 and 23 
percent respectively.

And this strong positive 
association is far from lim-
ited to EU countries. 34% 
of shoppers questioned in 
New York, 33% of those 
asked in Shanghai and 28% 
of those in Moscow and St 
Petersburg would make the 
same recommendation.

In total, around 36.5 million 
online shoppers in the EU 
alone would strongly rec-
ommend purchasing from 
Swiss e-commerce mer-
chants - suggesting a very 
significant opportunity for 
local businesses to increase 
cross-border sales. Looking 
globally, the potential mar-
ket is over 235 million buy-
ers - almost 50 times the 
current domestic market.

Quality and Trust: The 
Swiss Factor

This huge potential export 
market is built on the Swiss 
Factor - the significant posi-
tive values that foreign buy-
ers see as associated with 
Switzerland and its busi-
nesses. The research shows 
that these are threefold.

Most importantly, cus-
tomers surveyed strongly 
associate Switzerland with 

high quality products - this 
view was held by over 30% 
of those surveyed in every 
single region, and in many 
cases a higher proportion. 
This no doubt builds on the 
country’s continued history 
of high-quality craftsman-
ship in specialised fields, 
but extends to a more gen-
eral association between 
the country’s businesses 
and quality merchandise.

Secondly Switzerland, with 
its globally unique reputa-
tion for banking, has a simi-

larly strong association with 
security and trust. This is 
particularly valuable in the 
field of e-commerce, which 
relies almost entirely on 
payments made remotely 
directly before the deliv-
ery of the products. A third 
of those asked associated 
Swiss e-commerce with 
payment security, and 38% 
with trustworthiness of 
websites - both well above 
the global benchmark.

Finally, almost a third of those 
surveyed directly associated 

Switzerland with another key 
factor in online purchase de-
cisions: timeliness of delivery. 
This is, perhaps, due to the 
country’s well-established 
postal infrastructure. Put to-
gether, the combination of 
these strong positive associ-
ations and a huge market yet 
to be fully tapped make for a 
very significant opportunity 
as e-commerce in Switzer-
land looks forward into 2018 
and beyond.

prepared by tom royal 
tom@mndigital.co
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Switzerland has a cer-
tain reputation in the 
wider world - an associ-
ation with values such as 
trust, security of money 
and punctuality. Do you 
believe this gives Swiss 
businesses a unique ad-
vantage when it comes to 
selling online?

Trust plays an essential 
role in online selling, in 
particular with respect to 
security of payments, de-
livery services and data 
protection. As many stud-
ies show, customers often 
feel uncertain about the 
seller’s reliability, in par-
ticular in the case of small 
and relatively specialized 
providers. Customers then 
tend to cancel the pur-
chase process. 

Regarding the issue of trust, 
online sellers based in Swit-
zerland have a competitive 
advantage thanks to the 
reputation of the country 

and therefore also an addi-
tional potential for develop-
ment. The export industry 
already benefits today from 
the values that are typically 
associated with “Swissness”, 
such as product quality and 
the reliability of the services. 
For the highly export-orien-
tated Swiss economy, it is 
important to also make use 
of this advantage in the dig-
ital world.

You have submitted a 
motion to the Council of 
States proposing institu-
tional backing for a “Trust 
Mark” - a label to identify 
Swiss e-commerce web-
sites, so that shoppers 
can associate them with 
the trust they place in 
Swiss businesses. Could 
you outline the idea of 
this scheme, who would 
be certified and why?

In the today’s global mar-
ket environment, the im-
age of a country has a ma-

jor impact on the success 
of companies which are 
located there. 
 
A recent ranking by 
“Brand Finance” shows 
that Switzerland is the 
second most valuable na-
tional brand in the world, 
after only Singapore. The 
idea of the trust mark is to 
capitalize on the excellent 
Swiss image in order to 
increase the market op-
portunities of Switzerland 
based online sellers. The 
trust mark will demon-
strate that the company 
is legally registered as a 
Swiss company, that it 
is financially sound, and 
that it uses Swiss-regis-
tered payment and logis-
tics service providers.

Small and medium-sized 
enterprises constitute the 
backbone of the Swiss 
economy. Many of them 
are still cautious when it 
comes to offering direct 

cross border online sales. 
What benefits does the 
initiative offer them?

The proportion of small 
and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs) with inter-
nationalization strategies 
is continually growing. 
However, SMEs have 
much more limited re-
sources and substantially 
smaller networks than 
large enterprises. This 
means that selling abroad 
is a particular challenge for 
them. And in this context, 
selling online to overseas 
buyers is a particularly 
interesting and promising 
option. It allows smaller 
enterprises to reach po-
tential customers directly 
even in the most distant 
markets and therefore to 
implement international-
ization strategies more ef-
ficiently. Being connected 
with the national brand 
of Switzerland can make 
a decisive contribution 
to the success of such a 
strategy.

Do you think that an 
increase in worldwide 
customers  choosing 
to shop from certified 
Swiss e-commerce sites 
could make the country 
an attractive location 
for overseas business-
es - say, from the USA 
- wishing to establish 
an operation in Europe, 
or for online shopping 
start-ups seeking a base 
to launch from?

Switzerland offers numer-
ous advantages to compa-
nies engaged in the growing 
e-commerce sector. Foreign 
companies benefit from 
well-functioning and effec-
tive structures, for example 
in the field of logistics such 
as delivery services and 
transport, as well as from 
high standards concerning 
data protection and intellec-
tual property rights. These 
factors are particularly im-
portant in digital business. 
The task is now to develop a 
policy and a legal framework 
that will allow businesses to 
take full advantage of these 
opportunities.

Outside of e-commerce 
and its related industries, 
do you believe an uplift in 
Swiss e-commerce could 
benefit the country as a 
whole - in terms of job 
creation, perhaps?

Further internationaliza-
tion has a positive econom-
ic impact at different lev-
els. Reinforcing the Swiss 
export sector contributes 
to the stability and growth 
opportunities of the whole 
economy and along the en-
tire value chain. Opening 
up new international mar-
kets also positively impacts 
the capacity for innovation 
and technological progress 
of Swiss companies. Final-
ly, we must not forget that 
the ongoing digital revo-
lution and globalization 
are profoundly changing 
business models. New and 

Beat vonlanthen, member of the Council of states 

towarDs a trust 
mark For swiss 
e-CommerCe

Observatory NetComm Suisse 
Online shoppers promoters of Switzerland in the world 
Base: users aged 16-65 shopping online in the last 12 months
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maxImIsIng return on Investment

PostFinance provides 
many services of use to 
e-commerce business-
es, but in particular you 
offer Working Capital 
Management solutions 
such as off-balance lo-
gistics. Could you give an 

overview of how such a 
system works, from the 
perspective of a company 
selling goods online?

Fast-growing e-commerce 
companies often face the 
challenge of lacking work-

ing capital, because it is 
tied up in their warehouse 
as goods that they have 
purchased from suppliers 
but are yet to sell. Our 
off-balance logistics solu-
tion enables our e-com-
merce clients to order 
goods from their suppliers, 
but buy and pay these only 
after they physically need 
them for their clients.

So, from the perspective 
of an e-commerce vendor 
selling computers, for ex-

ample: traditionally, when 
a new laptop is released, 
the distributor might buy a 
number of them for stock, 
and have them deliv-
ered to a warehouse. The 
goods then wait until they 
are ordered and shipped 
to customers. And while 
waiting for sale, a signif-
icant amount of capital is 
tied up in those items.

If the same company 
makes use of the Post-
Finance Working Capital 

Management solution, 
however, the laptops 
would be delivered to 
Swiss Post directly from 
the supplier, and Swiss 
Post then purchase them. 
Only when a computer 
is sold does the compa-
ny need to purchase that 
item from PostFinance, 
and it is delivered di-
rectly from Swiss Post to 
the customer. While the 
goods are waiting for sale, 
they are off the customer’s 
balance sheet.

innovative approaches in 
the export sector will allow 
Switzerland to defend and 
strengthen her economic 
position in the long-term.

What first brought the 
idea of the Trust Mark in 
particular, and the idea of 
growing e-commerce in 
Switzerland, to your at-
tention personally - do you 
have a particular interest 
in the digital economy?

Digital transformation pres-
ents a major challenge to 
traditional business models 

and to society in general - for 
example, in relation to our 
working environments and 
educational systems. The 
rapid change opens up new 
opportunities for innovative 
ideas and approaches. Since 
economic promotion is a 
key area in political terms, I 
was naturally interested in 
initiatives that allow Swit-
zerland to grow her export 
sector through e-commerce.  
The trust mark project is all 
the more important in the 
light of the current eco-
nomic challenges presented 
by cross-border shopping 

tourism from Switzerland 
to neighbouring countries 
and the high value of Swiss 
currency.   

Are there any other areas 
in which you believe that 
Parliament might be able 
to help Swiss e-commerce 
businesses perform even 
better in the global mar-
ketplace?

Several issues should be ad-
dressed as a priority. An im-
portant aspect concerns the 
ongoing implementation of 
the European Digital Single 

Market strategy. Since Eu-
rope is the most important 
market for Swiss companies, 
we should strive to coop-
erate closely with Europe-
an institutions in order to 
ensure the compatibility of 
relevant legal provisions in 
the field of e-commerce. It 
is also important to simplify 
as far as possible the formal-
ities of export and customs, 
which represent a barrier in 
particular for small compa-
nies with few resources. Fi-
nally, it is important that up-
to-date information about 
legal regulations in other 

countries and support ser-
vices are available to com-
panies that wish to develop 
an online business. 

prepared by tom royal  
tom@mndigital.co

erik Herlyn, 
working Capital management at postFinance

tHe BeneFits oF working 
Capital management

The Financing Alternative for 
Swiss Companies

Company loans up to CHF 500,000
Starting at 2.0 % p.a.
Terms from 12 to 60 months 

Lendico provides an online alternative to classic bank loans and helps 
Swiss businesses with quick and easy financing solutions for their projects.

www.lendico.ch
In cooperation with
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So this system means 
that, while waiting to be 
sold, goods can be held by 
Swiss Post both physically 
and in terms of being off 
the seller’s balance sheet?

That’s correct. Our clients 
do not only gain liquidi-
ty but they also optimize 
their balance sheet for 
the same amount. Com-
panies held by institution-
al investors, in particular, 
assess this as a key advan-
tage of the solution. And 
the physical stock is de-
livered to, stored by and 
shipped to the end cus-
tomer from Swiss Post, so 
they don’t have to man-
age that at any point.

What other benefits are 
there besides freeing up 
capital - presumably, re-
ducing warehouse costs 
must be an attractive 
benefit?

In Switzerland, Swiss 
Post’s subsidiary compa-
nies include PostFinance, 
the largest transaction 
bank, and PostLogistics, 
the largest logistics com-
pany. As such, we are able 
to offer unique solutions 
by integrating these logis-
tics and finance services 
together into one com-
plete package. 

And we can offer really quite 
advanced integrated solu-
tions to e-commerce ven-
dors. Imagine for example 
a telecommunications com-
pany in Switzerland that re-
quests a minimum stock of 
every smartphone product 
in each of its stores. Swiss 
Post can monitor the stock 
in each store, purchase the 
goods from suppliers - in 
this case, perhaps smart-
phones from Apple, for 
example - store them, and 
then deliver them overnight 

to any sales points when-
ever the stock at each goes 
below a certain level. It’s a 
fully integrated purchasing 
and logistics solution.

Who do you see as the 
most likely customers 
for PostFinance’s Work-
ing Capital Management 
services – existing busi-
nesses looking to increase 
their profit and ROI, new 
businesses, or both?

Off-balance solutions are 
complex, and usually make 
sense for companies with 
revenue of at least CHF 10 
million. So our clients for 
these services are usually 
well established, fast-grow-
ing entities seeking to oper-
ate more efficiently rather 
than startup businesses.

This service obviously 
draws on Swiss Post’s ex-
pertise in logistics as well 

as finance. Do you see 
the quality of the delivery 
service as an important 
factor when it comes to 
e-commerce buying deci-
sions, and how can Post-
Finance’s services help?

Yes, quality delivery is 
certainly of an important 
factor, particularly in busi-
ness-to-business transac-
tions. For example, hospitals 
can request that consum-
ables are transported into 
the operation room from 
the logistics supplier. Out-
of-stock items can be or-
dered from an e-commerce 
vendor by simply pushing a 
button fixed to the shelves 
there. PostFinance can run 
e-commerce purchasing 
syndicates and enable the 
financing for such a setup.

More generally, what do 
you think makes Switzer-
land an attractive location 

for e-commerce compa-
nies to operate from?

There are many of good 
reasons to consider oper-
ating from Switzerland. In 
particular, margins here 
are still high, there is often 
little competition and tax-
es are low.

And do you believe that 
Swiss vendors are a par-
ticularly compelling or 
trusted proposition when 
it comes to online shop-
pers buying from abroad?

This is probably true, yes. 
However, there are some 
challenges as well: for ex-
ample, the high value of the 
Swiss Franc and the rela-
tively high cost of labor in 
Switzerland are difficulties 
that are yet to be overcome.

prepared by tom royal 
tom@mndigital.co

Asendia is a relatively 
young company, but with 
the longer histories of 
Swiss Post and La Poste 
behind it. Could you brief-
ly outline the types of 
services that you offer to 
e-Commerce companies?

Asendia Switzerland is 
part of Swiss Post and re-
sponsible for the import 
and export of internation-
al mail items. We handle 
items weighing up to 2kg 
and up to roughly the size 
of a shoebox. 

For our cross-border 
e-commerce customers 
we are offering different 
services depending on the 

size and experience the 
customer has in the cross-
border business. This ap-
proach allows us to focus 
on the different needs that 
different companies have. 

For startups and Small 
and Medium Enterprises 
(SMEs), for example, we 
have services that make it 
easy to enter the interna-
tional market. We provide 
information on the chal-
lenges and opportunities 
of cross-border shipping, 
attractive prices and easy-
to-use solutions.

For bigger companies we 
have a more customized 
approach and we are de-

veloping individual solu-
tions based on individual 
companies’ infrastructure. 
Solutions and services we 
offer include for example 
Track and Trace, Deliv-
ered Duty Paid (DDP), 
returns management and 
of course international 
distribution. Our services 
and solutions are com-
plemented by the sound 
knowledge and experi-
ence of our sales force 
and project management 
teams. 

You specialise in cross- 
border shipments. Do you 
see international shipping 
as a big opportunity for 
Swiss e-commerce com-

panies - one as big, or 
even bigger, than the do-
mestic market? Are Swiss 
companies currently mak-
ing the most of this op-
portunity?

The e-commerce mar-
ket in Switzerland is still 
growing, but nationally 
the growth rates are no 
longer as explosive as 
they were since we are 
heading towards a kind 

of saturation point do-
mestically. So it is obvi-
ous that the next step 
must be to go beyond 
the border, where the 
markets are much big-
ger and the demand for 
Swiss products is not yet 
fulfilled. 

For the last two to three 
years we have witnessed a 
growing number of SMEs 
who are taking the leap in-

Claudia patocchi, Head of product management 
team e-Commerce at asendia

selling internationally 
witH DelivereD Duty paiD
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to cross-border sales, but 
there is still enough room 
and growth potential for 
more Swiss companies to 
participate in this border-
less commerce and to take 
advantage of the econom-
ic growth it offers. 

What do you see as the 
biggest challenges for 
Swiss businesses wishing 
to sell their goods to in-
ternational customers?

I think there are two 
significant areas that 
can be chal lenging. 
First of all, the strong 
Swiss Franc can make 
shopping in Switzerland 
quite expensive for for-
eign buyers. This makes 
it important to be in a 
market either with Swiss 
products that cannot be 
found elsewhere or by 
highlighting the Swiss 
quality of one’s prod-
ucts. Many studies, in-
cluding those produced 
by NetComm Suisse, 
show that customers 
are willing to pay more 
for reliably high quality 
and associate that with 
Switzerland.

Secondly, as Switzerland 
is not part of the Europe-
an Union, the customer 
journey can become a 
nightmare for the shop-

per if they have to pick-
up their shipment at a 
regional customs office or 
pay additional, unknown 
administrational costs to 
the delivery party. For-
tunately Swiss Post has a 
solution for this particular 
challenge in our Delivered 
Duty Paid products.

You mentioned Deliv-
ered Duty Paid (DDP) as 
a product that could ben-
efit e-commerce vendors 
looking to sell abroad. 
Could you outline how a 
DDP delivery transaction 
works, and the benefit 
from the shopper’s per-
spective?

DDP solutions allow the 
vendor - in this case, say 
an online shop - to pay 
all the duties and taxes 
for an order to the cor-
responding authorities. 
Consequently, the buyer 
will receive their package 
to their door without any 
unexpected costs or un-
welcome surprises such as 
the need to go and   fur-
ther charges.

As all fees are already 
paid in advance and the 
customs clearance is 
handled automatically, 
the distribution in the 
destination country is 
also much faster, so the 

buyer should receive 
their goods more quick-
ly. What’s more, the 
DDP solution allows the 
online shop to show the 
buyer all the costs and 
duties up-front and in a 
very transparent way, so 
they know the total cost 
throughout the transac-
tion. As such, the main 
result should be satisfied 
and therefore loyal cus-
tomers.

From the seller’s point of 
view, does offering DDP 
services add much com-
plication to the process of 
shipping goods overseas/
abroad?

There are some initial 
steps that need to be 
taken by the shop owner 
to profit from the DDP 
solution. Using DDP re-
quires, for example, that 
the online shop is fiscally 
registered in Germany. 
But this is where there are 
big advantages in working 
with Asendia Switzerland. 
Our DDP Solutions are 
designed to provide a le-
gal and compliant customs 
clearance in the easiest 
way possible for the online 
shopper. As such we can 
offer, for example, an ar-
rangement with a German 
trustee that solves the is-
sue of fiscal registration. 

Do you see services such 
as DDP as factors that 
could help online shop-
pers choose one particu-
lar e-commerce site over 
another?

Definitely! Satisfied and 
loyal customers will come 
back to the online shop 
and, above all, are likely 
to leave good feedback 
about the shop online. 
This helps the shop to 
build a good reputation 
and to gain even more 
customers.  Negative 
publicity due to negative 
feedbacks from custom-
ers would have the oppo-
site effect.

Do you see DDP as par-
ticularly suited to any 
particular kind of goods 
or market?

The DDP solution makes 
sense for goods that are 
not covered by any tax 
exemption limits, so in 
general it is suitable for 
items with a value above 
22 EUR. 

Aside from DDP, what 
other shipping services 
or facilities do you see 
as particularly valuable 
to e-commerce vendors 
- for example, parcel 
tracking or ease of man-
agement?

Our experience and also 
various studies show that 
apart from the DDP ser-
vice, customers are inter-
ested in Track and Trace 
systems, returns manage-
ment and easy handling. 
And as you can guess, at 
Swiss Post we can pro-
vide all these solutions to 
e-commerce vendors. 

prepared by tom royal  
tom@mndigital.co
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Flipkart is the biggest 
e-commerce site in India, 
and 2017 is its ten year 
anniversary. If you had 
to attribute the compa-
ny’s growth to one key 
strength, what would 
that be?

I believe a part of our suc-
cess was due to being able 
to get in touch with cus-
tomers directly. For exam-
ple, cash on delivery was 
a model that was unheard 
of when we first adopted 

it - but we knew from our 
customers that trust and 
reliability of online com-
merce was a serious issue. 

But I think the biggest 
factor was our being in 
India, being run by team 
members who really un-
derstand the pulse of our 
customers. It’s about un-
derstanding India from 
inside-out, and then in-
novating for that market. 
Whether it’s logistics han-
dling, buy-now-pay-later, 

cash on delivery or our 
ability to offer instant bank 
discounts - that doesn’t 
even happen today in any 
other e-commerce firms 
in India - these advances 
have really been able to 
take us ahead.

Continuously improving 
the experience for your 
existing customers must 
be very important when 
it comes to increasing 
revenue. What would 
you say are the most im-

portant enhancements 
to the service that you’ve 
worked on?

Flipkart has devoted sig-
nificant focus to product 
categories. For example, 
three and a half years ago 
we invested very signifi-
cantly in the Life and Style 
category. Back then this 
area was very fragmented 
- we were doing well, but 
then we acquired a few 
critical companies, and 
now it’s one of the most 
significant sales areas for 
Flipkart. 

The other side is service. 
The two largest parts of 
service are logistics and 
support, and these are the 
things that ensure that 
our customers keep shop-
ping with us. Even if you 
compare it to pure-play 
logistics companies, Flip-
kart’s logistics service is 
one of the largest in India 
in terms of the number of 
people on the ground, and 
where we have hubs.

And then there’s support, 
which I believe is a key fac-
tor. If customers do expe-
rience any issues we really 
focus on giving them the 
extra attention that they 
need, and I believe that’s 
a key driving force when it 
comes to why Flipkart has 
such loyal customers.

With a large custom-
er base, and customers 
across a large geograph-

ic area, logistics must be 
particularly important to 
Flipkart. What do you see 
as the most important in-
novations the company 
has made in the area of lo-
gistics, and how have they 
benefited the business?

We aim for packages be-
ing delivered by our lo-
gistics service to be able 
to arrive in any corner of 
India within a maximum 
of three days. That is un-
heard of, and this in part 
is enabled by our mo-
bile approach. From the 
moment the orders get 
placed, to the fulfilment 
system, to the person 
doing the actual delivery, 
mobile remains a first-
class system in the com-
pany and is used wher-
ever applicable. So when 
we say “mobile first” we 
don’t just mean for our 
customers - it goes very 
deep into the fabric of 
the company itself.

This also allows us to of-
fer services like Card on 
Delivery payments, where 
customers to pay at the 
point of delivery, using 
our mobile application. 
We’ve are moving towards 
making traditional Point of 
Sale machine redundant 
and all this is facilitated by 
the availability of low-en-
ergy, low-cost Android 
phones - our developers 
have created applications 
that will run on just about 
any mobile phone in the 

prashant kumar, 
senior Director of engineering at Flipkart
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market. And we have part-
nered with firms that have 
enabled us to create solu-
tions for last-mile deliv-
ery, pushing the envelope 
even further.

Large e-commerce ser-
vices and up with a very 
significant amount of 
data on their customers 
and orders, and analys-
ing that data must be 
key to personalising the 
sale process - something 
Flipkart has been doing 
for years. How import-
ant is personalisation 
based on data?

We took a very big step 
as a company when we 
decided that we would 
no longer allow any guest 
checkouts on our website. 
Guest checkout didn’t al-
low us to know about our 
customers very well. 

The entire merchandis-
ing system that deter-
mines which products 
appear for sale on the 
homepage is based on 
customer data, and uses 
a highly optimized rank-
ing mechanism, deliver-
ing results in real-time. 
Every click that you 
make on the homepage 
goes on to modify what 
you will see next.

And we use the data for 
search. What is the point 
of showing a search re-
sult if the time to provide 
that product is six days, 
or if we can’t supply it at 
this time? Our search re-
sults only show products 
that we can get to the 
customer. And it’s more 
powerful than that. We 
know where the custom-
er is, and we know where 
our warehouses are, so 
we can find the products 
that we can deliver to the 
customer within a day, 
and make sure they are 
listed high in the search 
results.

At the checkout, our 
transaction system uses 
user data to choose the 
credit model that will be 
offered to each custom-
er - whether we can offer 
them a service such as 
Buy Now Pay Later, for 
example - and whether 
the shopper appears to 
be a reseller or a real cus-
tomer. All of this comes 
from our data analysis.

The Festive season in In-
dia is clearly a huge oppor-
tunity for Flipkart, with 
reports of up to goods of 
a value of $1.7 billion be-
ing sold each year. How 
big an opportunity is this 

for Flipkart when it comes 
to testing out innovative 
new technology?

However surprising it 
may sound, our primary 
goal of this season is not 
the gross merchandising 
value that we achieve. 
We want those first-time 
customers, who can then 
become regular custom-
ers of Flipkart.

We do try new things, but 
the primary thing is to 
really make the sale run 
smoothly, because the 
number of views on the 
site is huge. If we do have 
a new innovation that’s 
been tested really well 
then we’ll keep it running, 
but our first concern is 
stability.

It has been reported that 
this year FlipKart has 
shifted towards innova-
tive digital advertising 
- first using 360 degree 
Facebook videos, and 
this year customised vid-
eos targeted at specific 
demographic groups - do 
they offer better ROI than 
more traditional advertis-
ing media?

We have purposefully re-
duced our spend on tra-
ditional marketing, and 

most of our spend is on 
digital. The power of dig-
ital is if you know your 
customers, and you can 
target them - otherwise 
you’re just spraying your 
adverts all over the place. 
We’ve done really very 
detailed work on target-
ing the right customers, 
so we can get the same 
effect at a much lower 
spend.

Finally, if you look to the 
future, is there any one 
new technology that you 
think could be particu-
larly important to e-com-
merce companies such as 
Flipkart, and which you 
expect companies to ex-
plore - VR, AR, or the IoT, 
for example?

Actually there are already 
two things that Flipkart 
has offered in Virtual Re-
ality, and we’ve invested 
significantly in image sci-
ences - for example, we 
already have the capabil-
ity to perform a search 
by taking a photograph 
of the item you want. 
That’s a technology that 
we developed completely 
in-house. And we already 
have a chat-bot that can 
chat to customers and re-
spond to emails, to a cer-
tain extent.

Something we take pride 
in is that ours is a very 
agile company, and we’ve 
been able to maintain that. 
With competition heating 
up and with new entrants 
in the Indian e-commerce 
landscape, there have 
been a few divided opin-
ions on the market  - but 
I think that it was our 
agility that meant that we 
were always able to main-
tain our lead. And that’s 
because of the way the 
company has grown, the 
way the leadership is built, 
and the way the company 
is run.  

prepared by tom royal 
tom@mndigital.co
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The cruise industry is prob-
ably more associated with 
innovations in terms of cus-
tomer service than with dig-
ital technology, but with its 
new MSC for Me program 
MSC has introduced a huge 
number of advanced tech-
nologies that will be avail-
able to guests on-board. 
What was the driving force 
for this digital innovation - 
is it something guests are 
already demanding, or are 
you looking to anticipate 
their future needs?

It’s really a mixture of the 
two. For one, we are now 
living in a day-to-day en-
vironment where we are 
constantly connected. This 
is part of our everyday life, 
whether it’s at work or in 
our private lives; the world 
has changed. But in addi-
tion to that, we have al-
ways conducted quite ex-
tensive interviews with our 
guests on board and our 
crew members who see 
the guests on a day-by-day 
basis, and we also conduct 
external focus groups for 
additional research.

MSC has a 9 billion Euro in-
vestment plan, for building 
11 ships - one of which, the 
MSC Meraviglia, was chris-
tened in June this year. We 
started work on MSC for 
Me back in 2015, because at 
that time we realised we had 
to move forward, to invest as 
technology as an way to ele-
vate and innovate the future 
of the customer experience 
on board our ships. 

We are a family business, the 
only one in the cruise busi-
ness, so transforming the 
customer experience and 
elevating the services to cus-
tomers on our ships is part 
of our job. Even at the top 

management level, innova-
tion is part of our culture. It’s 
part of what makes our work 
complicated, and challenging 
- but also exciting.

Some of the MSC for Me 
technology will be avail-
able to view at the e-com-
merce conference, but for 
those who might not have 
seen it, could you outline 
a few of the many new fa-
cilities that it makes avail-
able to the guests?

It’s an enormous system. 
We have installed more 
than 3,000 passive bea-
cons, and more than 700 
active beacons, on board 
in order to enable propri-
etary dynamic wayfinding 
and geolocalization ser-
vices. Remember of course 
that the ship is made of 
steel, with many different 
decks, so it’s not possible to 
use GPS, and we can’t use 
something like, for exam-
ple, Google Maps, because 
of the satellite connectivity. 

So we had to design from 
scratch, and invest in the 
engineering of a com-
pletely proprietary service 
that allows our guests to 
move around the ship, to 
find things like elevators, 
restrooms or their cab-
in, and to be guided from 
one place to another, with 
a user-friendly interface. 
And this is hugely useful, 
since our ships are giants - 
like small cities at sea, so 
moving around them could 
otherwise be complicated. 
Our new system removes 
that point of friction. 

The beacons can also be 
used in other ways. The ac-
tive beacons allow parents 
to locate their children on-
board using the app - the 

kids have special wearable 
devices that contain both 
Bluetooth LE and NFC 
technology, and these al-
low their movement to be 
tracked around the ship. 

At the same time we de-
signed wearables for our 
adult guests that allow 
them to open their cabin 
door, log in to digital dis-
plays, perform transactions 
onboard or embark and dis-
embark, all using that one 
device. Our goal when we 
designed this was to really 
allow our guests to relax - 
to avoid any potential stress 
when on the ship, and the 
wearable is part of that. 

Do you see the new tech-
nology as something that 
will primarily help attract 
customers who have not 
been guests of an MSC 
cruise before, or some-
thing that will encourage 
more repeat customers? 

I guess it’s a mix of both. 
As I said, whatever gener-
ation we are, we are all liv-
ing in a connected world. 
We think guests who are 
already sailing with us, as 
well as those currently 
using other cruise lines or 
taking other types of trav-
el, will appreciate this new 
connected experience. 

And we are also looking 
to the future. We want to 
attract different segments 
of the market as well - the 
average age on our ships is 
45, but we would also like 
people who are 35, 30 or 
even younger on board. But 
this isn’t just about attract-
ing a younger audience. 
By providing innovative 
smart ship features and a 
multi-channel approach, we 
aim to engage with all ages.

Developing technology 
for a cruise ship looks like 
a unique challenge. Was 
there any one aspect of 
the system that proved to 
be particularly challenging 
to develop, or any partic-
ular challenge that you’re 
proud to have overcome?

The challenges presented 
by the steel construction 
blocking some connec-
tivity and the limitations 
of satellite internet links 
are big ones. The ship is a 
closed environment, and 
one that’s moving - in a 
connected environment 
where big data is key for 
many services, this pres-
ents a challenge when 
using a satellite internet 
connection where the 
bandwidth is more expen-
sive and performance is 
more limited.

This means that things like 
cloud services aren’t really 
available to us on board, 
which is a challenge when 
the majority of new inno-
vative technologies rely 
on them. So we have to 
have plenty of great ideas 
and partners who can help 
us find solutions.

MSC has announced that 
it is rolling out the MSC 
for Me experience across 
its fleet. Do you plan to 
iterate on the experience 
and add new features with 
each additional ship, or 
is the idea to provide the 
same experience across 
every MSC vessel? 

Absolutely. We are already 
working on what comes 
next - first MSC Seaside 
will launch, which has been 
designed specifically for 
the US market, then her 
sister vessel MSC Seaview, 
and then the first ship to 
be fitted out specifically 
for China, where we will 
customise the MSC for Me 
system for that market - we 
will integrate with WeChat 
and Alipay, for example. 

And then in 2018 we will 
start Phase 2 of the proj-
ect - we already have a list 
of new features that are in 
the pipeline for that. And 
we are also interacting 
with startups in incubators 
and accelerators, and with 
universities, where we can 
pick up innovative ideas 
that we can work on and 
develop for the future.

Finally, looking to the long 
term, are there any cutting 
edge technologies that in-
terest you, and which you 
would like to bring on-
board MSC cruises in the 
future?

We’re particularly interest-
ed in artificial intelligence 
and machine learning - also 
robotics, holograms, and 
virtual reality - but for me 
all the topics related to AI, 
big data, machine learning, 
these are the environment 
in which we are investing 
significantly for the future.

prepared by tom royal  
tom@mndigital.co
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ABB is well known as a 
world-leading company 
in the fields of power, 
robotics and automation, 
and at first glance those 
technologies might sound 
somewhat removed from 
the e-commerce business. 
However, as the trend for 
customised orders contin-
ues, smart factories could 
be one way to efficiently 
deliver these products to 
e-commerce customers. 
Could you tell us a lit-
tle about ABB’s work in 
smart factories?

As well as in robotics, ABB 
is one of the world leaders 
in automation - so things 
like programmable logic 
controllers, motors and 
drives are essential parts 
of our offering. And as 
such we have a substan-
tial portfolio of items re-
quired for smart factories. 
We have been putting 
equipment into factories 
for a long time; the “smart 
factory” is just a relatively 
new term. 

In some places we’re 
supplying discrete man-
ufacturing items, such as 
motors for conveyor belts 
and robots, and we’re also 
very strongly positioned 
in industries like steel, pa-
per and oil and gas, plac-
es where products such 
as our 800xA automation 
system is used. We have 
more than 10,000 auto-
mation systems installed 
all over the world already.

I think many of us tend to 
associate robot assembly 
lines with very large de-
vices used in the manu-

facture of large items such 
as cars or industrial prod-
ucts. Is that the case, or is 
there an application for 
robots in building smaller 
and consumer products, 
possibly to order?

In particular we have our 
YuMi robot, which was 
designed to work together 
with humans. The tradi-
tional industrial robot is a 
fairly large, powerful, and 
therefore dangerous piece 
of equipment that needs 
to be put into a cage - lit-
erally - and if someone 
opens that cage it is shut 
down. And this makes co-
operation with humans 
slower; you have to shut 
down the robot every time 
the human needs to go in 
and do something.

YuMi is designed to work 
together with people. It 
has sensors built in to im-
mediately detect when it 
touches something unex-
pected, and stops auto-
matically. It has two arms, 
so it can grab something 
with one hand and manip-
ulate it with the other, and 
it’s also programmed in a 
new way. In the past, you 
had to teach a robot by 
means of a programming 
tool, step by step, but 
with YuMi you can simply 
grab its arms and teach it 
by showing how it’s done. 
For example, we use YuMi 
in our factory where we 
make small low-voltage 
circuit breakers for house-
hold use.

when it comes to building 
items for custom orders 
on demand, if you look 

around the world this is al-
ready happening in some 
industries - if you order a 
new car today, your par-
ticular car with your se-
lection of seats and equip-
ment will be produced as 
you ordered it, so when 
the robots start welding, 
the system already knows 
this is going to be your car. 
This idea is now moving 
into many more applica-
tions.

Another technology 
where ABB has significant 
experience is the Internet 
of Things - or as the com-
pany often refers to it, the 
Internet of Things, Ser-

vices and People. Could 
you explain what ABB 
means by the IOTSP?

If you look at the Internet 
of Things (IoT) it is typical-
ly about collecting data 
and analysing it. When we 
consider the IoT we see 
that it’s not just about an-
alysing data; that is quite 
useless if you don’t then 
act on what you have 
found. So we’re interested 
in closing the loop: sens-
ing, analysing and then 

acting. And this brings 
value to customers, as the 
value is not created in the 
digital space, but in results 
in the physical space, such 
as saving energy or time.

If you consider mainte-
nance, for example - the 
IoT application is analysing 
your equipment and sens-
ing when it is going to fail, 
but in order to close this 
loop you have to deliver 
the needed service to the 
customer, to actually pre-

Dr Christopher ganz,  
group vice president service r&D at aBB

smart FaCtories anD 
tHe internet oF tHings, 
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vent the failure from hap-
pening. And this is where 
services come into play.  

We don’t really think that, 
at this time, the IoT is fully 
autonomous; you mostly 
need people in the loop. 
People need to take de-
cisions, or to supervise. 
Our ABB Ability platform 
is a tool for implementing 
this Internet of Things, 
Services and People, and 
we’re in the process of 
rolling it out to our cus-
tomers now.

ABB Ability also includes 
home products, such as 
heating and lighting con-
trol for smart homes. Is 
this a case of technology 
developed for industri-
al applications filtering 
down to the home?

Our main application for 
ABB Ability is commercial, 
and commercial buildings, 
but we do have a strong 
home automation unit. In 
the end, the IoT data being 
collected in homes isn’t 
so very different - you’re 
collecting signals, alarm 
signals, and events. It’s 
really about the different 
applications we can put on 
top of that, and we have 
specialised business units 
who put the expertise 
they have in their markets 
into applications that run 
on top of the ABB Ability 
platform.

ABB often refers to its 
products as being part of 
a “fourth industrial revo-
lution”. How far into that 
revolution do you think 
these technologies have 
taken us?

I think it has probably 
started some 15 years 
ago, and it’s ongoing - I 
wouldn’t say that we’re 
finished. The more we 
move along, the more we 
see further areas where 
this digital revolution is 

having an impact. There 
are ideas that we currently 
have in our roadmaps and 
plans where we already 
know what we’ll need to 
do and how to do it, we 
just haven’t done it yet. So 
our R&D roadmaps for the 
next five years are already 
packed with new ideas.

And looking forward, are 
there any technologies 
that you’re particularly in-
terested in pursuing, that 
you feel will have a really 
significant impact on our 
lives in the coming de-
cade?

There are a few technol-
ogies that we’re looking 
into. Artificial intelligence 
is one: although the first 
ideas date back to the 
1950s it seems to come 
in waves, and this current 
one is very interesting, so 
we have research going on 
there. We’re looking into 
the industrial applications 
of augmented reality - the 
environment in industry 
is still a bit tougher than 
in private environments, 
and things are coming up 
like the blockchain, which 
we’re also looking into. 
We have quite a substan-
tial research organization 
within ABB that is con-
stantly looking for new 
trends.
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new opportunities 
in insuranCe-teCH For 
a Digital age 

Very few people will not 
have heard of the Balo-
ise group, or of Basler. 
But just for those who 
have not, how would 
you briefly describe the 
group’s history and busi-
ness?

Despite operating suc-
cessfully in the insurance 
market for more than 150 
years the Baloise Group 
is more than just a tra-
ditional insurance com-
pany. The changing se-
curity, safety and service 
needs of society in the 
digital age lie at the heart 
of its business activities. 
Our employees there-
fore focus on the wish-
es of their customers. In 
Switzerland we also offer 
banking services, and our 
daughter company Balo-
ise Bank SoBa offers our 
customers the best ser-
vices in both insurance 
and banking.

Recently we’re hearing 
a lot about disruption in 
finance-related business-
es brought about by new 
technology. How has Balo-

ise been able to capitalise 
on the new opportunities 
in fintech and insur-tech?

Our five year “simply safe” 
strategy focuses strongly 
on innovations that are 
based on new technolo-
gies and customer-friend-
ly insurance solutions. Be-
sides working with startup 
businesses with the goal 
of testing new products 
and services and incu-
bating new ideas, we are 
investing in, acquiring or 
even building up startup 
businesses from scratch 
to provide the technology 
to achieve our strategy’s 
targets. Some initiatives 
are still in their infancy but 
there are already visible 
successes. For example, 
our recently launched sin-
gle item insurance prod-
ucts generate CHF3 for 
each Swiss Franc invested.

Earlier this year, Baloise 
committed CHF50 mil-
lion to Anthemis Baloise 
Strategic Ventures, a part-
nership to invest in risk 
management and insur-
ance startups. Do you see 

startups and small com-
panies as a good way to 
nurture new technology 
relevant to the insurance 
side of your business?

Exactly. We are working 
intensely with startups to 
profit from their know-how, 
and this not only for the in-
surance side of our business 
but for all business-relevant 
processes. On the other 
hand we are not neglecting 
to build up internal knowl-
edge. To be an agile and 
entrepreneurial company 
means being able to create 
innovations from within, 
not just to buy them in from 
third parties.  

Do you believe there are 
particular advantages to 
developing this kind of 
technology outside of 
your core business group, 
in startup companies and 
smaller businesses?

Definitely, and this is the 
reason we introduced our 
“homemade” startup. FRI-
DAY operates in Germany 
- independently from the 
corporate structures - as 
the only fully digital car 
insurance vendor in this 
market. FRIDAY has its own 
brand, management and 
business plan as well front- 
and back-end systems. But 
of course there are a lot 
of touch-points when it 
comes down to transferring 
knowledge and exchanging 
information on best practic-
es with the core business. 

Another example is a Bel-
gian company that we 
bought called Drivolution. 
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Drivolution focuses on op-
timizing driving behaviors 
of large car fleets econom-
ically and ecologically. We 
now enhance their core 
business with our know-
how, and we’ve added a 
third area of optimization: 
safety. It’s a great example 
of how you can combine 
two existing businesses 
from different markets 
and generate more value.

And cooperation with 
startups can be highly 
fruitful. As an example, 
our item insurance prod-
ucts are based on the 
technology of KASKO, a 
young German company. 
KASKO provides the mid-
dleware between digital 
touchpoints to customers, 
such as websites and apps, 
and the legacy IT systems 
of insurance companies. 
Thanks to their service, we 
can build digital insurance 
products in a fast and cost 
effective way.

And presumably Baloise 
will continue to innovate 
internally at the same 
time - are there any key 
developments or areas 
of interest that you can 
share?

There is a lot going on but 
one of the most tangible 
examples is the establish-
ment of our omnichannel 

project in Switzerland. 
At its heart this is - sim-
ply stated - an alignment 
of all the communication 
and distribution chan-
nels that we provide, em-
powering the customer 
to choose or switch the 
channel they interacts 
with as they wish. 

So, even if the customer 
bought an online product, 
they will have a dedicated 
customer consultant they 
can contact for offline ad-
vice. At first glance this 
may not seem very fancy, 
but there is a great deal 
of work involved here, 
and it is a significant step 
towards customer-cen-
tricity in the insurance 
industry. 

Baloise recently acquired 
the Swiss startup MOVU.
ch - which, at first glance, 
would seem to be outside 
the group’s core business 
area. Could you explain 
how this kind of acquisi-
tion fits into the group’s 
strategy?

We believe that the fu-
ture of insurance doesn’t 
lie only in specific prod-
ucts that are purchased 
separately from the insur-
ance provider but as an 
“add on service” on plat-
forms and in networks. 
This kind of purchase is 

a more comfortable way 
of buying a service that is 
needed in a very specific 
moment. 

For this reason, Baloise 
announced that we want 
to go beyond the tradi-
tional insurance business 
and look for opportunities 
that can expand our mar-
ket. Of course we are not 
a specialized moving com-
pany, but when a customer 
moves house they are usu-
ally beginning a new phase 
of their life, and we want to 
be a part of that, accom-
panying our customer all 
along the journey of find-
ing a home and beyond. 

Are there any specific 
challenges when it comes 
to integrating a startup, 
founded just a few years 
ago, into an established 
business such as Baloise?

The question you have to 
ask first is if you really want 
to integrate a start-up in 
the incumbent business. In 
my opinion, there are very 
few cases where it actually 
makes sense to integrate. 
The examples I stated 
before (FRIDAY, MOVU) 
will most likely never be 
integrated because they 
need a special culture and 
pace to be successful. But 
in general: combining the 
cultures of a start-up and 

an incumbent without 
endangering the working 
practices that work well for 
each one is definitely the 
biggest challenge.

It feels like the pace of 
change at the moment 
is incredible, especially 
when it comes to online 
services - but where do 
you see Baloise, and its 
products and services, 
in the future - say in five 
years?

In five years we will have 
established the founda-
tion to serve the needs 
of our future clients. The 
business is changing and 
we have to make sure 
that we stay on top of the 
technological, economic, 
social and regulatory de-
velopments; this will be 
reflected in our services 
and products.

While serving a wide re-
gion, Baloise is of course 
headquartered in Basel. 
Do you believe that Swit-
zerland is a particularly 
attractive location for fin-
tech and insur-tech start-
ups, compared to London, 
Berlin and other Europe-
an cities associated with 
startup businesses?

Switzerland is listed 
among the countries with 
the best economic con-

ditions in general, so the 
situation for startups is 
good. There are also a lot 
of initiatives such as the 
F10 Incubator & Acceler-
ator for Fintech in Zurich, 
where Baloise is an active 
partner. Also, the ‘Digital 
Switzerland’ initiative is 
adding impetus into the 
political landscape.

The number of startups 
may be smaller than in 
the places you mentioned, 
but that’s also because 
Switzerland has a low 
unemployment rate and 
also good income oppor-
tunities in many areas, so 
there is less pressure to 
start a business from ne-
cessity. But if you do start 
a business, the risk capi-
tal market works and it is 
strongly connected inter-
nationally.
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This year UBS ran its 
second Future of Fi-
nance Challenge, look-
ing for businesses with 
innovative new ideas in 
finance, and the short-
lists have just been an-
nounced - including ten 
companies in the EMEA 
Zurich area. Were there 
any particular trends or 
areas of interest that 
you spotted in the en-
tries this year?

We collaborated with 
UBS businesses around 
the world to articulate 
the four challenges, and 
took a targeted approach 
to the invitations. I am 
delighted to say that a 
high number of the busi-
nesses we targeted ap-
plied, and we were im-
pressed with the breadth 
and quality of the sub-
missions received. 

Furthermore, we were 
pleased to receive a 
relatively even number 
of applications across 
our global regions and 
across the four challeng-
es, again reassuring that 
the UBS brand is highly 
relevant in Fintech, has 
significant reach and can 

attract the right quali-
ty in numerous verticals 
around the world.

The winners of the Chal-
lenge stand to gain a 
substantial amount of 
funding to support build-
ing a proof of concept, 
as well as mentoring and 
other support. What do 
you see as the biggest 
benefits to UBS of its 
involvement in the Chal-
lenge?

UBS is committed to 
collaborating with Fin-
tech ecosystems in our 
key locations around the 
world. The UBS Future 
of Finance Challenge is 
an excellent vehicle to 
do this – whether this be 
with start-ups, more es-
tablished enterprise, reg-
ulators, investors, media, 
or the many businesses 
UBS partners.

Broadly, the benefits to 
UBS are threefold: First, 
this is keeping engaged 
with cutting edge tech-
nology trends globally. 
Second, we collaborate 
with startups, help them 
evolve their offerings and 
potentially run proof-of 

concepts or pilots with 
some of them – building 
a strong Fintech capabil-
ity for UBS and for the 
benefit of our client of-
ferings. And third, more 
inward looking, we can 
leverage the exposure 
and momentum of the 
Future of Finance pro-
gram to inform, engage 
and mobilize our own 
people on key areas of 
our innovation agenda. 

Do you see banking and 
investment as an area 
particularly open to the 
potential of technolo-
gy-driven disruption at 
this time?

Technology has been, and 
will continue to enable 
new business models and 
new client propositions 
in many sectors of our 
economies. Banking is 
no exception, and while 
we are conscious that 
this is driving significant 
change, we see this as a 
fantastic opportunity to 
reassert our position as 
leading innovators in our 
industry. 

For a company that is over 
150 years old, we have, in 
some cases, led change in 
Financial Services, and the 
measures we are taking 
today – through, for exam-
ple, our innovation labs – 
enable us to keep engaged 
with key stakeholders, fa-
cilitate the best products 
and services for our cli-
ents and maintain UBS as 
an employer of choice all 
over the world.

And what do you see as 
the most important new 
technologies or inno-

vations that have been 
brought to the business 
in the past few years?

Clearly mobile technology 
and cloud technology have 
already strongly impacted 
how we provide banking 
today. 24/7 access to mo-
bile banking services and 
mobile payments have be-
come part of everyday life 
for many clients. 

At the same time, ad-
vances and the ability to 
manage large amount of 
data have enabled tools 
like UBS Advice, where 
we provide health-checks 
and portfolio simulation 
for 650,000 portfolios 
each night, as well as tar-
geted, personalized offer-
ings. Going forward, we 
will see more automation, 
biometrics, connected de-
vices and intelligent tools 
make processes smoother 
and more efficient, and 
augment client advisors’ 
capabilities for investment 
advice. 

The UBS white paper on 
Digital Identity outlines 
the challenges of veri-
fying and safeguarding 
identities in the digital 
world. How do you see 
the research and innova-
tion in that area chang-
ing the way we buy and 
do business online in the 
future?

Security and privacy of 
personal data is essen-
tial so that clients trust 
digital services. Regard-
ing the various levels of 
authentication, digital 
identity provision, con-
solidation and safekeep-
ing, as well as additional 

services in this field, we 
have seen an explosion 
of providers, services and 
research papers. 

Up to now, global stan-
dards and easily interop-
erable solutions have not 
yet been comprehensive-
ly formed. With this in 
mind, until we have a se-
cure, stable and scalable 
digital identity solution, 
we will not enjoy a truly 
digital economy, and we 
will probably move in-
crementally towards this 
with (initially) localized 
solutions.

Ultimately the impor-
tance of authentication 
and identity related in-
formation rises in an in-
creasingly digital world. 
The key drivers of how 
we do business online 
are convenience, service 
and security. As peo-
ple become more aware 
what should or should 
not happen with their da-
ta, everyone will decide 
what is acceptable for 
their needs.

UBS has an internal 
Wealth Management In-
novation Lab - could you 
tell us a little about what 
it does, and what ad-
vantages it brings to the 
business?

The UBS Wealth Manage-
ment Innovation Lab has 
the mandate to identify 
and validate tomorrow’s 
growth opportunities for 
UBS. The WM Innova-
tion team has been con-
necting with startups and 
other external businesses 
for several years in order 
to attract new expertise, 

anthony Clark-Jones, global partnerships manager at uBs group innovation

on FinteCH anD tHe Future 
oF FinanCe CHallenge
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technological know-how 
and talent for UBS. The 
lab additionally provides 
UBS employees with 

coaching to drive ideas 
through a lean innovation 
process, with a variety of 
startup tools. 

The lab’s research and 
development approach is 
designed to incubate nov-
el ideas into testable pro-

totypes within a sandbox 
environment. Ultimately, 
its aim is to guide validat-
ed ideas into production 

and to bring innovative 
benefits to our clients.

You previously worked in 
London, which has seen 
some success in establish-
ing a “hub” for tech busi-
nesses, before moving to 
the Zurich area. Do you 
see Switzerland as offer-
ing particular advantages 
for financial technology 
startups seeking a base in 
Europe?

When engaging with the 
Kickstart Accelerator – Eu-
rope’s largest multi-part-
ner accelerator program, 
based here in Zurich – ma-
ny of the participants have 
explained to us why Swit-
zerland is so attractive 
to them to develop their 
businesses. Switzerland 
is increasingly becom-
ing a hub for innovative 
technology and with that 
you have the potential 
to exchange ideas and 
grow a really compelling, 
far-reaching ecosystem.

Switzerland’s position in 
the middle of Europe al-
lows access to many lo-
cations relatively easily, 
there is capital available 
for new ventures, and 
Swiss universities and 
the talent they produce 
are noteworthy. Overall, 
there are many converging 
elements that offer true 
advantages for setting up 
new enterprise here.
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Events
• Regulatory Framework for operating in Switzerland - Bern (Rathaus), January 16th 

• Innovation in Food - Vevey (Nestlé), March 21st

• FashionTech Investor Day - Lugano, March 25th

• Innovation meets Fashion in the “Ticino Fashion Valley” - Lugano (LAC), March 26th

• Clientricity in Tourism - Geneva, April
• Salon eCom Geneva - Geneva (Palexpo), April 24/25th

• e-Commerce meets DesignTech - Lugano, June
• Ladies in e-Commerce and Digital - Zurich, July
• B2B opportunities in e-Commerce - Lausanne, September
• SeC - From e-Commerce to Innovation - Zurich area, November

NetComm Connect - Networking & One-to-one meetings
• General Assembly & Associates Day - Zurich, May
• Hawaiian apéro - Zurich, June
• Meet the luxury brands - Geneva, September

Trainings & Workshops
• Digital marketing workshops - Zurich, Geneva, Lugano

A Trustmark to boost online sales - BuySafe.Swiss
• Internationalization through e-Commerce workshop - Zurich, May
• Workshop for SMEs - Lugano, November

Research
• Swiss e-Commerce Consumer Behavior
• Internationalization potential for Switzerland
• Industry-specific e-Commerce research data (e.g. food, fashion, tourism, etc.)
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