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The model bank is a composite of institutions
that do not exist. Its defaults were not derived
from your institution. They were derived from
someone else’s institution, filtered through the
vendor's understanding of it, and configured
before your institution was in the conversation.

The configuration is not done. It has been
deferred.

1. The Promise

The pitch is seductive. Instead of a blank-canvas
implementation — months of discovery, configuration
workshops, parallel testing — you take delivery of a
system that has already been configured. Best practice
embedded. Industry-standard workflows pre-built. The
hard decisions already made. A bank, fully formed,
waiting for your name on the door.

The model bank. Faster. Cheaper. Lower risk. The vendor
has already implemented this platform for other
institutions. The common patterns have been extracted.
The configuration is done. You are not building from
scratch — you are inheriting from experience.

This pitch has closed a very large number of contracts.

It has also produced a very large number of failed
implementations. The connection between these two
facts is not accidental.

2. What a Model Bank Actually Is

A model bank is a set of defaults. It is the configuration the
vendor chose when they had to choose something —
because a system cannot be demonstrated without
being configured, and a configured system looks more
credible than a blank one.

The defaults were not derived from analysis of the
institution buying the platform. They were derived from
the institutions the vendor has previously implemented —
or, more precisely, from the vendor's understanding of
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those institutions, filtered through the decisions made by
whoever configured the demonstration environment.

These defaults represent something. They represent a
plausible financial institution of the type the vendor has
worked with before. They do not represent your institution.
They have never been in the same room as your
institution.

The gap between a model bank’s defaults and a specific
institution’s requirements is not a gap of detail. It is a gap
of kind. A default chart of accounts reflects someone’s
accounting decisions. A real institution’s chart of accounts
reflects that institution’s regulatory environment,
ownership structure, product set, reporting requirements,
and accounting history. These are not the same thing in
different quantities. They are different things.

Every workflow in the model bank was designed for an
institution that does not exist. The model bank is a
composite — a weighted average of prior
implementations, smoothed into something that offends

nobody and fits nobody precisely.

It is institutional furniture from a
showroom.

It looks correct.

A model bank can encode a plausible approach to how
decisions are made. It cannot encode the specific legal
framework under which those decisions must be made —
because that framework is not an average. It is a specific
set of obligations, in a specific jurisdiction, under a
specific licence. The model bank was not configured for
your licence. It was configured for someone else’s.

The model bank has two regulatory failure modes, not
one. The first is the gap: regulatory obligations specific to
the institution are absent because the model bank was
built elsewhere. The second is contamination: regulatory
configurations from the model bank’s home jurisdiction
are present and active in a context where they do not
apply. The institution discovers the gap at go-live. The
institution may not discover the contamination at all.

An institution takes delivery of a model bank configured
for European commercial banking. The transaction

monitoring system is pre-configured with thresholds
derived from EBA guidelines. The institution is licensed in
Singapore. MAS Notice 626 specifies different thresholds,
different customer risk categories, and different
escalation requirements.

The model bank is not just missing the MAS configuration.
It is running the wrong configuration, producing
monitoring outputs that do not satisfy MAS requirements,
and generating no alerts about this discrepancy —
because the system is configured, it is running, and it
looks correct.

There is no average compliance.

The gap and the contamination are present at go-live.
The third failure mode arrives later — silently, without
announcement, and without anyone necessarily noticing.

Regulations are amended continuously. The model bank’s
configuration is not. From the moment of go-live, the gap
between the configuration and the current regulatory
environment begins to widen. The system continues
running. It produces outputs. It generates reports. It files
returns. And it is wrong — not because it was never right,
but because it was right once and the regulatory
environment moved.

The ownership vacuum compounds this. The vendor
assumes the client manages their own regulatory
compliance. The client assumes the vendor's
‘regulatory-compliant  system’ stays compliant. A
regulation is amended. The amendment is published. The
compliance team reads it. They raise a request with IT.
The request enters a queue. The queue has a backlog.
Months pass. The system continues running the
pre-amendment configuration. No bad decision was
made. The process produced non-compliance through
normal operation.

A model bank is wrong in three dimensions. It was
configured for a different institution. It was configured for
a different regulatory environment. And it was configured
at a different point in time — before the most recent
regulatory update, and before the one after that.

The gap widens silently, from the moment of go-live,
without anyone watching.

3. The Configuration That Was Never Done

The model bank does not eliminate the configuration
requirement. It defers it, disguises it, and — in the worst
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cases — assumes it has been completed when it has not.

The implementation begins. The vendor demonstrates the
platform. It works. Workflows run. Reports generate. The
system processes transactions. The client team, who have
never seen a financial platform implemented from
scratch, observes a functioning system and draws the
natural conclusion: it is configured. The hard work has
been done.

It has not been done. The system is demonstrating its
defaults. The defaults will not survive contact with
production data, real client accounts, actual regulatory
requirements, or the specific operational structure of the
institution implementing it.

The discovery that the configuration has not been done
arrives in one of two ways. The first is in UAT, when testers
attempt to process real transactions and encounter
systematic failure. The second is at go-live, when real
users encounter systematic failure at production volume.
Neither is the right time to discover that the configuration
requirement was not understood to exist.

The model bank carries a specific claim: that its
configuration represents best practice. This claim does
substantial work in the sales process. It positions the
vendor’'s defaults not as arbitrary starting points but as
validated decisions — the distilled wisdom of multiple
implementations.

The claim is difficult to evaluate and rarely evaluated.
Who determined what best practice is? For what
regulatory environment? In what market? For an
institution of what size, what product mix, what client
profile? The best practice embedded in a model bank
built for a mid-size European commercial bank is not best
practice for a private bank in Singapore. It is not even best
practice for a different mid-size European commercial
bank with a different product mix.

Best practice is context-dependent. A model bank
eliminates the context.

4. Why the Myth Persists

The model bank myth persists because it serves the
interests of everyone involved in the procurement
conversation — except the institution that will eventually
have to operate the system.

The vendor benefits because the model bank shortens the
sales cycle. A demonstration is faster than a

blank-canvas discovery process. It produces a tangible
artefact. It closes contracts.

The implementation team benefits because the model
bank provides a starting point that looks like progress.
Configuration from a baseline is easier to defend than
configuration from scratch. The decisions embedded in
the baseline are someone else’s decisions. If the baseline
turns out to be wrong, the starting point is responsible.

The client’'s procurement team benefits because the
model bank provides a reduction in apparent risk. A
pre-configured system looks less risky than an
unconfigured one. The procurement team is measured on
the purchase decision, not on the operational outcome. A
compelling demonstration that closes quickly and within
budget is a success by procurement metrics — regardless
of what happens eighteen months later.

Nobody in the procurement conversation is incentivised
to say: this model bank does not reflect how our institution
operates, and before we proceed we should understand
exactly what that means for the implementation.

That conversation is slow. It is uncomfortable. It requires
the client to admit they do not know their own processes
well enough to evaluate the gap. It requires the vendor to
acknowledge that the demonstration environment is not
the same as a configured production system. It requires
the implementation team to commit to a discovery phase
that delays the configuration work they are being paid to
do.

Nobody planned for this conversation not to happen.
Nobody needed to.

When the implementation closes — on time, within
budget, with the model bank delivered and signed off —
the vendor moves to the next engagement. The
implementation team closes the project. The gap, the
contamination, and the widening obsolescence remain.
They remain with the institution, which will operate this
system for the next decade, under the regulatory
framework the model bank was not configured for,
discovering the configuration gaps one by one as they
surface in production.

The people who benefit from the myth are not the people
who live with the consequence. This asymmetry is not
incidental. It is structural.
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5. The Institutions That Don’t Exist

Every model bank is a solution for an institution that does
not exist.

Not because the vendor invented it — but because the
averaging process that produces a model bank, by
mathematical necessity, produces something that
matches no specific institution exactly. The model bank is
optimised for the centre of the distribution. Real
institutions live in the distribution, not at its centre. Every
institution has specific characteristics — specific
regulatory obligations, specific product structures,
specific  client relationships, specific operational
constraints — that deviate from the average. These
deviations are not edge cases. They are the institution.

A model bank built for a European commercial lender
comes pre-configured for syndicated loan processing. A
Singapore private bank does not process syndicated
loans. The workflow exists in the system, fully configured,
for a product the institution does not offer. The
configuration is not neutral — it consumes system
resources, appears in user interfaces, generates
compliance documentation for transactions that do not
occur, and requires active management to suppress.

The institution did not ask for it. The model bank assumed
it.

This is why every model bank implementation eventually
requires a discovery phase. Not because the discovery
phase was planned — in most cases it was not. But
because the gap between the model bank’s defaults and
the institution’s actual requirements becomes impossible
to ignore at some point in the implementation. The
question is only when the gap is discovered, and how
much has been built on top of the wrong foundation
before it is.

6. What Thoughtful Implementation Looks
Like

A financial system implementation begins with a question
the model bank sales process is specifically structured to
avoid: how does this institution actually operate?

Not how it is supposed to operate. Not how its process
documentation says it operates. How it actually operates
— the workflows that run in production, the decisions that
are made by feel rather than by rule, the exceptions that

have become standard practice, the regulatory
requirements specific to this institution’s licence, structure,
and market.

This question takes time to answer. It requires
conversations with the people who run the processes, not
the people who designed them. It produces a
specification  that the vendor's demonstration
environment cannot match — because it describes a
specific institution, not a composite one. The
configuration that results will not look like the model bank.

It will look like the institution. That is the point.

There is a legitimate use of a model bank: as a starting
point for discovery, not as a substitute for it. A
pre-configured  demonstration  environment  can
accelerate the identification of gaps — if the client teamis
using it to find where the defaults diverge from their
requirements, rather than assuming the defaults are

correct.

This requires an explicit conversation at the start of the
engagement: the model bank represents a plausible
institution, not your institution. Every default is a question,
not an answer. The implementation work is the work of
answering those questions correctly — for this institution,
in this market, under this regulatory framework.

This conversation rarely happens. When it does, the
implementation has a fighting chance.

7. The Test

Before accepting delivery of a model bank — or any
pre-configured system — three questions. Not as a
framework. As a minimum.

If the answer is ‘all of them’, the model bank has not been
configured. It is a demonstration environment. The
implementation work has not started.

If the answer requires more than a sentence, the gap
between the model bank and the institution has not been
assessed. Stop. Assess it. The implementation can wait.
The gap cannot be allowed to close at go-live.
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If the answer is uncomfortable, it should have been the
first question in the procurement conversation — not the
last question in the implementation.

The model bank is a composite of
institutions that do not exist.

Your institution does exist.
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