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Abstract: The outbreak of COVID-19 caught many financial institutions off guard because of 
shelter-in-place orders, lack of remote work models, and a sudden increase of workload. Smarter 
organizations are proactively adopting innovation and automation tools to sharpen their 
competitive edge and be well-positioned for subsequent recovery and growth phases. An 
application programming interface (API) can help to achieve these goals by slashing costs, 
accelerating go-to-market strategies, improving user experience, and promoting latest 
technologies. As a leading lien management solutions provider, Wolters Kluwer Lien Solutions 
possesses an innovative API platform to address financial institutions’ lending technology needs. 

This past year saw unprecedented impact to the financial services industry by way of global 
shutdowns necessitated by the COVID-19 outbreak. Customer behaviors, corporate decision-
making, and the pace of technology advancement all underwent significant change in a 
relatively short amount of time that has brought with it new business challenges as well as 
opportunities. 

A new dynamic 

Limited mobility: Shelter-in-place, social distancing clauses and other shutdown orders across 
the globe altered the way business is conducted. Many restaurants and other businesses closed, 
and those that remained were often hard-pressed to figure out ways of getting back to any 
sense of normalcy as the effects of the pandemic continue. 

Move to remote operations. As in-person branch visits declined precipitously, banks 
experienced all-time highs in the number of mobile logins and digital transactions. In April 2020, 
23 percent of new logins to Bank of America’s online and mobile products were by the 
traditionally digital-averse demographic of over-65 and baby boomers, according to CEO Brian 
Moynihan. They also accounted for about 20 percent of customers who deposited checks using 
mobile phones for the first time.1   

Along with managing these changes in customer behavior, many banks have moved the majority 
of their workforce to a remote banking model. Bank of America and Wells Fargo have each 
transitioned over 150,000 employees to work-from-home, which accounted for roughly 70 
percent of its workforce.2 Across multiple industries in the United States, only three percent of 
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full-time employees reported working remotely in January 2020, compared to 64 percent in 
April 2020.3 

Government relief programs translated into higher workloads. While increased banking activity 
was a positive force, it also revealed that most banks were not prepared for the increased 
workload. Some lending departments were drastically overloaded: in the first week of the 
Paycheck Protection Program (PPP), one national bank received more than 30,000 small 
business loan applications. They normally received around 300 applications annually.4 

In this new environment, it seems like a “mission impossible” as lenders try to serve a much 
broader customer base, coupled with all-time-high volumes in new loan applications while 
working under restricted operating budgets. 

But every coin has two sides. For many financial institutions, COVID-19 has also unlocked the 
hidden potential of organizations, removing by necessity many of the traditional barriers that 
blocked the path to achieving a digital transformation. These barriers include, but are not 
limited to, digital investment decisions, disposal of one’s existing on-premise platform, change 
of workflow (even a potential reorg), a change of mindset, etc. Inertia may also serve as a 
barrier for some financial institutions, although COVID-19 has prompted or forced some changes 
to be made quickly under a reduced justification process. 

Digitizing and automating processes that shift traditional offline, back-office business functions 
to online is no longer merely an option, but rather the only choice for many organizations to 
survive in this brave new world. 

API to the Rescue 

APIs, or application programming interfaces, are one of the pivotal elements in realizing 
automation. API functionality allows computer programs to communicate with each other 
without any human intervention needed. A service provided by a fintech partner can be visited 
by a bank’s server; moreover, a service provided by a bank can be used by other companies.  

An example of API is the third-party payment system built behind online shopping websites. 
People seldom realize that while an online business does not own Visa or Mastercard, it can still 
provide seamless transactions using those card providers’ APIs.  Secure online shopping has 
been one of the necessities of existing in a pandemic-stricken world. 

Advantages of API Adoption 
Increased efficiency. Because machines can “talk” directly to each other via APIs, resources 
spent toward paper processing or human operation become unnecessary and can instead be 
reallocated. As one can imagine, the efficiencies created are plentiful.  
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Let’s take a credit card application for example. Time spent collecting or printing forms, hand-
filling information, and mailing documents is condensed to seconds when an application is filed 
online. Results are typically returned to the applicant within a few minutes. A paper application 
would have taken days or weeks by comparison. The credit card company validates the 
application information, conducts due-diligent searches, makes credit score inquiries from 
independent credit bureaus, and so on, all through various internal and external APIs.  

Lower costs and faster time to market. When a bank launches a new mobile application with 
biometric access control enabled, does it need to reinvent the wheel by researching the sensor 
capabilities on smart phones or the encryption capabilities of different protocols? Unlikely. The 
operating system (OS) providers for today’s smart devices have considered most angles. They 
have provided biometric access capability in API forms for mobile applications to utilize. As the 
sensors and protocols improve incrementally, the APIs can iterate accordingly, and the bank 
always stays with the latest technologies with compatibility assured. 

Better user experience. For those who spend long hours in a car for commuting or 
entertainment travel, what could be more enjoyable than having the company of music 
throughout the journey? Does the user notice that Spotify is now integrated to mainstream 
navigation applications like Waze or Google Maps in today’s latest vehicles? The driver needn’t 
be distracted by having to play or pause music. Instead, the music player integrates with the 
navigation software. All these things happen under the hood through API integration. Switching 
screens while driving is not only annoying but dangerous; no wonder this new API technology 
has been welcomed by the market since its release.  

Adoption of new technologies. Fintech companies are enthusiastic advocators of new 
technologies. Google announced in October 2020 the introduction of DocAI, a toolset that offers 
optical character recognition (OCR) and natural language processing (NLP) capabilities said to 
alleviate the workload in processing paperwork. These capabilities are packed into a few APIs. A 
fintech company specializing in document services can now reuse the APIs in areas where 
handwriting is conventionally required, so that texts can be extracted right from existing 
documents (OCR) or from speech (NLP). 

New norm after COVID-19 
The digital transformation and the migration to cloud is unlikely to stop anytime soon. 
Companies worldwide spent US$34.6 billion on cloud services in Q2 alone in 2020, up roughly 11 
percent from the previous quarter.5 As Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella stated, “We’ve seen two 
years’ worth of digital transformation in two months.”6 Once a company places part of its 
software product on cloud or starts to consume cloud services from other companies, APIs are 
used for communication in the interim, and the trend of API expansion will follow. 
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The concept of banking-as-a-service (BaaS) is becoming more commonly accepted. Banks will 
continue to play an integral role in the BaaS ecosystem by either providing the regulatory and 
technical infrastructure to integrate the work from individual vendors, or by developing owned 
services that can be used by other companies. In either case, an open and flexible platform 
structure needs to be architected. API’s modular architecture makes it a most suitable 
foundation for future platform design.  

In the lien management arena, lien applications are a highly specialized area where each state 
jurisdiction publishes its own regulations, and thousands more counties (if fixture collateral is 
involved) may also have different rulings. A lender can leverage the domain expertise from 
vendors through API integration to achieve re-usability, scalability and agility at a lower R&D 
cost. Because users do not have to leave the loan origination system (LOS) of the loan provider, 
they are accessing multiple services in a seamless manner and the loan provider’s brand equity 
is maximized. 
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Wolters Kluwer Lien Solutions is continuing to embrace digital technologies through product 
innovation and domain expertise to help the financial services industry respond to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Lien Solutions is the nation’s leading lien services partner with over 30 years of 
providing expert lien counsel, recording services, and life-of-loan solutions via its iLien family of 
solutions, a web-based SaaS product set, and a comprehensive suite of APIs for lien search, filing, 
and management. 
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