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In 2021, Hamlyn Williams’ FinTech Client-
base grew significantly – c. 29% of our 
placements within Financial Services 
were in a FinTech firm. As we expect 
this percentage to grow in 2022 we 
have continued to invest resources into 
supporting this market and as such 
will be hosting thought pieces from 
contributors analyzing various aspects 
of this fascinating, disruptive industry 
through 2022.

In the last year Hamlyn Williams has 
witnessed first-hand this disruptive effect 
of the explosion of FinTech on hiring 
trends within Financial Services..  Of all the 
placements we made within the FinTech 
market in our core Corporate Governance 
markets of Compliance, Risk and Audit, 
over 53% of candidates have come directly 
from traditional banking environments 
as opposed to other FinTech firms. 
Anecdotally, in conversations with clients 
and candidates we are also seeing that 
more and more staff are moving from 
traditional banking into FinTech. 

What does this mean for the Risk space 
specifically, for Hiring Managers and 
candidates alike? To get some additional 
insight into this, we’ve interviewed 
two Chief Risk Officers in the FinTech 
space about their overall transition from 
banking to FinTech.  When speaking 
with candidates in the Risk space, many 
are expressing increased interest in 
opportunities in FinTech, while some are 
looking to move in the reverse direction, 
back into banking. What does the 
reality look like from a Risk Leadership 
perspective? With this report, we’ve 
gathered testimony and data to help 
potential candidates and businesses 
consider key levers in this emerging 
reality. 

We can also add some lessons we 
have learned in our day to day work in 
this market. First, candidates should 
understand that the culture can be 
drastically different from firm to firm 
depending on how fast they are growing.

While traditional banks are decades old 
institutions, often very large ones where 
change tends to trickle down or take 
time to make an impact, FinTechs are 
often by their nature used to reacting to 
technological or market change “on their 
feet”. On the flip side, they are rapidly 
trying to come to terms with regulatory 
changes in a dynamic new market, so 
governance changes can often cause 
more institutional shock than in a bank. 
For the fastest growing firms this change 
can happen on an almost daily basis and 
is a reason why many people leave to go 
back into banking. 

Candidates also often express that 
FinTech firms offer the opportunity to 
make an impact with fewer bureaucratic 
restrictions whereas banks tend to be 
more organized but siloed.  So having a 
comprehensive understanding of how 
different firms operate and are structured 
is a must. This is where recruiters come in. 
They can provide guidance on navigating 
the less familiar corporate structures of 
the FinTech market.

Finally, candidates should be aware that 
as firms grow their needs for specific 
skillsets in their governance function will 
change. This in turn affects external hiring 
and internal development opportunities. 
Candidates need to be agile in developing 
their skillsets and evolve with the changing 
needs of the firm.

Just as candidates are trying to weigh up 
the pros and cons of working in FinTech 
vs. traditional banking, our clients are 
also evolving their thinking on which 
talent pools to explore to identify the best 
talent for their specific needs. Again we 
have observed some common themes 
from FinTech employers and what they 
look for in candidates that tell them 
they’d be a good fit for their organization.
Simply put, employers want candidates 

who are looking for a change from the 
status quo and perceived traditional 
process-driven workings of a bank. These 
firms want candidates who want to take 
a step outside of the box and execute 
things efficiently as well as being willing 
to forego some stability for the chance to 
take on a challenge with the longer-term 
promise of outsize financial reward.

FinTech firms tend to be heavily growth 
focused so look for “completer-finisher” 
candidates that are willing to roll up 
their sleeves and do the work needed to 
complete initiatives and drive change. 
Firms look for flexibility in candidates, 
those who can wear many hats. As pointed 
out by Anika Kluge, an HR Manager for 
AukaPay, “It is imperative that we hire 
flexible people…who can consistently 
adapt to a changeable environment in a 
not always certain market.”  

Hamlyn Williams would like to thank Talal 
Mahmud, Chief Risk Officer at Kountable 
and William Vreeland, Chief Risk Officer 
at Xapo for their valuable insights. We 
hope that you’ll find the advice and insight 
provided helps with your planning and  
illuminates your career path in FinTech 
going forward. 

FinTech firms tend to be 
heavily growth focused 
so look for “completer-
finisher” candidates 
that are willing to roll up 
their sleeves and do the 
work needed to complete 
initiatives and drive change. 

Hamlyn Williams
Introduction

https://www.linkedin.com/in/jerrybreitzman/
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require collateral (other than the 
underlying transaction) and are involved in 
all aspects of each individual transaction 
(from procurement to shipment to 
delivery) with funding never released to 
the obligor. This allows them to carry out 
real-time financial crime checks prior to 
any lifecycle event.

What are the challenges you’ve faced 
in the transition?

Traditional banking roles are well defined, 
with each department operating in 
their respective silos - whilst the lean 
and nimble FinTech sector requires the 
ability to manage various aspects of the 
business processes, having a “balcony 
view” approach.

In my Chief Risk Officer role I have to be 
involved not just in risk and compliance 
but also product development, financing, 
collection and business development.

That means every day is a different 
challenge and there is no concept of 9 to 
5 or working to a simple job description. 

What advice would you give to others 
looking to make the jump?

Bring with you the skills acquired in the 
traditional banking sector, but start 
thinking outside the box and have the 
ability to use and adopt technology at 
lightning pace. Apply best practices, 
including risk management tools, but the 
days of analysis-paralysis are over. Speed 
to market and meeting client needs 
whilst balancing risk and compliance 
requirements is the mantra, while days of 
bureaucratic and glacially slow decision 
making processes are over.

Where do you see the industry moving 
in the future?

As mentioned above, the sector will do 
to the banking and traditional financial 
sector what Google, Meta, Youtube, 
Uber, AirBnB have done to traditional 
media, transport and hospitality sectors. 
Technology will make most of the current 
traditional banking roles and products 
obsolete.

What challenges do you see coming 
down the road?

Banks will make their last stand, albeit 
will fail eventually, as they see these 
disruptors erode their volumes and 
profits. The increased volumes and 
share of the market will attract regulatory 
scrutiny like those faced by traditional 
banks. The best way to avoid overzealous 
regulators is to not give them a chance 
to find compliance and risk management 
gaps in your processes. Learn from the 
mistakes banks made in management of 
AML, Sanctions and other financial crime 
compliance expectations resulting in 
regulators throwing away the concept of 
“risk-based approach”. Incorporate best 
practices and industry standards so that 
no one can accuse the sector of willful 
blindness or collusion with bad actors.

Having a banking/consulting 
background, what made you decide to 
transition into a FinTech role?

Technology is the future which has already 
disrupted numerous sectors including 
hospitality (AirBnB), transport (UBER, 
Lyft), media (Facebook, YouTube etc.) and 
has already made inroads into traditional 
banking products like FX, home remittances, 
payments (B2B and B2C). They are also 
starting to have an impact on other banking 
areas like merchant banking, trade finance, 
supply chain etc.
Unless banks change their strategy and 
become more agile and client centric they 
will be left behind, like Kodak after digital 
and mobile photography, or Nokia’s late 
adoption of smartphones.

What are some of the key risk/
compliance differences in a bank 
compared to your current firm?

The banks work on a client level credit 
risk approval and once line of credit is 
approved it does not have any role in the 
actual individual transaction other than 
providing banking (settlement, FX etc.) 
services. They carry out a financial crime 
(AML, Dual Use Goods, Anti-Boycott etc.) 
post transaction monitoring for these 
individual transactions looking for red 
flags.  Banks require traditional credit 
risk (5Cs) requirements like collateral 
and capacity. 

On the other hand, for FinTech companies 
like Kountable, risk assessment doesn’t

Talal Mahmud is the Chief Risk Officer at Kountable Inc., a Trade Finance FinTech 
company based in San Francisco. Prior to this he has run his own consultancy focused 
towards Trade Finance & Financial Crime Compliance. However, the bulk of his career 
was as a banker, working for Standard Chartered and Citibank globally. His experience 
includes being Regional Head of FCC Advisory, Americas, Head of Operational Risk in 
Transaction Banking & Commodities and many more.

Talal Mahmud
Chief Risk Officer, Kountable Inc.

I was concerned about 
long-term job security and 
wanted to future-proof my 
career by specializing in 
an emerging growth area – 
cypto fit that bill. 

https://www.kountable.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/talal-mahmud/


William Vreeland
Chief Risk Officer, Xapo

8

What are some of the key risk/
compliance differences in a 
bank compared with a firm in the 
crypto space?

Compared with established banks that 
typically have diverse product and service 
suites, the success of many crypto firms 
is highly dependent upon the future 
growth of the cryptoeconomy, the prices 
of crypto assets and the volume of crypto 
transactions.  As a result, crypto-centric 
firms would be adversely impacted if crypto 
is not used as expected (as a store of value, 
medium of exchange, etc) or crypto prices 
or transaction volumes fluctuate wildly or 
steadily decline. Compared with banks 
that have established customer bases, 
crypto firms need to attract customers 
quickly and then maintain and profitably 
engage with them.  

Many crypto firms will need to rapidly 
expand their operational capabilities to 
capitalize on opportunities and remain 
competitive. Those with limited operating 
histories have to quickly attract and 
retain talent, develop financial, operating 
and administrative processes and 
controls, expand their I.T. and enter into 
arrangements with third-party service 
providers for critical services.  This rapid 
scaling results in significant operational 
risk that must be carefully managed 
to avoid systems failures, inefficient 
processes, ineffective controls, and rapid 
increases in operating expenses.

While it is true that financial services 
continues to evolve and be disrupted in 
important ways, the pace of change in 
the crypto space is greater still. Indeed, 
the industry is changing and growing at 
such a rate that it is challenging for even 
the most diligent professionals to keep 
abreast of developments in the crypto 
space.  

In comparison to the relatively stable 
regulatory environment within which 
traditional banks operate, crypto-centric 
firms currently need to manage the 
enormous complexity of complying with 
new, evolving and potentially conflicting 
laws and regulations across different 
jurisdictions. In addition, crypto firms face 
tremendous legislative and regulatory 
uncertainty in many parts of the world, 
including the United States. 
While security and privacy are hugely 
important to traditional financial services, 
crypto firms are directly vulnerable to 
the loss of customer confidence and 
reputational damage from an actual or 
perceived breach of security and privacy. 
The failure to properly safeguard its 
customers’ crypto assets, for example, 
would surely be catastrophic from a 
reputational point of view. This means 
significant efforts continue to be required 
by firms in the crypto space (and the 
software development companies that 
serve them) to align with industry best 
practices for security and privacy. 

Many crypto assets have characteristics 
that make them attractive for use in 
illegal activities. These include the speed 
of transactions, the ability to conduct

Having a banking background, what 
made you decide to transition into a 
FinTech role?

I wanted to work in a far more 
entrepreneurial environment with people 
that were hungry to build a world-class 
business.  I also wanted to future-proof 
my career and ensure my long-term job 
security by specializing in an emerging 
growth area.  Crypto fit the bill. 

I was getting more and more concerned 
about the long-term prospects of 
many folks in risk management and 
compliance in large financial institutions, 
where firms had over-hired after the 
2008 financial crisis. Many traditional 
banks were starting to cut jobs and there 
were rolling layoffs when I decided to 
make the transition 3 years ago. It was 
also becoming clear many financial 

institutions were highly focused on 
automating as many processes as 
possible and starting to look to A.I. to 
further streamline operations and reduce 
cost.  

There were also the growing frustrations 
and challenges of working for large 
organizations that tend to be politically 
charged, slow and unresponsive. 
Commonly heard complaints included 
the hours spent in meetings, the endless 
parade of management consulting firms, 
corporate initiatives designed to fix 
things that were broken or not addressed 
by previous teams and lots of preparing & 
revising presentations for management. 
It didn’t feel like the business world at 
all, but some alternative bureaucratic 
universe where costs didn’t matter, until 
they did, and then the innocent bystanders 
were let go. 

William Vreeland is the Chief Risk Officer of Xapo.  He has extensive experience in 
risk management, compliance, regulatory relations, law, finance and accounting, and 
over the course of his career has worked for major financial institutions, prominent 
law firms and in public accounting. 

I was concerned about 
long-term job security and 
wanted to future-proof my 
career by specializing in 
an emerging growth area – 
cypto fit that bill. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/williamvreeland/
https://www.xapo.com/
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transactions without the involvement of 
regulated intermediaries, the ability to 
engage in transactions across multiple 
jurisdictions, the irreversible nature of 
certain crypto asset transactions, and the 
encryption technology that anonymizes 
transactions. 

While criminals arguably had the edge 
in the formative years of the sector, the 
sophisticated systems/tools now used 
by crypto firm’s anti-financial crime (AFC) 
professionals allow for detailed analysis 
of all major coins on the blockchain. These 
tools risk score wallet addresses using AI 
driven algorithms and, if required, alert 
firms to the risk of wallets their clients are 
transacting with. This analysis is worlds 
apart from what can be done in traditional 
finance and AFC professionals are able to 
provide reporting to law enforcement on 
complex transactions that are dozens of 
steps removed from their clients.  

What are the challenges you’ve faced 
in the transition?

The biggest challenge for me initially 
was working remotely. I went to a 
traditional office every business day my 
entire professional life until I joined the 
company I now work for, which has been a 
remote company since its pre-pandemic 
founding. I must say I don’t miss riding the 
subway every day, and love the flexibility 
of being able to work from locations other 
than NYC. I now believe working remotely 
or hybrid work is the way of the future. 

Another challenge I faced early was 
being asked to take on additional 
responsibilities that were well outside of 
what I had historically done.  Working for 
a startup means you’ll be expected to roll 
up your sleeves, wear a lot of different 
hats and master subjects you may have 
had only a passing familiarity with. This 
means there will be times when you are 

stretched very thin, work longer hours 
than you might expect or left operating 
completely on your own. The upside 
of this is doing the tasks the company 
needs you to do will transform you into 
a much more well-rounded professional 
and businessperson.

A related challenge I found, and you may 
find, is that your career path can become 
less certain, although the breadth of your 
career path choices may substantially 
increase. That’s because certain senior 
executives are stretched thin and there 
are fewer layers between entry-level 
positions, middle management and 
senior positions. Early stage companies 
also often lack formal organizational 
structures and clear hierarchies of power. 
Of course, it’s clear who the founders and 
other main players are, but it’s easy to get 
confused as to who is overseeing what 
especially when the organization evolves 
and the formal and informal power 
structures change. The point is there 
isn’t always an obvious next step beyond 
your current role, but on the flip side, you 
could end up shaping your own role and 
heading in a unique direction.

Many making the transition will also be 
anxious, about working for a company 
arguably riskier than an established 
financial services company.  Many 
startups fail for a wide variety of reasons 
- strategies are ill conceived, execution 
is poor, critical personnel leave.  My 
suggestion is to manage that risk by 
doing your due diligence and choosing the 
company wisely.  Make sure you believe in 
the founders, the executiveteam running 
the company, the company’s vision & 
strategy and how long it’s expected to 
take before the company shows real 
results.  Also make sure you understand 
the company’s financial condition.  

Finally, one challenge you may experience 
is having a compensation structure that is 
different from what you may be used to. 
In some cases, for example, your salary 
could be lower (but overall compensation 
ultimately higher) as FinTech firms often 
grant stock options as an alternative 
way to compensate and incentivize 
employees. Of course, where you end up 
in terms of a compensation arrangement 
depends on your level, your role & skills,  
the importance of those to the company’s 
success, the sector the company is in, the 
maturity of the company and its financial 
condition, etc.  My suggestion is do 
yourhomework so you have a sense of 
what’s reasonable to expect.

What advice would you give to others 
looking to make the jump to FinTech?

Study up on FinTech, but narrow your 
focus.  FinTech is extremely broad, 
just like traditional financial services, 
and presents a variety of opportunities 
depending on your skill set and prior 
financial services experience.  

To get started, I would recommend you 
review the various FinTech “industry”, 

“ecosystem”, and “market” maps you 
can find online. In the crypto space, 
for example, there’s a broad range of 
companies, including firms providing 
wallets and custodial services, exchanges 
and miners or firms providing regulatory, 
compliance and security services to other 
crypto firms.  

To complement this research, I’d strongly 
encourage you to take a careful look at 
the websites of prominent VC firms that 
are focused on FinTech and their portfolio 
company’s website.  This will help you get 
a quick read on where venture capitalists 
see the opportunities, both in terms of 
the sectors and the companies within 
those sectors. 

Once you’ve identified the sector and 
company, think about how to leverage 
your background and experience to align 
with their needs. Think big picture and 
broadly about all you will bring to the 
table. Don’t take for granted or discount 
your financial services knowledge and 
experience, your subject matter expertise 
or your skills. Your written and oral 
communication skills, ability to analyze 
and interpret data, and your experience 
working in a highly regulated environment 
are all valuable and valued by FinTech 
firms.  There’s a high demand in FinTech 
for people with prior traditional financial 
services experience – don’t forget that.   

Like any other job search, networking 
plays a critical role.  Continually meet 
with people in FinTech, and seek out 
mentors from your contacts in the 
industry or via LinkedIn, especially 
with those that are in the sector.

Of course, reach out to and work with 
an executive search firm that is familiar 
with the space and is actively helping 
companies build their teams.  It’s well

Working for a startup means 
you’ll be expected to roll up 
your sleeves, wear a lot of 
different hats and master 
subjects you may have had 
only a passing familiarity with. 
[This will] transform you into 
a much more well-rounded 
professional.
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known that many excellent opportunities 
are not posted on job boards and you 
will only learn about them from search 
executives or others intimately connected 
with the company.  

Finally, don’t get discouraged.  Finding 
the right job is always difficult and will 
take time, so be persistent if you are truly 
committed to making the transition. 

Where do you see the industry moving 
in the future?

I believe Bitcoin, and blockchain 
technologies more generally, will prove 
to be beneficial to consumers and 
businesses, and for this reason, believe 
the industry has a very bright future. 

The technology has the potential to make 
low-cost payments widely available and 
dramatically transform how payments 
are made.  Many low-income households 
lack access to digital payments 
because they do not have a credit card 
or bank account.  And expensive, slow 
international payments are even riper for 
disruption, as these payments could be 
executed more quickly and inexpensively 
using bitcoin or other borderless 
blockchain technologies.  Indeed, some 
believe Bitcoin’s global reach, neutrality 
and other characteristics could spur it to 
eventually become the currency of choice 
for international trade.

The technology also has the potential to 
change traditional banking in constructive 
ways.  Consumers and businesses 
should eventually have easier access 
to basic banking products and services, 
and a broader array of financial products 
and services, as a result of blockchain 
technologies.  Savers and borrowers 
should be better able to directly 
connect and bypass where necessary 
conventional financial institutions.  This 

will not only benefit consumers and 
businesses in developing countries, but 
those in wealthy countries like the United 
States, where many still do not have 
access to traditional financial services. 

Over time, I also expect more and more 
people to view bitcoin as a safe place 
to keep their money, along the lines of a 
digital gold.  For many, especially those 
around the world who are subject to the 
abuses of irresponsible governments, 
simply having an easy and safe way to 
protect and grow their life savings is 
hugely important. The growing interest 
of institutional investors in crypto is also 
encouraging, but there are still concerns, 
such as ESG considerations, that could 
delay or limit widespread adoption.

It’s clear we’re transitioning to a world 
where people use digital money.  Given 
this, one can envision a world in which 
all of the world’s currencies are freely 
and easily convertible into some global 
standard of value, such as bitcoin, that

cannot be devalued or confiscated.  That 
world will have tremendous ramifications 
for traditional finance, especially as 
consumers and businesses transact 
in a global world and seek to take full 
advantage of digital innovations. It’s 
also clear there are a host of fascinating 
developments in the works for 2022, 
which leverage blockchain technologies 
and may ultimately benefit crypto.  These 
include the metaverse and Web 3.0.

What challenges do you see coming 
down the road?  

There are a host of challenges that stand 
in the way of the Bitcoin, and blockchain 
technologies, reaching their potential. 

One is the challenge of having intelligent 
government oversight. In the U.S. for 
example, there is a patchwork of federal 
and state regulations with no overarching 
framework.  This leaves those operating 
in the crypto space uncertain in terms 
of which rules sometimes apply and 
those investing in the digital asset 
space vulnerable to fraud, manipulation 
and abuse. While I am hopeful this will 
change, Congress’ history on regulating 
technology doesn’t instill confidence. 
Part of the challenge in the government’s 
ability to create smart technology-
related regulations is the shortfall of 
crypto and blockchain knowledge within 
the government.  And while this may 
be changing with the appointment of 
knowledgeable regulators and frequent 
legislative hearings, hyper-partisan 
politics remain a major impediment 
to progress, as do fundamental 
disagreements on the proper role of 
government in regulating business.  

On a global level, we’ve witnessed 
extreme examples of states cracking 
down on the industry.  China, for example, 
banned mining operations last May. Of 

course, given the borderless nature of 
the technology, there’s a limit to what 
overregulation or ambiguous regulation 
can accomplish as the activity can simply 
move from one jurisdiction to another.

A second challenge is retail investor 
speculation, especially by those who 
can least afford it.  Investor protection is 
always a concern and certain investors 
might end up taking on more risk than 
they realize when they get dazzled by 
the promise of a quick pathway to riches 
from the new technologies. 

Governments clearly have a key role to play 
in protecting consumers and fostering the 
development of this important industry.  
But where we are now is a situation where 
industry executives have to survey the 
global regulatory landscape in the hopes 
of finding a jurisdiction that has done its 
homework and put in place a regulatory 
structure that balances all of the relevant 
interests.  

A huge thank you to Talal and William for 
sharing their insights for this report. We 
hope you have enjoyed reading these 
interviews, and please do not hesitate 
to get in touch with Hamlyn Williams or 
myself if you have any enquiries.

It’s clear we’re transitioning 
to a world where people use 
digital money.  Given this, 
one can envision a world 
in which all of the world’s 
currencies are freely and 
easily convertible into some 
global standard of value, 
such as bitcoin, that cannot 
be devalued or confiscated. 

Senior Consultant - Risk
j.breitzman@hamlynwilliams.com

Jerry Breitzman
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