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Introduction: Navigating the Turbulent Waters of Asia’s Financial Landscape 
in 2020

In the wake of unprecedented global uncertainty, the financial sector across Asia faced a unique set of challenges 

and opportunities. Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, geopolitical tensions, and rapid technological change, industry 

players needed a clear, data �driven roadmap to steer through the storm. Oliver Wyman, a leading global consulting 

firm, responded with its comprehensive Asia Finance 2020 Oliver Wymanreport, offering insights into market

dynamics, risk management, and strategic imperatives for banks, insurers, asset managers, and other financial

institutions.

While the report focuses on a specific year, its findings resonate far beyond 2020, providing a lens through which to

understand the resilience of Asia’s financial markets and the evolving expectations of investors and regulators alike.

This article explores the report’s key themes, dissects the macro environment, and distills actionable

recommendations for stakeholders seeking to thrive in a rapidly changing ecosystem.

1. The 2020 Macro Landscape: A Year of Unprecedented Shocks

1.1 Global Health Crisis and Economic Fallout

When the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic in March 2020, the ripple effects were

immediate. Lockdowns, supply �chain disruptions, and a sudden drop in consumer confidence triggered a global

recession of the deepest magnitude since the Great Depression. In Asia, economies such as China, India, Japan,

and Southeast Asian nations experienced sharp contractions in GDP, a surge in unemployment, and a sharp

decline in trade volumes.

Financial markets reflected the turmoil. Equity indices across the region plunged, bond yields spiked, and volatility

indices reached all �time highs. Central banks responded with aggressive monetary easing—lowering policy rates,

injecting liquidity, and launching bond �purchase programmes—to stabilize markets and support growth.

1.2 Geopolitical Tensions and Trade Uncertainties

Simultaneously, the trade war between the United States and China intensified, raising fears of a prolonged

downturn in global trade. The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) warned that trade

tensions could push the world into a “soft landing” rather than a full recovery.

In response, Asian financial institutions had to adapt quickly to a new reality—re �evaluating exposure to

export �heavy economies, diversifying funding sources, and bolstering risk �management frameworks to withstand

potential disruptions.

1.3 Technological Disruption and the Rise of Digital Finance

Even before the pandemic, Asia was at the forefront of fintech innovation. However, the crisis accelerated the

adoption of digital banking, mobile payments, and online wealth management platforms. With physical branches

closed and contactless solutions preferred, financial service providers had to double down on digital transformation

to maintain customer engagement and operational efficiency.



2. Oliver Wyman’s Asia Finance 2020 Report: Methodology and Scope

2.1 Data �Driven Analysis and Industry Segmentation

The report draws on a combination of primary research—interviews with senior executives, surveys of market

participants—and secondary data from regulatory filings, market data providers, and academic studies. It covers

five core segments of the financial industry:

1.  Banking (retail, corporate, and investment banks)

2.  Insurance (life, health, and non �life)

3.  Asset Management (mutual funds, ETFs, and private equity)

4.  Capital Markets (equity and debt issuance)

5.  Fintech and Digital Platforms

2.2 Analytical Framework

Oliver Wyman employs a four �pillar framework to assess the sector:

•  Macro �economic drivers – GDP growth, inflation, and fiscal policy.

•  Regulatory environment – Basel III, Solvency II, and regional reforms.

•  Market dynamics – liquidity, competition, and innovation.

•  Risk and resilience – credit, market, operational, and cyber risks.

By integrating these dimensions, the report paints a holistic picture of how Asian financial institutions navigated the

2020 crisis.

3. Key Findings: What the Numbers Reveal

3.1 Banking Sector: Resilience Amidst Liquidity Pressure

Despite significant loan growth during the first half of 2020, banks in China, Singapore, and Hong Kong reported

higher non �performing loan ratios compared to pre �pandemic levels. However, capital adequacy ratios remained

robust, largely due to the aggressive capital buffer policies adopted by regulators. In India, the Reserve Bank’s

(RBI) liquidity injections helped maintain a stable credit supply, although the sector faced a rise in stressed assets.

Digital banking adoption surged—mobile �app usage increased by 35% in China, 28% in India, and 22% in

Southeast Asia. Banks that integrated AI �driven credit scoring and chatbots reported improved customer satisfaction

and reduced operational costs.

3.2 Insurance: Adapting to New Risk Paradigms

Life insurers in Japan and South Korea saw a dip in new business due to reduced consumer spending. Conversely,

health insurers experienced higher claim volumes, prompting a shift toward telemedicine and digital claim

processing.

Non �life insurers faced increased exposure to natural disasters, especially in the Philippines and Indonesia, where

typhoons and earthquakes intensified. The report highlights the growing importance of climate �risk modeling and

scenario analysis in underwriting practices.

3.3 Asset Management: Shifting Investment Preferences

Asset managers in Asia experienced a notable shift toward defensive and income �generating assets. Fixed income

allocations increased by 15% across the region, while equities saw a 10% decline in new inflows. ESG

(environmental, social, and governance) funds attracted record inflows, with Asia �focused ESG portfolios growing by



20% year �on �year.

Digital platforms for wealth management—often called “robo �advisors”—gained traction among younger investors,

with a 25% increase in assets under management (AUM) for fintech �led platforms in Singapore and Hong Kong.

3.4 Capital Markets: Volatility and Innovation

Capital markets experienced heightened volatility, particularly in the early months of the pandemic. The Hong Kong

Stock Exchange (HKEX) saw its largest one �day decline since 1997, while the Tokyo Stock Exchange (TSE)

recorded a 12% drop in its Nikkei index.

However, the crisis also accelerated the adoption of green bonds and sustainability �linked instruments. In 2020, Asia

issued the largest volume of green bonds to date—$30 billion—reflecting growing investor appetite for sustainable

finance.

3.5 Fintech: A New Era of Competition

Fintech firms in China, India, and Southeast Asia saw a surge in funding—$45 billion in 2020, a 30% increase from

2019. The report attributes this growth to a combination of consumer demand for digital services and supportive

regulatory frameworks.

Key trends identified include:

•  Integration of AI and machine learning for credit risk assessment.

•  Expansion of digital payment ecosystems beyond mobile wallets to include QR �code payments and 

contactless cards.

•  Growth of digital insurance (“InsurTech”) platforms offering on �demand coverage.

4. Regulatory and Policy Implications

4.1 Basel III and Capital Buffers

In response to the pandemic, many Asian regulators temporarily relaxed Basel III capital requirements to preserve

liquidity. The report notes that while these measures provided short �term relief, they also increased the risk of

procyclicality. Oliver Wyman recommends a phased re �implementation of stricter capital rules as economies recover.

4.2 Digital Identity and Data Protection

With the rapid shift to digital platforms, data privacy and cybersecurity became paramount. The report highlights the

need for harmonized data protection standards across the region, citing the European Union’s General Data

Protection Regulation (GDPR) as a benchmark.

4.3 Climate �Risk Regulation

Regulators in Singapore, Hong Kong, and Japan are beginning to incorporate climate �risk disclosures into

regulatory frameworks. The report suggests that financial institutions should adopt standardized climate �risk metrics

—such as the Task Force on Climate �Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) recommendations—to enhance

transparency.

5. Strategic Recommendations for Financial Institutions

5.1 Strengthen Risk Management Frameworks

Financial institutions must invest in advanced analytics to detect early warning signs of credit stress, market

volatility, and cyber threats. Implementing AI �driven risk dashboards can enable real �time monitoring and faster



decision �making.

5.2 Accelerate Digital Transformation

Digital platforms are no longer optional but essential. Banks should prioritize mobile �first strategies, integrate

omnichannel customer experiences, and adopt cloud computing to reduce infrastructure costs.

5.3 Embrace ESG and Sustainable Finance

Given the surge in ESG demand, institutions should embed sustainability into product design, risk assessment, and

reporting. Launching green bonds, sustainability �linked loans, and ESG �focused investment funds can attract a

growing base of socially conscious investors.

5.4 Foster Innovation Through Partnerships

Collaboration between incumbents and fintech startups can unlock new revenue streams. Joint ventures,

open �banking APIs, and shared technology platforms allow traditional banks to tap into fintech agility while providing

fintech firms with regulatory expertise and customer reach.

5.5 Enhance Talent Development

As the industry evolves, a new skill set is required—data science, cyber �security, and ESG expertise. Institutions

should invest in reskilling programs, attract top talent, and cultivate a culture of continuous learning.

6. Case Studies: Success Stories from the Region

6.1 Singapore’s Digital Bank Revolution

Singapore’s Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) launched a regulatory sandbox in 2019, allowing fintech firms

to test digital banking services. In 2020, a joint venture between DBS Bank and a fintech startup introduced a fully

digital savings account, reducing account opening time from days to minutes. The partnership attracted 150,000

new customers during the pandemic, demonstrating the power of regulatory support and innovation.

6.2 China’s AI �Powered Credit Scoring

China’s Ant Financial leveraged big data and AI to develop a credit scoring model that evaluates millions of

variables—social media activity, transaction history, and even foot traffic data. This model enabled the company to

provide micro �loans to underserved populations, boosting financial inclusion while maintaining low default rates.

6.3 India’s Digital Insurance Ecosystem
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