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“Fragmentation lives below the conformance zone;
independence lives above it.”

1. Executive Summary

Most banks build their data platform to answer the wrong question. Asked why they need
one, they say "reporting" — and so they build a reporting layer: a place to assemble the
numbers the business and the regulator ask for, drawn from whatever operational
systems happen to hold them. The platform that results is technically competent and
strategically inert. It reflects the fragmentation of the systems beneath it rather than
freeing the business from that fragmentation, and within a few years it becomes just
another system to reconcile.

This paper argues for a different design intent. In a bank that runs separate platforms for
core banking, investment management, treasury and digital channels — each with its own
data model, its own vendor, its own lifecycle — the primary value of the data platform is
not reporting. It is analytical independence: the ability of the business to ask and answer
any question it needs without reaching into, depending on, or being constrained by the
operational systems that happen to originate the data. Reporting is one consequence of
analytical independence. It is not the reason to build for it.

The distinction is not semantic. A platform built as a reporting layer is coupled to its
sources: it mirrors their models, breaks when they change, and can answer only the
questions its sources were shaped to answer. A platform built for analytical independence
deliberately decouples — it conforms the fragmented operational reality into a governed
analytical model that the business owns, so that operational change and analytical
capability can evolve on separate clocks. This paper sets out the four operational layers a
bank's data platform must draw from, presents a reference architecture positioning the
platform relative to those systems, and closes with a set of design principles that keep the
platform independent rather than merely integrated. The central recommendation is to
design the platform to unify without coupling — to absorb the fragmentation of the estate
rather than inherit it.

2. The Fragmented Estate Is a Given, Not a Failure

It is tempting to treat a bank's collection of disparate operational platforms as a problem
to be apologised for — the accumulated debt of decades of uncoordinated buying. That
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framing leads to the wrong strategy, which is to wait for a future in which the estate is
rationalised into a single coherent system before building serious analytical capability on
top of it. That future does not arrive. The systems are fragmented because they do
genuinely different jobs, are supplied by genuinely different vendors, and turn over on
genuinely different cycles. A core banking system, an investment management platform, a
treasury system and a digital channel stack will never share a data model, because they
were never meant to, and the institution that conditions its analytical ambition on their
convergence will wait forever.

The realistic posture is to accept fragmentation as the permanent operating condition
and to build the data platform as the answer to it rather than as a bet on its
disappearance. The estate will keep changing — systems will be replaced, vendors
switched, new channels added. A data platform designed around the current shape of the
estate is obsolete the moment that shape changes. A data platform designed to be
independent of the estate's shape survives the change. That independence is the whole
design goal, and everything that follows serves it.

3. The Four Operational Layers a Bank's Data Platform Must Draw
From

A universal bank's operational estate typically resolves into four layers, each of which
presents the data platform with a distinct source problem. Understanding what each
layer is — and how it behaves as a source — is the precondition for drawing from it
without becoming coupled to it.

Operat
ional
layer

What it holds Its behaviour as a data source

Core
banking

Accounts, balances,
transactions, the customer
system of record

High volume, high change frequency, often legacy and
change-averse; the system you least want analytical load
to touch

Invest
ment m
anagem
ent

Portfolios, holdings,
positions, valuations,
mandates

Complex hierarchical structures, market-data
dependent, point-in-time valuation sensitivity

Treasur
y / FX

Cash, liquidity, funding,
market and counterparty
exposure

Time-critical, market-facing, precision-sensitive; small
errors carry large consequences

Digital
channel
s

Interactions, journeys,
servicing events, behavioural
signals

Very high volume, event-shaped rather than
balance-shaped, fast-moving and experiment-driven

The layers differ not just in content but in tempo and shape. Core banking is
balance-oriented and changes slowly in structure but rapidly in content. Investment
management is hierarchical and valuation-sensitive. Treasury is time-critical and
precision-sensitive. Digital channels are event-oriented and high-velocity. A data
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platform that draws from all four must reconcile not only four data models but four
fundamentally different rhythms, and it must do so without imposing its own needs back
on any of them — least of all the core.

The core banking system is the one you most want to draw from and the one you least
want to depend on. Every analytical requirement that lands directly on a legacy core adds
load and risk to the system the bank can least afford to destabilise. Absorbing that demand
is one of the data platform's most valuable jobs.

4. The Central Argument: Analytical Independence

The case this paper makes is that the data platform's defining purpose is to create
analytical independence from the operational estate — and that this purpose, held
consciously, changes almost every design decision that follows.

Consider what happens when the platform is instead conceived as a reporting layer. Its
data model mirrors the source systems, because reporting is framed as "getting the
numbers out" of those systems. It is therefore coupled: when a source schema changes,
the reports break; when the business needs a question the sources were not shaped to
answer, it cannot be answered without changing the sources. The reporting layer inherits
every constraint of the systems beneath it and adds latency of its own. It is, in effect, a
read-only shadow of the fragmentation, and it makes the business more dependent on
the operational estate, not less.

Now consider the platform conceived for analytical independence. Its governed analytical
model is owned by the business and defined in business terms, not vendor terms. The
operational systems are treated as sources to be conformed into that model, not
templates to be mirrored. When a source changes, the conformance layer absorbs the
change and the analytical model is unaffected. When the business needs a new question
answered, it works against a model designed for questions rather than for transactions.
And crucially, once data has been conformed into the governed model, the business can
answer almost anything without touching the operational systems at all — which is what
independence actually means in practice. Reporting still happens, but as a by-product of
a platform whose real purpose is to let the business think without asking the operational
estate for permission.

“A reporting layer answers the questions the source
systems were built to answer. An independent

analytical platform answers the questions the business
actually has.”
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5. Where the Data Platform Sits: A Reference Architecture

Analytical independence is realised through where the platform sits and how it is layered.
The reference architecture below positions the data platform as a governed intermediary
between the fragmented operational estate and the business's analytical consumption —
drawing from the operational systems but exposing to the business only a governed
model it owns. It is described here as a sequence of zones, each with a single job, because
it is the separation of these jobs that produces independence.

1. The operational source layer — the four operational platforms described above. The
architecture's first rule concerns this layer: the platform draws from it and never
writes analytical dependency back into it. The source systems must be able to
change without asking the data platform's permission, and the data platform must be
able to change without destabilising them.

2. The ingestion zone — the boundary where data is captured from each source on that
source's own natural cadence, using the least intrusive mechanism available. For a
change-averse legacy core, this means capturing change without adding query load;
for high-velocity digital channels, it means capturing events at volume. Ingestion
isolates the rest of the platform from the mechanics and rhythm of each source.

3. The conformance zone — the heart of the architecture and the place independence
is actually manufactured. Here the fragmented, source-shaped data is transformed
into the governed analytical model: entities resolved, definitions applied, hierarchies
reconciled, quality enforced. Everything upstream is source-shaped; everything
downstream is business-shaped. This zone is where the decoupling physically
happens.

4. The governed analytical store — the conformed, governed, business-owned
representation of the bank's reality, structured for analysis rather than transaction.
This is the single place the business trusts, and the point beyond which the
operational estate's fragmentation is no longer visible.

5. The serving and data-product layer — governed, purpose-built data products served
to consumers: regulatory reporting, risk analytics, relationship views, behavioural
analysis. Consumers draw from governed products, never directly from sources,
which is what keeps the independence intact end to end.

6. The consumption layer — the business tools, reports, models and applications that
use the data products. Because they consume governed products rather than
operational systems, they are insulated from operational change by every zone
beneath them.

The architectural discipline that makes this work is that each zone speaks only to its
neighbours, and that the conformance zone is the sole bridge between the source-shaped
world and the business-shaped world. Fragmentation lives below the conformance zone;
independence lives above it. A platform that lets consumers reach past the governed
store into the sources — for expediency, for a number that is not yet in the model, for
speed — punctures the boundary and forfeits the independence the architecture exists to
create.

6. Unify Without Coupling
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The phrase that best captures the design intent is unify without coupling. The platform
must present a unified view of a customer, an exposure, a relationship that spans all four
operational layers — and it must do so without becoming so entangled with any one
source that the source can no longer change freely. These two goals are in tension, and
resolving that tension is the central craft of building the platform.

Coupling creeps in through expediency. A team under deadline reaches directly into a
source rather than conforming through the model; a data product is built against a source
schema because it is faster than defining it properly in the governed store; a
source-system quirk is allowed to leak through the conformance zone into the analytical
model because fixing it properly is more work. Each shortcut trades a permanent loss of
independence for a temporary gain in speed, and each is nearly invisible at the moment it
is taken. The accumulated effect is a platform that is once again coupled to the estate —
that breaks when sources change and can answer only what the sources allow — having
spent a great deal of money to arrive back where it started. Guarding the conformance
boundary against these small erosions is not a one-off design decision; it is a standing
governance discipline, and it is the difference between a platform that stays independent
and one that quietly re-couples.

7. Design Principles

The following principles distil the argument into decisions a team can hold itself to. They
are not a maturity model or a checklist to be completed; they are constraints to be
defended, because independence is lost through their erosion rather than through a
single wrong choice.

• Design for independence, not reporting. State the platform's purpose as analytical
independence from the operational estate, and test every design decision against it.
Reporting is an output, not the objective.

• Draw from sources; never write dependency back into them. The operational
systems, especially a legacy core, must remain free to change. The platform absorbs
their demand and their volatility; it never adds to it.

• Make the conformance zone the single bridge. All source-shaped data becomes
business-shaped in exactly one place. Nothing consumes source data directly past
that boundary.

• Own the analytical model in business terms. The governed model is defined by the
business's questions, not by any vendor's schema. Sources are conformed into it,
never mirrored by it.

• Isolate each source's cadence and quirks at ingestion. The platform accommodates
four different rhythms and models at its edge so that its centre stays clean and
stable.

• Serve governed products, not raw stores. Consumers draw from purpose-built,
governed data products, so that changes below the serving layer never reach them.

• Treat coupling as a defect, and hunt it continuously. Every direct reach into a source
and every leaked source quirk is a small forfeit of independence. Guarding the
boundary is an ongoing governance job, not a design-time decision.
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• Assume the estate will change, and design so it can. Systems will be replaced and
vendors switched. A platform that survives that change without re-architecture has
achieved the independence that justified building it.

The institutions that build data platforms this way end up somewhere the reporting-layer
builders never reach: a place where the business can ask a new question on Monday and
answer it by Friday without a single operational system being touched, and where a core
migration can proceed without the analytical estate holding its breath. That is what
analytical independence buys, and it is available only to those who set out to build it
deliberately — because a platform built to report will only ever reflect the fragmentation
it was meant to overcome.


