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The industry

Traditionally, UK banking has been monopolised by 
the ‘Big Four’ banks; Barclays, HSBC, Royal Bank 
of Scotland and Lloyds Banking Group. However, 
we are currently witnessing a new breed of bank 
muscle their way into this exclusive crowd.  
 
‘Challenger Banks’ gained real momentum in 2018 
that has snowballed into this year. Capitalising on 
the distrust left behind by the financial crisis of 
2008, these banks are using technology and the 
ever-evolving mobile world to prove that banking 
can be done differently. 

They distinguish themselves with quick, easy sign-
ups via a slick mobile app, avoiding the costs and 
complexities of traditional banking. Everything 
you need from your bank resides on the app, with 
access to 24/7 customer service, removing the 
need for physical branches. The apps are very user-
focused, with intuitive features such as detailed 
spending breakdowns, instant notifications and the 
ability to store money for different savings goals. 

The success of these banks are largely determined 
by the success of their respective apps, therefore 

we have reviewed our data for the UK’s five most 
popular challenger banking apps, in order to assess 
their progress so far.

The challenger banks we examine are Monzo, 
Starling Bank, Revolut, N26 and Monese.

We also compared app performance of the 
challenger banks with the app offerings of 
traditional banks to see if the Big Four are actually 
under threat.

INTRODUCTION
The banking challenge - Priori Data
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The technical bits

For this study we only wanted to consider mobile 
banks that could entirely replace existing current 
accounts. By definition a current account provides 
an account number and sort code. This allows 
customers to transfer money through the account, 
pay bills, set up direct debits and complete 
everyday banking tasks. Whilst still noteworthy, 
challenger bank Atom was excluded as it is yet to 
offer a current account, opting for saving accounts 
only, at the time of writing. 

(1) Top 5 Apps GP & iOS

1 1.33M 4.3% 64k 440.4k

2 731.3k 1.8% 47.5k 360.3k

3 309.2k 4.2% 21.5k 161.6k

4 744k 2.6% 20.7k 94.6k

5 242.9k 4.1% 8.2k 52k

DOWNLOADS D30 RETENTION DAU MAU

METHODOLOGY

In order to be defined as a ‘bank’, the company 
must be authorised to accept retail deposits by the 
UK financial regulator, the Prudential Regulation 
Authority (PRA), or another country’s financial 
regulatory board that is accepted in the UK. To be 
truly ‘mobile’, the company must also be branch 
free, with the majority of features only being 
available through a mobile app. 

We chose to focus on banks available in the UK 

as they have been notable early-adopters of the 
technology, with more than double the number of 
digital challenger banks than the USA. This table 
(1) shows the top five mobile banks that fit this bill 
and compares their performance across several 
metrics, over the last 12 months (June 2018 - May 
2019).
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Founded:

By:

Headquarters:

Available in:

Customers:

License:

Services: 

2015. Originally known as Mondo.

A team that met whilst working at Starling , consisting 

of Tom Blomfield, Jonas Huckestein, Jason Bates, Paul 

Rippon and Gary Dolman.

London

UK only

2 million+ (as of May 2019) 

• Full banking license granted in April 2017 from PRA

• Current accounts rolled out from September 2017

• Previously only a prepaid Mastercard account was 

available

• Instant spending notifications 

• Detailed spending insights and categorisation

• Smart saving - separate goals and spare change tool

• Fee-free spending abroad (£200/month cash 

withdrawal) (Mastercard exchange rate)

• Send money abroad with TransferWise

• Card freeze 

• 24/7 customer support

• Add-on partnerships for in-app switching on saving 

accounts and energy providers

Monzo
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Founded:

By:

Headquarters:

Available in:

Customers:

License:

Services: 

Starling Bank

2014

Anne Boden, who wanted revolutionise banking after 

the financial crisis and the problems she witnessed 

working for large banks like Royal Bank of Scotland.

London

UK only (Euro accounts launched 2019)

460,000+ (February 2019) 

Full banking license received in July 2016 from PRA

• Instant spending notifications (including instant 

currency conversion when spending abroad)

• Detailed spending insights and categorisation

• Smart saving - separate goals, rounding up change 

tool including multiplier 

• Fee-free spending abroad (Mastercard exchange rate)

• Send money abroad with TransferWise

• Interest on balance (Up to 0.5% AER)

• Card freeze 

• 24/7 customer support 

• Linked financial products marketplace 
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Founded:

By:

Headquarters:

Available in:

Customers:

License:

Services: 

2015

Ex-Credit Suisse equity analyst, Nikolay Storonsky and 

former Deutsche Bank app developer Vlad Yatsenko.

London

UK, Eurozone and Australia

4 million (as of February 2019)

• European banking license granted 2018

• No full-banking license yet which limits some 

features e.g. overdraft facility

• Instant spending notifications

• Monthly spending insights 

• Budget setting for different categories

• Smart saving - separate ‘vaults’ and round-up tool. 

Save in cryptocurrencies automatically option. 

• Fee-free spending abroad (0.5% charge on anything 

over £5000/month)

• Send money abroad with Interbank exchange rate 

• Card freeze and control limitations

• Exchange cryptocurrency with value alerts (paid 

accounts only) 

Revolut
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Founded:

By:

Headquarters:

Available in:

Customers:

License:

Services: 

N26

2013. Formerly known as Number 26.

Paypal’s co-founder, Peter Thiel. 

Berlin

UK, Eurozone & more. US & Brazil launch planned.

2 million+ (as of December 2018) 

• Full German banking license that allows European 

operation via a passporting arrangement.

• Launched in UK in late 2018. 

• Instant spending notifications 

• Detailed spending insights and categorisation

• Smart saving - separate goals

• Fee-free card transactions abroad (Mastercard 

exchange rate) (1.7% on cash withdrawals)

• Send money abroad with TransferWise

• Card freeze 
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Founded:

By:

Headquarters:

Available in:

Customers:

License:

Services: 

2013. First product launched 2015.

Entrepreneur Norris Koppel from Estonia, who moved 

to the UK and had his application for a current account 

declined because he did not have proof of a local address.

London

UK and 19 other Eurozone countries.

600,000+ (as of January 2019) 

Full banking license

 

• UK address not required to sign up

• Instant spending notifications 

• Balance graph to visualise spending over time

• Send money abroad using InterBank exchange rate. 

• Card freeze

Monese
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Downloads

Looking back to June 2018, two banks were 
poised on very similar levels of downloads ahead 
of the pack. Revolut and Monzo were once neck 
and neck, but this rivalry seems to be a thing 
of the past, as the latter achieved exceptional 
growth over the past 12 months, whilst Revolut 
remained stagnant. May 2019, saw Monzo 
break the 200,000 monthly downloads mark, an 
unprecedented improvement on the 55,000 of a 
year earlier. 

N26 made a particularly impressive start to 
2019, brought about by their official UK launch. 
However, after 2 months of growth, a poor April 
and May indicate a tough maiden year for the 
German bank as they look to establish a customer 
base in Britain. With a lack of distinctive features it 
is hard to see them seriously climbing the charts. 

Starling Bank should be satisfied with their 

download figures, having spent large portions 
of the year achieving higher levels than Revolut. 
However, there would need to be a momentous 
shift in power if they were to aim upwards and 
reach the dizzy heights of Monzo. 

ANALYSIS - THE CHALLENGERS
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Monthly Active Users

It is important to remember that downloads most 
certainly do not provide the full picture. As seen 
earlier, we ranked these challenger banks by their 
number of monthly active users (MAUs). This a 
more important measure of a banks’ long-term 
success; as sign-ups take minutes, we can expect 
large numbers of people to download the app with 
the intention of ‘giving it a go’, but forget about it 
soon after. Ultimately, we want to find out if these 
banks could truly challenge the established four 
in fully replacing our current accounts, and thus 

actual use is a more useful indicator. 

Viewing the banks in this way only solidifies 
Monzo’s pole position, with month-on-month 
improvements since the beginning of 2019. Again, 
it has created a considerable gap from closest 
competitor Revolut, having had less MAUs until 
November 2018. 

N26 might find these figures more promising, as 
their users have stayed fairly consistent despite 

a fall in downloads in recent months. The same, 
unfortunately, cannot be said for Monese who are 
witnessing a consistent downwards trend in users 
of the app. Starling seemingly have work to do to 
make up the established customer base of Revolut, 
despite achieving similar downloads.
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Day 30 Retention

The biggest surprise to come out of this retention 
rate comparison is the poor performance of 
Revolut; spending most months under the 2% 
mark. It is surely only a matter of time before their 
struggle to gain and retain new customers catches 
up with them, and they will no longer be able to 
rely on their customer-base of early adopters. 

Although Monzo do not pull away from the 
crowd in terms of retention rates, their superior 
downloads and MAUs mean that a solid retention 

rate is enough to be happy with this level for now. 
Interestingly, Monese and N26 seem fairly popular 
with those that do download it. Perhaps a push to 
generate more downloads through sources other 
than app improvements should take priority, if they 
were to compete with those above. 

Nevertheless, the industry as a whole may be 
concerned about the general decline in retention 
rates. This trend could indicate a move away from 
these new banks. Challengers will hope that their 

success in 2018 was not simply down to hype of 
new competitors in the banking sector, and will 
want to be considered a long-term option rather 
than a risk-free novelty that loses momentum after 
a couple of years. 

(4) Day 30 Retention

ANALYSIS - THE CHALLENGERS
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A true threat?

Statistically speaking, Monzo seems to be the clear 
winner, enjoying consistent growth in popularity 
and satisfying customers enough to retain their 
business. Nevertheless, the real test for these 
banks is how they stand up against the traditional 
institutions. Should the pillars of British banking 
really getting worried about the challenger 
uprising? 

As we have explained, many are attracted to 
these new ways of banking due to their novel 
employment of technology. They are no-doubt 
ahead of the curve in creating apps that give 
consumers practical benefits to help them manage 
their money better, including detailed spending 
breakdowns and separate saving goals. They also 
gain many customers by offering no charges on 
card spending abroad, and a cost-effective method 
of sending money overseas. However, is this 
enough to tempt people to make the switch and 
part ways with their traditional bank? 

Although the set up takes only a matter of minutes, 
the process of moving regular payments and 
incomes across to the new bank can be a laborious 
task. This could be enough to deter customers 
making the full switch, before we have even 
considered the various other advantages they hold 
over challenger banks. Traditional banks benefit 
from a reputation of trust and security, which has 
remained despite the financial crash. Their size 
also means that it is easier for them to outspend 
challengers and acquire competition, or even 
heavily invest in apps themselves. 

New security regulations have driven costs up, 
playing into the hands of the largest institutions. 
Despite more relaxed barriers to entry, 
smaller banks struggle with barriers to growth. 
Furthermore, their vast amounts of data give them 
invaluable insights into consumer spending habits. 

This comparison (5) of some of the most popular 
banks in the UK exemplifies the sheer size of the 
gap that the challengers have to close to begin to 
seriously worry major banks. 

CHALLENGING TRADITIONS
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PLAYING COPYCAT 
New features are unreliable for long term success

This timeline (2) shows challenger bank market 
leader Monzo regularly updating their app with 
new features to attract customers and help 
their current ones manage their money better. 
However, by studying the app updates of three of 
the major banks it is evident that these features 
are often being copied and reproduced. A great 
example of this is Monzo’s inclusion of separate 
saving goals in July 2018, allowing users to 

compartmentalise their balance; a feature also 
available on Starling, Revolut and N26. Eight 
months later both Natwest and Lloyds followed 
suit adding a separate savings goals feature into 
their own apps. 

This highlights a glaring problem for challenger 
banks. Whilst their features are indeed intuitive 
and market defining, they are not innovative to 

the extent that they cannot be copied; especially 
when you consider the resources major banks 
have at hand to invest in development. The slight 
delay in adding features might tempt consumers 
to subscribe to a challenger bank, however, it is 
unlikely to be enough to provoke the masses into 
switching accounts entirely. 

(6) App updates timeline Monzo vs traditional banks

International money 
transfer, bill tracker, 
spending blocks and
travel reports

Smart separate saving 
goals

Joint accounts, 3D 
secure to improve 
online payment safety

Bill splitting 

Account activity historyDeposit cheques using 
camera

Transfer reference 
between accounts

Track shared spending Pay anyone with a link 

Spending maps, access 
card and pin number in 
app

In-app energy supplier 
switching service

Jun 2018 Jul 2018 Aug 2018 Sept 2018 Oct 2018 Nov 2018 Dec 2018 Jan 2019 Feb 2019 Mar2019 Apr 2019 May 2019 June 20192 2

View pin in app

r 1 1

Temporary debit card 
freeze

Add current accounts 
held with other banks 
and providers to app,
spending map and 
retailers logos

Smart separate saving 
goals

Smart separate saving 
goals

Register for digital 
banking straight through 
the app

Merchant control (cant 
use debit card with 
certain retailer e.g. 
gambling)
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Barclays MAUs
6.40% Monzo MAUs

24.5%

Is innovation enough to close the gap?

We have begun to see big banks (slowly) take 
inspiration from challengers to enhance and 
introduce intuitive mobile services of their own. 
To give due credit, Spanish owned Santander 
(a common highstreet bank in the UK) actually 
launched an app called ‘Spendlytics’ back in 
2015, to accompany their main banking app. This 
offered features very much akin to those we see in 
challenger bank apps, including spending analysis 
with category and time period breakdowns. 
‘Spendlytics’ was later transformed into the more 
commonly known ‘Santander Wallet’. However, 
this is a rare example of a big bank matching the 
standards set by app-based banking pioneers.

Furthermore, this attempt has seen minimal 
success - only managing 420,000 downloads in all 
its time available on the two major app stores. This 
is less than the top four challenger banks achieved 
in the last 12 months. Natwest is now reportedly 
trialling a similar app, by the name of Mimo, but 
are yet another example of traditional banks late 
to the market - not to mention the strange decision 
to not simply incorporate these features into their 
main app. 

Of all the traditional banks, Barclays lead the way 
in the mobile world, closely followed by Natwest 
and Lloyds who all have over 1 million monthly 
users of their app. Natwest are encouraging 
engagement with the app, by offering new 
customers £175 if they switch current accounts 
and log into online banking. Barclays have been 
working to gradually improve their app, now 

incorporating the helpful option to temporarily 
freeze or cancel your lost card. After introducing 
this feature in May 2017, their MAUs rose above 1 
million for the first time and have remained there 
ever since. 

Their larger customer bases mean they far surpass 
the numbers achieved by the likes of Monzo and 
Revolut. However, with Barclays claiming over 
24 million customers, these numbers shouldn’t 
be seen as indicative of success, as only a small 
proportion of their customers are regularly 
engaging with their app. We can expect these 
statistics to improve if major banks continue to 

THE CHALLENGE OF SCALE

(6) Barclays and Monzo: total customers vs MAUs

incorporate more of the challenger features such 
as spending analytics; and their established scale 
would make the challenge of closing the gap in 
user numbers near impossible.

Adding to challenger’s worries is that whilst 
the proportion of customers using the app each 
month is larger for Monzo than Barclays (6), it 
is still less than 25%. This is a number that could 
be considered low for a bank where use of the 
app is a non negotiable requirement to use its 
services, suggesting that the many sign-ups are not 
necessarily representative of growth.

Barclays total customers: 24 million Monzo total customers: 2 million
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In the future, will challenger banks truly compete 
on the same level as the big four? 

We think that the answer to this question is 
entirely in the hands of the big banks. They may 
have the resources and potential to be properly 
innovative, but have been historically slow to 
adopt new technologies until they are pushed. 
Barclays have led by example and introduced the 
fairly simple feature of card freeze, which has 
produced results. This begs the question, why 
aren’t we seeing more banks following suit? If 
they were to invest in their apps and incorporate 
the same intuitive features that are customary in 
challenger bank ones, they will most likely continue 
to dominate the sector.

Nevertheless, from the perspective of consumers, 
challenger banks should be considered beneficial. 
They have diversified the industry, and encouraged 
rapid developments and healthy competition. 
Monzo is still in its infancy compared to these long 
standing institutions, but it’s exceptional rise in 
popularity so far this year indicates that they could 
potentially come close to seriously challenging 
major banks with continued growth.

However, sadly for challengers, their USPs are easy 
to copy and there are signs that the majors are 
beginning to take their app’s more seriously. Once 
big banks invest more heavily in apps, it is difficult 
to see how challenger banks will provide a service 
offering impressive enough to convince consumers 
to switch. Aside from pros such as fee-free spending 

abroad, their other differentiating features may 
be widely available from traditional banking apps 
before they gain significant market share.
The fact that less than 25% of Monzo’s total 
customer base actually use the app on a monthly 
basis is also discouraging. This could imply that 
many customers consider it something of a 
secondary card, useful for spending abroad; but 
not useful enough to replace their main bank.

Therefore, it seems that the big four are poised to 
comfortably reassert their dominance by taking 
inspiration from these challenger banks and 
listening to modern customer needs. However, as 
ex-Chief Executive of Virgin Money, Jayne-Anne 
Gadhia put it: ‘they can dominate for good reasons 
rather than bad - that’s a real change.’

CONCLUSION

They can dominate for good 
reasons rather than bad - 
that’s a real change

Jayne-Anne Gadhia, ex-Chief Executive of Virgin Money
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About Priori Data

Priori Data provides a comprehensive suite of app 
market intelligence tools that enable accurate strategic 
planning in the global app economy.
 
Our commitment to data quality is underlined by our 
unrivalled transparency around data accuracy. Priori is 
regularly regarded as industry leading in head-to-head 
app data comparisons.
 
Our platform is designed for anyone looking to improve 
the organic performance of apps based on data-driven 
research, benchmarking and market analysis. Top-tier 
marketers, investors, consultants, researchers and 
service providers rely on our insights every day.
 
Founded in Berlin in 2013, Priori Data was acquired by 
appScatter in 2018.

Image credit: Wired UK, Bank of England, Monzo, Revolut, N26, Monese, Starling Bank


