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The "Beyond” Series oƯers a bold critique of modern finance, calling for a shift from outdated models of transactional, 

single-dimensional capital toward a broader, integrated understanding of value. Across ten essays, it challenges the 

legacy assumptions of industrial-age economics, such as scarcity, linear growth, and commodification. As a solution, 

the series introduces a financial logic built for the realities of the digital era. This approach recognizes that real value 

today is created not only through financial transactions but through validated insight, collaborative networks, digital 

systems, and conscious capital principles.  

 

Rather than treating capital as static and transactional, the series redefines it as a dynamic system of value shaped by 

intention, trust, and contribution. Value is no longer confined to market pricing or GDP metrics; it now emerges through 

relational capital, digital participation, conscious stewardship, and purpose-aligned systems. The paper argues that 

wealth must be measured not by what can be extracted or owned, but by what enables meaningful living, collective 

prosperity, and long-term resilience for human-centric economic systems. 

 

At its core, the Beyond Series advances a new financial architecture, one that accounts for lived experience, systemic 

reciprocity, and non-monetary contributions. It draws from systems science, economic history, and behavioral analysis 

to propose a multidimensional framework for value recognition, integrating trust, data rights, well-being, and ecological 

stability. This is not merely reform; it is a structural reprogramming of financial governance for an age where human 

dignity, not market dominance, becomes the cornerstone of value creation, collaboration, and distribution. 
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Advisor-Led Reformation: From Institutional Complacency to Professional Accountability  

Beyond Fiat: Building Financial Systems That Serve People, Not Platforms 

Since World War II, the global economy has operated within a centralized, dollar-based system designed for 

geopolitical stability and economic expansion in a post-colonial era. The 1944 Bretton Woods Agreement established a 

new international monetary system in which participating currencies were pegged to the US dollar and convertible into 

gold at a fixed rate of $35 per ounce. While the agreement did not explicitly declare the dollar as the world's "reserve 

currency", it eƯectively positioned the US dollar as the central currency of a new system governed by regulatory 

authorities, financial institutions, and custodial intermediaries. 

 

This centralized monetary consensus prioritized institutional coordination over independent financial agencies. 

Institutions born from Bretton Woods, including the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank, have 

consistently described their roles as promoting global monetary cooperation, financial stability, and sustainable 

development. Despite this, in the face of digital transformation, their reluctance to take a meaningful stance has 

become both conspicuous and consequential. This vacuum of leadership has allowed systemic incoherence to take 

root across capital markets, where legacy systems and accumulated technical debt continue to undermine 

institutional eƯectiveness, economic stability, and market confidence. 

 

The lack of institutional accountability and client-first advocacy now directly undermines the transparency, speed, and 

interoperability expected in a digitally fluent financial ecosystem. Today's consumers expect more than accessibility or 

automation; they seek financial systems that are transparent, personalized, and empowering. True modernization 

demands more than eƯiciency; it requires a human-centric financial system that combines the institutional stability of 

traditional finance with decentralized technologies, behavioral insight, and individual agency. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic was a global tragedy that claimed millions of lives and disrupted nearly every aspect of 

society. Amid the staggering human toll came an unavoidable reckoning for the financial system. The years that 

followed brought to light the undeniable need for modernization, made clear by the growing disconnect between how 

financial systems function and how people engage with them. First-time investors gravitated toward digital financial 

platforms, drawn by the promise of seamless, real-time access and user-centric design. In contrast, legacy investors 

experienced antiquated infrastructure and intermediated processes, subject to the constraints of bankers’ hours. This 

divergence exposed a deepening bifurcation between the expectations of a digital-first generation and the limitations of 

traditional financial architecture. 

 

For retail investors, this was more than frustration; it was a failure of design. Core mechanics like T+2 settlements, ACH 

delays, and wire transfer cutoƯs revealed that the financial infrastructure is fundamentally out of sync with 

expectations. Even technically progressive initiatives, such as the 2023 rollout of FedNow, saw piecemeal adoption and 

limited integration. As tokenized markets and decentralized platforms continued to demonstrate seamless 24/7 

functionality, legacy finance has increasingly revealed itself as a liability. This is evident in a stagnant financial sector 

that lacks advancement aligned with the goals, risk tolerance, and behaviors of today’s investors. 
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In the aftermath of COVID-19, the need for structural modernization was evident not only to retail investors but to 

financial professionals, policymakers, and institutions alike. Despite broad recognition, a persistent narrative argues 

that legacy infrastructure is indispensable and that centralized systems must remain intact because the established 

consensus around fiat value is too embedded to reconfigure. The belief that centralized systems are necessary to 

determine value is simply a fallacy; no instrument holds value without collective belief and participation.  

 

Trust in financial systems is not derived from currency, code, or collateral; it originates in its participants. Financial 

professionals and advisors, as frontline stewards of client trust, are positioned to re-engineer stability through client-

first adaptation, embodying the demands of evolving markets and societal norms. Like all social constructs, economics 

must be recalibrated as consumer behaviors, technologies, and valuation frameworks change. Governments have long 

acknowledged this through monetary and fiscal interventions, yet such eƯorts have largely failed to yield tangible 

benefits for everyday citizens. The rigidity of fiat currency clashes with how value is now created, perceived, and 

realized in a digitally fluid economy. 

 

The need for systemic overhaul is hardly unprecedented. In the 1960s, mounting fiscal imbalances, rising global capital 

mobility, and a widening gap between paper claims and gold reserves exposed the structural unsustainability of the 

Bretton Woods monetary order. The illusion that dollar-gold parity provided stability collapsed with the failure of the 

London Gold Pool in 1968(1). By 1971, the United States suspended gold convertibility altogether, formally severing the 

link between money and metal and triggering a global redefinition of value. In its place, a new fiat-based consensus 

emerged, anchored not in gold but in central bank credibility, policy coordination, and the collective acceptance that 

currency could retain value without being backed by a physical reserve.  

 

Once again, we find ourselves at a critical moment where the incumbent financial architecture strains under the weight 

of new economic realities. Today's digitally driven economy requires an intentional redesign of trust, infrastructure, and 

institutional roles. This is not a call for wholesale abandonment but for thoughtful repositioning. Institutions that 

shaped the last financial era now have a responsibility to evolve, embracing the principle that earned trust comes from 

serving people. Only a reprioritization of this kind can preserve institutional credibility in a high-velocity, human-

centered global financial system shaped by digital-first economics.  

 

To meet these demands, financial professionals must unite around a forward-looking agenda rooted in fiduciary duty 

and client trust. This includes (1) advancing a refreshed self-regulatory framework, led by advisors, to institutionalize 

transparency and ethical innovation; (2) recognizing real-time, interoperable data flows as core to modern financial 

infrastructure; and (3) championing digital governance that ensures cybersecurity, enforces data rights, and respects 

personalized financial agency. Through this agenda, advisors can reconcile legacy trust with modern expectations, 

reclaim relevance through principled advocacy, not dominance, and position the profession as a dynamic steward of 

financial transformation, uniquely qualified to lead amid evolving market realities. 

 
1 (The Gold Pool (1961-1968) And The Fall Of The Bretton Woods System. Lessons For Central Bank Cooperation: NBER 2017) 
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To grasp the weight of the profession now called to lead this transformation, one must first appreciate the scale and 

influence of the financial advisory workforce. As of 2023, over 320,000 personal financial advisors operated in the US, 

according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics(2). Yet this figure captures only part of the financial advice ecosystem. When 

including investment analysts, insurance advisors, and fiduciary consultants, the US advisory workforce easily 

surpasses a million employees. Collectively, this group guides decisions over tens of trillions of dollars, influencing 

everything from individual retirement plans to industry-wide development. The eƯectiveness, ethics, and preparedness 

of this workforce are inextricably tied to the stability, growth, and distribution of personal wealth in America. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated structural pressures already burdening the advisory profession, exacerbated by 

increasingly limited training pathways, cutthroat competition, and complex compliance demands. Legislation like the 

SECURE Act 2.0 has only added layers of technical and regulatory complexity. Simultaneously, high turnover and the 

impending retirement of an aging advisor base threaten a mass exodus of experience, just as the most significant 

intergenerational wealth transfer in US history begins. Millions of clients may soon face a gap in trusted financial 

guidance. This vacuum is made exponentially more urgent by the mainstream adoption of digital assets, which require 

new knowledge that the existing advisory infrastructure is grossly unprepared to deliver. 

 

Traditional financial education was built for an era that embodied modern portfolio theory and eƯicient market 

hypothesis as uncontestable truths. However, today's financial ecosystem is evolving on fundamentally diƯerent rails. 

Investors are rapidly migrating to digital wallets, on-chain assets, and permissioned data environments, demanding 

fluency in systems that operate beyond the reach of legacy custodianship and visibility in many cases. Without a 

deliberate expansion of advisory literacy into novel financial concepts like tokenization, protocol governance, digital 

asset regulation, and data-based planning, advisors face obsolescence not through diminished need but through 

systemic illiteracy in a world surpassing the realities of their training, fiduciary responsibilities, and capabilities. 

 

Financial professionals must now move beyond traditional planning approaches to understand and work with digital 

finance, including new tools, rules, and a new generation of clients. Real-time data interpretation, algorithmic portfolio 

design, and secure asset custody across distributed systems are no longer optional; they are baseline expectations in a 

digital-first economy. This shift demands a comprehensive overhaul of professional organizations and designations 

such as the Certified Financial Planner (CFP), Certified Public Accountant (CPA), and Chartered Financial Analyst 

(CFA). Without this transformation, advisors risk not only falling behind technically but also forfeiting the legitimacy 

required to lead in a rapidly evolving financial landscape; they are otherwise well-positioned to shape. 

 

As digital systems reshape financial engagement, data flow, not cash flow, is solidifying its role as a foundational layer 

of decision-making. Financial advisors now sit at a critical inflection point: positioned between clients’ deeply personal 

data and institutions’ growing hunger for actionable insight. Advisors are becoming the interpreters of behavioral 

patterns, predictive profiling tools, and more data-driven insights than ever before. This privileged position comes with 

new responsibilities. As conduits of trust, advisors must evolve into stewards of data access, rights, and protection. 

 
2 (Personal financial advisors 2024) 
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Their role in the value chain is expanding, but so are the stakes. Now more than ever, advisors, clients, and retail 

investors share a unified interest in confronting these deficiencies, or risk capitulating to systems inherently non-

human. 

 

The foundational premise of fiduciary duty must now be reinterpreted for an era defined by algorithmic influence, 

behavioral targeting, and decentralized infrastructure. No longer confined to product suitability or periodic disclosures, 

fiduciary care requires continuous oversight of how client data is accessed, interpreted, and monetized. Advisors must 

grow into ethical technologists: understanding not only financial products, but the digital systems mediating credit, 

insurance, and investment outcomes. In this new terrain, client-first advocacy includes questioning opaqueness, 

demanding data sovereignty, and educating all on the digital mechanisms shaping their financial lives. 

 

To meet this responsibility, advisors must dismantle the remnants of ego-driven sales cultures and transactional 

gatekeeping that once defined professional prestige. Ethical innovation must become the basis of legitimacy, not tenure 

and credentials. As AI-driven systems become more ingrained in portfolio rebalancing, compliance, and tax 

optimization, advisors are less executors and more interpreters of automated logic. Fiduciary leadership now hinges on 

transparency, participation, and the ability to guide clients through high-velocity systems they do not control. If advisory 

professionals cannot rise to this challenge, trust will migrate to platforms because they’re faster, clearer, and built for 

the digital finance landscape. 

 

There are three critical vectors that advisors must now prioritize to remain credible and relevant: algorithmic markets, 

cybersecurity, and data sovereignty. Algorithmic trading now dominates global volume, executing at speeds no human 

can match and reshaping markets in real time. The days of outperforming through discretionary trading are fading, if not 

already gone. Advisors who remain fixated on tactical alpha are competing with code, not other humans, and it puts 

them at a significant disadvantage. The real opportunity lies in interpreting systems, not beating them. By shifting focus 

to behavioral alignment, life design, and values-based planning, advisors can reposition themselves as indispensable 

navigators in markets defined less by pricing anomalies and more by automation, volatility, and engineered liquidity. 

 

Cybersecurity has become a frontline concern in modern financial advice, for firms and individual practitioners alike. 

As broker-dealers, custodians, and platforms shift digital liability downstream, independent advisors are being left with 

responsibilities they are neither resourced nor trained to handle. From social engineering attacks to keylogging malware 

and compromised credentials, the threat landscape is growing more sophisticated by the hour. Meanwhile, the growing 

popularity of self-custodied digital assets and online planning tools has blurred traditional risk boundaries. Without an 

enterprise-grade security posture, including encryption standards, credential governance, and incident response plans, 

advisors risk becoming the weakest link in a value chain that institutions are no longer protecting. 

 

To be clear, this isn't a theoretical concern; it’s a regulatory reality. In 2024, the SEC adopted sweeping amendments to 

Regulation S-P, requiring covered institutions, including RIAs, broker-dealers, and investment companies, to maintain 

written incident response programs designed to detect, respond to, and recover from unauthorized access to customer 
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data(3). Firms must now notify aƯected individuals within 30 days of discovering a breach or likely breach, with limited 

exceptions. The FTC’s revised Safeguards Rule adds further mandates: multi-factor authentication, encryption, testing 

protocols, and breach reporting. FINRA has tied cyber lapses to supervisory deficiencies under Rules 3110 and 4370. In 

this environment, cybersecurity is no longer an IT responsibility; it is a fiduciary standard, compliance obligation, and 

business imperative. 

 

The third vector, data sovereignty, may ultimately prove the most consequential. In today’s digitized advisory stack, 

platforms increasingly exert control over client data and discernible insight through layers of embedded permissions 

and opaque data-use clauses. Custodians, CRM vendors, planning platforms, and even peripheral tools such as AI-

powered administrative assistants often reserve the right to access, analyze, and aggregate advisor-facilitated data 

under broadly written terms of service. These agreements may reference anonymized, pseudonymized, or “aggregated 

and de-identified” data sets, but they rarely clarify the boundaries of use, re-use, or commercialization. Advisors, 

clients, and retail investors frequently consent by default, granting sweeping usage rights in exchange for access. 

 

While advisors assume they “own” the client relationship, they often forfeit control over the data, insights, and 

interpretations that define it. Aggregated behavioral profiles, pattern recognition models, and predictive analytics built 

on advisor-facilitated interactions can be monetized by vendors, fed back into broader platform strategies, or 

exchanged with third parties. This extraction can occur silently, without suƯicient disclosures or, in most cases, client 

consent. From the client’s perspective, sensitive data is entrusted to their advisor, not to an invisible web of third-party 

integrators whose roles and privileges are rarely clear. In many cases, even the advisor remains unaware of how 

permissions are granted, where data resides, or whether ownership and privacy exist at all. 

 

This widening asymmetry between advisor intent and technological design verges on a systemic privacy breach. It’s a 

misalignment of expectations so severe that it endangers the very concept of client trust. And yet, this failure is not 

singularly the fault of the advisor, the client, or even the institutions that support them. The government’s failure to 

modernize data rights, clarify digital agency, and regulate technological encroachment allowed the problem to 

metastasize. Technology companies, unfettered by fiduciary duty, now possess unprecedented control over the 

financial lives of Americans, wrapping themselves around every input, decision, and interaction while disclaiming both 

liability and accountability. 

 

Technologists do not see people; they see data. Their systems extract, simulate, and optimize, yet fail to consider the 

very humanity that data represents. In today’s financial ecosystem, the convergence between finance and technology is 

no longer speculative; it is complete and irreversible. But where this union demands mutual respect, a new class of 

actors has emerged with no obligation to the lives behind the ledgers. These platform engineers, AI modelers, and 

venture-backed disruptors operate with little regard for the human context that advisors serve daily. Advisors recognize 

that goals, grief, and generational context shape outcomes. This new class of self-designated data wardens doesn’t. 

And without accountability, their influence is not innovative; it is extractive. 

 
3 (SEC Adopts Rule Amendments to Regulation S-P to Enhance Protection of Customer Information 2024) 
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At some point, we must confront an uncomfortable truth: individuals are generating tremendous economic value 

without compensation or consent. Every search, voice command, and click becomes part of a monetizable feedback 

loop, one that enriches platforms while diminishing personal agency. We do not get paid to train LLMs, yet our prompts 

shape their evolution. We are not compensated for behavioral data, yet our digital footprints fuel billion-dollar 

algorithms. Clients, advisors, and everyday citizens are not stakeholders in this new economy; they are the raw 

material. Without enforceable data rights, privacy becomes a performance, and sovereignty a myth. The longer we 

delay correction, the more irreversible this imbalance becomes. 

 

Nothing has made these failures of stewardship more visible than recent financial catastrophes dressed in 

technological innovation. The collapse of FTX, once hailed as the future of finance, exposed not just fraud but a 

complete absence of fiduciary oversight and financial respect. Celsius Network, BlockFi, and Terra-Luna followed 

similar arcs as platforms that scaled trust without transparency, leveraging investor data and digital capital with 

impunity. Each of these implosions revealed a sobering truth: when innovation outpaces ethics, client harm becomes 

inevitable. These events were not just failures of compliance; they were failures of care, where complexity was 

weaponized and human agency sacrificed in pursuit of scale, speed, and speculative gain. 

 

Advisors must reclaim their place as stewards of capital, while making it clear that capital is no longer just financial. In 

a world where data generates value, attention drives markets, and digital identities shape economic outcomes, 

stewardship must expand to include digital agency, privacy rights, and informational self-determination. This calls for a 

unified industry response: establishing enforceable ethical standards, demanding legal recognition of data as property, 

and ensuring platforms cannot outpace the public interest. Advisors are not just intermediaries; we are architects of 

economic meaning. If we fail to act, the markets will continue to become more extractive, and clients will be reduced to 

data points in systems they cannot question, control, or escape. But if we lead, we can forge a financial system rooted 

in transparency, dignity, and the sovereignty of those it claims to serve. 
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Beyond Complacency: The Glaring Need for Professional Courage in the Age of Regulatory Absence 

The unprecedented acceleration of digital asset adoption has defined the post-2020 financial era. Retail investors 

poured into decentralized platforms, tokenized markets proliferated across asset classes, and programmable finance 

evolved from online message boards into viable financial infrastructure. This shift marked more than technological 

development; it redefined how individuals store value, manage assets, and participate in capital formation. As these 

markets grew in scale and systemic relevance, the Executive Branch failed to establish a coordinated regulatory 

posture.  

 

Speculative instruments, often closer to gambling than investment, were marketed as legitimate products, while digital 

platforms expanded rapidly, shielded by a veneer of innovation and an absence of accountability. In April 2022, Terra 

ranked as the third-largest cryptocurrency ecosystem behind only Bitcoin and Ethereum. By mid-May, it had 

catastrophically imploded, erasing $50 billion in market value(4). Terra's algorithmic stablecoin, TerraUSD (UST), was 

designed to maintain a $1 peg through a mint-and-burn mechanism linked to its sister token, LUNA. This self-referential 

design unraveled under market volatility, leading to massive losses for unsuspecting retail investors. 

 

In the immediate aftermath of Terra's collapse, congressional eƯorts to establish a coherent regulatory framework 

gained urgency. Valiant attempts were made in Congress to define jurisdiction, codify standards, and restore investor 

confidence. Most notably, the Lummis-Gillibrand Responsible Financial Innovation Act was introduced in June 2022(5). 

However, the bill ultimately stalled amid partisan gridlock and a lack of executive direction to unify federal priorities. In 

the absence of clarity, American investors continued to enter opaque markets with no standardized disclosures, 

protections, or legal recourse.  

 

Just months later, the collapse of FTX in November 2022 delivered another critical blow(6). Once valued at $32 billion 

and hailed as a cornerstone of institutional crypto adoption, FTX commingled customer funds to cover trading losses at 

its aƯiliate, Alameda Research. The exchange's opaque oƯshore governance, lack of audited financial controls, and 

blatant conflicts of interest culminated in an $8 billion shortfall. While smaller in absolute terms than Terra's losses, 

FTX's downfall exposed centralized fraud at a firm that had successfully cultivated trust among policymakers and 

regulators in Washington.  

 

FTX CEO Sam Bankman-Fried held repeated meetings with senior White House oƯicials and engaged directly with 

regulators, including SEC Chair Gary Gensler, while aggressively lobbying for preferential treatment. Yet no federal 

agency intervened before the collapse. FTX's failure underscored the actual cost of regulatory complacency: an 

institutional breakdown that shattered public trust in digital finance and left both retail and institutional investors to 

absorb the fallout. As investor losses mounted, the eventual regulatory response arrived too late, ineƯective, and 

emblematic of the Executive Branch's failure to provide coherent direction in the oversight of digital assets. 

 
4 (Anatomy of a Run: The Terra Luna Crash 2023) 
5 (S.4356 - Lummis-Gillibrand Responsible Financial Innovation Act: U.S. Congress 2022) 
6 (What Happened at FTX and What Does It Mean for Crypto?: CRS 2022) 
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In the absence of executive leadership, federal regulators moved independently, without a unified mandate or cohesive 

oversight strategy. The SEC defaulted to retroactive enforcement, applying legacy securities laws in high-profile cases 

against Coinbase and Binance in 2023. Simultaneously, the CFTC asserted overlapping jurisdiction, further muddying 

the regulatory landscape. This contradiction exposed a legal paradox: the same digital assets were classified as 

securities by one agency and commodities by another, leaving the industry in regulatory limbo. Without coordinated 

federal oversight, digital markets outpaced the reach of traditional safeguards. The result was not just investor harm; it 

was a cascading erosion of structural confidence in the legitimacy and future viability of the digital asset ecosystem. 

The absence of enforceable standards created fertile ground for exploitation.  

 

In 2024 alone, Americans lost over $12.5 billion to fraud, $5.7 billion of which stemmed from investment scams tied to 

synthetic assets, fraudulent DeFi tokens, and algorithmic stablecoins(7). The consequences of failing to integrate digital 

assets into the US financial system extend far beyond domestic markets. In the absence of institutional leadership, 

international coalitions, most notably the BRICS bloc, are advancing blockchain-based systems like BRICS Pay and 

BRICS Bridge to bypass dollar-denominated systems. These are not just geopolitical gestures; they are architectural 

responses to American inaction. Just as Charles de Gaulle's gold repatriation in the 1960s signaled waning confidence 

in US monetary dominance, today's multipolar initiatives echo growing doubt in American economic resilience. 

 

The collapse of Terra and FTX feels uncomfortably familiar, as they echo the same delusions that defined 2008: 

fictitious capital shrouded in intentionally designed complexity, divorced from underlying value, and unchecked by 

meaningful oversight. Just as synthetic CDOs were empowered through misleading AAA ratings, the current DeFi 

landscape is dominated by tokens that are legitimized through hype cycles and platform polish, while lacking credible 

collateral, governance, or consequence. Today’s monopoly money is circularly collateralized and marketed with the 

illusion of decentralization. But decentralization without governance is not innovation, it’s abdication. These collapses 

were not just failures of compliance; they exposed the absence of design principles capable of enforcing consequence.  

 

Passive critique is no longer enough. The profession must now advocate for thoughtful redesign, starting with a unified 

understanding that financial systems are not neutral; they encode values, power structures, and institutional priorities. 

If next-gen financial architecture is to prioritize individual agency, it must embed mechanisms that protect against both 

institutional abuse and technological indiƯerence. That means redefining ownership through programmable rights, 

rethinking custody through self-sovereign infrastructure, and ensuring that governance frameworks are transparent, 

participatory, and enforceable. Industry professionals, policy architects, and financial institutions must move from tool 

adoption to system stewardship. In an era where economic coordination is increasingly mediated by code, design is 

regulation. Without intentional design, we risk rebuilding the same extractive systems, just faster, and with shinier tools. 

 

However, reconstruction cannot rely on half-hearted reform; it demands foundational architecture. If opaque 

intermediaries and centralized control defined the last era, the next must embed sovereignty, transparency, and 

consequence into the rails themselves. There are four key areas to shore up first, and these domains form the bedrock 

 
7 (New FTC Data Show a Big Jump in Reported Losses to Fraud to $12.5 Billion in 2024: Federal Trade Commission 2025) 
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of economic agency. For that reason, they must be reengineered to reflect the realities of a programmable financial 

ecosystem. The first layer is identity: participants must own and control the digital representation of themselves. The 

second is ethics: fiduciary standards must be embedded directly into digital tools and workflows. The third is design: 

we must replace extractive instruments with non-speculative monetary primitives. And finally, governance: trust must 

be enforced through human-first involvement and participatory oversight.  

 

The foundation of a sovereign digital economy must be self-sovereign identity (SSI), empowering individuals to own, 

control, and selectively disclose information about themselves. Technologies such as decentralized identifiers (DIDs), 

zero-knowledge proofs (ZKPs), and soulbound tokens (SBTs) enable programmable disclosure, authenticated consent, 

and non-transferable attestations without reliance on central intermediaries. The upside is profound: granular control, 

auditability of access, and enforceable data rights. But SSI remains fragmented, with standards bodies like the World 

Wide Web Consortium (W3C) and pilots like Worldcoin showcasing both promise and controversy. The challenge ahead 

is coordination without defaulting to institutional convenience or the capitalization of identity as a profit stream.  

 

Moving forward requires a shift in sector-wide mindset; industry leaders, regulators, and credentialing bodies must 

collectively mandate identity standards that treat personal data as a protected right, not a proprietary asset. In a 

programmable economy, fiduciary duty must be codified into the utility itself; digitally verifiable, transparently 

executed, and enforceable at the level of protocol. Smart contracts can serve as fiduciary logic engines: tracking 

recommendation history, flagging conflicts, and logging informed consent. The advisor-client relationship, the advisor-

platform relationship, and the platform-user relationship must all be established as interdependent systems. When one 

breaks, the credibility of the whole deteriorates. To rebuild systemic trust, fiduciary design must become as 

fundamental as legal disclosure, and as non-optional as encryption. 

 

Decentralized governance cannot remain an afterthought; it is the mechanism that determines whether a system 

empowers participants or exploits them. The original promise of Decentralized Autonomous Organizations (DAO) was 

to replace opaque hierarchies with transparent, code-based rule enforcement. Yet without safeguards, most devolved 

into plutocracies dominated by early insiders and “whales”. The next evolution must embrace hybrid models: modular 

architectures that combine automation with enforceable accountability. For example, smart contracts serving as 

composable compliance layers designed to encode jurisdictional, fiduciary, or audit requirements would allow legal 

clarity without compromising protocol integrity.  

 

Participation, not just decentralization, is the heart of sovereignty. That requires a shift from raw token-weighted voting 

to more human-centric mechanisms. Delegated voting systems, where participants assign rights to trusted stewards, 

reduce governance fatigue while promoting domain-specific expertise. Threshold-based participation ensures that 

critical decisions require meaningful consensus, not just passive quorum. Together, these mechanisms can promote 

resistance to capture, increase legitimacy, and distribute power beyond capital concentration. Hybrid DAOs are not a 

compromise; they are the convergence of resilience and functionality. If we want systems that reflect democratic 

intent, enforceable participation must become a design norm, not an ideal left to chance. 
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The final pillar is monetary design itself. If 20th-century finance was built on interest-bearing debt, the next era must 

explore monetary primitives that prioritize utility over extraction. Stablecoins oƯer promise but carry risks when yield-

seeking dynamics are embedded into systems meant to be stable. The 2025 GENIUS Act’s prohibition on interest-

bearing stablecoins reflects a critical inflection point, acknowledging the danger of incentivizing leverage and liquidity 

games in instruments that function as digital cash. But restraint is not regression. Like the 13th-century Church bans on 

usury that helped birth mutual insurance contracts, today’s regulatory constraints can spark design innovation. The 

goal is not just price stability, but systemic stability capable of supporting utility at scale. 

 

Decentralization without consequence is not resilience; it’s inadequacy masquerading as freedom. DeFi’s early 

promise was a trustless system, but in reality, systems without accountability create perverse incentives. When no one 

is responsible, no one is invested. The proliferation of unaudited smart contracts, “rug pulls,” and governance apathy 

reveal that the absence of regulation does not eliminate risk; it amplifies it. Without clear lines of responsibility, even 

well-meaning protocols drift toward entropy, losing their utility and ignoring the very problems they were designed to 

solve. The health of a decentralized system must include structural incentives for responsibility. When failure carries no 

consequence, sustainability becomes a myth.  

 

The inadequacy of current frameworks is no longer a question of scale but of intent. Financial professionals, regulators, 

and lawmakers must confront the structural vacuum with action that matches the systemic stakes. First, we must 

codify enforceable data rights into the financial and legal architecture. Platforms should be required to disclose how 

data is monetized, who has access, and under what terms, with users empowered to revoke that access. A "Digital 

Fiduciary Act" should complement existing laws like Regulation S-P and the Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act (GLBA), extending 

fiduciary duty beyond asset management to include data stewardship. If financial advice is increasingly data-driven, 

then data governance must become a legal obligation, not a corporate afterthought. 

 

Second, we must establish programmable trust as a regulatory pillar. New frameworks must reward systems that 

embed compliance into their logic: smart contracts that auto-enforce limitations, record audit trails, and flag conflicts 

in real-time. Public-private sandboxes can accelerate this transition by enabling programmable compliance 

experimentation in regulated environments. Third, we must realign incentives to support systems that promote 

inclusion, resilience, and individual sovereignty. Algorithmic fairness, user outcomes, and systemic risk disclosures 

must be tied to capital access. Fintech firms, like banks, should be held to Community Reinvestment Act-style 

obligations, not just rewarded for market penetration but for advancing financial dignity. 

 

The structures we commit to next will determine whether future generations inherit systems of stewardship or 

extraction. Advisors must advocate for human-centered markets, where participants are not data points, but sovereign 

economic actors. We must design for integrity, not just eƯiciency. In the digital era, modernization is not merely 

compliance; it is a fiduciary duty that financial professionals must shoulder in the absence of institutional 

accountability, as government inaction has repeatedly shown it cannot be relied upon to safeguard economic stability. 
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The New Liquidity Layer: Stablecoins, Institutions, and the Future of Financial Infrastructure 

Beyond Cash: The Civil, Structural, and Monetary Stakes of Financial Digitization 

Today's consumers expect speed, convenience, and seamless experiences that physical cash can no longer support. 

The disappearance of cash as the default medium of exchange is no longer speculative; it is statistical. Over 86% of US 

transactions now occur through digital means(8). Retailers around the world increasingly reject paper currency at the 

point of sale. We are witnessing a consensus-driven obsolescence of physical liquidity. The reign of cash is functionally 

over, and with it, the reputational strength that once underpinned monetary participation is deteriorating. 

 

Coin production, once a pillar of monetary sovereignty, has become a symbol of government ineƯiciency. Treasury and 

GAO reports have long questioned the penny's cost-eƯectiveness. According to the US Mint's 2024 annual report, it 

costs 3.69 cents to produce one penny(9). In February 2025, President Trump directed the Treasury to halt penny 

minting. The Mint placed its final order for penny blanks in May and committed to ending production once supplies are 

exhausted, a shift projected to save $56 million annually. This initiative has garnered bipartisan support, with legislation 

introduced to codify its discontinuation. As the penny phases out, cash transactions will likely be rounded to the 

nearest five cents, following Canada's precedent. 

 

This market-supported shift is not merely physical; the diminishment of physical liquidity runs parallel to the erosion of 

institutional trust, a decline accelerated by the current Trump administration's recent economic missteps. Aggressive 

tariƯ expansions, contradictory currency posturing, and erratic fiscal messaging have undermined international 

credibility and domestic economic confidence. What began as inflation anxiety has evolved into structural skepticism 

toward US fiscal discipline. Global investors are increasingly unconvinced that government-backed assets like cash, 

Treasuries, or dollar-denominated debt can reliably preserve value.  

 

The "full faith and credit" of the US government no longer anchors confidence; its monetary authority is unraveling in full 

view. In response, the market has begun scaƯolding a post-fiat liquidity regime through yield-bearing instruments 

designed to minimize or sidestep sovereign exposure. Bank-issued high-yield savings accounts are experiencing record 

inflows, demonstrating depositors' demand for absolute returns. Capital is also shifting into prime money market funds, 

which prioritize repurchase agreements, commercial paper, and corporate debt over government securities. Even 

certificates of deposit are increasingly favored at institutions whose funding strategies aim to reduce exposure to 

federal collateral. 

 

An expanding set of nontraditional cash alternatives has emerged beyond the perimeter of regulated finance, 

accessible primarily through digital platforms. Yield protocols, decentralized lending pools, and tokenized 

crowdfunding systems enable programmable finance without banks or brokers. Stablecoins have emerged as the 

institutional center of this infrastructure, not driven by hype but by reliability. Backed by transparent reserves and 

 
8 (Cashless Statistics: Capital One 2025) 
9 (2024 Annual Report: US Mint 2024) 
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oƯering instant settlement, they embody traditional finance principles: risk and return, diversification, liquidity, and 

redemption discipline. This balance of traditional logic and decentralized access makes stablecoins the apparent 

successor to fiat currency in a digital-first economy. 

 

Financial infrastructure has fractured into three distinct operational tiers. The first includes legacy institutions like 

central banks, clearinghouses, and custodians. The second tier consists of digitally adaptive incumbents such as 

commercial banks, asset managers, and payment networks, retrofitting traditional finance with blockchain rails, 

tokenized assets, and API-driven settlement. The third is digitally-native financial platforms oƯering decentralized 

protocols, smart contracts, and public blockchains oƯering 24/7, programmable liquidity without intermediaries. These 

tiers denote diƯerent philosophies of trust, access, and control.  

 

This trifurcation reflects system divergence, as no single model fully satisfies the evolving demands of the modern 

consumer. Traditional finance maintains regulatory authority but lacks speed, transparency, and composability. 

Digitally adaptive institutions oƯer scale and compliance yet remain tethered to custodial bottlenecks and 

jurisdictional silos. Platform-native systems oƯer programmability and uptime but face regulatory uncertainty and 

structural exclusion. Each layer clears transactions through distinct mechanisms, creating significant disparities in 

speed and eƯiciency that challenge conventional frameworks like risk tolerance or liquidity requirements.  

 

No tier is inherently superior; each optimizes for a diƯerent trust model. However, the fragmentation forces investors to 

navigate unclear and oftentimes incomparable trade-oƯs, not cohesion. While digital finance promises speed and 

eƯiciency, it also exacerbates investor exclusion. Millions of Americans, particularly in unbanked and underbanked 

communities, still rely on cash as their primary, and often only, means of exchange. For them, the disappearance of 

physical currency is not an upgrade; it's displacement. Without reliable internet, smartphones, or digital literacy, 

participation in modern finance becomes inaccessible.  

 

Physical currency is inherently tethered to geography. Its utility depends on resource-intensive infrastructure: minting 

facilities, armored transport, branch networks, and ATM grids, to produce, move, and circulate cash. This architecture 

imposes hard constraints on the velocity and flexibility of money, particularly in areas with low population density or 

fragile logistics. In remote regions, cash delivery is irregular, expensive, and vulnerable to disruption. Natural disasters, 

fuel shortages, or supply chain failures can stall liquidity, not because money has disappeared, but because its 

physical form cannot move. In this model, financial inclusion is literally gated by infrastructure. Access is dictated by 

proximity, regardless of individual agency and need. 

 

These geographic constraints extend beyond logistics; they shape financial opportunity itself. Where cash dominates, 

banking deserts persist. Low-income neighborhoods often lack branches, ATMs, or secure cash-handling 

infrastructure, pushing residents toward predatory alternatives like check-cashing outlets and payday lenders. Even in 

urban centers, the decline of physical banking services has accelerated exclusion. Without digital access, individuals 

are locked into slower, more expensive modes of transaction. Cash may feel tangible, but it conceals a steep cost: 



 

 pg. 14 

slower capital circulation, higher risk exposure, and constrained participation in emerging financial ecosystems. As the 

economy digitizes, geographic dependence on physical currency becomes more than ineƯicient; it's inequitable. 

 

Digital finance eliminates the friction of physical currency, but with that eƯiciency comes an unprecedented capacity 

for control. Unlike cash, which enables peer-to-peer exchange with no audit trail, mainstream digital money systems 

are inherently observable. Every transaction becomes data. In jurisdictions without strong privacy protections, this 

enables governments, platforms, or third-party actors to monitor, censor, or retrospectively punish economic activity. 

Anonymity, once a baseline feature of cash, is now a premium service or a regulatory liability. The shift toward digital 

liquidity is not just financial modernization; it’s a civil liberties trade-oƯ. As infrastructure becomes programmable, so 

does the ability to govern behavior through money itself. 

 

Programmable finance introduces utility, and with it, constraints. Smart contracts can enforce tax compliance, block 

disallowed purchases, or expire funds after a set time. These capabilities are not hypothetical. In 2022, Canadian 

authorities froze protestors' bank accounts using emergency powers. Programmable CBDCs, while eƯicient, centralize 

authority over liquidity itself. If money can be paused, reversed, or repurposed by design, then participation becomes 

conditional. In this context, DAOs and participatory governance models are a necessity to enforce structural safeguards 

meant to protect all stakeholders, implementing systems of shared oversight, vested accountability, and forced 

transparency across all levels, including issuers and institutions alike. As the economy evolves, so too must its checks 

and balances, or we risk implementing a system capable of surveillance never before seen by society. 

 

It's necessary to note that surveillance is not the only cost of digitization. As liquidity becomes programmable, so too 

does risk profiling. Today, exclusion is often executed invisibly, through black-box algorithms that assign trust scores, 

flag transactions, or close accounts based on statistical models, not human context. Banks and fintech platforms 

increasingly use AI-driven fraud detection and compliance scoring to make real-time access decisions. Ostensibly for 

anti-money laundering (AML) or counter-terrorist financing (CTF), these tools often penalize false positives and outliers, 

disproportionately aƯecting immigrants, freelancers, activists, and low-income users. The result is quiet, 

unaccountable de-banking, in which economic participation is severed by model error and institutional control. 

 

Digital liquidity cannot remain the exclusive domain of private issuers and platform monopolies. In a post-cash 

economy, public institutions must reassert their role in provisioning access, custody, and mobility. Public wallets with 

oƯline capabilities, digital postal banking, and community-based fintech co-ops can bridge gaps left by commercial 

platforms. India’s Unified Payments Interface (UPI) shows that open standards can create scale without rent-seeking. 

But infrastructure is not enough; financial literacy must become a national priority. If programmable money is the new 

public square, then understanding its mechanics must be treated as essential as reading or voting. Finance must be 

made legible to those it claims to serve. 

 

Financial literacy in the United States is not merely outdated; it is structurally absent. Most Americans aren’t taught to 

balance a checkbook, let alone grasp credit systems, compound interest, or concepts like liquidity. Financial education 



 

 pg. 15 

is treated as optional, and if it appears in public curricula at all, it's reduced to slogans about thrift or consumer 

discipline. Meanwhile, the financial system itself has become so complex that it no longer invites learning; it repels it. 

The result is a population conditioned for convenience, not comprehension, one that transacts without insight, signs 

without scrutiny, and absorbs risk without recognition. In a programmable economy, literacy must become structural 

fluency. Citizens must understand not just how to use money, but how money now uses them. Without that foundation, 

financial inclusion is performative: access without understanding, participation without power. 

 

Liquidity now travels faster than law, faster than accountability, and far faster than democratic response. Capital no 

longer waits for borders, elections, or consent; it simply moves. Programmable finance enables real-time arbitrage 

across jurisdictions, creating serious system risk capable of draining tax bases and bypassing inadequate regulation. 

Meanwhile, the average citizen remains gated by credit systems, ID regimes, and legal borders. This asymmetry gives 

rise to a sovereignty crisis: money is mobile, but people are not. Yet no mechanism exists to give aƯected populations a 

voice in the rules being rewritten in real time. This is the sovereignty paradox: as capital becomes more liquid, citizens 

become less so. Unless design corrects for these shortcomings, financial innovation will outpace democracy, and 

markets will remain accountable only to themselves. 

 

Correcting this asymmetry begins with reasserting national financial sovereignty, not through isolation, but through 

intentional infrastructure. While cross-border capital flows may now move at the speed of code, cross-border 

governance, diplomacy, and trust do not. No supranational protocol can substitute for a nation’s obligation to its own 

citizens. The United States must prioritize domestic systems that enshrine democratic control over liquidity through 

publicly governed digital payment rails, tokenized Treasury instruments, and programmable safeguards that reflect US 

legal norms and civic values. Financial coordination with allies will be necessary, but cannot precede domestic 

integrity. 

 

Reform must begin where influence already resides. Traditional financial institutions have the infrastructure, talent, and 

regulatory capital to lead this shift, but only if their motivations expand beyond profit preservation. There is an 

opportunity here for the financial sector: to rebuild trust, to create scalable digital systems that deliver inclusion as a 

service, not just a slogan. Public-private collaboration on programmable standards, digital public goods, and secure 

identity systems can embed transparency and accountability by design. Financial institutions that help operationalize 

these solutions won’t just survive the shift; they’ll define it. 

 

The next frontier of trust will not be secured through market dominance, but through ethical utility. This is not a matter 

of idealism, but of structural necessity. Institutions that have long held financial authority must now engage in the 

deliberate work of system stewardship, replacing gatekeeping with governance, and extraction with accountability. 

Public agencies and private actors alike must invest in the infrastructure, education, and interoperability required to 

make participation durable, not conditional. Suppose this moment is met with precision and intent. In that case, we can 

transition toward a digital economy defined not by exclusion and inequities, but by resilience that is shared, earned, 

and sustained by stakeholders of all shapes and sizes. 
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Beyond Profit: Stablecoins, Systemic Trust, and the Necessity of Public Value 

Transitions in financial systems typically unfold over decades, but today's environment demands urgency. Just as 

traditional liquidity facilitates the movement of money across banks and markets, the digital economy requires a new 

conduit, one capable of bridging legacy infrastructure and emerging technologies without destabilizing either. 

Stablecoins have emerged as that conduit. These blockchain-based tokens are designed to maintain a stable value that 

is typically pegged to fiat currencies while enabling real-time settlement and integration with existing systems. 

 

In the absence of a formal US regulatory framework for stablecoins, some digitally native platforms have chosen to 

operate as if one already exists. Circle, the issuer of USDC, one of the largest stablecoins on the market, epitomizes this 

stance by prioritizing transparency, self-imposed reserve requirements, and institutional-grade partnerships. Since 

launching USDC in 2018 in partnership with Coinbase via the Centre Consortium, Circle has maintained its status as a 

registered Money Services Business (MSB) with FinCEN while also operating under a patchwork of state-level money 

transmitter licenses. Through frequent public attestations, a custodial relationship with BNY Mellon, and reserve 

oversight from BlackRock, Circle has modeled how stablecoins can operate with regulatory intent, even without a 

statutory mandate. 

 

In early 2025, Circle selected JPMorgan and Citigroup to underwrite its planned IPO. Both firms have consistently 

invested in digital infrastructure poised to influence broader ecosystems. Since October 2020, JPMorgan's Kinexys 

division (formerly Onyx) has handled over $1.5 trillion in tokenized activity and approximately $2 billion in daily 

volume(10). Citi's Token Services, launched in 2023, is explicitly designed to support cross-border payments, tokenized 

securities, and smart contract-based workflows, laying the groundwork for infrastructure that could eventually serve 

corporate clients and their end users.  

 

In contrast, some legacy institutions have taken a more exclusive approach, focusing on high-tier institutional 

channels. For example, Goldman Sachs began piloting blockchain-based intraday repo transactions in 2021 and has 

since scaled its infrastructure through GS DAP™, a proprietary tokenization platform launched in 2022. Built on private 

blockchain architecture, GS DAP™ enables real-time delivery versus payment (DvP) for regulated entities, including 

sovereign issuers and large financial institutions. While technically advanced, this initiative reflects a familiar posture: 

optimized for control and scale but insulated from public inclusion. 

 

These examples illustrate the three operational tiers reshaping financial infrastructure. Circle represents the digitally 

native tier. Its partners, such as BNY Mellon and JPMorgan, exemplify digitally adaptive institutions, retrofitting 

traditional infrastructure with blockchain-enabled systems to modernize finance while maintaining regulatory 

cohesion. In contrast, Goldman Sachs operates within the legacy institutional tier, deploying closed, permissioned 

systems like GS DAP™ that preserve control within traditional institutional networks. While both of these models are 

necessary at this time, they exhibit fundamentally diƯerent philosophies of trust, access, and responsibility.  

 
10 (Introducing Kinexys by J.P. Morgan 2024) 
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Despite institutional advancements, the public remains excluded mainly from understanding or influencing these 

systems. This dynamic is not new. Complex instruments are often introduced without clear disclosures, 

documentation, or enforceable protections, leaving everyday participants to navigate digital finance without clarity or 

recourse. In the years preceding the 2008 financial crisis, financial institutions engineered ambiguous instruments like 

mortgage-backed securities and credit derivatives and distributed them despite misunderstood risks. When the system 

collapsed, retail investors and pensioners bore the brunt.  

 

Due to their intended function, stablecoins must be designed for durability under regulatory scrutiny. It's a complex 

undertaking that requires institutions to experiment despite the absence of clear regulatory standards. PayPal's launch 

of its proprietary stablecoin PYUSD in 2023 marked the first significant attempt by a global payments firm to issue a fully 

redeemable US dollar-backed stablecoin with public reserve disclosures. Though it came under SEC investigation later 

that year, the inquiry was formally closed in February 2025 with no enforcement action(11). 

 

Just a month before the SEC closed its investigation into PayPal’s stablecoin, the Trump administration issued an 

executive order to accelerate innovation-centric digital asset policies. The directive marked a shift in executive posture: 

digital finance is no longer a fringe experiment. Digital infrastructure has become foundational to the country’s 

economic function, financial competitiveness, and national security. As instruments of value exchange, monetary 

policy, and data transmission, they are now integral to how a modern economy asserts itself globally. By explicitly 

prioritizing digital asset regulation, the executive order broke years of legislative gridlock and reinvigorated dialogue on 

stablecoin governance, ultimately leading Congress to introduce two competing frameworks for regulation. 

 

The Guiding and Establishing National Innovation for US Stablecoins (GENIUS) Act was introduced in the Senate on 

February 4th, 2025(12). It proposed a regulatory model that permits both federally chartered banks and certified state-

regulated non-bank entities to issue payment stablecoins, subject to reserve, disclosure, and supervisory 

requirements. In contrast, the US House of Representatives reintroduced the Stablecoin Transparency and 

Accountability for a Better Ledger Economy (STABLE) Act on March 26th, 2025(13). The STABLE Act would restrict 

issuance to federally chartered banks only, eƯectively barring non-bank entities regardless of risk management or 

transparency, asserting central banking control in the name of systemic safety.  

 

Amid these legislative eƯorts to define and regulate private payment stablecoin issuers, a parallel concern emerged 

regarding state-controlled monetary systems. On March 6th, 2025, the House introduced the Anti-CBDC Surveillance 

State Act(14) aimed at prohibiting the Federal Reserve from issuing a central bank digital currency (CBDC) directly or 

indirectly to individuals. The bill explicitly bars the Fed from developing, testing, or deploying any digital asset that 

functions as a public liability or instrument of monetary policy. Reflecting growing political unease over programmable 

 
11 (SEC Ditches PayPal's PYUSD Probe, Removing Key Regulatory Hurdle for Its Stablecoin: CoinDesk 2025) 
12 (S.394 - GENIUS Act of 2025: U.S. Congress 2025) 
13 (H.R.2392 - STABLE Act of 2025: U.S. Congress 2025) 
14 (Text - H.R.1919 - 119th Congress (2025–2026): Anti-CBDC Surveillance State Act 2017) 
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fiat money, the Act carved out protections for private dollar-denominated systems, implicitly supporting payment 

stablecoins while drawing a line in the sand regarding centralized state-issued digital currency infrastructure. 

 

While GENIUS, STABLE, and the Anti-CBDC Surveillance State Act focused on regulating issuers and institutional entry 

points into the payment stablecoin market, they avoided establishing a holistic taxonomy for digital assets and 

infrastructure. To address this gap, the Clarity for Digital Assets Act of 2025 was introduced in the House on May 29th, 

2025(15), aiming to establish a statutory framework for when and how digital assets may be held, traded, and 

intermediated under US securities law. The Act clarifies definitions of “digital asset” and “digital commodity”, outlines 

conditions under which a token is not treated as a security, and amends the Exchange Act to permit regulated broker-

dealers and national securities exchanges to custody and facilitate digital asset transactions.  

 

By embedding digital assets within traditional finance, the Clarity Act provided legislative guidance to legitimize market 

activity without conflating all tokens with investment contracts, oƯering long-overdue definitional clarity to issuers, 

regulators, and market participants alike. In the weeks leading up to the final passage of the Genius Act, bipartisan 

negotiations intensified as lawmakers sought to reconcile GENIUS’s innovation agenda with STABLE’s institutional 

safeguards. The turning point came with the introduction of the Hagerty Amendment on June 9th, 2025, led by the bill’s 

primary sponsor, Senator Bill Hagerty of Tennessee. 

 

The Hagerty Amendment was the weighty compromise that cleared the path for the GENIUS Act’s passage. It reassured 

institutional actors by reaƯirming existing boundaries, banning interest-bearing payment stablecoins, and preserving 

current eligibility rules for Fed master accounts(16). Additionally, it extended nominal concessions to states by 

recognizing dual regulatory pathways and establishing an expedited certification process. However, final approval 

remains subject to the discretion of a new three-agency federal body called the Stablecoin Certification Review 

Committee (SCRC). On July 17th, 2025, the House passed both the Clarity for Digital Assets Act and the Anti-CBDC 

Surveillance State Act, sending them to the Senate for consideration. The following day, President Trump signed the 

GENIUS Act into law, establishing the United States’ first federal framework for fiat-backed payment stablecoins(17).  

 

Marketed as a milestone in regulatory clarity, the legislation instead reinforced fragmentation by carving out a narrow 

regulatory scope for payment stablecoins exclusively, centralizing oversight under the Treasury-led SCRC, while 

deferring broader digital asset governance. The Treasury Secretary chairs this new regulatory authority with the Fed Vice 

Chair for Supervision and the FDIC Chair as members. Acting by two-thirds vote, the SCRC determines whether state 

regulatory frameworks are “substantially similar” to federal standards, giving it de facto veto power over state-chartered 

nonbank issuers. It can also block payment stablecoin issuance by public companies based on risk to financial 

stability, data misuse, or anti-competitive behavior.  

 

 

 
15 (H.R.3633 - 119th Congress (2025–2026): Digital Asset Market Clarity Act of 2025 2025) 
16 (GENIUS Act Signed into Law: US Enacts Federal Stablecoin Legislation 2025) 
17 (Fact Sheet: President Donald J. Trump Signs GENIUS Act into Law 2025) 
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The SCRC grants the Treasury Secretary, with unanimous committee consent, the authority to certify whether a foreign 

country’s payment stablecoin regulatory and supervisory frameworks are “comparable” to US standards. This 

certification determines whether foreign issuers may legally access the US markets. Unlike the OƯice of Foreign Assets 

Control (OFAC), which enforces sanctions in response to illicit conduct, or the Committee on Foreign Investment in the 

United States (CFIUS), which reviews foreign investments on a case-by-case basis, or the Financial Crimes 

Enforcement Network (FinCEN), which applies compliance rules to institutions operating in the US, the SCRC’s role is 

forward-looking and has significant jurisdictional reach.  

 

While oversight of cross-border digital asset flows is necessary to counter threat finance, sanctions evasion, illicit 

activity, and regulatory arbitrage, delegating such power to an executive-led committee without formal checks is deeply 

problematic. GENIUS empowers the Treasury to preemptively adjudicate the legitimacy of entire national payment 

stablecoin regulatory regimes, without statutory requirements for transparency, public input, or judicial review. Without 

codified accountability, this discretionary power invites corruption, geopolitical bias, and anti-competitive business 

practices, particularly as payment stablecoins evolve into instruments of strategic influence.  

 

As future legislation continues to shape digital finance, it is critical that regulatory authority not be concentrated further 

within the executive branch. The GENIUS Act sets a concerning precedent by centralizing oversight in a committee 

chaired by a political appointee, operating without public rulemaking or statutory checks. This model risks becoming a 

template for broader digital asset governance, particularly as Congress reconciles the Clarity and Anti-CBDC Acts. 

Entrusting monetary gatekeeping to a politically appointed body with broad discretionary power erodes economic 

neutrality and bypasses both democratic accountability and rule-of-law safeguards. 

 

A central concern for advocates of open financial innovation is the way the GENIUS Act reinforces incumbent 

dominance within the financial system. By structuring its approval framework to favor federally chartered banks and 

large-scale institutional actors, the Act creates regulatory advantages for those already embedded in the financial 

hierarchy. Nonbank entities, startups, and digitally native issuers face steep barriers to entry, while traditional 

institutions benefit from preferential access and regulatory familiarity. GENIUS imposes legacy risk frameworks like 

capital reserves, liquidity thresholds, and disclosure mandates onto digital-native platforms, while ignoring prevalent 

vulnerabilities specific to programmable financial systems.  

 

The Act defines a “payment stablecoin” as a digital asset recorded on a cryptographically secured ledger, designed for 

use in payment or settlement, and redeemable at a fixed monetary value. Additionally, it explicitly excludes instruments 

deemed national currency, bank deposits, securities, or commodities. This narrow definition intentionally omits 

algorithmic, synthetic, and composable stablecoins, whose oversight is deferred to a future Treasury-led study. By 

combining an incomplete statutory definition with expansive future jurisdiction, the GENIUS Act creates a regulatory 

void around some of the most sophisticated instruments in circulation, leaving consumers exposed and unprotected, 

while implicitly signaling to other regulatory bodies that oversight of stablecoins is no longer within their mandate. 
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GENIUS oƯers no framework for mitigating smart contract exploits, where coding vulnerabilities or governance failures 

can result in catastrophic, irreversible fund loss. It overlooks oracle manipulation, an attack vector in which 

compromised data feeds distort on-chain asset values. Nor does it address the complex risks inherent to composable 

systems, where interdependent protocols amplify fragility. The deeper issue is not simply regulatory omission, but the 

delegation of oversight to an executive-led body structurally unprepared to confront the rapidly evolving risks of 

programmable finance. 

 

The lack of demonstrable specialized knowledge makes it clear that GENIUS not only fails as a standalone statute but 

also falls short of the principles foundational to decentralized finance. That failure becomes more consequential when 

viewed alongside the Act’s structural implications for monetary authority itself. Paired with the Anti-CBDC Act, which 

prohibits the Federal Reserve from issuing a public digital dollar, the GENIUS Act and its Treasury-led SCRC framework 

eƯectively eliminate both state-based and community-driven monetary innovation. In its place, monetary authority is 

consolidated into a narrow channel of federally certified, executive-approved issuers. While presented as regulatory 

modernization, the result is the structural privatization of US currency, removing central banks from the equation and 

subordinating digital money to private actors under the oversight of the Executive Branch.  

 

Fortunately, the GENIUS Act’s enforceable provisions do not take eƯect until mid-2026, oƯering a narrow but critical 

window for legislative reconsideration. During this interim, the SCRC is tasked with building its certification apparatus, 

reviewing state regimes, and evaluating nonbank applicants. This delay underscores a glaring truth: structural reform 

has been postponed, not achieved. Lawmakers must use this period not to entrench power, but to fundamentally 

reevaluate the civic role of money in an era where the US dollar may no longer be central, or even circulating. Absent 

comprehensive public-sector involvement, can private finance uphold public utility?  

 

Yet GENIUS, as written, preempts that very inquiry. Its statutory definitions constrain the civic potential of payment 

stablecoins to function as bridges between analog and digital economies. By tying lawful deployment to federal 

certification and concentrating oversight within an executive-appointed committee, the Act obstructs cooperatives, 

mutual aid networks, and local economies from issuing low-risk, settlement-capable tokens. These instances are 

precisely where stablecoins could support public-purpose finance, for use within membership-based systems or peer-

to-peer exchanges. Instead, GENIUS replicates the same gatekeeping logic that has long marginalized monetary 

innovation, privileging institutional control over decentralized participation. 

 

If GENIUS signals the consolidation of monetary authority, it simultaneously heightens the need to design financial 

infrastructure that serves public outcomes. The architecture of programmable finance must be shaped by more than 

eƯiciency and profit; it must embed civic purpose. Infrastructure alone cannot fulfill this role unless the instruments it 

facilitates are rooted in public utility. While the prohibition of a CBDC is framed as a safeguard against surveillance, it 

also removes one of the few mechanisms through which public-sector finance could be enacted. Universal Basic 

Income (UBI), integrated with digital wallets and blockchain-based rails, oƯers more than redistribution; it enables 

systems grounded in stability, dignity, and participatory inclusion.  
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To sustainably fund Universal Basic Income and other instruments of economic security, governments must look 

beyond taxation and legacy resource surpluses. A new generation of Sovereign Wealth Funds (SWFs) could emerge, 

capitalized by data royalties, carbon markets, platform equity, and public infrastructure revenues. Unlike passive 

reserves, these funds would operate as mission-aligned capital vehicles engineered to advance regenerative outcomes, 

economic resilience, social equity, and technological sovereignty. Additional support from philanthropy, development 

agencies, or diaspora communities can reinforce these funds through grants, bonds, or partnerships. With strong 

governance and transparent mandates, public capital can become a durable and democratic foundation for long-term 

collective welfare. 

 

These next-generation Sovereign Wealth Funds and Public Benefit Trusts could underwrite a suite of universal services 

that extend beyond income guarantees to encompass systemic welfare infrastructure: universal healthcare as a 

baseline; public digital access as a right to knowledge, mobility, and economic participation; energy grid modernization 

as a cornerstone of community resilience and national security; and decentralized education and reskilling programs 

tied to future-of-work transitions. These are investments with clear economic multipliers, reduced systemic risk, and 

deferred social liabilities. When designed with fiduciary discipline and intergenerational planning horizons, public-

oriented capital can stabilize future obligations while expanding access to life-critical services. 

 

Critics argue that UBI disincentivizes work and that public capital invites ineƯiciency or politicization. But these 

objections hinge upon outdated assumptions of labor and value. Today’s economy significantly undervalues essential 

contributions: caregiving, education, mental health support, community safety, and cultural maintenance. These roles 

uphold social and economic stability, yet they are ignored in GDP metrics and compensation systems. UBI does not 

erode productivity; it expands the definition of valuable participation. Similarly, public capital, when transparently 

governed and mission-aligned, does not subvert eƯiciency; it redirects investment toward foundational systems that 

markets routinely neglect: public health, energy resilience, and knowledge infrastructure. The real threat is a status quo 

that misallocates both capital and human potential. 

 

To embed these goals into institutional infrastructure, we must expand the toolkit of governance itself. Public benefit 

corporations and public trusts oƯer a legal backbone for economic models that privilege stakeholder value over 

shareholder supremacy. Unlike traditional corporations, these structures align fiduciary responsibility with public 

purpose, enabling innovation that is both profitable and principled. When paired with blockchain-based auditing and 

programmable compliance, these models can manage capital transparently, ensure reinvestment into mission-aligned 

objectives, and rebuild public trust in institutional eƯicacy. In a society that embodies civic responsibility, these entities 

could serve as vessels through which finance can become an engine of democratic purpose. 

 

Still, public benefit infrastructure is only meaningful if it reaches the communities and individuals it exists to serve.  

Cooperatives, intentional communities, and mutual aid networks are testing grounds for participatory economic 

systems. These groups already coordinate care, resource sharing, and decentralized production, but often lack the 

liquidity, interoperability, or capital pathways to scale impact. This is where programmable finance becomes 
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transformative. Community tokens, decentralized treasuries, and governance smart contracts empower groups to raise 

capital, distribute value, and formalize accountability, all while bypassing the conventional demands of substantial 

resources, institutional experience, or financial infrastructure. 

 

This is the true promise of stablecoins and programmable finance: not just faster payments or frictionless 

interoperability, but the architecture for a new civic economy. As a liquidity layer, stablecoins make it possible to 

coordinate value at the speed of need, within communities, across borders, and beyond the confines of legacy 

systems. When embedded into public benefit frameworks, they transform from financial instruments into social 

infrastructure: enabling real-time UBI, funding public trusts, and powering cooperative governance. In this way, digital 

assets represent more than technological modernization; they invite us to reimagine who the financial system serves, 

how value is defined, and what becomes possible when financial instrumentation is aligned with the public good. 

 

While the passage of the GENIUS Act, alongside the House of Representatives sending the Clarity and Anti-CBDC Acts 

to the Senate, marks legislative progress, progress alone does not guarantee direction. These frameworks must be 

aligned not only with market eƯiciency but with systemic inclusivity. Future governance structures would be well served 

to incorporate a multi-stakeholder digital asset commission, bringing together private innovators, public regulators, and 

civic institutions under legislative oversight. Such a body would help balance innovation with public risk, preserving 

financial pluralism while preventing institutional entrenchment. Absent this, digital finance regulation risks replicating 

the same centralizing tendencies that the decentralized finance movement originally emerged to correct. 

 

Moreover, regulation must not preclude the lawful formation of community-issued stablecoins designed for localized 

value exchange. Used within cooperatives, mutual aid networks, or local economies, these instruments pose minimal 

systemic risk due to limited scale, closed-loop function, and contained exposure. Yet the GENIUS Act imposes a 

uniform regulatory model that eƯectively excludes them. This contradicts longstanding precedent found within existing 

communal investment vehicles such as Employee Stock Ownership Plans (ESOPs), 401(k) plans for small businesses, 

and multiemployer pension systems, each of which is governed by tailored ERISA provisions that scale fiduciary, 

reporting, and testing requirements based on plan size, participant count, and systemic exposure.  

 

This stratification reflects a principle GENIUS overlooks: community-scale payment stablecoins warrant proportionate 

oversight, not exclusion. Relevant fields like risk management, benefits administration, and workforce compliance are 

more than comfortable with assessing risk based on participant profiles. Underwriters and fiduciaries routinely 

evaluate structure, governance, and exposure to determine compliance and solvency. Stablecoins should be no 

exception. A more inclusive tiered certification regime would enable low-impact issuers to operate lawfully with scaled 

requirements, placing liability on the underwriter or administrator, standard practice in fields already managing such 

risk. If stablecoins are to bridge financial eras, that bridge must remain open, not only to federally chartered banks but 

to every community building economic resilience through self-determined participation. 
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Reclassifying Finance: Digital Assets, Systemic Risk, and Economic Measurement 

Beyond Bitcoin: Redefining Value and Risk in the Digital Economy 

A digital asset is an electronic representation of value or rights that can be stored, exchanged, or interacted with. Digital 

asset platforms (DAPs), marketplaces (DAMs), and exchanges (DAEs) serve as hubs for creating, storing, and trading 

digital value. These systems connect investors with instruments like cryptocurrencies, tokenized assets, and 

decentralized finance (DeFi) products, enabling access to emerging speculative concepts. Modern finance relies on 

centralization and intermediation. In contrast, digital assets built on distributed ledger technologies (DLT), such as 

blockchain platforms like Ethereum, leverage programmability to enable direct peer-to-peer exchanges.  

 

The origin of digital assets can be traced back over four decades, inspired by technological experimentation. As 

personal computing exploded in the 1980s, the need for secure digital financial and communication systems 

expanded. One of the earliest pioneers was computer scientist and cryptographer David Chaum. In 1982, his paper 

"Blind Signatures for Untraceable Payments" introduced novel concepts such as blind signatures and public/private key 

encryption, tools foundational to DigiCash, the digital currency system he launched in 1989(18). These disruptive 

instruments emerged from principled skepticism toward institutional control of privacy and value. 

 

By the late 1990s, cryptographic finance had evolved rapidly. In 1997, HashCash introduced a proof-of-work (PoW) 

algorithm to combat email spam, a mechanism that would later secure Bitcoin's network. In 1998, BitGold and B-

Money proposed decentralized currencies based on cryptographic trust and peer-to-peer logic. The 2001 release of 

BitTorrent validated distributed networking models, foreshadowing blockchain's decentralized consensus. These 

threads converged in late 2008, when Satoshi Nakamoto published the Bitcoin white paper(19), fusing economic game 

theory, distributed computing, and cryptographic security into a trustless protocol.  

 

The 2010s marked the rise of digital assets from niche cryptography experiments to global financial phenomena. 

Bitcoin, once a technical curiosity, captured mainstream attention as a speculative asset and decentralized alternative 

to state-controlled money. Its architecture was deliberately limited in scope: a peer-to-peer settlement layer with a 

fixed monetary policy and transparent ledger system based on the UTXO (Unspent Transaction Output) model. This 

design maximized security and trustlessness, but intentionally restricted programmability. Bitcoin’s scripting language 

is non–Turing complete, preventing it from executing arbitrary code or complex conditions, reducing risk but limiting 

flexibility. These constraints opened the door for new blockchain architectures that could serve broader financial and 

computational use cases. 

 

Launched in 2015, Ethereum redefined blockchain's potential by introducing a Turing-complete virtual machine 

capable of executing smart contracts, self-enforcing code that carries out financial agreements and logic directly on-

chain. This enabled a wave of decentralized applications, where markets, protocols, and digital assets operated 

 
18 (Blind Signatures for Untraceable Payments. In: Chaum, D., Rivest, R.L., Sherman, A.T. (eds) Advances in Cryptology 1983) 
19 (Bitcoin: A Peer-to-Peer Electronic Cash System 2008) 
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without custodians or centralized infrastructure. Ethereum’s programmability reframed blockchains not just as 

payment systems, but as modular platforms for building digital economies. Exchanges like Coinbase and Binance 

accelerated mass adoption, while token standards allowed for fungible currencies, unique digital collectibles, 

decentralized credit markets, and on-chain governance. Each boom and bust cycle drew in fresh capital, new builders, 

and evolving narratives, steadily converting a fringe technology into a recognized, if volatile, global asset class.  

 

Digital asset innovation resulted in a real-time, permissionless marketplace governed by code. Developers created 

systems that let users lend capital, earn yield, provide liquidity, and issue new types of digital assets, all without 

intermediaries. Pioneered technology like liquidity staking and overcollateralized lending made it possible to measure 

and manage risk in real-time, directly on-chain. This new form of modular financial engineering, often described as 

functional risk segmentation, gave individuals flexible control over risk exposure, a role once held by banks and credit 

rating agencies. Though still experimental and sometimes unstable, these systems demonstrated that finance could 

evolve beyond legacy infrastructure, aligned more directly with user intent and stakeholder governance. 

 

As decentralized finance matured, the complexity and velocity of these systems demanded new forms of interpretation. 

Markets no longer evolved in quarterly cycles; they’ve begun to pulse in blocks, updating every 12 seconds. With capital 

flowing through automated protocols and governance encoded in smart contracts, understanding these systems in real 

time became as critical as participating in them. Media platforms like CoinDesk, The Block, and Decrypt chronicled the 

space with the urgency of financial journalism born in the age of code. Simultaneously, analytics firms such as Coin 

Metrics, Glassnode, and Chainalysis provided real-time insight into on-chain activity, oƯering visibility into flows, 

volatility, and systemic risk. 

 

These vectors of information mirrored the function of seventeenth-century London coƯeehouses, where traders 

exchanged prices, speculation, and sentiment, building the informational groundwork for modern capital markets. In 

both eras, information intermediaries didn’t just report markets, they helped constitute them. If media and analytics 

firms served as the coƯeehouses of the digital age, then DeFi protocols and Decentralized Autonomous Organizations 

(DAOs) represented their institutional breakthrough. Like the joint-stock companies of the early modern era, they 

created new scaƯolding for financial coordination: pooling liquidity, enforcing governance, and allocating capital, all 

through code. Their rise invites a broader reconsideration of how trust, risk, and value are structured at scale, provoking 

urgent action for investors, insurers, governments, and the institutions tasked with preserving systemic resilience. 

 

Major financial institutions have begun replicating DeFi architecture in response to clear market demand. JPMorgan's 

Kinexys, Citi's Token Services, and Goldman Sachs' GS DAP™ deliver programmable infrastructure that mirrors 

decentralized design principles while preserving institutional guardrails. Public DeFi emphasizes openness, 

composability, and user control; institutional systems prioritize compliance, exclusivity, and regulatory alignment. Yet 

the idea that one model must prevail over the other misunderstands the market and its consumers. Today's market 

doesn't care where a system comes from; what matters is that it works. Users, investors, and institutions want the best 

features of both models. 
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The shift in market dynamics has produced a world where public and institutional DeFi are advancing separately but 

along parallel tracks, making convergence increasingly inevitable. Permissionless networks iterate at the speed of code, 

launching novel forms of lending, liquidity, and governance with little friction. Institutional platforms, by contrast, bring 

regulatory credibility, scale, and integration with traditional financial systems. As bridges between these domains begin 

to form, a new frontier is emerging, not only of technical interoperability but of control. Who or what will shape the 

chokepoints: the protocols that govern interaction, the regulators who authorize access, the institutions that 

intermediate onboarding, or the participants whose assets and decisions give life to the system?  

 

This contest reflects a deeper clash of financial logics. In DeFi, code serves as constitution, rules enforced with 

mathematical finality. Traditional finance, by contrast, depends on legal interpretation, negotiation, and discretion. One 

of DeFi’s greatest strengths, composability, is also its greatest vulnerability. The ability to stack protocols like 

interoperable Lego bricks allows developers to build sophisticated financial systems at remarkable speed. But when 

systems are tightly coupled, a flaw in one component can ripple through the entire stack. The events of MakerDAO’s 

“Black Thursday” in 2020 exposed this fragility, not through a single contract failure, but through a cascade of 

interconnected risks. Oracle delays, market volatility, and malfunctioning liquidation auctions triggered systemic 

shocks across lending markets, revealing how tightly coupled protocols can amplify stress in real time. 

 

DeFi has proven its capacity to innovate, demonstrating how programmable markets and composable protocols can 

unlock entirely new forms of capital formation and risk management. But the success of these experiments does not 

diminish the need for convergence; it amplifies it. The need for traditional and digital finance to mesh has never been 

greater, as unfathomably large systems now depend on the success of their marriage. Yet the experience of the 2020s 

shows how elusive this union remains: without a shared definition of what constitutes the system, safeguards cannot 

be built. Until large-scale collaboration becomes industry standard, even the most obvious market mechanics, like 

reinsurance, remain beyond reach, leaving both domains exposed to shocks that neither can absorb alone. 

 

The idea of managing systemic risk through collective mechanisms is not new. Insurance itself emerged as a tool for 

systemic derisking long before capital markets existed in their modern form. In the 14th century, Italian merchants 

developed early maritime contracts to spread the risk of losing a vessel to storms, piracy, or miscalculation. By the 17th 

century, the coƯeehouses of London gave rise to Lloyd’s, where shipowners and underwriters pooled exposure to 

voyages too risky for a single balance sheet. Reinsurance followed as a second layer, protecting insurers themselves 

against catastrophic losses by syndicating claims across multiple actors. These innovations turned uncertainty into 

shared resilience, enabling trade and investment to scale beyond individual capacity. 

 

That architecture matured into the modern reinsurance industry in the 19th and 20th centuries, with firms like Swiss Re 

and Munich Re created to absorb risks associated with industrialization, urbanization, and global war(20). Today, 

reinsurance underwrites everything from natural disasters to cyberattacks, ensuring that shocks do not collapse entire 

markets. Collective risk-sharing is not novel, and it’s become clear that these same principles must now extend into 

 
20 (A Brief History of Reinsurance 2009) 
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digital finance. Just as reinsurance stabilized maritime trade and industrial economies, tomorrow’s financial 

architecture must distribute the risks of programmable markets, ensuring stability not just for protocols and banks, but 

for societies that depend on both. 

 

As of late, strategic reserves themselves have been identified as a critical frontier in the search for systemic resilience. 

Just as reinsurance emerged to backstop catastrophic losses in trade and industry, reserves exist to anchor entire 

systems during moments of strain. Oil stockpiles, sovereign gold holdings, and central bank currency buƯers serve as 

collective insurance, ensuring liquidity and trust when shocks exceed ordinary absorptive capacity. Modern era debate 

has turned to whether digital assets can fulfill this role, with Bitcoin most often framed as a reserve candidate. 

Advocates highlight its scarcity, transparency, and independence from sovereign monetary policy, while critics stress 

volatility and regulatory uncertainty. Yet its consideration signals a deeper reality: reserves must evolve alongside the 

systems they safeguard. 

 

Historically, reserves have been anchored in instruments that guarantee liquidity and trust under duress. For much of 

the modern era, US Treasuries embodied that role: deep markets, predictable yields, and sovereign creditworthiness 

made them the bedrock of institutional balance sheets. Gold reserves served as a parallel anchor, oƯering durability 

when paper claims faltered. The principle is consistent: reserves must be liquid, durable, and widely recognized. Yet as 

fiat currencies themselves face mounting skepticism, the attractiveness of Treasuries as a stable reserve is no longer 

assured. When the credibility of the backing instrument erodes, so too does its utility as a systemic safeguard, forcing 

institutions to search for alternative anchors of stability. 

 

Recent years have seen more insurers and financial companies begin quietly repositioning toward digital-asset 

reserves. In 2020, MassMutual made headlines with the unveiling that the major insurer of more than 170 years had 

secured $100 million of its general account into Bitcoin(21). The move was notable less for its size than for its symbolism: 

one of the world’s most conservative institutional investors acknowledging digital assets as a legitimate reserve. This 

diversification strategy was quietly implemented to hedge against eroding yields and the fragility of fiat-backed 

Treasuries. By positioning Bitcoin as a counterweight, MassMutual set a precedent that reserve allocation into digital 

assets could be a matter of prudence rather than provocation. 

 

The MassMutual allocation also underscored a broader question: if Bitcoin could fit within the balance sheet of a life 

insurer, could it also serve the long-dated obligations of pensions and other conservative institutions? That same year, 

JPMorgan analysts argued that Bitcoin was becoming a credible alternative to gold for diversification, particularly for 

insurers and pension funds facing yield compression and currency debasement. The case was not that digital assets 

replace traditional reserves overnight, but that they oƯer an incremental hedge against risks no longer fully absorbed by 

Treasuries. As public crypto markets have swelled, the argument gained weight: what was once unthinkable was 

becoming a rational component of institutional reserve strategy. 

 
21 (Decoding Insurance Giant MassMutual's Bitcoin Investment 2020) 
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This momentum has only accelerated. Publicly listed companies now collectively hold more than 1,000,000 BTC, over 5 

percent of the total supply(22). This is not a passing trend but a deliberate strategy, embedding digital assets into balance 

sheets as long-term reserves. The institutional signal is reinforced by the scale of the broader market itself: public 

crypto assets now exceed $4 trillion in capitalization, a size that, while still dwarfed by the $125 trillion global equity 

market, can no longer be dismissed as peripheral. The growing weight of these markets indicates that digital reserves 

have moved beyond speculation, becoming emerging pillars of financial architecture in the making. 

 

The momentum around Bitcoin reserves should be viewed less as an endorsement of a single asset than as evidence of 

a structural need. Strategic reserves, whether held by local municipalities, state treasuries, or national governments, 

must evolve alongside the behaviors of the populations they serve. Digital stores of value oƯer diversification away from 

overreliance on fiat-backed instruments whose credibility is eroding. Adoption in this broader sense must be 

intentional, and at the same time, iterative. Just as reinsurance spreads catastrophic risk, integrating digital reserves 

distributes systemic exposure. Embedding them across financial layers ensures that institutions remain resilient, 

legitimate, and aligned with the economy they are meant to stabilize. Still, allocating into a single token risks 

reproducing the same centralization that fiat reliance has already entrenched. 

 

The rise of digital assets, their adoption by institutions, and their integration into strategic reserves make one thing 

clear: finance cannot remain undefined. A system without a coherent language is not a system at all. The early 2020s 

saw the mainstream adoption of a new financial vocabulary, staking, yield farming, composability, tokenization, 

governance tokens, each codifying practices that have little relation to legacy finance. Naming gave form to 

experimentation, allowing practices to be standardized, debated, and ultimately capitalized. As with “equity” and 

“bond” in the industrial era, these terms became the language of programmable finance. Yet without consistent 

frameworks and institutional adoption, definitions remain fragmented and opaque, leaving capital to flow into 

instruments whose very identities remain contested. 

 

This incoherence reveals finance’s most urgent challenge: convergence not just of technology and institutions, but of 

language. A stablecoin may be treated as a security in one market, a commodity in another, and a payments instrument 

somewhere else. Tokenized assets are classified not by their architecture, but by who issues them and where. Such 

inconsistency erodes trust and magnifies systemic fragility. To move beyond this patchwork, the language of finance 

must be reprogrammed. Without a shared taxonomy, explosive growth in digital finance risks outpacing oversight and 

widening the gap between institutional structure and lived economic experience. 

 

Beyond Bitcoin lies not only a new monetary instrument but an emerging architecture of value. If given coherence and 

clarity, it can support a financial system more adaptive, transparent, and inclusive than any before. The task is linguistic 

as much as technological: to supply the language that transforms innovation into legitimacy. Only then can a decade of 

speculation evolve into the foundation for a truly reprogrammed global economy in the digital age. 

 

 
22 (Public Companies Now Hold Over 1 Million Bitcoin - 5.1% of Total Supply 2025) 
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Beyond Capital: Building the Language of Conscious Finance in the 21st Century 

In 1776, Scottish economist Adam Smith laid the foundations of classical political economy with The Wealth of 

Nations(23), introducing principles such as free markets, the division of labor, and the importance of price signals. Smith 

outlined a tripartite economy of agriculture, manufacturing, and commerce, setting the stage for modern economics by 

identifying land, labor, and capital as the essential components of national wealth. More than a theoretical treatise, it 

oƯered a unified language and shared structure that enabled governments, markets, and societies to collectively 

understand and allocate resources.  

 

At its core, Smith's work revealed a powerful insight: without a system of prices to signal scarcity and value, the 

coordination of labor, production, and exchange across society becomes impossible, making eƯicient allocation and 

voluntary cooperation unworkable. If there's no way to tell what things cost or are worth, people can't work together 

productively on their own. At the time, the birth year of the United States, the idea of a cohesive global economy was 

inconceivable. Nations were isolated, supply chains local, and economic horizons restricted by both geography and 

empire. In the digital era, scarcity is no longer physical alone; it's trust, attention, rights, and impact. 

 

Today, we live in a real-time, digitally connected world where we see, hear, and feel across borders, experiencing life 

vicariously as we engage with loved ones, strangers, and, increasingly, non-human intelligence. We are a globally 

interdependent species, participating in a marketplace shaped not by physical goods alone but by data flows, system-

driven decision-making, and digital engagement. The borders that once structured commerce no longer constrain how 

value is generated, understood, or transferred, and just as Smith’s framework required a price system to coordinate 

industrial development, today’s world demands a reimagined valuation system. Smith's vision could not have imagined 

the scale, speed, or connectivity, but we must, because it is now our responsibility.  

 

The need for financial transformation is not novel; it is a recurring imperative through which the social contract is 

redefined to reflect evolving economic realities. For example, as economies grew more complex in the 19th and early 

20th centuries, governments began to see the need for a new language. Policymakers needed better ways to understand 

how people worked, what industries were growing, and where resources were being used. Early eƯorts like Britain's 

Blue Books and France's national production tables laid the groundwork, but it wasn't until 1937 that the US created a 

formal system: the Standard Industrial Classification (SIC). Designed mainly for a manufacturing economy, SIC grouped 

businesses by their primary economic activity, using a hierarchical, four-digit numerical coding structure. 

 

While SIC gave the US government and private sector a way to classify and systematically track economic activity, it 

was a product of its time, focused mainly on manufacturing, extraction, and domestic economics. As globalization 

intensified in the aftermath of World War II, it became clear that comparing national economies required a more 

universal system. In 1948, the United Nations launched the International Standard Industrial Classification (ISIC). ISIC 
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is aligned with the goals of the Bretton Woods framework by enabling shared economic analysis and cross-border 

coordination. Where Bretton Woods built a financial order, ISIC supplied the informational structure to support it. 

 

By the late 20th century, economic integration and digital transformation had outpaced the structures inherited from the 

industrial age. The implementation of NAFTA in 1994 amplified diƯerences in trade and economic coordination among 

the US, Canada, and Mexico, as the three economies were evolving at diƯerent speeds and directions. In 1997, the 

three countries jointly launched the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) to replace SIC. Unlike its 

predecessor, NAICS used a six-digit, production-based structure designed to accommodate a growing range of service-

oriented and knowledge-based industries that traditional models could no longer accurately capture. 

 

In 1999, Morgan Stanley Capital International (MSCI) and Standard & Poor's (S&P) introduced the Global Industry 

Classification Standard (GICS)(24) to address the growing needs of institutional investors in rapidly globalizing capital 

markets. Designed to support global financial decision-making, GICS classifies publicly traded companies based on 

their primary sources of revenue and investor-relevant business models. It employs a hierarchical structure comprised 

of sectors, industry groups, industries, and sub-industries that remain the backbone of modern portfolio construction 

and performance benchmarking. Today, GICS remains the dominant framework for organizing economic activity in 

capital markets, operating alongside governmental systems like NAICS and ISIC. These outdated taxonomies prioritize 

capital flows over value flows, failing to capture the full spectrum of social, ecological, and digital value creation.  

 

These shifts in classification were never neutral exercises in measurement; they reflected political choices about what 

counted as economic activity and what could remain invisible. When GDP emerged in the 20th century, it captured 

industrial production but excluded unpaid care work, ecological depletion, and other activities critical to social well-

being. Likewise, early classification systems privileged manufacturing and trade while marginalizing services, 

knowledge, and environmental assets. What societies choose to measure determines what they prioritize, fund, and 

legitimize. Today, the omission of digital value creation and social impact from dominant taxonomies repeats this 

legacy of selective recognition, obscuring the realities of how modern economies generate and distribute value. 

 

A stark example of the consequences of valuing capital without conscience came in 2008, when the financial system's 

blindness to social impact, structural risk, and systemic accountability culminated in a global crisis. The 2008 financial 

crisis laid bare the dangers of a financial system governed by and for itself. Convoluted instruments and misaligned 

incentives obscured risk while externalizing harm onto workers, households, and communities with no visibility into the 

system’s mechanics. As finance became more global and digital, its frameworks have remained rooted in outdated 

assumptions and classification standards, unable to map or mitigate new forms of value and vulnerability.  

 

Without coherent standards that capture how value is created and risk transmitted in today’s economy, the financial 

system remains vulnerable to crises it cannot clearly perceive or fairly allocate. This gap was evident in the trajectory of 

socially responsible investing and the rise of ESG in the 2010s. Positioned as an institutional framework, ESG sought to 
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integrate environmental, social, and governance factors into financial analysis. Building on earlier traditions of anti-vice 

exclusions and impact investing, it briefly redefined fiduciary duty by broadening what counted as material risk and 

aligning capital with long-term sustainability. Yet its promise has been undermined by uneven adoption, inconsistent 

standards, inadequate disclosure, and mounting accusations of greenwashing. 

 

What began as a tool for accountability has often devolved into a symbolic designation lacking enforcement power, as 

high-profile ESG failures reveal. Volkswagen, while featured in ESG portfolios, admitted in 2015 to rigging emissions 

tests, incurring over $30 billion in fines(25). ExxonMobil has benefited from favorable ESG ratings based on governance 

and disclosure practices despite being a leading emitter of carbon. Tesla, a clean-energy pioneer, was removed from 

the S&P 500 ESG Index in 2022 over labor and governance issues. These cases demonstrate the shortcomings of an ill-

defined classification and rankings system employing inconsistent criteria and methodologies. 

 

ESG should be understood less as a failed endpoint and more as a transitional language that exposed the inadequacy 

of capital’s existing language. Its actual contribution was not in consistent measurement but in surfacing the latent 

demand for reclassifying value itself: a recognition that capital flows must be accountable not only to shareholders but 

also to the ecological and social systems on which long-term prosperity depends. This transitional role mirrors the 

messy evolution of earlier economic measurement systems. National accounts in the 1930s and 1940s varied widely in 

scope and reliability until the United Nations codified the System of National Accounts, providing governments with a 

shared framework for fiscal and monetary coordination.  

 

ESG today occupies a similar position: fragmented, inconsistent, and often inadequate, yet a precursor to the 

comprehensive systems now required. Its limitations highlight the need for classifications that move beyond disclosure 

checklists toward standardized, machine-readable, and globally coherent measures of value. Without a universally 

accepted standard, metrics remain vulnerable to manipulation, selective disclosure, and strategic ambiguity. 

Fragmented initiatives and piecemeal reforms have only exacerbated confusion, leaving investors, regulators, and the 

public without a unified framework for evaluating real impact. The inadequacy of ESG underscores a deeper structural 

failure: our classifications have not kept pace with the forces actually driving value creation.  

 

Nowhere is this more evident than in the role of data. Data has emerged as the defining input of the digital economy, yet 

prevailing taxonomies still relegate it to the status of commoditized output rather than a core factor of production. It 

should be recognized that data now underpins how value is generated, allocated, and contested. Digital platforms 

monetize user interactions, sensor streams, and behavioral patterns, converting information into predictive power and 

market dominance. Google’s advertising engine, Amazon’s logistics optimization, and real-time financial trading all 

depend on data as an asset that scales returns and reinforces concentration. Without acknowledging data as capital in 

its own right, our economic systems obscure one of the primary engines of twenty-first-century wealth creation. 
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At the same time, data is not only capital but also a form of labor and identity. Each digital action, such as search 

queries, social media posts, biometric readings, or the training data that powers artificial intelligence, represents a 

contribution of human eƯort and experience. These flows constitute “invisible labor,” extracted without wages or 

recognition, while shaping algorithms that govern markets, credit, and cultural production. Treating data solely as a 

commodity ignores the rights of those who generate it and the social costs of its exploitation. Classification systems 

must reconcile this dual nature of data as both capital and labor, embedding accountability, ownership, and dignity into 

the very language of economic value.  

 

Just as earlier industrial transformations required national accounts and sectoral taxonomies to coordinate policy and 

capital flows, today’s digital transformation requires a framework that renders visible the contributions and risks 

embedded in data-driven economies. As technology reshapes everything from corner stores to multinational platforms, 

the terminology applied must evolve accordingly. This reclassification must begin by codifying the digital representation 

of each stakeholder’s place and impact in these systems, embedding inclusion and equity into the architecture of 

finance. Achieving this requires institutional reform fueled by collaboration across both public and private domains. 

 

Modern classification must serve as both an economic map and infrastructure, bridging digital asset taxonomies like 

Datonomy with traditional systems like GICS, ISIC, and NAICS. Datonomy, developed by MSCI, Goldman Sachs, and 

Coin Metrics, oƯers a credible framework for identifying digital assets, but its potential is constrained without 

institutional adoption(26). To meet the demands of a digital-first world, GICS must evolve to formally establish "Digital 

Infrastructure" as a twelfth sector, with "Digital Assets" as a defined industry group. Capital markets must reflect how 

value is now created, stored, and exchanged, and that starts by acknowledging economic reality through a modernized 

language that reshapes global classification standards. 

 

It is the precondition for a new economy where capital is not only conscious of its externalities but accountable to 

them. Reclassification must establish valuation norms that integrate human dignity and digital autonomy into the core 

logic of finance. Just as GDP redefined the modern economy in the 20th century, a unified, adaptive, and machine-

readable classification system must underpin the 21st. To advance economic understanding in a digital-first world, we 

must embrace economic systems that reflect the multi-layered nature of value: programmable, participatory, and 

persistent, underscored by recent eƯorts to classify the digital economy.  

 

The task ahead is not simply to update our taxonomies, but to reorient our economic compass. As the digital age 

redefines participation, identity, and production, only a valuation system rooted in conscious capital can ensure 

legitimacy and resilience. This system must account for what we can no longer aƯord to externalize: social impact, 

ecological boundaries, data sovereignty, and intergenerational equity. The future of finance depends on integrating 

value in its fullest sense, beyond what is merely priced or in supply. To navigate the age of data and decentralization, we 

must move beyond conventional systems and languages of measurement and into conscious capital. 

 

 
26 (MSCI, Goldman Sachs, and Coin Metrics 2022) 



 

 pg. 32 

The shortcomings of existing taxonomies underscore the urgency of building a classification framework consistent with 

a conscious capital model. Governments and standard-setting bodies must lead by establishing a unified framework 

for digital and ecological accounting that is machine-readable, interoperable, and enforceable across borders. This 

requires embedding new categories, such as digital assets, data labor, and ecosystemic factors, directly into existing 

systems like ISIC and NAICS. Mandating integration at the level of national statistics and corporate reporting ensures 

that materiality reflects contemporary realities. Such reform would give regulators visibility, investors comparability, 

and societies accountability over how value is created, distributed, and sustained. 

 

If public institutions provide the framework, capital markets must operationalize it. This begins with extending GICS to 

formally recognize “Digital Infrastructure” as a core sector of economic activity. Institutions should also be required to 

disclose both financial results and the systemic dependencies that underpin them, such as carbon intensity, data 

concentration, or labor equity. Embedding these measures within the classification standards that drive benchmarks, 

indexes, and mandates would transform markets from passive allocators of capital into active stewards of resilience. In 

doing so, finance becomes structurally accountable to the ecological, digital, and social systems on which it relies. 

 

Conscious capital should be viewed not as an aspirational ideal but as a pragmatic recalibration of how value is 

measured and allocated. It embeds ecological limits, human dignity, and digital rights into the infrastructure of finance 

itself, treating them as factors of production rather than externalities. In practice, this means valuing sustainability and 

ecological systems as drivers of progress, recognizing data contributions as labor, and assigning systemic resilience the 

same weight as long-term profitability. Unlike earlier reform eƯorts that attempted wholesale replacement, conscious 

capital seeks to reprogram existing systems at their foundation. Its objective is functional legitimacy: ensuring that 

finance can sustain interdependence in an economy where intangible value flows are as material as physical goods. 

 

Transitioning toward conscious capital will bring costs and complications. Expanding classification systems to include 

digital, ecological, and social categories risks adding complexity that could slow adoption or global fragmentation. 

There is also the danger of over-reliance on qualitative judgments that resist standardization, leaving space for 

manipulation or politicization. Yet the greater risk lies in historical events already observed: frameworks that ignore 

systemic realities have already produced crises, from the financial collapse of 2008 to ESG-related inadequacies in the 

2020s. The task, therefore, is to strike a balance by designing standards rigorous enough to enforce accountability that 

are simple and transparent enough to achieve legitimacy, adoption, and long-term resilience. 

 

Reclassification cannot be treated as a one-time reform; it must be institutionalized as a living system. Just as 

accounting boards routinely update reporting standards, a global classification body should be mandated to oversee 

digital, ecological, and social taxonomies, ensuring they evolve with technology, markets, and environmental realities. 

Such an institution would convene regulators, investors, technologists, and civil society to negotiate revisions and 

guard against capture by narrow interests. Iterative pilots, regulatory sandboxes, and open data standards can build 

trust and usability while enabling global comparability. The path forward is obvious: adapt our classifications to reflect 

the realities of conscious capital or risk repeating crises rooted in ignoring reality. 
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The Collapse of Trust: Financial Legitimacy in the Wake of Institutional Exhaustion 

Beyond Institutions: Why Investors Are Fleeing a System That No Longer Serves Them 

Before dedicated commercial centers like Bruges and Amsterdam emerged, medieval Europe's commerce revolved 

around itinerant fairs. The most prominent were the 12th- and 13th-century Champagne fairs in France, where 

merchants from across Europe converged to trade goods, currencies, and contracts. The fairs spurred the ascent of 

merchant bankers, who transformed them into commercial and payment-clearing hubs. To manage risk and reduce 

reliance on coins, they developed early financial instruments such as bills of exchange, enabling deferred settlement 

and cross-border credit. 

 

The origin of modern capital markets is often traced to 1602, when the Dutch East India Company issued the world’s 

first publicly tradable shares on the Amsterdam Stock Exchange. The inception of joint-stock enterprises enabled 

investors to pool capital, spread risk, and establish the principle of secondary markets through dividends and profit 

distribution, institutionalizing public access to large-scale undertakings previously inaccessible to individual investors. 

The emergence of formalized financial intermediation directly impacted global economic development while creating 

marketplaces that facilitated international commerce through pricing mechanisms and risk intermediation. 

 

Sir Thomas Gresham established the Royal Exchange (1571), modeled on the bourses of Antwerp and Bruges, to 

centralize commodity and foreign exchange. Chartered by Queen Elizabeth I and adorned with royal symbolism, the 

Exchange was eƯectively a crown-aligned institution. Its function was to serve the mercantile elite under state-

sanctioned commerce. However, private finance evolved in tension with the Crown, expanding economic access that 

operated beyond royal oversight. When joint-stock enterprises took root in England, the Crown-sanctioned exchange 

lacked an intermediary layer capable of interfacing with the public to mobilize capital formation across the empire; this 

function gradually emerged through newfound professions: brokers and jobbers. 

 

Brokers emerged to execute trades on behalf of clients, while jobbers acted as informal market makers, providing 

internal liquidity by trading from their own accounts. This network of decentralized actors formalized private capital 

markets outside the direct control of the monarchy. Discouraged from occupying the Royal Exchange, brokers and 

jobbers established a parallel financial order in the coƯeehouses of Exchange Alley during the late 17th century. As joint-

stock enterprises expanded, a new system of public capital allocation took shape, one that redistributed economic 

power from the Crown to market participants and cemented London’s rise as a dominant global financial center. 

 

No longer could sovereigns rely solely on royal treasuries or taxation. By the late 17th century, they faced a rising 

financial class capable of pricing credit, influencing trade, and underwriting national ambitions. This new substrate of 

private capital and market intermediaries formed a vital counterweight to monarchical authority. The Glorious 

Revolution of 1688 rebalanced power toward Parliament, setting the stage for the Bank of England’s charter in 1694 

through the Tunnage Act(27). Created to fund public debt through private subscription, the Bank formalized a system by 
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which the Crown's ability to finance wars and governance became dependent on public borrowing and the credibility of 

Parliament-managed finances.  

 

The informal, decentralized nature of finance in London’s coƯeehouses created a pressing need for reliable market 

information. To coordinate activity among brokers, jobbers, and investors, early “price currents” began circulating 

informally through handwritten lists detailing commodity prices, exchange rates, and securities values. These ad hoc 

reports evolved into The Course of the Exchange (1697), one of the first financial publications to standardize market 

data. Lloyd’s List (1734) emerged from Lloyd’s CoƯee House, oƯering detailed reports on shipping movements and 

maritime insurance, critical for market intelligence and global commerce.  

 

Together, these early financial bulletins provided information access that reduced reliance on crown-sanctioned 

channels and empowered a self-regulating, investor-driven marketplace. In the absence of standardized disclosures, 

advertising restrictions, or enforceable ethics, the line between informed speculation and market manipulation 

remained perilously thin. Public anxiety over fraud, rumor-mongering, and speculative excess intensified. In response, 

Parliament enacted the Broker Licensing Act of 1697(28). This was the first statutory imposition of professional standards 

on client-facing stock brokers, mandating registration, oaths, and oversight.  

 

However, the 1697 licensing regime applied exclusively to brokers and explicitly excluded jobbers, who operated as 

principal dealers using their capital. This exemption allowed these informal market makers to continue unchecked 

speculative trading, which ultimately culminated in the South Sea Bubble of 1720, a frenzy driven by monopoly 

promises, insider favoritism, and rampant investor exuberance. When the bubble burst, investor confidence evaporated 

across social classes, leading Parliament to pass the ineƯectual Bubble Act. Rather than addressing the structural 

problems posed by unregulated informal market makers, the Act targeted unauthorized joint-stock companies, 

prohibiting their formation without a royal charter.  

 

The Bubble Act imposed state-centric constraints on capital formation but failed to address the deeper structural flaws 

that had enabled the speculative frenzy. While aiming to curb unregulated enterprises, it instead entrenched 

monopolistic privilege by favoring royally chartered companies. This dual failure, regulatory overreach, and continued 

tolerance of jobber activity undermined trust in both formal and informal financial institutions. Many retail investors, 

burned by the collapse and disillusioned by the collusion between government and finance, withdrew from market 

participation.  

 

The enactment of institution-first legislation triggered a prolonged stagnation in capital mobilization, one that would 

take decades to unwind. Disillusioned retail investors turned instead to self-guidance literature like Thomas Mortimer’s 

Every Man His Own Broker (1761) for early financial self-sovereignty. The resulting financial order was asymmetrical: 

brokers were scrutinized and regulated as public-facing intermediaries, while the deeper mechanics of market-making, 

like price formation, liquidity control, and institutional leverage, remained opaque and untouched.  
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As industrialization accelerated in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, capital formation required a scale that 

individual investors could no longer match. Formal exchanges like the London Stock Exchange (1801) erected systemic 

barriers to entry, privileging institutional actors and codifying inequities. Retail agency faded by design as finance 

coalesced around systems that prioritized institutional capital over client interests. Across the Atlantic, the birth of the 

American Republic brought with it the institutionalization of financial infrastructure. The Philadelphia Stock Exchange, 

founded in 1790, became the first formal securities marketplace in the United States. 

 

Just one year later, the First Bank of the United States was chartered to stabilize national credit and centralize fiscal 

authority, embedding financial governance into the country’s architecture. In 1792, twenty-four brokers signed the 

Buttonwood Agreement beneath a sycamore tree on Wall Street(29). This group would eventually formalize by 

establishing the New York Stock & Exchange Board (NYS&EB) in 1817, later rebranding to the New York Stock Exchange 

(NYSE) in 1863. Modeled after their European counterparts, these institutions evolved into interdependent pillars of the 

financial system, yet remained distant from the everyday investor.  

 

Like Britain a century earlier, 19th-century American finance was shaped by transactional imperatives and determined 

by privatized financial infrastructure, not fiduciary duty. As the 19th century unfolded, US markets expanded with 

industrialization and westward development. The Civil War accelerated the issuance of public debt and deepened the 

role of securities trading in national finance. Regional banks and emerging investment houses bridged capital flows 

between governments, corporations, and private investors. But unlike Britain, where client-facing brokers had been 

subjected to licensing requirements, the US imposed virtually no formal oversight on brokers, market makers, or the 

institutions they served.  

 

This laissez-faire environment enabled manipulative practices like cornering markets, pump-and-dump schemes, false 

rumors, and insider dealing, resulting in recurring financial crises in 1837, 1857, and 1873. The New York Curb Exchange 

(NYCE), the largest at the time, absorbed the Open Board of Stock Brokers in 1869 and entrenched a market structure 

optimized for institutional dominance. Coupled with the privatized monopolies controlling stock transmission 

technology, American investors were subjected to speculative systems that took advantage of their capital without 

informed consent, luring participation through engineered appeal, only to expose them to orchestrated losses. 

 

By the turn of the 20th century, public tolerance for institutional opacity had eroded. Without disclosures, standards, or 

recourse, participation was implicit exploitation. A growing reform movement challenged the speculative ethos and 

concentrated power embedded in Wall Street’s architecture. Among the most influential voices was legal scholar Louis 

Brandeis, whose seminal work Other People's Money and How the Bankers Use It (1914) reframed finance as an 

instrument of systemic extraction when left unregulated. Brandeis exposed how unchecked consolidation, insider 

governance, and self-dealing imperiled both competition and public welfare.  
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Despite the rising public critique, early 20th-century finance doubled down on structure without addressing its 

shortcomings. Brokers flourished as professional advisors remained bound to product sales rather than client 

advocacy. Institutions expanded in complexity, intermediating all facets of corporate finance, public debt, and 

securities distribution, but with minimal transparency or oversight. Wall Street's architecture grew more ornate, but its 

incentives remained unchanged: extract capital from the public without being obligated to protect it.  

 

For clients, especially an expanding middle class lured by post-war prosperity, financial participation became both 

more accessible and more perilous. Investment trusts proliferated, promotional literature masked risk, and stock pools 

engineered prices behind closed doors. During this era, a key development in financial evolution was the introduction of 

mutual funds, pooled investment vehicles designed to democratize access to diversified portfolios. The Massachusetts 

Investors Trust, launched in 1924, marked the beginning of modern mutual fund investing.  

 

In theory, it oƯered retail investors professional management and risk reduction. In practice, however, these vehicles 

operated in the same regulatory vacuum as the rest of the market, subject to neither disclosure obligations nor conflict-

of-interest constraints. By the late 1920s, a reckless mix of leverage, insider syndicates, and euphoric promotion 

inflated asset prices far beyond their fundamentals, pulling millions of ordinary Americans into markets they did not 

understand. When the crash came in October 1929, it was both spectacular and inevitable. Markets collapsed, 

investment trusts imploded, and life savings disappeared virtually overnight.  

 

In the wake of the crash, public outrage demanded answers. That demand found its voice in the Pecora Commission, a 

Senate-led investigation chaired by former prosecutor Ferdinand Pecora. Beginning in 1932, Senate hearings unveiled a 

litany of abuses by major financial institutions, such as self-dealing, tax evasion, and insider manipulation, all of which 

confirmed what many Americans had long suspected: that Wall Street’s architecture of trust had been a facade. The 

Pecora Commission formally documented misconduct and redefined the stakes of reform, exposing the crash as a 

consequence of institutional betrayal rather than market misfortune.  

 

In response to the financial collapse, Congress enacted sweeping reforms to restore trust and integrity. The Securities 

Act of 1933 mandated standardized disclosures in securities issuance, while the Securities Exchange Act of 1934 

established the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) to regulate secondary markets and enforce anti-fraud 

provisions. Lastly, the Glass-Steagall Act (Banking Act of 1933) separated commercial and investment banking to 

mitigate systemic risk and eliminate conflicts of interest. The Banking Act also created the FDIC, insuring deposits and 

stabilizing public confidence in the banking system. 

 

Yet, for all their power, the 1933 and 1934 Acts regulated transactions, not advice. Brokers could be punished for 

deception but not for negligence, and institutions were required to disclose but had no responsibility to align with the 

client’s best interest. Fiduciary duty, originating from the Roman fiducia and refined through English trust law in 

chancery courts, was rooted in estate, guardianship, and pension management but had never been imposed on 
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financial intermediaries. Brokers, bankers, and fund managers faced no legal mandate to act with loyalty or care. 

Selling and advising remained indistinct.  

 

In 1940, Congress enacted the Investment Company Act and the Investment Advisers Act to fill that regulatory void. 

Recognizing that disclosure alone could not prevent abuse, Congress acted to formally diƯerentiate product promotion 

from the ethical responsibilities of trusted advice. The Investment Company Act imposed structural and operational 

rules on pooled investment vehicles like mutual funds, requiring transparency in portfolio holdings, governance, and 

conflicts of interest. The Investment Advisers Act, meanwhile, formally recognized a new role within finance: the 

investment adviser as fiduciary. 

 

While the precedent set was meaningful, the impact was muted by product enhancements and regulatory loopholes. 

Large wirehouses continued promoting commission-driven products, while insurance companies marketed complex 

annuities and life insurance policies that skirted fiduciary protections. Brokers were still allowed to present advice 

under the guise of sales, avoiding IAA requirements. Hybrid models, blending advisory and transactional roles, thrived, 

exploiting the unclear delineation between guidance and salesmanship. Congress had set the stage for oversight, but 

financial innovation raced ahead and outpaced the intent, leaving clients unprotected and uninformed. 

 

In 1969, a small group of visionary financial professionals led by Loren Dunton gathered in Chicago to challenge the 

dominance of commission-driven sales(30). Their goal was radical for the time: to shift finance from a product-pushing 

industry to a planning-based profession. From this summit emerged the Society for Financial Counseling and the 

International Association for Financial Planning (IAFP), followed soon after by the College for Financial Planning. In 

1973, the first class of Certified Financial Planners (CFPs) graduated, marking the birth of a new vocation, one 

committed to comprehensive planning, client-centric practices, and a shared ethos of fiduciary care. 

 

Even as fiduciary ideals took root, institutional circumvention deepened. Insurance carriers pushed annuities and life 

insurance products laced with hidden fees and complex mechanics. Wirehouses sold fee-laden limited partnerships, 

illiquid REITs, and “tax shelters” with little regard for transparency or client suitability. During this period, Glass-

Steagall’s firewall between commercial and investment banking began to erode as regulatory reinterpretations and 

lobbying introduced loopholes that allowed banks back into underwriting, advisory, and trading, blurring once-clear 

institutional lines and rewarding distribution over duty. 

 

In 1974, Congress enacted the Employee Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA) to safeguard private pension assets 

amid growing concerns over mismanagement and insolvency. ERISA imposed strict fiduciary standards of prudence, 

loyalty, and diversification on those managing retirement plans, ensuring that pensions were administered solely in 

participants’ interests. It established minimum funding requirements, vesting schedules, and disclosure mandates to 

protect workers’ accrued benefits. ERISA also created the Pension Benefit Guaranty Corporation (PBGC) to insure 

defined benefit plans against default.  
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To enforce its provisions, ERISA delegated interpretive and enforcement authority to the Department of Labor (DOL), 

which in 1975 issued regulations defining what constituted “investment advice” for fiduciary purposes. The DOL 

adopted a restrictive five-part test: to qualify as a fiduciary; an advisor had to (1) render advice on securities or property, 

(2) on a regular basis, (3) pursuant to a mutual understanding, (4) the advice would serve as a primary basis for 

investment decisions, and (5) be individualized to the plan. This narrow interpretation excluded most brokers, insurance 

agents, and consultants, creating a loophole that allowed sales practices to flourish outside fiduciary accountability. 

 

The Certified Financial Planner (CFP®) designation had been around for a decade by the mid-1980s, but its credibility 

was at risk due to varied ethical standards. Rather than await external oversight, leaders in the field acted: in 1985, the 

College for Financial Planning spun oƯ certification authority to an independent standards body, the International Board 

of Standards and Practices for Certified Financial Planners (IBCFP), later renamed the CFP Board. This new entity 

codified a formal Code of Ethics, Continuing Education requirements, and disciplinary procedures, marking the first 

substantial move by practitioners to define fiduciary duty and elevate ethical rigor within the profession. 

 

In the 1990s, financial conglomeration accelerated as Glass-Steagall’s restrictions were further eroded through agency 

rulings and strategic mergers. The final blow came with the Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act of 1999, which formally repealed 

key provisions, legalizing the fusion of commercial banks, investment firms, and insurers. Mortgage-backed securities, 

credit default swaps, and oƯ-balance-sheet vehicles proliferated, far outside of regulatory oversight. Firms pursued 

scale and complexity over transparency, establishing institutional vulnerabilities that eventually brought the global 

economy to its knees. 

 

By the early 2000s, financial engineering had eclipsed fiduciary discipline. Complex products like collateralized debt 

obligations (CDOs) and synthetic derivatives were designed for opacity yet stamped with investment-grade ratings. 

Ratings agencies, paid by issuers and shielded from liability, knowingly assigned AAA grades to risky securities. These 

inflated ratings misled investors, distorted risk models, and substituted for genuine due diligence. Regulators deferred 

to these institutions, allowing fiduciary standards to be disregarded in favor of institutional misrepresentation. When 

housing prices capitulated, the leverage embedded in deceptively rated instruments triggered systemic failures and, 

ultimately, the 2008 financial collapse. 

 

The financial collapse of 2008 ignited a wave of regulatory reform intended to restore systemic integrity, most notably 

through the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act. Signed into law in 2010, Dodd-Frank sought 

to curtail systemic risk, enforce transparency in derivatives markets, and establish oversight mechanisms like the 

Financial Stability Oversight Council (FSOC) and the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB). While it imposed 

heightened compliance obligations on banks and financial firms, Dodd-Frank notably did not resolve the fiduciary 

ambiguity that continued to define retail-facing financial advice.  

 

In October 2010, the Department of Labor introduced its first attempt to redefine fiduciary duty under ERISA, aiming to 

extend best interest obligations to all advisors handling retirement accounts. The proposal faced immediate industry 
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opposition, criticized as overly expansive and disruptive to commission-based models. Under mounting pressure, the 

DOL withdrew the rule in 2011. What followed was a multi-year eƯort to reconcile investor protection with market 

pragmatism, culminating in a revised proposal issued in 2015 and finalized in 2016. Though short-lived, this rule 

clarified that fiduciary duty would apply whenever compensated advice was provided on retirement assets. 

 

The 2016 rule triggered aggressive legal and lobbying opposition from brokerage firms, insurers, and trade groups. 

Despite surviving initial legal challenges, it was invalidated in 2018 by the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals, which ruled 

that the DOL had exceeded its statutory authority(31). The decision dismantled nearly a decade of fiduciary reform, 

reestablishing a regulatory environment where identical advice could carry diƯerent duties depending on the advisor’s 

title. The collapse of the rule preserved institutional power while abandoning millions of retirement savers to conflicted 

advice without recourse, highlighting the urgent need for universally enforceable fiduciary standards. 

 

After the 2018 judicial dismantling of the DOL’s fiduciary rule, regulatory momentum shifted to the SEC, which 

implemented Regulation Best Interest (Reg BI) in 2020. While Reg BI introduced modest enhancements to broker 

conduct, it preserved commission-based incentives and lacked an enforceable fiduciary duty. Simultaneously, the DOL 

advanced Prohibited Transaction Exemption 2020-02, imposing best interest standards on retirement advice but relying 

on self-disclosure and internal documentation. Financial professionals continued operating under fragmented 

obligations, with fiduciary status contingent on account type, product structure, and compensation model, embodying 

regulatory disparities that have plagued financial intermediation for nearly half a millennium. 

 

Following a series of legal and political setbacks, the Department of Labor proposed a sweeping update to ERISA’s 

fiduciary framework in 2023, aiming to close loopholes that excluded one-time advice like IRA rollovers. Finalized in 

April 2024, the “Retirement Security Rule” extended ERISA’s fiduciary duties to all compensated retirement advice, 

regardless of advisor title, aƯiliation, or channel. By applying a uniform standard, the rule sought to consolidate sales 

and advice, making brokers, insurance agents, and digital advisory services subject to fiduciary scrutiny when providing 

individualized guidance. However, the rule was blocked by a federal court within months of its finalization, citing 

statutory overreach and recent jurisprudence constraining administrative agency powers. 

 

The assertion that the Department of Labor exceeded its authority in 2024 seems to oversimplify the statutory history 

and legal precedent. Since 1975, ERISA has granted the DOL interpretive authority to define fiduciary responsibility in 

retirement contexts. Yet eƯorts to modernize those definitions have repeatedly been invalidated by courts due to 

judicial reluctance to extend fiduciary accountability into distribution-driven advisory models. This regulatory 

inconsistency imposes disproportionate burdens on licensed professionals, who must navigate legal ambiguity while 

bearing the liability for advice delivery. Meanwhile, the institutions that manufacture and profit from complex financial 

products, the very actors whose conduct necessitates fiduciary oversight, remain structurally insulated.  

That said, the DOL’s expanded fiduciary definition remains ineƯectual, bound by the structural limits of retirement-

specific statutes. Ethical financial planning involves complex topics that stretch far beyond retirement planning. The 
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authority over these domains is muddled across the SEC, FINRA, state regulators, and the DOL, each advancing 

conflicting definitions, thresholds, and enforcement mechanisms. None oƯers comprehensive alignment with the 

realities of operating a financial advisory practice in modern times. The institutional frameworks they protect were 

designed for a paper-based, product-centric world.  

 

Despite good faith attempts at regulatory reform, fiduciary accountability remains disparate across product types and 

compensation models, misaligned with an investor-first digital economy. Today’s clients expect more than 

transactions, and they seek to be heard, understood, and served by professionals who prioritize their interests over 

institutional agendas. Delivering on that expectation requires intentional reflection, data-driven processes, and 

personalized guidance that transcends deeply entrenched industry norms. The shortfall lies in the institutions that 

shape the advisory environment. From outdated infrastructure to inadequate tools and rigid legislative constraints, the 

systems meant to support advisors now fail to meet the evolving needs of modern investors.  

 

In the absence of coherent, universally applied fiduciary standards, retail investors are migrating toward an expanding 

constellation of under-regulated and inexperienced platforms: fintech apps, social trading networks, influencer-driven 

advice channels, and AI-powered investment tools. These platforms have moved beyond the periphery and are now 

becoming the default entry point for millions of investors. They promise personalization, simplicity, and empowerment 

while operating outside of the accountability frameworks imposed on traditional finance. This migration reflects a 

systemic vacuum in delivering transparency, education, and fiduciary care, gaps that traditional finance has failed to 

close. 
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Beyond Regulation: Why the System Fails the Modern Investor, and What Must Replace It 

The US financial regulatory environment is convoluted beyond repair, lacking necessary consumer protections and 

meaningful regulation. Multiple agencies impose overlapping rules based on legacy jurisdictions, institutional histories, 

and outdated product understanding. Investors bear the cost of this complexity through redundant fees, uneven 

protections, and misguided recommendations. Financial professionals must operate under conflicting obligations 

depending on product type or compensation model, reducing their ability to deliver clear, consistent service. This is a 

matter of institutional failure as the regulatory system no longer aligns with how investors engage with financial 

products and services. 

 

Every financial decision you make, whether opening an investment account, purchasing insurance, or engaging in 

broader financial planning, touches multiple layers of the system simultaneously. There are three core components in 

how financial products and guidance reach the consumer: design, distribution, and delivery. Design involves the 

creation of financial instruments and strategies across a broad spectrum, ranging from traditional investment products 

and retirement plans to insurance contracts, private placements, alternatives, and complex derivatives. The institution 

determines the mechanics of how the product works: its fees, features, risks, restrictions, and return expectations.  

 

Even though these products can drastically impact financial outcomes, the terms, if they exist, are often buried in 

prospectuses and legal documents that run hundreds of pages. These disclosures are required by law but are seldom 

accessible to the average investor. Written for compliance rather than clarity, these documents are structured to limit 

liability while presenting themselves as tools for investor understanding. Even many financial professionals struggle to 

interpret the actual costs, constraints, or risks embedded in the recommendations they deliver. This lack of clarity 

undermines their ability to serve clients eƯectively and results in harm to the very investors the system aims to protect. 

 

Distribution is the layer that connects financial products to the public, encompassing broker-dealers, custodians, 

registered investment advisers, retirement platforms, and digital marketplaces. These entities decide what product 

oƯerings are made available, how they’re presented, and the terms of access. Today’s distribution channels vary widely, 

reflecting divergent business models and delivery strategies. In theory, this diversity benefits the consumer by oƯering 

choice. In practice, however, investor choices are shaped by hidden factors such as revenue-sharing agreements, 

platform biases, and licensing constraints that ultimately determine which opportunities are presented to the client.  

 

This structural variation produces material disparities in opportunity. An investor using a digital platform may be limited 

to mass-market ETFs, while a client working with a private firm might access private placements, professional 

management, or bespoke alternatives. These are not minor diƯerences. They reflect entirely separate access tiers 

within the same regulatory system. Despite functioning under a common legal framework, investors encounter vastly 

diƯerent toolkits depending on the channel through which they engage. This uneven distribution of access reinforces 

economic stratification. The investment opportunities available to each investor depend on the capabilities of the 

platform, the institutional relationships behind it, and the nature of the advisory relationship. 
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The third and final layer is delivery, the mechanism by which a financial product or strategy reaches the client. It 

encompasses the human or digital methods through which analysis is performed, recommendations are made, and 

implementation occurs. Delivery includes financial advisors, risk professionals, call center representatives, digital 

tools, and hybrid models that blend automation with personal guidance. While distribution defines what is available, 

delivery determines how those options are interpreted, applied, and aligned with the investor’s goals. It is the moment 

of personal engagement where financial intentions are translated into action, yet it remains the most fragmented and 

inconsistently regulated layer of the system. 

 

Licensing, education, and compensation within the delivery layer diƯer drastically across advisor types, distribution 

channels, and product types. A CFP professional may operate under a fiduciary obligation, while a risk advisor or 

insurance agent may face no best interest or suitability requirements at all. These diƯerences are rarely visible to 

clients, who often cannot assess the actual risk of engagement. The emergence of open-source financial content and 

decentralized advice has further blurred these distinctions. Compensation models often reflect institutional priorities 

over client outcomes, enabled by inconsistent definitions. The industry requires immediate recalibration around what 

qualifies as advice and who really qualifies as a client. 

 

Compounding this issue is the rise of modern investment platforms that, while marketed as tools of empowerment, 

often deploy novel mechanisms to capture value for themselves rather than their users. These platforms monetize 

behavior through payment for order flow, margin lending, and gamified features that blur the line between investing and 

gambling. Incentives such as sweepstakes, trading rewards, and rapid-fire interfaces distort investor intent and 

promote speculation, all while generating fees. Critical data like cost basis, execution quality, and risk exposure is often 

obscured or absent, falling far short of institutional standards. What appears as accessibility is, in practice, a system of 

behavioral engineering.  

 

Take Robinhood, for example. The platform positioned itself as a democratizer of finance, oƯering commission-free 

trading to retail investors. Yet beneath this promise of access, its business model relied heavily on payment for order 

flow (PFOF), creating incentives to prioritize trading volume over execution quality. Robinhood’s gamified interface, 

complete with confetti animations, swipe-driven trades, and push alerts, encouraged frequent activity, often detached 

from informed strategy. Addressing this evolution requires a regulatory model structurally aligned with how advice and 

products now reach the public. In recent years, regulatory bodies like FINRA have come under congressional scrutiny, 

but much of that criticism misdiagnoses the problem; it is not enforcement failure, but jurisdictional obsolescence. 

 

While FINRA has demonstrated competence in areas like Regulation Best Interest and trade surveillance, its 

enforcement footprint has contracted sharply. In 2023, disciplinary actions fell to their lowest level since the agency’s 

formation in 2007. Among the most pointed criticisms has come from Senator Elizabeth Warren, who questioned 

whether FINRA has 'lost sight of its mission,' citing the drop in fines from $173.8 million in 2016 to just $88.4 million in 

2023. But these figures don’t address the elephant of reality in the room: regulatory volume is not a proxy for regulatory 
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relevance. The shrinking number of licensed advisors and the parallel rise of unregulated voices on YouTube, podcasts, 

and digital platforms have moved the core of delivery beyond FINRA’s jurisdiction. 

 

This shift has created a structural blind spot. FINRA cannot supervise what Congress has not defined. It holds no 

authority over influencers, robo-advisors, or gamified platforms that blur entertainment, education, and advice. As the 

delivery of financial guidance fractures across formats, the system becomes simultaneously overregulated and 

underprotected, cluttered with overlapping rules, yet incapable of addressing real-world risk. Events like FTX did not 

emerge from the regulated core but from the periphery that regulators have failed to classify. Until delivery is redefined, 

enforcement gaps will persist, not because FINRA is inactive, but because it is institutionally constrained. 

 

To replace the fractured regulatory system, each layer of the financial value chain, design, distribution, and delivery, 

must be governed by its own self-regulatory organization (SRO). SROs are independent, industry-governed entities 

empowered to set standards, enforce rules, and oversee conduct within a defined scope. This structure ensures 

proximity to market practices while maintaining enforceable accountability and informed rulemaking. FINRA would be 

re-scoped to govern distribution exclusively, while new SROs would be established for design and delivery. Together, 

these three functionally distinct SROs would operate within a unified supervisory framework anchored by a single 

national authority, eliminating the confusion and overreach prevalent in today’s advisory landscape. 

 

The Design SRO would unify oversight of financial product creation, replacing fragmented supervision by the SEC, state 

insurance departments, and the Department of Labor. It would regulate the development, risk architecture, reserve 

adequacy, embedded fees, and disclosure integrity of all asset types, including investment funds, insurance products, 

annuities, alternatives, and digital assets. This SRO would establish consistent design standards, conduct product 

approvals, enforce transparency in prospectuses and oƯering documents, and ensure structural suitability for intended 

use cases. Positioned upstream from distribution and delivery, it would eliminate incentive misalignment and 

regulatory arbitrage by enforcing principle-based rules at the point of origination. 

 

The Distribution SRO would centralize regulatory authority over all institutions that market, package, or facilitate access 

to financial products, including broker-dealers, insurers, custodians, banks, wirehouses, and digital platforms. 

Reconstituted from FINRA, this body would focus solely on institutional conduct, overseeing product availability, 

platform architecture, compensation structures, and marketing practices. It would enforce transparency in pay-to-play 

arrangements, product shelf construction, and gatekeeping mechanisms, ensuring fair access and uniform fiduciary 

baselines across channels. By divesting oversight of individual professionals, the Distribution SRO would address 

structural conflicts, standardize public-facing distribution protocols, and close regulatory gaps between legacy 

institutions and emerging fintech platforms. 

 

The Delivery SRO would govern all professionals providing compensated financial advice, regardless of title, channel, or 

compensation model, by unifying fragmented oversight from the SEC, DOL, FINRA, and state agencies. It would 

regulate any engagement involving fees, commissions, or remuneration tied to recommendations, planning, or product 
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analysis. By fully assuming responsibility for licensing, credentialing, continuing education, and ethical enforcement, 

the Delivery SRO would standardize fiduciary conduct across all advisory roles. It would define who qualifies as an 

advisor, delineate client relationships, and ensure consistent application of best-interest obligations. This structure 

aƯirms financial advice as a fiduciary profession, centered on competence, transparency, and client-first principles. 

 

Lastly, the United States Financial Conduct Authority (USFCA) would serve as the principal regulator for the nation’s 

financial system, integrating oversight across the Design, Distribution, and Delivery SROs to ensure structural 

consistency and rule alignment. As a statutory authority, the USFCA would be responsible for maintaining coherence 

across financial product pipelines, resolving jurisdictional disputes, and overseeing cross-functional risk. Its remit 

would extend beyond SRO harmonization to include professionals whose paid services influence financial decisions, 

such as CPAs, attorneys, consultants, and technologists, ensuring all materially impactful actors are held to consistent 

standards of care, transparency, and client-centered accountability within the broader financial ecosystem. 

 

Operating as the systemic safeguard and global emissary of US financial integrity, the USFCA would oversee the 

convergence of fiduciary norms, market conduct rules, and innovation policy. It would lead to crisis coordination, 

enforce regulatory interoperability across domains, and ensure domestic frameworks align with international 

standards. The agency would guide the responsible evolution of emerging technologies, including tokenized assets, 

smart contracts, and algorithmic markets, balancing innovation with systemic resilience. Anchored in national strategy, 

the USFCA would ensure that finance serves as public infrastructure, stewarding long-term stability, equitable access, 

and trust in an increasingly complex, digitized economy. 

 

The scale of reform required is unprecedented, demanding foundational reconstruction. This transformation cannot be 

imposed from above; it requires the financial industry to confront its systemic failures and participate in building a 

structure grounded in transparency, accountability, and public trust. A functionally aligned SRO framework, anchored 

by a unified regulatory authority, oƯers a path to coherence, replacing legacy fragmentation with principled governance. 

Financial services exist only because of investor capital. When access is restricted and agency is undermined by 

institutional gatekeeping, the system fails in its purpose. The current architecture is beyond repair. It must be 

dismantled and redesigned to serve the public interest with clarity, equity, and integrity. 
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Participation Without Protection: Redesigning Financial Governance in Platform Economies 

Beyond Access: Rethinking Market Participation in the Age of Platform Finance 

The ticker tape was invented in 1867 by Edward A. Calahan, a telegraph engineer whose frustration with the chaos 

outside the New York Curb Exchange (NYCE) led to a foundational advancement in financial communication(32). Pushed 

into the street by a crowd of messenger boys shouting prices and rushing orders, Calahan envisioned a way to 

electronically transmit market data. On November 15 of that year, the first stock ticker was unveiled, transmitting 

quotes via Morse-like telegraphic signals. Calahan sold his patent to Western Union, marking the beginning of near-

real-time financial infrastructure. Thomas Edison’s Universal Stock Ticker, introduced two years later in 1869, enhanced 

this system by printing alphanumeric characters. 

 

Regulating this new financial technology posed immediate challenges as its impact on market visibility and capital 

flows intensified. In the US, Western Union’s telegraph monopoly let it control who could subscribe to ticker services, 

dictating the speed and reach of financial information. This dominance enabled speculative “bucket shops” to 

proliferate as oƯ-exchange operations where retail investors placed leveraged bets on stock prices without actual 

trades. With little oversight or transparency, these shops often resembled gambling dens more than brokerages, 

causing significant financial harm to unsuspecting participants(33). The combination of monopolized infrastructure and 

unregulated speculation created an environment ripe for exploitation. 

 

Across the Atlantic, the London Stock Exchange approached ticker tape technology with far greater caution. When Extel 

proposed introducing ticker services in 1872, the exchange initially denied the innovation, fearing it would make 

markets more accessible to socially unfit investors. Only after a petition signed by 655 members did the exchange allow 

a limited trial, on the condition that data be sent solely to oƯicial members of the exchange. The British General Post 

OƯice, which tightly controlled the national telegraph system, added further restrictions. It imposed a 900-yard 

transmission limit and prohibited ticker data from being received in private oƯices. Instead, it required that all 

information be routed to centralized locations like the settling room to prevent unfair informational advantages. 

 

The vast diƯerence in market adoption reflected two extremes of financial information control. In America, a privatized 

monopoly allowed Western Union to commodify market data with little oversight, enabling widespread exploitation. In 

contrast, Britain’s state-sanctioned restrictions tightly regulated both permission and geographic reach, eƯectively 

excluding retail investors from market participation. Both models ultimately restricted investor access, one through 

over-commercialization, the other through over-regulation. These formative years of electronic financial exchange 

demonstrated that without balanced governance, technological breakthroughs could entrench predatory asymmetries 

and preserve elitist barriers. 

 

 

 
32 (The Material Politics of Finance: The Ticker Tape and the London Stock Exchange, 1860s–1890s 2022) 
33 (“Where the Common People Could Speculate”: The Ticker, Bucket Shops, and the Origins of Popular Participation in Financial Markets, 1880–1920 2006) 



 

 pg. 46 

In response to Western Union’s dominance and the uncontrollable sprawl of harmful speculation, the NYSE took 

decisive action in 1890 by acquiring the Commercial Telegram Company and rebranding it as the New York Quotation 

Company. This move enabled the exchange to establish exclusive communication channels for oƯicial members. 

Around this same period, brokerages began deploying private wire systems, dedicated telephone lines connecting 

branch oƯices directly to the trading floor, to ensure faster and more secure transmission of orders. Concurrently, 

financial firms adopted tools like the Burroughs Adding Machine and Herman Hollerith’s tabulating machine (1890) to 

automate calculations, enhancing the speed and accuracy of accounting and trade settlement. 

 

As early as 1902, the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE) permitted the installation of telephones on its trading floor, 

enabling brokers to relay client orders in near real-time. This upgrade marked the ascent of the “telebroker”, a model in 

which client instructions could be transmitted by voice rather than by messenger, redefining the speed, eƯiciency, and 

geographic reach of institutional finance. This development stood in stark contrast to the rigid, centralized control 

exerted by public utility monopolies over information flow. In 1905, the US Supreme Court, in Board of Trade of City of 

Chicago v. Christie Grain & Stock Co.(34), ruled that stock price quotations were proprietary to the exchanges and not in 

the public domain, eƯectively dismantling the monopoly that utility companies held on the distribution rights over 

market data.  

 

As financial institutions secured control over market data, a new class of trading venues emerged to fill the void left by 

discredited bucket shops. Among these were curbstone brokers, who operated outdoors on financial district curbs but 

followed self-imposed rules to ensure fairer dealing. The 1908 establishment of the New York Curb Market Agency, a 

curbstone trading hub, provided a more disciplined alternative to speculative fraud and played a vital role in channeling 

capital to small-cap and emerging companies. Though lacking the polish and technological advancement of the NYSE, 

the Curb Market Agency eƯectively bridged the gap between retail investors and institutional strength. 

 

This legitimization accelerated America’s transition from an agrarian economy to an industrial powerhouse, channeling 

capital into manufacturing, infrastructure, and transportation sectors that fueled mass production and national 

expansion. Before this development, industries such as railroads, oil, and textiles were still viewed by exchanges as too 

speculative for serious institutional consideration. In 1921, the New York Curb Market Agency formalized its operations 

as oƯicially becoming the New York Curb Exchange, becoming a member-owned cooperative. This professionalization 

included relocating trading indoors, modernizing workflows, and integrating contemporary standards in communication 

and governance, solidifying its role in supporting emerging industries through structured capital formation. 

 

Building on the momentum of telephonic trading and institutional modernization, the 1920s ushered in the next wave of 

financial display technology: electromechanical quote boards. These large, centrally mounted boards replaced chalk 

and manual card systems on exchange floors, using motorized mechanisms to continuously update price quotations. 

Fed directly by ticker tape or telegraphic signals, quote boards allowed brokers and traders to monitor multiple 

 
34 (Board of Trade of Chicago v. Christie Grain and Stock Company 1905) 
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securities simultaneously. While technology advanced, quote boards improved broker awareness, enabling them to act 

more eƯectively on behalf of their clients. 

 

Despite institutional advancements, retail investors remained reliant on financial newspapers, investment clubs, and 

promotional materials for guidance. As public interest surged, tools like the Sears catalog began printing stock quotes 

alongside consumer goods, and financial journalism emerged to simplify markets for everyday Americans. However, 

the lack of available real-time data left retail investors vulnerable to hype and speculative traps. The rise and fall of the 

Radio Corporation of America (RCA) in the late 1920s symbolized this dynamic. Lacking profits but boosted by media 

frenzy and margin-fueled enthusiasm, RCA soared over 800% before collapsing in the 1929 crash, revealing the 

enduring risks of an information-poor investing public in an increasingly complex financial system. 

 

Following the 1929 crash, New Deal financial reforms compelled institutions to modernize both their practices and 

infrastructure. Mandates like the Securities Acts of 1933 and 1934 required standardized disclosures, periodic filings, 

and greater transparency, pressuring firms to adopt emerging technologies that could support accuracy, scale, and 

compliance. Mechanical calculators, tabulators, and early punch-card systems became standard in accounting and 

trade processing. Financial printing presses accelerated the production of prospectuses and reports, while teletype 

networks and microfilm systems improved communication and recordkeeping.  

 

This new compliance regime also introduced a more complex administrative framework, expanding back-oƯice 

operations that, despite mechanization, remained labor-intensive and prone to human error. The shift from mechanical 

tabulators to electronic computing began in 1956 with the IBM 305 RAMAC, the first commercial computer with a hard 

disk drive, enabling real-time data storage beyond punch-card limitations. By the early 1960s, major brokerage firms 

and custodial institutions adopted mainframe systems to facilitate clearing, settlement, recordkeeping, and 

reconciliation. These systems dramatically increased processing speed and accuracy, making it possible to execute 

and audit millions of transactions daily.  

 

Until the early 1970s, all market engagement was mediated through brokers who controlled access to trade execution, 

price information, and investment insights. Communication relied on phone calls, paper confirmations, and in-person 

visits, reinforcing a system where investor engagement was filtered through institutional gatekeepers. This model 

created persistent asymmetries in timing, information, and agency. That structure began to shift in 1971 with the launch 

of NASDAQ, the first electronic stock exchange(35). Unlike traditional open outcry floors, NASDAQ’s screen-based 

platform enabled dealers to post quotes and execute trades digitally, reducing friction and broadening reach.  

 

Collectively, these advancements laid the technological and institutional groundwork for the foundation of global 

financial integration. Mainframe computing enabled scalable transaction processing, allowing electronic exchanges to 

transcend geographic and temporal limitations. This shift expanded cross-border investment, increased the velocity of 

capital, and introduced real-time economic coordination at an unprecedented scale. While these changes widened 

 
35 (Nasdaq: 50 Years of Market Innovation 2021) 
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market participation in theory, they also deepened structural asymmetries in practice, leaving retail investors 

increasingly distanced from the complex systems they were encouraged to trust and participate in. 

 

The 1980s and 1990s ushered in a wave of retail investor empowerment through desktop computing and early digital 

brokerage platforms. Firms like Charles Schwab and TD Waterhouse pioneered CD-ROM and dial-up software for at-

home portfolio tracking and trade execution, gradually shifting investor control from branch oƯices to personal 

computers. In 1992, E*TRADE launched one of the first fully online trading platforms, democratizing access to equity 

markets by slashing commission fees and bypassing human brokers. By the late 1990s, Electronic Communication 

Networks (ECNs) such as Archipelago enabled automated, anonymous trade matching, laying the foundation for high-

frequency trading.  

 

This momentum carried directly into the early 21st century, as mobile computing, broadband access, and digital 

payment systems accelerated the evolution from desktop-based trading to fully integrated, app-based financial 

ecosystems. What once required intermediaries, gatekeepers, and physical presence now fits in a pocket. From 2002 to 

2010, we witnessed a proliferation of tools that made it possible for individuals to invest, borrow, lend, and speculate, 

often without institutional friction or meaningful safeguards. Yet this expansion of entry also exposed a foundational 

risk: that in the absence of corresponding responsibility, democratization can quickly become weaponized against the 

very people it claims to serve. 

 

The disintermediation of finance has proven both revolutionary and perilous. By lowering entry barriers, it enabled a 

historic wave of first-time participation. But by removing the human layer of accountability, it also accelerated the 

proliferation of unregulated, highly speculative instruments, oƯerings that often resemble wagers more than 

investments. These products are frequently distributed through platforms that lack formal classification, regulatory 

oversight, or fiduciary grounding, masquerading as advisory platforms while remaining structurally unaccountable to 

the clients they influence. Users face real financial exposure while legal abstractions and revenue structures shield the 

platforms that facilitate it, decoupling them from being held accountable for client outcomes. 

 

This is not true democratization of finance; it is the decentralization of liability without the redistribution of power. While 

brokers and institutions were once regulated precisely because of their proximity to investor risk, today’s platforms 

evade such responsibility through classification gymnastics and jurisdictional arbitrage. They serve as distribution 

mechanisms without accepting delivery obligations. But the core function of capital markets is public: to allocate 

capital productively, manage risk transparently, and steward global economic health. Any entity that inserts itself into 

this function must share in its burdens, not just its margins. 

 

Financial evolution goes well beyond market access; it is a repeated confrontation with the responsibilities that 

accompany it. History shows that when new channels for market participation emerge without corresponding 

structures of governance, the result is rarely equitable. From curbstone brokers formalizing into member-owned 

exchanges, to the formation of fiduciary-led standards in financial planning, the arc of trustworthy finance has always 
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depended on the intentional construction of systems where accountability is embedded by design. Today’s distribution 

layer is powered by platforms, protocols, and algorithms, systems that not only exceed the comprehension of most 

participants but are deliberately designed to erode informed evaluation, replacing deliberation with frictionless trust. 

 

In this environment, how a platform engages a user is no longer incidental; it is meant to be determinative. The interface 

itself has become a form of advice. In recent years, financial regulators have begun to sharpen their focus on Digital 

Engagement Practices (DEPs), a term that encapsulates nudges, prompts, gamification, and predictive mechanisms 

that shape user interaction on financial platforms. DEPs influence not only user behavior but also the flow of capital 

and the structure of markets. In 2021, the SEC launched a formal review of DEPs, expressing concern over their 

capacity to distort investor behavior and circumvent traditional boundaries(36), elevating DEPs as a regulatory frontier, 

exposing critical gaps in investor protection, digital disclosure, and platform accountability. 

 

In March 2024, the SEC’s Investment Advisory Committee (IAC) advanced the DEP conversation with one of the most 

important regulatory assessments of our time(37). The report’s findings make it clear that a financial platform’s user 

interface is no longer a neutral design choice; it epitomizes financial intermediation in the digital age. It warned that 

overly broad definitions of “recommendation” could stifle innovation. In contrast, a lack of thorough definitions greatly 

increases the potential for investor harm. The IAC emphasized the need for stewardship of investor education in DEPs, 

calling for enforcement against manipulative or misleading DEPs, citing violations of fiduciary duty and fair dealing.  

 

Beyond disclosure and education, the most pervasive expression of DEPs today is gamification. This deliberate use of 

design elements such as streaks, rewards, and celebratory animations is proven to have a tangible impact on investor 

behavior. These mechanisms are not neutral features of user experience; they are behavioral levers that blur the line 

between financial decision-making and entertainment. By embedding game mechanics into trading and saving 

applications, platforms exploit well-documented biases such as loss aversion, overconfidence, and the gambler’s 

fallacy. The eƯect is to increase transaction frequency and risk appetite, often at odds with an investor’s long-term 

interests. What appears as empowerment becomes, in practice, a system of engineered vulnerability. 

 

Behavioral finance makes clear that these design choices compound cognitive biases rather than mitigate them. 

Interfaces that highlight “top movers” or promote “popular trades” trigger herd instincts and short-termism, while 

prompts tied to recent gains reinforce recency bias and return-chasing. The illusion of control created by interactive 

dashboards further amplifies overconfidence, enticing investors to trade more frequently and abandon diversification 

and other prudent investment practices. At scale, these micro-level nudges do not remain confined to individual 

accounts; they aggregate into volatility, distorted price discovery, and amplify system vulnerabilities. By privileging 

immediacy and spectacle over deliberation, platforms shift markets toward environments where capital responds to 

engineered impulses rather than underlying fundamentals. 

 

 
36 (SEC Requests Information and Comment on Broker-Dealer and Investment Adviser Digital Engagement Practices, Related Tools and Methods, and Regulatory 
Considerations and Potential Approaches; Information and Comments on Investment Adviser Use of Technology 2021) 
37 (Recommendation of the SEC Investor Advisory Committee's Disclosure Subcommittee Regarding Digital Engagement Practices 2024) 
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The consequences extend well beyond individual investor harm. When gamified engagement becomes the dominant 

distribution model, capital is increasingly directed toward speculative sentiment rather than long-term enterprise, 

weakening the allocative function of markets. Retail flows driven by engineered prompts can overwhelm fundamentals, 

forcing investors and institutions to navigate volatility untethered from economic reality. This risks eroding trust in 

markets themselves, as outcomes appear less tied to productive investment and more to behavioral capture. The 

regulatory task is therefore to ensure that platform design upholds the core function of finance in alignment with 

conscious capital, allocating resources in ways that sustain resilience, accountability, and shared prosperity. 

 

As digital platforms become the primary gateway to capital markets, they must no longer be treated as neutral 

intermediaries. These systems actively shape how financial products are discovered, understood, and transacted. In 

this new terrain, the distribution layer is infrastructure, no less critical than exchanges, custodians, or regulators. The 

solution involves principled separation and adequate regulatory requirements for platform finance: distinguishing 

clearly between environments governed by fiduciary duty and those that operate outside it. Investors deserve to know 

whether the space they’re engaging in is accountable, insured, and supervised, or merely accessible. In the absence of 

clarity, participation risks becoming a liability masked as opportunity. 

 

At the investor level, reforms should move beyond generic disclosure toward precision about how platform design 

influences behavior. Platforms employing gamification or nudging should be required to file standardized “behavioral 

impact statements” that detail the mechanics, such as reward triggers, loss framing, or default options, and quantify 

their potential eƯects on investor decisions. These statements should be made available to regulators and summarized 

in plain language for users, akin to a “nutritional label” for digital finance. In parallel, platforms oƯering investment-like 

products should be required to state explicitly whether they operate under fiduciary duty, suitability standards, or 

neither, giving investors a clear signal about the protections and risks embedded in their platforms of choice. 

 

At the system level, platform finance must be integrated into the broader architecture of financial stability oversight. 

Regulatory stress tests should be extended to large platforms to evaluate how design-driven surges in retail activity 

could amplify market volatility or liquidity strains. Platforms handling significant order flow or asset custody should face 

baseline requirements for operational resilience, cybersecurity, and disclosure of conflicts tied to payment-for-order-

flow or revenue-sharing arrangements. Finally, cross-border coordination should establish minimum global standards 

for platform classification, ensuring that jurisdictional arbitrage does not undermine accountability. These measures 

would recognize platforms as critical market infrastructure and bring their responsibilities in line with their influence. 

 

Considerate modernization of digital-first economics requires redefining responsibility. We must move beyond the 

conventional framing of ‘investment opportunity’ to adopt terminology that accounts for the platforms, instruments, 

and decisions faced today. Fintech and wealthtech are not inherently destabilizing, but they are transformative in ways 

that demand industry-led recalibration. The future requires evolving language and infrastructure, designing systems 

that distinguish between access and assurance, between advertisement and outcomes. Only then can we build a 

digital financial ecosystem that is fairer, safer, and accountable in alignment with the principles of conscious capital. 
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Beyond Finance: Building Inclusive Architecture for the Era of Conscious Capital 

With cryptocurrencies recently surpassing $4 trillion in global market capitalization, digital assets are now a staple in 

the portfolios of savvy retail investors. Though still modest relative to the $125 trillion global equity market, their rise 

signals accelerating adoption and an urgent call for institutional adaptation. These technologies oƯer pathways to 

decentralization, global repricing, and disintermediation, yet remain hindered by fragmented regulation, inconsistent 

standards, and limited compatibility with existing financial architecture. Once defined narrowly by cryptocurrencies, 

digital assets have expanded into a wide array of fintech platforms and financial instruments.   

 

Datonomy classifies digital assets into four categories: (1) Digital Currencies, including value-transfer coins and 

specialized tokens such as meme coins, privacy-focused assets, and remittance instruments. (2) Blockchain 

Infrastructure enabling decentralized networks, including smart contract platforms, scaling and interoperability 

utilities, digital identity systems, and governance tools. (3) Digital Asset Applications for decentralized and 

intermediated financial services, ranging from exchanges and lending to payment platforms and enterprise solutions. 

(4) On-Chain Derivatives like fiat- and crypto-backed stablecoins, algorithmic monetary systems, tokenized real-world 

and synthetic assets, and financial claim tokens like liquidity pool and staked asset representations. 

 

Digital assets reflect growing demand for a new civic infrastructure, one where cultural impact redefines ownership, 

participation, and value creation. Breakthroughs such as smart contracts, tokenized real estate, and programmable 

governance illustrate their vast potential. Yet it is also crowded with gamified instruments such as meme coins, NFTs, 

and other speculative tokens that resemble gambling more than investing. Lacking fundamental analysis, underwriting, 

or regulatory guardrails, these products flourish within an unregulated marketplace driven by hype and virality. Far from 

trivial, these cultural instruments helped legitimize the infrastructure and language of Web3, but as the line between 

opportunity and exploitation blurs, investor vulnerability grows.  

 

The emergence of meme coins, meme stocks, and cryptocurrencies has psychologically decoupled a new generation 

of investors from traditional notions of risk and market discipline. This gamified environment accelerated sharply during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, transforming modern investing into a hybrid of emotional engagement, speculative 

participation, and social signaling. Regulatory inaction has created a vacuum where product innovation has raced 

ahead of regulatory oversight. As a result, many strategies cannot be articulated by their advocates, exposing investors 

to undue complexity and, oftentimes, harm. 

 

The surge in market participation, propelled by digitally connected communities and public figures such as activist 

investor Keith Gill, has drawn unprecedented attention to vulnerabilities in market mechanics and infrastructure. 

Collective action via platforms like Reddit exposed systemic issues, empowering retail investors to challenge 

entrenched institutional norms. Nonetheless, market mechanics such as dark pool trading, internalization, and limited 

disclosure have eroded transparency. The CFA Institute has spoken out about how these opaque mechanisms impair 
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market quality and investor outcomes(38). These conditions stem more from outdated systems and operational norms 

than from deliberate concealment. These structural ineƯiciencies, long obscured by institutional dominance, were laid 

bare by a digitally empowered investor class, setting the stage for a new era where public involvement drives policy.  

 

This cultural velocity climaxed in early 2025 as $TRUMP and $MELANIA meme tokens surged to multibillion-dollar 

valuations just days before President Trump issued the Executive Order on Strengthening American Leadership in 

Digital Financial Technology, repealing Executive Order 14067(39). Weeks later, the SEC clarified that meme coins would 

not be treated as securities under the Securities Act of 1933, unless linked to fraud or deception(40). This shift signals a 

maturing regulatory posture. It reflects institutional recognition that cultural finance is here to stay, and that legitimacy, 

not prohibition, may oƯer the most eƯective route to investor protection and systemic resilience.  

 

In parallel, the rise of cultural finance has upended traditional hierarchies of financial knowledge. Platforms like Reddit, 

TikTok, and Discord now function as informal classrooms where retail investors crowdsource ideas, test theories, and 

discuss strategy. In this landscape, social consensus often substitutes for financial fundamentals, and investment 

behavior reflects identity as much as strategy. FINRA and SEC disclosure rules were built for traditional finance, not for 

TikTok videos, algorithm-driven newsletters, or community-driven decentralized autonomous organizations. As digital 

marketing and engagement practices have advanced, frameworks for product oversight and financial advertising have 

proved ineƯectual.  

 

In January 2024, FINRA reported that nearly 70% of reviewed crypto asset communications contained potential 

compliance violations, highlighting not only bad actors but a widespread disconnect between marketing realities and 

outdated rulemaking. These regulatory gaps have concrete consequences, directly exposing investors to 

misinformation and risk. FINRA’s 2024 findings(41) revealed widespread use of misleading comparisons between crypto 

assets and traditional investments like stocks or cash, often lacking any discussion of diƯerential risks. Some 

communications falsely implied that crypto assets enjoyed protections under federal securities laws or were covered 

by SIPC insurance. Others portrayed volatile tokens as stable stores of value.  

 

When investor engagement is gamified, unregulated, and misinformed, it diminishes widespread understanding and 

financial literacy. Alongside the rapid financial innovation, a new layer of financial architecture has emerged: 

unlicensed individuals and anonymous entities shaping investor decisions at scale without oversight or accountability. 

A decentralized cohort of financial investigators, educators, and analysts operates outside any formal compliance 

structure. This developing role within financial culture oƯers commentary, analysis, or outright promotion of financial 

products. Some wield significant influence, moving markets with a single post or video, yet remain untethered from the 

standards that govern licensed professionals.  

 
38 (Dark Pools, Internalization, and Equity Market Quality 2012) 
39 (Executive Order 14178 - Strengthening American Leadership in Digital Financial Technology 2025) 
40 (StaƯ Statement on Meme Coins 2025) 
41 (FINRA Provides Update on Targeted Exam: Crypto Asset Communications 2024) 
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These contributors are essential to the new financial infrastructure, armed with public records, forensic accounting, on-

chain analytics, open financial data, and investigative tenacity. Public figures like Farnoosh Torabi, Bill Perkins, and 

Ramit Sethi have expanded financial literacy through storytelling and practical advice. At the same time, contributors 

such as Bethany McLean, Dan Davies, TiƯany Fong, and Stephen Findeisen have uncovered fraud, systemic failures, 

and bad business, highlighting the human consequences of inadequate investor protections.  

 

Stephen Findeisen, known as CoƯeezilla, has emerged as one of the most impactful financial investigators of the digital 

finance era. Findeisen has built a platform dedicated to uncovering crypto scams, fraudulent token projects, and the 

shadowy practices of a rapidly expanding digital elite. His investigations involve tracing blockchain transactions, 

verifying claims, interviewing victims, and confronting perpetrators; sometimes on camera, often under pressure. While 

many digital asset commentators act as promoters or apologists, Findeisen has taken on the essential role of public 

critic while embodying fiduciary ethos and principles. In a space lacking regulatory clarity and cultural accountability, 

his voice functions as a stand-in for investor protections that institutions have failed to provide.  

 

Findeisen’s breakthrough came with the “Save the Kids” token, a cryptocurrency marketed as a charitable project, later 

identified as a pump-and-dump scheme promoted by a popular esports collective. His exposé led to public disgrace 

and formal suspensions of several FaZe members. Findeisen later exposed SafeMoon’s $17 billion liquidity deception, 

uncovering insider asset siphoning that led to SEC and DOJ fraud charges. He publicly challenged FTX founder Sam 

Bankman-Fried in a viral Twitter Spaces interview, prompting critical admissions that preceded SBF’s arrest and 25-year 

sentence. From triggering investor refunds in Logan Paul’s failed CryptoZoo NFT project to unraveling LIBRA’s $113 

million rug pull, Findeisen has consistently operated ahead of regulatory enforcement. 

 

Despite his eƯectiveness, Stephen Findeisen operates without licensure, legal protection, or institutional support. In 

this role, Findeisen serves a public function but bears private risk. Without bonding, indemnity, or access to formal 

investigative resources, this position is untenable. Each exposé, whether involving billions in fraud or high-profile 

figures, exposes him to legal and financial retaliation. In digital finance, where threat actors include wealthy founders 

and celebrities, this absence of legal and institutional protection introduces significant systemic risk. Institutional 

accountability should not depend on individuals risking everything to enforce the integrity that the field has failed to 

uphold. 

 

As financial systems decentralize and evolve, so must our roles and responsibilities. Therefore, unlicensed financial 

advocates like Findeisen can no longer be viewed as informal outliers. They are part of a new critical infrastructure, 

oƯering real-time scrutiny, investigative reach, and cultural legitimacy in a space where regulators lag. Currently, these 

individuals exist outside licensing regimes, receive no formal training or recognition, and lack legal protections. Their 

contributions, unmatched in reach and agility, remain structurally unsupported. To build a resilient knowledge economy 

and digital-era professional services workforce, we must formally integrate the contributions of unlicensed 

investigators, educators, and analysts into our regulatory architecture.  

 



 

 pg. 54 

This first step involves creating credentialing pathways that empower these individuals to participate in shaping and 

safeguarding markets without requiring them to become licensed product sellers. The proposed Distribution SRO, 

reconstituted from FINRA, could house this program, enabling qualified individuals and institutions to be credentialed 

in the communication, education, and marketing of both regulated and unregulated financial instruments. By elevating 

standards across content creation and distribution, this initiative would unify fragmented engagement practices, 

improve product transparency, and build public trust during the convergence of traditional and digital finance. These 

pathways would codify cultural capital into institutional form, bridging the gap between influence and accountability. 

 

The second component must be coordinated through the proposed United States Financial Conduct Authority (USFCA). 

Within its mandate to steward regulatory coherence and systemic oversight, the USFCA would establish a dedicated 

division for financial investigations and enforcement. This unit would credential both institutional and independent 

investigators involved in exposing fraud, regulatory arbitrage, and abuse across legacy and digital markets. By 

operationalizing protection, support, and legitimacy for qualified watchdogs, including open-source analysts, forensic 

researchers, and investigative journalists, this division would formalize a vital line of defense, aligning investigative 

integrity with national financial stability objectives in an increasingly decentralized and opaque environment. 

 

This modernization eƯort will only succeed if driven by precision, vision, and institutional resolve. While undeniably a 

heavy lift, its necessity is non-negotiable. Institutional fragmentation, legacy frameworks, and jurisdictional overlap 

cannot govern a system transformed by algorithmic products, decentralized actors, and global information velocity, 

through the combined eƯorts of the three functionally distinct SROs: Design, Distribution, and Delivery. Operating 

under the unifying oversight of the USFCA, this joint framework transforms financial governance from a patchwork of 

reaction into a coordinated system of proactive stewardship. 

 

Together, the combined strength of this redesigned regulatory architecture enables five actionable outcomes. It would 

(1) establish a unified financial language and ontology to harmonize classification across domains; (2) create a public 

credentialing registry for licensed and unlicensed actors, aligning visibility with responsibility; (3) enforce transparent 

standards for financial marketing and digital engagement to curb misinformation; (4) implement real-time, 

interoperable supervision of product lifecycles across platforms and jurisdictions; and (5) certify financial software, 

ensuring that algorithms and digital interfaces meet minimum standards for integrity, suitability, and investor safety.  

 

This industry reformation represents a reimagining of governance for an economy defined by culturally empowered, 

conscious capital. As digital assets and participatory networks reshape how value is created and validated, traditional 

finance cannot govern the complexity they unleash. Anchored by the USFCA and a unified SRO architecture, this 

framework extends beyond finance to institutionalize trust, civic agency, and systemic accountability. In a world where 

culture drives capital and influence outpaces law, this system ensures market stability through the legitimacy of 

democratized finance, reinforcing the social contract itself. 
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Beyond Scarcity: The Age of Experiential Value and Conscious Capital Allocation 

Money has never meant much to me, not in the way the world often teaches us it should. I didn’t grow up with it, and 

even as I came to understand its utility, I never mistook it for purpose. What I came to respect through financial planning 

for others was not currency itself, but what it could enable: self-determination, generosity, security, and dignity. The 

value was in the outcome, not the instrument.  

 

Perhaps, somewhere along the way, we lost the melody. We’ve built an orchestra of beautifully complex instruments 

that has proven to be incapable of harmonizing, bound by the constraints of fiat currency and centralized finance. 

 

This disconnect is especially jarring in today’s hyperconnected economy. We have more tools than ever to earn, create, 

share, and contribute through digital platforms. Gig work, creator ecosystems, and decentralized finance promise to 

empower individuals in unprecedented ways, yet these systems still reward the platform more than the person. They 

cling to populist indicators like accumulation and reach, rewarding visibility over value, driven by the technology’s 

ability to capture engagement rather than assess the actual impact or outcome of the contribution. The result is a 

distorted illusion of democratized wealth, one that privileges extraction over experience and undervalues human 

contribution, reducing creativity, labor, and attention to algorithms and metrics. 

 

But before we dismiss the system entirely, we must acknowledge its origins and promise. Traditional finance, at its best, 

has never been only about accumulation. It has oƯered tools, strategies, and structures designed to protect, to plan, 

and to empower. When applied with empathy and intention, financial planning has helped people retire with dignity, 

care for their families, weather uncertainty, and pursue lives aligned with their values. I’ve witnessed this time and 

again. In the moments that mattered most, money wasn’t the point; it was the means. A way to unlock clarity, restore 

peace of mind, and make values actionable. And when it works like that, it works well. 

 

However, the system wasn’t built to scale in meaning. It was built to scale markets. And in the process, the personal 

was replaced by the procedural. What began as a framework for stewardship has too often become a machinery of 

extraction, measuring value in quantity, not quality; in accumulation, not intention. We’ve mistaken the tools for the 

truth. As a result, people are left navigating systems that track every transaction but overlook the person behind it. The 

spreadsheet may be balanced, but the soul is bankrupt. If we want finance to serve life, not the other way around, we 

must reclaim the original promise and reimagine its design for a more conscious era. 

 

The most transformative work I’ve ever done hasn’t been about beating benchmarks or optimizing allocations; it’s been 

about helping people reconnect with what truly matters to them. Not the lifestyle marketed to them, but the life that 

would feel meaningful to them. Authentic outcomes begin with honest questions: Why does it matter? Who benefits? 

How do you want to spend the currency that actually counts: your time, passion, and attention? Yet our current 

economic system only accounts for one part of the value equation: the impact measured in dollars exchanged. It 

ignores the intent that initiates action, the purpose that sustains it, and the conviction that gives it meaning.  
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If our most valuable assets don’t appear on a balance sheet, does it make them any less real, or just more diƯicult to 

measure? 

 

What if the problem isn’t that we dream too big, but that we’ve been taught to dream too small? Over time, we were 

conditioned to trade dreams for deliverables, to prioritize feasibility over fulfillment, and to treat imagination as a luxury. 

We’ve internalized scarcity as a necessity, rather than recognizing it as purely a unit of measurement. What if that 

adaptation is the very thing holding us back? Scarcity may influence price, but it doesn’t define worth. Worth is shaped 

by who we show up for, what we commit to, and why we care in the first place. These are the cornerstones of 

experiential wealth and conscious capital, value systems that elevate human meaning. 

 

Let me be clear: I’m not suggesting scarcity, quantity, or measurable outcomes have no place in a functioning economy. 

They do. But the systems we’ve built to create, store, and exchange value rarely reflect the full scope of human eƯort. 

Instead, they disproportionately reward the distribution layer, the platforms, intermediaries, and institutions that 

control access, while undercompensating the creators, caregivers, and contributors who generate the value itself.  

 

When price becomes the gatekeeper to participation, exchange, or recognition, scarcity becomes not just an economic 

principle but a mechanism of control. However, it should be said that in recent years, control has begun to loosen. 

We’re witnessing a slow but undeniable shift, a movement toward models that recognize value outside the walls of 

traditional finance. Through decentralized platforms, peer-to-peer systems, and data sovereignty movements, 

individuals are reclaiming control of how their time, creativity, and contributions are valued.  

 

The infrastructure of value is evolving, but the shift is far from complete. While decentralized tools oƯer new ways to 

create and exchange value, legacy systems still extract more than they return. People's time, attention, and data are 

monetized without consent, repackaged into profit for platforms that reward scale over sincerity. These aren't reciprocal 

exchanges; they're silent transactions that ignore the human source of value. Until our systems account for 

contribution, intention, and impact, not just output, we’ll continue mistaking eƯiciency for progress and automation for 

equity.  

 

Nowhere is this imbalance more visible than in the data economy, where billions are extracted from information we 

often surrender without awareness, consent, or compensation. This isn’t innovation, it’s institutionalized exploitation. It 

doesn’t just undermine personal agency; it erodes the foundation of mutual exchange on which fair and functioning 

markets should rest. When systems generate profit from our behavior without participation or permission, they are no 

longer marketplaces; they serve only as tools of extraction, not the foundations of a fair economy. Optimized for 

eƯiciency, perhaps, but meaningful value can’t exist without transparency, reciprocity, and trust. In the absence of 

human-first economic principles, we’re left with exploitation masquerading as normalcy. 

 

This calls for more than just a philosophical reframe; such change demands a new accounting. One that reflects how 

value is actually created and sustained in a digital, decentralized, human-centered economy. This means rethinking our 
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ledgers, our incentive structures, and our systems of participation. Accounting frameworks must evolve to recognize 

non-monetary contributions: time logged, data shared, tasks completed, and networks sustained. Smart contracts, 

tokenized rewards, decentralized identity protocols, and interoperable data rights platforms are already making this 

possible. Value creation is no longer linear; it’s multi-nodal. To modernize, we must mesh analog systems with digital 

capabilities and move from extractive models to participatory ecosystems that properly record, reward, and 

redistribute. 

 

Conscious capital isn't just a philosophy; it’s a set of design choices. Practically, this means embedding values into 

architecture: rewriting compensation models to include community ownership, implementing governance mechanisms 

that truly respect stakeholders, and building financial rails that allow for real-time, purpose-based funding. It means 

designing platforms where labor, data, and creativity aren’t just inputs, but assets with yield for the participants. Models 

like transparent revenue-sharing, programmable equity, and contribution-based dividends allow individuals to benefit 

from the value they help create.  

 

To extend this alignment into public systems, we must build financial systems grounded in stewardship and designed 

for shared prosperity. Sovereign wealth funds, public benefit trusts, and citizen equity models can make this vision a 

reality, capturing shared value and converting it into long-term social infrastructure. Beyond funding, these tools should 

serve as vehicles for agency: enabling communities to co-own and co-govern the infrastructure, data flows, and digital 

ecosystems that shape economic life. When paired with systems like Universal Basic Income and universal healthcare, 

such instruments can secure the foundations of well-being, oƯering more than redistribution; they redefine value 

creation as a collective, regenerative enterprise. 

 

This is the real work ahead. Rewriting the social contract of value means rethinking how our economy serves real 

people, not just institutions or platforms. For too long, individuals have been expected to adjust to systems that 

prioritize speed, scale, and short-term profits. But that approach doesn’t reflect how most of us live or work. People 

care for families, contribute to communities, and invest their time and skills in ways that often go unmeasured and 

certainly uncompensated. It’s time we built systems that account for those eƯorts, systems that reward participation 

over transactions and recognize value beyond dollars.  

 

Doing so requires more than narrative change; it demands institutional architecture that captures, reinvests, and 

redistributes value in alignment with human and communal well-being. Markets function for the good of the whole 

when trust, transparency, and access are built into their design. In the digital era, this means treating public digital 

infrastructure, including identity and data rights, as essential utilities, not private luxuries. Enshrining digital identity as 

a public good establishes the foundation for individual agency: enabling people to control how they are represented, 

how their data is used, and how they engage with digital systems.  

 

When digital identity and data rights are treated as public infrastructure, they unlock the architecture for inclusive 

funding mechanisms, real-time UBI, universal healthcare access, and public utility provisioning, built on verifiable 
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participation, not exclusion. These systems allow governments and communities to channel resources based on 

contribution and need, not bureaucracy or market access. Combined with decentralized finance and civic-led 

governance, they turn agency into action. Public value no longer depends on centralized redistribution; it emerges from 

participatory design, where individuals transparently earn, share, and receive benefits from systems they help sustain, 

enabling a shift from exploitative models to ones that uphold public benefit. 

 

This work is never truly complete, but we can build momentum by shifting what we measure and how we govern. GDP 

alone can't capture human or ecological well-being. Frameworks like Doughnut Economics and the Genuine Progress 

Indicator help align public investment with outcomes like health equity, literacy, and sustainability. At the same time, 

governance must evolve beyond borders. Polycentric models, local, regional, and global, can help align decision-

making around shared challenges like resource management, emerging technologies, and ecological impact. Tools 

such as Earth system accounting and planetary stewardship councils oƯer concrete mechanisms for coordinated, 

meaningful action. 

 

Progress is realized through shared resilience, responsible coordination, and long-term value for people and planet 

alike. If we want people to continue investing in the system, the system must start investing in them. Institutions, 

advisors, and governments must recognize the value participants bring, not just as consumers, but as contributors, 

creators, and stewards of economic life. When individuals no longer see their eƯort reflected in outcomes, their 

engagement is no longer guaranteed. The future of capital depends on rebuilding trust, restoring reciprocity, and 

honoring contribution at every level.  

 

This isn’t just about innovation; it’s about safeguarding stability and legitimacy. A system that fails to serve its 

participants forfeits the right to be trusted with such responsibility. Transcending capitalism’s material limits is not 

tomorrow’s task; it’s today’s responsibility. 
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