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S+B: Where do you see the most 
useful new ideas and businesses 
emerging? 
BECKER: First, let’s talk about sec-
tors. Cybersecurity is an area that 
we have to continually invest in. It 
used to be financial institutions that 
were the key drivers of this sector, 
but now people realize every busi-
ness will need it. For the long term, 
that is going to be an area of growth. 

Then there’s anything related to 
mobile, or anything [having to do] 
with software-as-a-service — or 
where you can put software in the 
cloud — and, finally, personalized 
medicine. What’s so great is that 
there are not just one or two things, 
but a dozen different areas that are 
all incredibly exciting.

Now let’s talk about geogra-
phy. Ten or 15 years ago, Silicon 
Valley was the hub of innovation, 
and it’s still the dominant place, 
but now innovation is being dis-
tributed throughout the U.S. and 
throughout the world. You see Bos-
ton and New York competing for 
second place. Third position is oth-
er places around the United States. 
Globally, the U.K. is becoming a 
hub for financial technology (fin-
tech) innovation. China is doing 
more innovation, broadly speaking, 
across the platform, mainly for its 
own market. Increasingly, compa-
nies that are successful in China 
are coming to the United States, 
through either investment or ac-
quisition. That’s an area we did  
not expect.

Silicon Valley won’t be as im-
portant as it was, but at the same 
time it has become even more con-
centrated than it was maybe a de-
cade ago.

S+B: What else should we keep an 
eye on? 

by Chrisie Wendin

Headquartered in Santa Clara, 
Calif., Silicon Valley Bank 
(SVB) has a privileged view 

of the prospects of the companies 
around it. SVB provides financial 
services to innovative companies — 
including leading-edge software and 
life sciences companies, as well as 
premium winemakers — and it of-
ten connects innovators and poten-
tial partners with one another. CEO 
and president Greg Becker is also 
noteworthy for his ability to see the 
big picture: the overall positive 
growth in technology, which en-
compasses activity at all the compa-
nies in the industry. 

Although he is bullish on the 
future because of the technological 
value he sees evolving, Becker is also 

mindful of one enormous challenge 
facing his clients: access to talent. It 
still remains too difficult, in his 
view, to find the highly skilled talent 
needed for the many technology 
jobs available.

In this interview with strategy+ 
business, conducted as part of PwC’s 
2016 U.S. CEO Survey, Becker  
explains the view from a financier’s  
office — and tells us why the  
innovation ride that Silicon Valley 
has taken the world on is just get-
ting started.

S+B: How has the technology 
industry changed during the time 
you’ve been here? 
BECKER: I’ve been at this bank 
since 1993, and I’m more optimistic 
today than I ever have been about 
the impact innovative companies 
are having on the global economy. 

Everything is changing with 
the adoption of mobile, with gen-
erational changes, and with people 
being more comfortable using tech-
nology. Today you see companies 
growing from small to multibillion-
dollar corporations in three or five 
years. We’re going to see truly as-
tonishing things in the next three 
to five years — whether it’s in soft-
ware, consumer [goods], clean tech, 
or biotech.

You have to compare today to 
the 1999–2000 time period when 
you had business models that didn’t 
make sense, revenues that weren’t 
there, and high valuations. Both 
business models and valuations were 
in a bubble. Today, the business 
models are good. I would argue that 
valuations are high and they’re 
priced for perfection, but it’s not as 
if these businesses are going to go 
away. The valuations may go down, 
but it’s just very different from what 
it was back then.
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BECKER: Machine learning is a big 
area in fintech and for data and ana-
lytics companies as well. It’s basi-
cally having computers take un-
structured data to learn more in or-
der to become smarter. 

Would you have believed peo-
ple five years ago if they said that 
they were going to start delivering 
packages with drones? I’m still a lit-
tle bit skeptical, but what is happen-
ing now with drones is amazing. We 
are also involved in the medical de-
vices sector and life sciences in gen-
eral. Too often finance people look 
at those industries and say, “That’s 

really interesting, but it’s so expen-
sive.” These discoveries cost an in-
credible amount of money, because 
of the regulatory requirements and 
because of their complexity. 

S+B: What financial-sector innova-
tions are you looking at? 
BECKER: Agile software develop-
ment has been important for a while 
in the software industry, but banks 
are now using it. The companies 
that aren’t embracing it are going to 
fall behind. 

We have a team of people help-
ing fintech companies, and we 
think that’s a big area for growth 
for us for the coming years. We 
work with incumbent banks that 
don’t want to be part of it, and we 
are also working with the new up-
starts at the same time. We do this 
by being part of their infrastruc-
ture, part of their payment struc-
ture. Payments are interesting. A lot 
of fintech companies are interested 

tion economy, we have to figure out 
which markets are going to be lead-
ing markets, and then figure a way 
to approach them. China has al-
ways been one of those. The ques-
tion is, how do you go there and 
what’s the best approach for suc-
cess? We thought we could go on 
our own, and we do have operations 
there on our own. We decided, 
however, to make a real, big pres-
ence there — and we believed that 
the only way to make it truly suc-
cessful was by partnering. 

The best chance we had was  
to partner with a successful institu-
tion that had the best values, style, 
and approach. We partnered with 
Shanghai Pudong Development 
Bank, creating the first 50–50 com-
mercial bank joint venture in China. 
We got that license in 2010, and the 
joint venture recently got an RMB 
license. We believe it’s best to part-
ner with a local to really see the 
maximum benefit over time.

S+B: Is access to talent still a  
major concern for U.S. companies? 
BECKER: If you talk to our client 
base and ask them what their chal-
lenges are, access to talent is abso-
lutely the biggest one. You’ve seen 
that in Silicon Valley, especially 
with compensation levels going 
through the roof. If this problem 
isn’t solved, it is going to backfire on 
Silicon Valley to some extent. More 
companies are going to start looking 
in other places, because hiring is just 
too expensive. 

There are a variety of ways to 
get it solved. One is by developing 
people, training people. We aren’t 
graduating nearly enough people 
out of our universities with STEM 
degrees to satisfy the high-paying 
jobs that are open.

For the most part, in Washing-

in user experience, but they want to 
stay away from the regulatory side. 
Any time you start interacting with 
the Fed and payments, you become 
regulated, for the most part. So if 
we can take care of that and they 
take care of their client experience, 
it’s a partnership that’s a win for us 
and for them.

S+B: What are the biggest chal-
lenges in the financial sector today? 
BECKER: The regulations are more 
and more challenging. It seems 
we’re in an era where the perception 
is that more regulation of banks is 

better. But are the regulations that 
are being put in place truly there to 
manage risk and provide a benefit 
that constituents and people are 
concerned about? Or are we just 
adding on more because we think 
that it will lower risk? We really 
have to get back to what’s impor-
tant. As a bank CEO, I’m a big be-
liever in risk management. But I 
think too much of it is regulation 
without the real knowledge that it 
is lowering risk or changing that 
risk dynamic. 

We have to take risk, or we 
won’t be in business. We understand 
that, but we also understand that we 
have a responsibility to shareholders 
and to depositors, so it’s that balance 
that we need to take a better look at.

S+B: What about your joint venture 
in China? 
BECKER: We looked at China 15 
years ago and said, if we’re going to 
be the bank for the global innova-

“There are jobs that need to be filled. The choice 
is whether high-skilled immigrants can come, 
stay here long term, and help develop the talent 
base here, or whether jobs will move overseas.”
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ton, Democrats and Republicans 
all agree that immigration reform 
needs to happen for high-skilled 
people. The fact that it doesn’t hap-
pen is so frustrating because there 
are jobs that need to be filled. The 
choice is whether high-skilled im-
migrants can come, stay here long 
term, and help develop the talent 
base here, or whether jobs will 
move overseas. And that’s the part 
where I don’t think Washington 
gets the message. The feeling there 
is, “We’ll just hire Americans.” But 
the U.S. doesn’t have candidates. 
That’s a big challenge.

S+B: Do you feel there are certain 
things that should get more 
emphasis in business coverage? 
BECKER: I would love to be able to 
expose two areas. One is the value 
add that we give our clients, whether 
it’s making an introduction to a po-
tential client, or making an intro-
duction to a potential partner. Why 
is that so important with technology 
companies? The most important 
thing to technology companies is 
speed in execution. I can’t guarantee 
that if a client works with us they’re 
going to be successful, but I can 
guarantee that the probability 
they’ll be successful is higher. 

And why is that? Well, because 
we’re so concentrated in the target 
markets we go after. There’s a great-
er chance that we have a greater abil-
ity than another institution to intro-
duce one CEO to another who’s 
going through the same challenges. 
Our ability to make an introduction 
to a potential partner is greater be-
cause we understand the business 
better than our competitors. We 
spend a lot of time on that. We don’t 
spend enough time talking about it, 
so we would love to have more of 
those stories told.

Number two, we do a lot in the 
community. I want our employees 
to feel good about the company be-
cause of what we do in the commu-
nity. One way to support the com-
munity is by just giving money, and 
that’s great. Another way to support 
it is by truly getting your employees 
engaged. We hire the sort of people 
who want to get involved. We don’t 
do it to get the PR exposure. The 
message is more about getting the 
employees who fit our culture as 
opposed to generating a marketing 
opportunity.

Our work in the community is 
multifaceted. We want to support 
our employees in all the different 
things they do, so we have a founda-
tion. If you’re an SVB employee and 
you’re engaged — you may be on a 
community organization’s board or 
actively involved in some way — 
our foundation looks to support 
that. Our employees decide what 
gets supported and what doesn’t.

One example is an organization 
called Best Buddies that helps indi-
viduals, young adults mainly, with 
intellectual disabilities get jobs, get 
trained and developed, and find 
friendships. We won the Best Bud-
dies Employer of the Year award, 
and that means we’re helping those 
individuals accomplish what they 
want to accomplish.

S+B: What technology do you  
most wish was available that isn’t 
yet today? 
BECKER: A time machine to give us 
more hours in the day. There are 
more things that need to get done. +
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