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Who We Are

The Interactive Financial eXchange (IFX) Forum develops interoperable specifications that meet the business requirements of the financial services industry.  The IFX Forum is a nonprofit organization, funded by dues of its members, comprised of financial service companies, service providers, information technology companies and customers of each.  IFX Forum’s open membership expedites the development and adoption of standards, ultimately enhancing online financial services. 
IFX Forum Overview 

The IFX Forum was formed in 1997 to create a messaging standard for financial services that would address the challenges brought by the advent of network-based computing models.  The Forum re-invested the knowledge gained from earlier standards efforts in the area to design a next-generation message standard that would be:

· usable in many types of environments, 

· extensible to cover many types of financial transactions and 

· globally focused in recognition of the increased need to communicate around the world. 
Industry Background

Organizations have long had to find ways in which to connect and share financial information among internal and external applications.  The challenge has always been to exchange data among applications in a cost-effective manner, while maintaining the integrity of the transaction. 
Maintaining data integrity has been relatively easy to achieve in closed environments, usually among a small handful of communicating parties working together to define the exchange.  However, it has been difficult to make these proprietary exchanges interoperate with each other.  These closed systems have also been expensive to implement and to extend in order to incorporate new business models.

Key to developing a viable solution to this problem is using one common language that has been designed for large-scale interoperability: XML, the standard intersystem language.  XML has been accepted widely and therefore it provides a good foundation for development toward interoperability. 

IFX Specification Overview

The Interactive Financial eXchange (IFX) specification defines a mature, well-designed XML-based, financial messaging protocol.  IFX is a robust, global, open, multi-channel messaging standard for the electronic exchange of data by financial service institutions and their partners.

The IFX Forum's Working Groups and Architecture Committee continuously work to enhance and extend IFX as a practical solution for financial messaging applications, incorporating new approaches to technology and new business models as they evolve.  Starting with Version 1.8, the specification is presented as a hyper-linked, interactive document, a step forward from Microsoft Word document download.  The next-generation version of the IFX message specification, IFX Version 2.0, builds upon the success of IFX 1.X.  
IFX includes a wide range of functions that allow financial institutions and associated service providers to access account information, download credit card statements, transfer funds, process consumer and business payments, enable bill presentment, and improve customer service.  The specification is available for download at no charge from http://www.ifxforum.org.

It’s Not Just the Syntax, It’s the Semantics

XML adoption alone does not constitute a total solution.  What is still needed, and what the IFX standard work has developed, is the definition of a rich, value-add, understandable “conversation” (the semantics as well as the syntax that lead to a coherent electronic exchange of financial transaction data) among all communicating parties.  The definition of the conversation should be flexible enough to handle a wide range of financial transactions, and extensible enough to implement even the most complex business rules, while minimizing the cost of participation. 

Benefits of the IFX Standard

While there are many emerging XML based standards, the differentiating factors are usefulness, maturity, extensibility and most importantly, the amount of investment necessary to implement and go to market with a solution.  IFX scores well on all counts.

The IFX standard is content-rich, so that implementation is easier.  Some other standards provide frameworks to incorporate business rules and address rudimentary standardization needs.  This requires further analysis of the precise implementation of data requirements.  IFX, by contrast, encompasses years of development by industry experts who have painstakingly defined, modeled and incorporated real-life use cases to produce relevant and useful business data objects.  Additionally, the interaction among these objects has been thoroughly analyzed. 

IFX is built with the recognition that no single financial transaction stands on its own, but is an integral part of the relationship among all of the communicating parties: a payment is not complete until a remittance notice is sent; an ATM withdrawal is not complete until a consumer's account has been debited, and so forth. 

Currently the IFX standard provides content-rich conversations in the areas of: 

· Electronic Bill Presentment and Payment 

· Business to Business Payments 

· Business to Business Banking (such as balance and transaction reporting, remittance information) 

· Automated Teller Machine communications 

· Consumer to Business Payments 

· Consumer to Business Banking 

IFX is designed specifically for interoperability of systems seeking to exchange financial information internally and externally.  This means that not only does IFX address the data exchange requirements for the environments listed above, it also allows for interoperability among all of the business areas. 

The IFX Framework

The IFX standard is made up of a powerful framework that allows for customization and extensibility, while adhering to strict design principles needed for large-scale interoperability. 
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IFX is built with the recognition that not every single nuance of the conversation will be captured perfectly by the objects that have been defined.  The content provided can be used as a starting point, and the architecture allows for easy standard-compliant customizations that will not create compatibility issues if implemented correctly. 

Additionally, the architecture has been designed so that whole new areas of financial conversation can be incorporated and be compatible with the ones already defined. 

The IFX architecture adheres to the following design principles: 

· Consistent design 

· Rich set of common objects 

· Platform independence (from PDA to mainframe) 

· Cross-industry compatibility

With the popularity of the World Wide Web, customers are increasingly more likely to use both desktop and Web-based applications to perform financial activities.  IFX allows the use of multiple client applications to access the same data at a Customer Service Provider. 
Forum Organization

The IFX Forum membership, currently about 30 organizations from around the world, is made up of prominent financial institutions, service providers and independent software vendors.  Membership is open to any organization or individual interested in contributing to the development of open financial standards.  

The IFX Forum is governed by a Board of Directors and is organized into Committees and Working Groups.  A Steering Committee acts as the executive body of the IFX Forum Board of Directors, and an Architecture Committee, the technical governing body, guides the implementation and incorporation of new content from the Working Groups into the specification, ensuring that the family of IFX specifications is consistent, efficient and easy to implement.
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IFX Forum Working Groups

Under the direction of the Architecture Committee, the different Working Groups develop parts of the specification document that apply to specific sectors of the industry, defining the business requirements and recommending processes for adoption and implementation. 
The IFX Forum is organized into the following Working Groups: 
· ATM/POS Working Group

· Branch Banking Services Working Group

· Business Banking Working Group

· Cards Management & Servicing Working Group
· Architecture Committee

For more information about IFX and the IFX Forum, visit www.ifxforum.org, or send an email message to: info@ifxforum.org 

