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Scott Murray, CTO of Chicago-based Northern Trust, always keeps 
an eye on the future. And as Dan DeFrancesco finds out, Murray’s 
decisions, much like his approach to managing technology, have 
always been carefully calculated. Photos by Sean Brady

what his next step is. Every move he makes is 
well thought-out and planned. There are no leaps 
of faith, no moves made without the appropriate 
amount of vetting. Everything Murray does is 
calculated. 

That type of behavior is to be expected from 
a C-level executive. Murray, who has served 
as the CTO of Chicago-based asset manager 
Northern Trust since July 2011, can’t afford to 
make rash decisions when he’s managing the 

technology of a firm that has $887 billion 
under management. 

But middle age and increased respon-
sibilities haven’t brought on this evaluative 
approach to life—Murray has been mind-
ful to keep an eye on the future with every 
choice he has made for a long time.

That’s not to say he has mapped out his 
entire career path. He has simply given himself 
the necessary tools to take any route he wanted. 

“I don’t know if I’ve really planned my 
career, but I’ve certainly thought through the 
next step and what I can do to broaden my skill 
sets,” Murray says. 

That’s how Murray approaches his role 
at Northern Trust. His favorite saying—
“architecture first”—is a nod to the importance 
of setting the firm up for success, not just in the 
immediate future, but for years to come. 

“It’s about building things the right way 
for the long haul,” Murray says. “You could get 
the same result from building a house in a quick 
manner or you can build it with a very strong 
foundation and it won’t show for multiple years. 
There is lots of focus on doing it the right way for 
the long haul.”

Planning for the Future
Murray is straightforward about the number of 
current and upcoming technology projects at 
Northern Trust: “Oh boy, there’s a whole bunch 
there,” he says.
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Indeed there are. Murray, always 
thinking ahead, has plenty of enhance-
ments and solutions planned for the 
firm. As someone who always seems 
to be thinking a step ahead, Murray 
wants to keep Northern Trust run-
ning on the best technology possible. 

Take data as an example. It’s a 
broad topic, but one that is vitally 
important to every financial firm. 
There is no denying that collecting, 
analyzing and consuming data in the 
most efficient way possible is of the 
utmost importance to every bank, 
asset manager and hedge fund in the 
world. 

Northern Trust is no different. 
Currently, the firm is in the midst 
of the first part of a project to build 
a next-generation data warehouse. 
Murray says the firm is planning to 
use a combination of big data and a 
“data lake” with Hadoop to develop 
database appliances for an enterprise 
data warehouse. 

The firm’s core systems are 
also being brought into a standard-
ized internal messaging format 
that is based on the Society for 
Worldwide Interbank Financial 
Telecommunication (Swift) ISO 
20022 standard, according to 
Murray. 

infrastructure, which consolidates and 
integrates software even further than 
what would be found in a converged 
infrastructure. 

“We’ve got a whole set of initia-
tives around how we develop software 
and integrate software faster around 
our DevOps, continuous integration 
space, service line and architecture,” 
Murray says. “It’s a continuation of 
applications with some of our reus-
able framework and the agile software 
capabilities.”

Stressing agility in development is 
important with the current industry 
landscape, according to Murray. From 
a technology perspective, things have 
changed more rapidly over the past 
four years than he says he’s seen in 
his entire career. The firm sometimes 
needs to be willing to look outside its 
four walls when it comes to technol-
ogy, whether that’s in Silicon Valley 
or an industry not related to financial 
services at all, Murray says.

“It’s important that the staff has a 
Rolodex of their peers in the industry to 
learn from,” Murray says. “To get other 
industry intelligence is important.” 

Foundation
For Murray, being conscious of 
what’s ahead has always been how 
he’s approached the decision-making 
process. He was born and raised in 
Ballwin, Missouri, a western suburb 
of St. Louis. The son of an advertising 
director and an accountant, it wasn’t 
until his senior year of high school that 
he got involved with computers. 

Murray, who had always excelled 
at math, took two programming 
classes during his final year of high 
school. He enjoyed the work and the 
fact he could listen to his stereo while 
doing it. Unlike liberal arts subjects, 
which required him to really focus, 
Murray could crank up Journey, 
Boston and REO Speedwagon while 
he plugged away. 

“This is a good thing; it’s up 
and coming” says Murray of his 
initial thoughts on programming. 

There are also security-based data 
projects in the works. Every day, 750 
million system-logged events are 
entered into a big data application 
that then monitors and analyzes the 
information in an effort to protect 
client data.

Infrastructure logs are also being 
collected and analyzed for perfor-
mance analytics.

“We’re able to tell whether our 
servers are starting to approach capac-
ity or our employees’ desktops are 
running constrained,” Murray says. 
“And we’re able to target our invest-
ment to a place where there are assets 
that are running hot.”

Speed Kills
These projects employ the agile 
development method. With every 
new platform, solution or enhance-
ment that is developed, Murray says 
Northern Trust is always looking at 
how it can be built and implemented 
faster. Part of this is done by looking 
outside the firm. 

Murray says he takes multiple 
trips a year to Silicon Valley to meet 
with startups that can potentially 
help Northern with its client-solution 
needs. The firm has already invested in 
a startup that offers hyper-convergence 
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“Combine that with business and see 
where it goes.”

When it came to picking a 
college, Murray chose Purdue 
University, which offered a degree 
that was a combination of business 
and computer science, something 
that wasn’t available at most universi-
ties at the time. 

“It felt like a good option,” Murray 
says. “If the tech didn’t click further 
in college, then I had the business to 
fall back on. If the tech clicked, then I 
could go into the tech side and follow 
that path. So it gave me an option.”

Testing the Waters
Three years later, thanks to a lot of 
hard work and credits earned in high 
school, Murray was able to graduate 
from Purdue a year early. Still only 
20 years old, he chose to further 
broaden his foundation by going to the 
University of Chicago for a master’s 
degree in business administration with 
a focus on accounting and finance. 

Always looking at the big picture, 
Murray believed he was too young 
to enter the workforce and wanted 
to supplement his technical training 
with more business experience before 
launching his career. The decision 
paid off, as after graduating, Murray 

landed a job with what was, at the 
time, one of the “big eight” account-
ing firms.

Working as a technology consult-
ant gave Murray the chance to test the 
waters on different potential career 
paths. He spent time at a Chicago bank, 
a New York brokerage, a West Coast 
manufacturer, and the state govern-
ment. The different clients he worked 
with served as windows into potential 
career paths he might want to pursue. 

“I wanted to see a variety of 
industries and a variety of different 
workplaces to better understand what I 
wanted to pursue over the long haul,” 
Murray says.

Picking a Route
Eventually, traveling to different clients 
every week became too much, and 
Murray, who had met his eventual 
wife, Kathleen, was ready to settle 
down. After a brief stint working on the 
technology strategy of a manufacturing 
company, Murray, who was in his mid-
20s at the time, decided it was time to 
pick a career and stick with it.

As is the case with all of his deci-
sions, plenty of research was done. 
He explored his options in different 
industries, looking for the best pos-
sible fit. 

Murray quickly discovered that 
the financial services sector is more 
dependent on technology than almost 
every other industry. It’s not just the 
amount of money spent on technol-
ogy at banks and asset managers, it’s 
the fact IT is a core part of those firms.  

“It was the importance of technol-
ogy to the success of the business,” 
Murray says. “Technology was not 
viewed as a back-office function, or 
an expense center—it was viewed as it 
was going to be strategic to the success 
of companies in the financial services 
space.”

Consolidation is Key
Murray’s first job in financial services 
was in the asset management division 
of Kemper Financial Services, which 
was eventually acquired by Deutsche 
Bank after a series of mergers. He spent 
16 years there, climbing the ladder and 
working several different roles on the 
technology side of the firm, particularly 
in the application development space 
where he built transfer-agency systems, 
a fund-accounting system and trading 
platforms for fixed income and equities. 

But by 2002, he was tired of spend-
ing so much time traveling to different 
business sites and made a change, taking 
the CTO of capital markets role at Bank 
One. Murray helped lead the merger 
between Bank One and JPMorgan, 
which transpired two years later.

One of Murray’s main respon-
sibilities was consolidating a couple 
of hundred business applications 
that were duplicated across the 
combined firm. As he worked with 
different teams to rationalize the 
different business applications and 
then execute them on a global basis, 
he learned an important lesson that 
would eventually lead him to his job 
at Northern Trust. 

“The reinforcing power of getting 
to singular global operating platforms 
and systems provides a lot of ben-
efit,” Murray says. “It is something 
that actually drew me to Northern. 
One of the things Northern Trust has 
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“Technology was not 
viewed as a back-office 
function, or an expense 
center—it was viewed 
as it was going to be 
strategic to the success of 
companies in the financial 
services space.”
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been doing over the last 10-plus years 
has been focusing on a global, singular 
operating model for serving its clients.”

After seven years and various roles 
at JPMorgan, including global CIO for 
treasury services, Murray was ready for 
another change. Eager to work for a 
firm headquartered in Chicago, where 
he’d made his home, Northern Trust 
stood out due to its 126-year history 
based in the Windy City. 

Naturally, Murray did his research 
on the firm before taking the role, and 
so, to his delight, did Northern. Two 
things stood out to Murray during the 
vetting process.

“I was impressed with the consist-
ent culture that came through in every 
interview. You could tell everyone was 
on the same page,” Murray says. “As 
I got to know the people at Northern 
during the interview process and did 
my research, it was clear that the way 

they viewed technology was strategi-
cally imperative for the growth of the 
company.”

That mindset hasn’t changed, as 
more investments are scheduled to be 
injected into the technology division at 
Northern Trust. Murray says the firm’s 
2016 IT spend is projected to increase. 
It’s another indication, according to 
Murray, of how the firm views technol-
ogy as a strategic investment that will pay 
dividends for its clients and employees. 

It’s also shows that the firm, just 
like Murray, is always looking one step 
ahead.

“The thing that strikes me as I’ve 
been through a lot of these different 
mergers and other company environ-
ments is that Northern does things 
for the long haul,” Murray says. 
“They’re always looking for the long 
position and the right thing to do for 
the long run.” W
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