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Key Takeaways

The new cost of delay: Waiting for bank
funding now costs small businesses over 4x
more than the loan interest itself.

Liquidity paradox: Even creditworthy (“New
Prime") businesses are rejected or delayed—
so 78% now choose fintech for speed.

Velocity beats rate: In a volatile economy,
a low-rate loan that arrives late destroys
opportunity value.

Time-to-fund gap: Traditional banks average

52 days to fund, while Cardiff delivers capital
in under 4 hours.
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Real-world ROI: Businesses using Cardiff
captured missed bids, hedged tariffs,
and unlocked margins worth hundreds of
thousands.

Tech dividend: Cardiff's Al underwriting
creates rate parity with banks—speed no
longer comes with a premium.

Macro reality: Inflation, tariffs, and wage
stickiness make rapid access to capital a
survival advantage, not a luxury.

Moral of the report: Capital’s value is no
longer its cost—it's how fast it moves.
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FOREWORD: THE VELOCITY IMPERATIVE
By William Stern, Founder & CEO, Cardiff

To Our Clients, Partners, and the Broader
Business Community:

We are navigating a period of profound
economic dislocation. The traditional signals
that business owners have relied on for
decades—interest rates, unemployment
figures, and GDP growth—are no longer telling
the full story. While the headlines debate the
likelihood of a “soft landing,” the reality on
the ground for the 33 million small businesses
that form the backbone of the American
economy is far more complex, and frankly,
more dangerous.

We see this not through the lens of academic
theory, but through the hard data of over $12
billion deployed to Main Street. The data tells
us that the American entrepreneur is facing a
liquidity paradox.

Defending the Engine of the American Dream

| believe deeply that the American Dream

is the single greatest engine for human
prosperity in history. It is the idea that anyone,
regardless of where they start, can build
something of value if they have the grit and
the vision. But that dream does not run on
hope alone; it runs on capital.

Today, that dream is under siege—not by

a lack of ambition, but by a wall of friction.
When a qualified business owner is forced to
wait 60 days for a loan, we aren't just delaying
a transaction; we are deferring their dream.

We are telling the job creators of this country
that their ambition is less important than a
bank's bureaucracy.

The traditional banking system, burdened by
regulatory capital requirements and legacy
models, has retreated into a defensive crouch.
They have effectively frozen out the “New
Prime"” borrower. This is not merely a service
failure; it is a betrayal of the social contract
that makes this country great.

The Decoupling of Rate and Value

For forty years, the cost of capital (the interest
rate) was the primary variable in a business
owner'’s decision matrix. In a low-velocity
world, waiting 60 days for a cheaper loan
made sense.

That world no longer exists.

We have entered an era of supply chain
volatility and tariff-induced inflation. In this
environment, the price of goods can rise 15%
in the time it takes a bank loan committee to
schedule a meeting. The opportunity to hire
a key team member, acquire a competitor,

or secure inventory vanishes in hours, not
weeks.

Thus, we are witnessing a historic decoupling.
The value of capital is no longer defined
solely by its cost; it is defined by its velocity. A
low-rate loan that arrives after the opportunity
has passed is not an asset; it is an irrelevant
statistic.

The Velocity Imperative



The Responsibility of Modern Finance

Financial institutions have a moral obligation
to move at the speed of the economy they
serve. When a bank takes deposits from a
community but refuses to lend back to it
with reasonable speed, they are breaking the
machinery of the American Dream.

At Cardiff, we rejected the false trade-off
between cost and velocity. The legacy
financial system operates on the assumption
that a business owner must choose between
a fair rate and a fast decision. We spent two
decades building a fortress balance sheet and
a proprietary technology stack to dismantle
that binary. We have proven that sacrificing
speed for cost is no longer requisite. By
delivering institutional-grade pricing at fintech
speed, we demonstrate daily that efficiency
does not require a premium. We do not view
this combination as a “perk.” We view it as a
fiduciary responsibility to our clients' growth.

About This Report

This study, The Economic Advantage of
Speed-First Capital, is not a marketing
document. It is a rigorous, quantitative
analysis of the trade-offs business owners
face today. We commissioned this report to
put hard numbers behind the intuition that
every founder feels: that waiting is the most
expensive thing you can do.

The findings are stark. For the vast majority of
healthy, prime-rated businesses, the “Cost of
Delay” has mathematically eclipsed the “Cost
of Capital.”

The Velocity Imperative

We share this data not to declare victory, but
to sound an alarm. The old models are broken.
The future belongs to the agile. And we intend
to be the engine that powers them.

Sincerely,

William Stern
Founder & CEO, Cardiff
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1. Executive Summary

In the current US economic environment—characterized by a divergence
between the Federal Reserve's monetary policy and Main Street’s liquidity
needs—traditional financing timelines have become a liability. This study
analyzes the economic impact of utilizing Cardiff's Speed-First Capital
Model versus traditional commercial banking for Prime-rated US small
businesses.

The Bottom Line:

For the Composite Organization modeled in this study, the Cost of Delay
associated with traditional underwriting exceeded the Cost of Capital by
a factor of 4.3x, resulting in a net positive ROI of 18 % when opting for
fintech execution speed.

Key Findings:
» The “New Prime" Migration: 78% of the dataset was comprised of

borrowers with FICO scores (700+) and revenue profiles that qualified
for bank financing, yet opted for fintech execution.

» Defensive ROI: Businesses utilizing capital for “Protective Inventory
Acquisition” (hedging against potential 2026 tariff impacts) realized a
risk-adjusted savings of 22% on material costs.

Executive Summary
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2. The Macro-Economic Context

To understand the urgency of this shift, we must isolate the variables
affecting the domestic lending environment:

» The Credit Crunch: According to the Federal Reserve's latest Senior
Loan Officer Opinion Survey (SLOOS), over 50% of domestic banks
have tightened standards for C& (Commercial and Industrial) loans to
small firms.

» The Inventory Pressure: The ISM Manufacturing Index indicates that
while supplier delivery times are stabilizing, input price uncertainty
remains high due to forward-looking inflation indicators. This forces
US businesses to “front-load” inventory.

» The Labor Reality: BLS data shows persistent wage stickiness in the
skilled trades. Businesses are pivoting capital allocation from “hiring”
to “automation/efficiency,” requiring immediate CapEx funding that
traditional banks are slow to approve.

Analyst Note on Monetary Policy: While market attention remains fixed
on the Federal Reserve's rate decisions, Cardiff's analysis indicates that
for the SMB sector, liquidity velocity has decoupled from monetary
policy. Even if rates soften, the structural latency (45-60 day wait times)
of traditional banking renders it ineffective for time-sensitive supply chain
hedging.

The Macro-Economic Context
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3. Customer Journey Mapping

To understand the economic impact, we must first map the operational
friction of the status quo. Cardiff tracked the borrower’s journey across
45 distinct touchpoints.

Scenario: A Prime-rated business owner applying for $250,000 in
working capital.

Pathway A: The Traditional Commercial Bank Journey

 Day 1 (Application): Owner spends 4 hours gathering 3 years of tax
returns, P&L statements, and personal financial statements. Physical
visit to branch required.
» Day 7 (The Black Hole): Application enters “Underwriting Queue.” No
communication. Owner misses the first supplier discount deadline.
« Day 21 (The Inquiry): Bank requests updated interim financials. Owner
spends 2 hours with bookkeeper generating new reports.
« Day 45 (The Committee): Loan goes to committee. Approval is
granted, but with a caveat: additional collateral required.
 Day 52 (Funding): Funds wired.
- Total Time: 52 Days.
- Opportunity Status: LOST. The inventory was sold to a competitor;
the price hike took effect.

Pathway B: The Cardiff Fintech Journey

« Minute O (Application): Owner applies via mobile. Connects business
bank account via Plaid API. No tax returns uploaded; data is scraped
in real-time.

» Minute 5 (The Instant Audit): Cardiff's algorithmic underwriting scores
the business based on current cash flow velocity (DSCR).

« Minute 6 (The Instant Offer): Qualified offer presented immediately
in-app. Rate is directly competitive with traditional commercial
benchmarks. No waiting for a term sheet email.

 Hour 4 (Funding): Funds wired same-day.

- Total Time: ~4 Hours.
- Opportunity Status: SECURED. Inventory purchased at Q4 pricing.

Customer Journey Mapping



4. The Composite Organization

To illustrate the financial impact, Cardiff aggregated data from four
distinct client interviews to create a Composite Organization.
Profile:

e Industry: Commercial Construction / Skilled Trades (US-based
operations).

« Annual Revenue: $5.2 Million.

« Credit Profile: 740 FICO / Strong Debt Service Coverage Ratio
(DSCR).

» Underwriting Data: Verified real-time cash flow via Plaid integration
(Average Daily Balance > $75k).

e The Scenario: Required $250,000 immediately to secure raw
materials for a $2M government contract before a supplier price hike.

The Composite Organization
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5. Analysis of Benefits (Voice of the Costumer)

Benefit A: Elimination of Opportunity Cost

The Challenge: The organization faced a 7-day deadline to lock in
material pricing. A traditional SBA 7(a) loan process averages 45-90
days.

The Impact: Cardiff funded the request in 6 hours via Plaid integration.

“Our bank manager told us it would take three weeks just to get to
the committee. If we waited, we would have lost the bid. We didn't
pay for money; we paid to win the contract.”

— CFO, Commercial Construction Firm (Composite Interviewee)

Calculation:

« Contract Value: $2,000,000

« Net Profit Margin: 20% ($400,000)

« Probability of Win with Bank Delay: 0%
« Value Realized via Cardiff: $400,000

Benefit B: Supply Chain Hedge

The Challenge: Upcoming tariff adjustments were projected to increase
steel costs by 15%.

The Impact: Immediate capital allowed the organization to bulk-buy at Q4
2025 prices.

“We treat inventory as an asset class now. Borrowing to buy steel
today is cheaper than paying the tariff price tomorrow. Speed is the
only way to execute that hedge.”

— Owner, HVAC Supply Distributor (Composite Interviewee)

Calculation:
« Material Purchase: $250,000
« Avoided Cost Increase (15%): $37,500

« Cardiff Financing Cost (Interest): ($22,000)
« Net Economic Gain: +$15,500

Analysis of Benefits
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6. Expanded Composite Scenarios

Scenario B: The Retailer's “Q4 Inventory Sprint”
Profile: A multi-location apparel retailer ($8M Revenue).

» The Challenge: Supply chain delays meant holiday inventory arrived
late at the port. To release it, they needed to pay the freight forwarder
$150,000 immediately or miss the Black Friday window.

» The Bank Option: A line of credit increase would take 3 weeks.

» The Cardiff Solution: Funded same-day at institutional rates.

» The ROI: The goods hit the shelves on time. The “Cost of Capital” was
dwarfed by the $350,000 in gross margin realized during the holiday
rush.

Scenario C: The Manufacturer's “Automation Hedge"
Profile: A precision machining shop ($12M Revenue).

» The Challenge: Facing a labor shortage, the owner found a robotic
arm available at auction for 30% below market value ($200k). The
auction required payment in 24 hours.

e The Bank Option: Impossible timeline.

» The Cardiff Solution: Equipment financing approved in minutes based
on asset value and cash flow.

» The ROI: The robot replaced two open headcount roles, saving the

company $140,000 annually in labor costs. The machine paid for
itself in 18 months.

Expanded Composite Scenarios
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7. Analysis of Cost & Risk

The “Technology Dividend"”

Unlike traditional fintechs that charge a premium for speed to cover loan
losses, Cardiff leverages Al and real-time data access (Plaid) to de-risk
the loan instantly. This creates a “Technology Dividend"—savings that
are passed back to the borrower.

» Rate Parity: The analysis confirms that for Prime-rated borrowers,
Cardiff's effective rate was statistically comparable to traditional
commercial bank offers, but with zero “latency cost.”

» Risk-Adjustment Methodology: To ensure a conservative analysis,
Cardiff applied a 10% Risk Adjustment to all projected benefits in
this study to account for potential implementation delays or market
softness.

Analysis of Cost & Risk
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8. Financial Summary & Conclusion

The following table outlines the Risk-Adjusted Present Value (PV) of the

decision to utilize Cardiff over a traditional bank.

TRADITIONAL BANKING

cardiff

IMPACT CATEGORY STRATEGY CARDIFF SPEED STRATEGY NET BENEFIT
Operational Hours ; -25 Hours -1 Hour +24 Hours saved
(Admin)

Revenue Capture $0 (Misseed Bid) $400,000 +$400,000
(Opportunity)

Cost of Capital ($18,000) ($18,000) Parity

(Interest)

Total Economic Impact ($18,000) $382,000 Positive

Veredict: While the nominal interest rate was lower with the traditional bank, the Total
Economic Impact was negative due to lost opportunity. Cardiff's model delivered a superior
risk-adjusted return.

cardiff

Appendix: Methodology

Cardiff's Data Insights Division analyzed anonymized loan
performance data from Q1-Q4 2025, cross-referenced with Federal
Reserve economic data (FRED) and Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS)

reporting.

Financial Summary & Conclusion
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In Closing

Data is critical, but it is not the mission. The mission is the entrepreneur.

While this report focuses on the mechanics of speed—APIs, risk models,
and automated underwriting—none of it works without the extraordinary
dedication of the Cardiff team.

| want to thank the hundreds of employees at Cardiff who come to work
every day not just to process loans, but to solve problems. They are the
ones who pick up the phone when a client is stressed about payroll.
They are the ones who stay late to ensure a wire hits before a deadline.
Technology provides the speed, but our people provide the trust.

Despite the headwinds of inflation, tariffs, and uncertainty outlined in
these pages, | have an abiding faith in the resilience of the American
small business owner. They are the engine of our economy and the
guardians of the American Dream. It is our privilege to fuel them.

Vo

William Stern
Founder & CEO, Cardiff
December, 2025
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