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The infrastructure that allows institutional capital to safely enter and operate within the crypto ecosystem

is called custody and compliance — and in 2026 it has matured into a multi-billion dollar industry serving

the world's largest banks, asset managers, pension funds, and corporate treasuries. Custody

determines who legally holds the private keys that control digital assets. Compliance determines

whether the institutions holding those assets are operating within the legal frameworks required by their

regulators. Together, these two functions are the institutional rails that have made the spot Bitcoin ETF

era possible, enabled corporate treasury Bitcoin strategies, and are now underpinning the entire RWA

tokenization sector. This report maps the leading custodians, the key compliance frameworks, the

security architectures that protect institutional assets, and what every serious investor needs to

understand about how institutional-grade crypto infrastructure actually works.

01 — WHY CUSTODY IS THE FOUNDATION OF INSTITUTIONAL CRYPTO

In traditional finance, custody is a largely invisible function — your brokerage account holds your stocks,

and the broker is responsible for their safekeeping. In crypto, custody is the most critical and complex

operational decision an institution makes, because digital asset ownership is determined entirely by who

controls the private keys. There is no central registry, no phone number to call if keys are lost, and no

bankruptcy court that can unfreeze assets held in self-custody wallets. Whoever controls the keys

controls the assets — permanently and irrevocably.

This architecture creates a custody challenge unlike anything in traditional finance. A single private key

that controls billions of dollars in Bitcoin must be stored in a way that is simultaneously secure enough

to resist sophisticated attacks by nation-state-level adversaries, accessible enough to enable timely

withdrawals and transactions, legally structured to satisfy fiduciary requirements, and insured against

loss or theft. Solving all four requirements simultaneously is the business of institutional crypto custody

— and the solutions that have emerged in 2026 are significantly more sophisticated than anything

available in prior cycles.

For US registered investment advisers, the SEC's custody rule requires client assets to be held with a

qualified custodian — in practice meaning a federally or state-chartered bank or trust company. This

requirement has created a clear hierarchy of custodians in the institutional market: those with qualified

custodian status that can legally hold assets for registered funds and advisers, and those without, which

serve a different market segment. Understanding this distinction is the starting point for any institutional

custody evaluation.



REGULATORY BASELINE: US RIAs must use a qualified custodian for client digital assets.

Anchorage Digital (OCC federal bank charter), Coinbase Custody (NYDFS), and BitGo Trust

are the primary qualified custodian options for institutional digital asset allocation.

02 — THE LEADING CUSTODIANS: A COMPARATIVE MAP

Anchorage Digital: Anchorage Digital Bank N.A. holds the distinction of being the first and only

federally chartered digital asset bank in the United States, chartered by the Office of the Comptroller of

the Currency. This federal bank charter makes Anchorage the clearest qualified custodian option for

institutions subject to federal regulatory oversight — including nationally chartered banks adding crypto

custody to their service offerings and federally regulated investment funds. Anchorage also supports

staking for institutional clients, allowing ETH and other proof-of-stake assets to generate yield while

remaining in qualified custody — a capability that became particularly valuable after BlackRock's staked

ETH ETF (ETHB) launch in March 2026.

Coinbase Custody: Coinbase Custody operates as part of Coinbase Prime, regulated as a New York

trust company under the New York State Department of Financial Services — one of the most stringent

state-level regulatory frameworks in the US. It provides regular SOC 1 and SOC 2 audits,

institutional-grade insurance coverage, integrated staking and governance tools, and serves banks,

fintechs, exchanges, asset managers, and corporates. Coinbase Custody is the most widely used

institutional custody solution by volume — primarily because it combines qualified custodian status with

the deepest integration into the institutional trading and settlement infrastructure that professional crypto

investors use daily.

BitGo: BitGo was the first qualified custodian in the digital asset space and remains a market leader,

combining digital asset infrastructure with regulated custody through BitGo Bank and Trust N.A. BitGo

carries $250 million in insurance through Lloyd's syndicates — one of the highest published insurance

caps in the industry — and maintains SOC 2 Type 2 certification. Its Go Network provides exchange

settlement connectivity, and its audit log exports are specifically designed to satisfy institutional auditors

and support clean financial reporting. In the EU, BitGo has secured CASP licensing under MiCA,

making it one of the few custodians with simultaneous US qualified custodian status and EU regulatory

authorization.

Fireblocks: Fireblocks occupies a unique position in the institutional custody landscape — it is

simultaneously a digital asset infrastructure platform and, through Fireblocks Trust Company, a

regulated custody option. Its MPC-based security architecture eliminates the single points of failure

inherent in traditional key management, and its policy engine enables institutions to implement granular

transaction approval workflows that match their internal governance requirements. Fireblocks holds

SOC 2 Type 2 certification and supports hundreds of blockchains and tokens. CFOs evaluating

Fireblocks must distinguish between using Fireblocks as infrastructure and using Fireblocks Trust

Company as the legal custody entity — these are different products with different regulatory

implications.

Fidelity Digital Assets: Fidelity Digital Assets brings the brand trust and regulatory relationships of one

of the world's largest financial services companies to the institutional custody market. Operating as a



fiduciary under New York state banking law, Fidelity Digital Assets provides institutional-grade custody

specifically designed for the pension funds, endowments, and registered investment advisers that

represent Fidelity's core client base — and that have the most conservative compliance requirements in

the institutional market.

03 — SECURITY ARCHITECTURE: MPC, MULTISIG AND COLD STORAGE

The technical security architecture underlying institutional custody has evolved significantly since the

early days of simple cold storage wallets. Understanding the three primary security models — MPC,

multi-signature, and cold storage — is essential for evaluating custody providers and understanding the

risk profile of different custody approaches.

Multi-Party Computation (MPC): MPC is the dominant security architecture for institutional custody in

2026. In an MPC system, the private key is never assembled in a single location — instead,

cryptographic key shares are held by multiple parties or devices, and transactions are signed through a

computation that combines these shares without any single party ever having access to the complete

key. Fireblocks pioneered MPC-based custody infrastructure, and the architecture is now widely

adopted because it eliminates the single point of failure that makes traditional key management

vulnerable. An attacker who compromises one key share gains nothing — the complete key is never

assembled, so it cannot be stolen.

Multi-Signature (MultiSig): Multi-signature architecture requires multiple independent key approvals

for transactions to execute — distributing custody control across geographic locations and

organizational roles. BitGo pioneered multi-signature custody for Bitcoin, and the architecture remains

particularly well-suited for Bitcoin and Ethereum holdings where the institutional preference for

transparent, on-chain verifiable security outweighs the operational flexibility advantages of MPC.

Multi-signature transactions create an on-chain audit trail that satisfies institutional auditors and

compliance departments in a way that MPC off-chain computation does not.

Cold Storage with Hardware Security Modules (HSMs): Cold storage — keeping private keys on

hardware devices physically disconnected from the internet — remains the gold standard for long-term,

low-turnover institutional holdings. Combined with Hardware Security Modules that provide

tamper-resistant key storage in an offline environment, cold storage offers the highest security

guarantee available for digital assets. The trade-off is operational friction: moving assets out of cold

storage requires physical processes that take hours rather than seconds. Coinbase Custody and

Gemini Custody both combine cold storage with HSMs as their primary security architecture for the

majority of assets under custody.

SECURITY PRINCIPLE: The best institutional custodians in 2026 combine cold storage for the

majority of assets with MPC or MultiSig for operational wallets — layering security

architectures rather than relying on any single approach.

04 — COMPLIANCE FRAMEWORKS: GENIUS ACT, MiCA AND KYC/AML



Institutional crypto compliance in 2026 operates within an increasingly clear but genuinely complex

multi-jurisdictional regulatory framework. The key developments that every institutional investor and

crypto service provider must understand are the GENIUS Act in the United States, MiCA enforcement in

the European Union, and the evolving KYC/AML requirements that apply to all institutional digital asset

participants.

The GENIUS Act and qualified custodian requirements: The GENIUS Act's implementation in 2026

extended the qualified custodian framework to stablecoins and tokenized assets, requiring that

institutional holdings of these instruments be maintained with regulated custodians that meet specific

capital, insurance, and operational standards. For institutions currently using non-qualified custody

arrangements for stablecoin balances — which many corporate treasuries were doing as recently as

2024 — the GENIUS Act creates a compliance deadline that is driving rapid migration to qualified

custodians. This migration is one of the primary growth drivers for institutional custody AUM in 2026.

MiCA CASP authorization: In the European Union, MiCA requires Crypto Asset Service Providers —

including custodians operating in EU member states — to obtain CASP authorization from their national

competent authority. BitGo, Copper, Zodia, and Hex Trust have either secured CASP licenses or

operate via authorized affiliates, giving them a clear competitive advantage in the European institutional

market. Custodians without CASP authorization cannot legally provide services to EU-regulated

institutions after the July 2026 full enforcement deadline — creating a market consolidation dynamic that

is rapidly concentrating European institutional custody AUM among the fully authorized providers.

Switzerland FINMA 01/2026 guidance: Switzerland's FINMA issued new guidance in early 2026 that

effectively raises the bar for institutional custody, requiring custodians to demonstrate not just technical

security but also legal robustness of asset segregation across jurisdictions. This guidance is particularly

significant for global institutions with multi-jurisdictional portfolios — it requires custody arrangements

that can legally segregate assets in each jurisdiction where the institution operates, not just at the

consolidated portfolio level.

KYC/AML at the institutional level: Anti-money laundering and know-your-customer requirements for

institutional crypto participants have become substantially more rigorous in 2026. The Travel Rule —

requiring institutions to share originator and beneficiary information for transactions above threshold

amounts — now applies across all major jurisdictions, and compliance infrastructure providers like

Chainalysis, Elliptic, and TRM Labs have become essential components of institutional compliance

stacks. Institutions that cannot demonstrate robust transaction monitoring and Travel Rule compliance

face increasing difficulty maintaining banking relationships and custody arrangements.

05 — QUANTUM RESISTANCE: THE LONG-TERM CUSTODY CHALLENGE

One of the most important long-term custody considerations that institutional investors and their

advisors are beginning to address in 2026 is quantum resistance — the preparation of custody

infrastructure for the eventual development of quantum computers capable of breaking the elliptic curve

cryptography that underlies Bitcoin and Ethereum's security architecture.



Current consensus among cryptographers is that quantum computers capable of breaking 256-bit

elliptic curve cryptography are likely 10 to 15 years away — but institutional investors with multi-decade

investment horizons are beginning to ask their custodians about post-quantum cryptography readiness

now. The custodians at the leading edge of this preparation are developing PQC migration roadmaps

that allow coordinated key transitions across BTC/ETH holdings without operational disruption or loss of

audit trails.

Ethereum's Hegotá upgrade, scheduled for H2 2026, introduces elements of quantum-resistant

cryptography into Ethereum's protocol architecture — signaling that the network's core development

team is actively addressing this long-term security challenge. Institutions holding significant Ethereum

positions should monitor their custodian's quantum resistance roadmap as a component of their

long-term custody due diligence.

06 — CONCLUSION: CUSTODY IS WHERE INSTITUTIONAL TRUST IS BUILT

The institutional crypto market of 2026 is built on custody and compliance infrastructure — the

unglamorous but absolutely essential foundation that makes everything else possible. Without qualified

custodians that satisfy SEC, NYDFS, OCC, and MiCA requirements, spot Bitcoin ETFs could not have

launched. Without robust AML compliance infrastructure, banks could not maintain correspondent

relationships with crypto exchanges. Without institutional-grade security architecture, pension funds and

endowments could not allocate to digital assets without violating their fiduciary duties.

For institutional investors evaluating their custody arrangements, the framework is clear: start with

regulatory status — qualified custodian for US RIAs, CASP authorization for EU participants. Evaluate

security architecture — prioritizing providers with multiple layered security approaches rather than

single-point solutions. Assess insurance coverage — $250 million is the current benchmark set by BitGo

through Lloyd's syndicates. Verify audit credentials — SOC 2 Type 2 certification is the minimum

standard for institutional custody. And assess quantum resistance roadmap — for any institution with a

multi-decade investment horizon.

For retail and semi-institutional investors, the custody and compliance landscape provides an important

signal: the depth and sophistication of the institutional infrastructure being built in 2026 is a leading

indicator of the long-term capital allocation that is still coming into this asset class. Qualified custodians,

federal bank charters, $250 million insurance policies, and FINMA guidance do not get built for assets

that institutions expect to abandon. They get built for assets that institutions expect to hold — and grow

— for decades.

Custody is where institutional commitment becomes infrastructure. The infrastructure being

built in 2026 reflects a multi-decade conviction — not a tactical trade.
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