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Like many industries, banking is adapting to 
meet the changing needs of its customers. 
In 10 years, branches will be just one of the 
possible face-to-face meeting places at key 
moments in the customer journey. Customers 
will be in control of deciding when and where 
they want to meet, and they’ll be able to easily 
schedule an in-person or virtual appointment. 
The meeting can be at a bank building, or at 
a local coffee shop. Banking will continue to 
become much more human again—reverting 
back to personalized, local relationships, like 
banks used to have with their customers.

TimeTrade acknowledges the 
sponsorship of IBM for this report.

B U I L T  O NB U I L T  O N

“
”—Gary Ambrosino

TimeTrade CEO 

ABOUT THE SURVEY
TimeTrade recently commissioned a survey of 2,000 consumers—
conducted by national survey firm SSI—asking in-depth questions about 
their perceptions and behaviors around banking. The research results in 
this report give important insights into the state of banking in 2017.
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The way we bank has come a long 
way from the days of waiting in 
line every Friday after work to 
deposit a paycheck. As technology 
has evolved, so have our banking 
habits. ATMs made it possible to 
make deposits and withdrawals at 
the shopping mall, and telephone 
banking introduced transactions 
from anywhere. 

More recently, the rise of internet 
technology and mobile apps is 
making it possible to get any 
kind of banking service without 
setting foot in a branch. You can 
even deposit a check or apply for 
a mortgage from your phone. 

It’s no longer necessary to visit 
a branch for many banking 
transactions, yet in-person banking 
isn’t going away. Instead, it’s 
becoming more important and 
more specialized—and, as a result, 
the customer service experience a 
branch provides is increasingly vital 
to a bank’s success. In fact, during 
the next 10 years, banking will 
become much more human again—
emphasizing personal relationships 
and local connectedness, for which 
banks were once known.

“Judging from our recent study 
about the state of banking, branch 
visits are more important than ever 
before,” says Gary Ambrosino, CEO 
of TimeTrade. “In-person banking 
remains popular, and technological 
advances are creating opportunities 
for more innovative branch banking 
experiences in the future. As in-
person banking is transforming, 
branches need to be ready to work 

with today’s technology, opening 
the doors to new levels of customer 
service experience that enable more 
growth and an expanded customer 
base. While online banking options 
offer convenience and immediacy, 
in-person banking experiences must 
be built on exceptional service with a 
personal touch.”

But what’s in store for the future of 
face-to-face banking?

Branches aren’t going anywhere. 
While many trend spotters 
have predicted the closing of 
America’s branches, customers 
are still choosing in-person 
banking experiences. Rather than 
becoming obsolete, branches 
are taking on new meaning 
and providing banks with 
opportunities for greater profits.

Innovative banks will leverage 
emerging technologies to provide 
first-class customer service. 
Although branch customers 
generally are satisfied with their 
banking experiences, there is 
room for improvement. And as 
in-person banking trends toward 
more complex services, the need 
for exceptional customer service 
will be paramount. Innovative banks 
will use a combination of online 
and in-store technologies to reduce 
wait times and improve the overall 
experience of customers.

Online banking will provide new 
opportunities as well as challenges. 
While customers may feel 
ambivalent about certain aspects 
of digital banking, new online and 
mobile technologies will continue 
to evolve, and customer banking 
habits will evolve with them. These 
advances will provide challenges as 
well as opportunities to banks.

Despite the fast-changing 
technology landscape, branch 
banking continues to be important 
to both consumers and banks. The 
importance of in-person banking 
is enhanced by the convenience 
of online banking. As long as the 
banking industry continues to 
evolve with new technology—
and a firm commitment to 
providing personalized service— 
it seems certain that branches 
will keep their doors open for 
the foreseeable future.

“In-person banking 
is becoming more 
important—and, 
as a result, the 
customer service 
experience a 
branch provides is 
increasingly vital to 
a bank’s success”

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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As online and mobile technologies 
have evolved, so have customers’ 
banking habits. Online banking now 
makes it possible to pay your bills, 
transfer funds between accounts, 
view your transaction history, sync 
your money with applications, open 
accounts, and apply for loans. It is 
even possible to deposit a check 
simply by taking a photo of it.

Mobile and online banking promise 
customers unparalleled convenience 
and immediate results. Banks 
benefit as well, with lower overhead 
costs to manage transactions. Bain 
& Co. estimates that each in-person 
transaction with a teller or bank 
representative costs the bank $4.00, 
while an online transaction only 
costs $0.10.2  

Not only are customers incentivized 
to conduct fewer transactions 
at a branch, but the institutions 
themselves could save billions of 
dollars per year by shutting their 
branch doors.

10%

36%

28%

27%

GEN Z
18–21

MILLENNIALS
22–36

GEN X
37–51

BABY BOOMERS
52–72

Q Do you primarily use a national bank or a 

community bank?

79%

21%
Community 

bank 
customers

National bank 
customers 
(e.g., PNC, 

Wells Fargo, 
etc.)

Q What is 
your age?1
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WHERE ARE THEY BANKING?

According to 
the survey, the 

top five national 
banks used by 

respondents are:

The top three banks have a commanding 
lead over all other national banks. 
Combined, they are represented by nearly 
50 percent of the customers surveyed. 
About 20 percent of millennials choose 
to bank at Bank of America and Wells-
Fargo—more than other age groups 
do. Likewise, about one-fifth of Gen-Z 
respondents bank at Chase. Baby Boomers 
are more likely than other demographics 
to bank at a community bank.

BANK OF AMERICA

WELLS-FARGO

CHASE

U.S. BANK

PNC

17%

15%

15%

4%
3%

91%
of customers don’t go by market size when 
selecting a bank or credit union
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45%
of people would not even consider 

using an online-only bank

And yet, neither customers nor 
banks are in a hurry to abandon 
the branch. In fact, Bank of America 
has renovated its flagship Boston 
branch, and is planning to update 
1,500 of its branches across the 
country.3  For this institution and 
others, online banking has created 
new and exciting opportunities for 
in-person banking—opportunities 
that are generating more revenue. 

Trend watchers have been 
predicting the end of bank branches 
since ATMs arrived on the scene 
decades ago. Rather than becoming 
obsolete, in-person banking 
has instead evolved with new 
technologies. And as branch banking 
takes on a different function, it also 
takes on a new significance.

BRANCHES ARE STILL 
IMPORTANT

Electronic banking makes it possible 
to conduct nearly every kind of 
banking activity from anywhere, 
whenever it’s most convenient for 
customers. Despite the convenience 
and immediacy of online banking 
options, bank customers still 
consider branch banking their 
first choice. In TimeTrade’s survey, 
visiting the branch was customers’ 
number-one preferred method 
of banking, with about half of 
respondents reporting that they visit 
their branch at least once a month. 
In fact, the top two factors for 
choosing a new bank were based on 
in-person banking.

Q How do you interact with your 
financial institution?

6
5

4
3

2
1 In person at the branch

Desktop/tablet

Smartphone/online 
banking

ATM

By phone

Virtual video meetings

Q How many times do you visit your 
branch per year?

Twice a month or more............................................
Once a month........................................................
5–12 times a year....................................................
Fewer than 5 times a year.........................................
I didn’t visit my branch in the past year.........................

27%
21%
26%
19%

6%
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to be anxious about their financial 
health, fearful of being turned 
down for a loan, and excited about 
realizing their dreams. Customers 
are highly sensitive to the quality of 
customer service they receive when 
conducting these types of banking 
transactions.

As menial banking tasks shift from 
in-person to online, the role of 
branch banking will become more 
significant, not less. The availability 

5

of branches, and the in-person 
customer experience at a bank, will 
continue to be a top priority for 
customers.

Similarly, as the role of branches 
becomes more specialized, 
banks that offer certain boutique 
services—such as a notary public 
or appointments to meet with 
specialists—will have a competitive 
advantage over banks that lack 
those services. 

Q What are the most important 
factors you consider when 
choosing your bank?

2
3

4
5

6

Online banking is designed for 
convenience and speed. For 
quick and easy transactions, 
such as checking an account 
balance or automating payments, 
online banking is ideal. However, 
customers prefer handling other 
transactions in person. When it 
comes to major, complex banking 
events such as opening an account 
or securing a loan, bank customers 
are looking for the one-on-one 
customer service experience that 
online banking simply can’t provide.

While the number of customers 
that set foot within a branch has 
dropped significantly in recent years, 
the number of bank branches has 
only decreased slightly—about three 
percent since 2008. The Boston 
Globe’s Deirdre Fernandes writes 
that banks aren’t ready to give up on 
branches yet, because they are still 
critical to the banks’ success. While 
branches will continue to exist, their 
functions will be different. Branches 
will no longer focus on traditional 
transactions such as withdrawals 
and deposits, but will “specialize 
in very specific and more complex 
transactions, such as small business 
loans, mortgages, and setting up 
college funds.”4

These specialized functions are 
highly profitable, but they’re also 
associated with stronger customer 
emotions. It’s common for people 

1 Location/hours

Customer service

Products & services

Rates

Reputation

Size



VISITING THE BRANCH

Make a 
deposit/

withdrawal 
with a teller

Q What are the main reasons 
you go into your branch?

YES
67%

10% of customers go to the 
branch specifically to see 
a notary public.

...and did you know, it’s 
not all about money...

Q What are 
the things you 

dislike most 
when you visit 
your branch?

1
53%

2

3

45

6

• Long lines at teller windows
• Inconvenient hours
• Long lines for other transactions
• No one available to help with a 

specific issue
• Employees untrained to address 

my question



CUSTOMERS DON’T LIKE TO 
WAIT

While branch banking is here to 
stay, the current in-person customer 
experience isn’t entirely rewarding. 
The top things customers dislike 
most at their branches are all 
specific to in-person banking, and 
they can be avoided altogether by 
banking online, instead of in-person. 
This poses a challenge that branch 
institutions will need to address if 
they aim to remain competitive. 

It’s not surprising that waiting for 
service, whether at the teller window 
or the drive-up window, is the most 
disliked aspect of the in-person 
banking experience. It’s an issue that 
banks have dealt with for decades, 
and the reputation for lengthy wait 
times has negatively shaped the 
cultural perception of the typical 
banking experience.

In fact, at many branches, lobby wait 
times have risen steadily since 2011. 
The average wait time for initial 
contact with a service representative 
has increased from 4:46 minutes to 
7:06 minutes, according to the FMSI 
Retail Branch Lobby Study.5 

This poses a real concern for 
branches: The TimeTrade survey 
found that more than 60 percent 
of bank customers are unwilling to 
wait for more than 10 minutes. The 
survey also echoed the FMSI study, 
with nearly a quarter of respondents 
reporting they typically experience 
wait times of 10 minutes or more.

Since customer service is one of 
the three most important factors 
in choosing a bank, branches 
that provide exceptional service 
by eliminating wait times will 
have a competitive advantage. 
Banks should explore innovative 
approaches to reducing customer 
wait time. This is one area where 
branches can benefit from emerging 
technologies—including online 
options. For example, some 
banks are beginning to install 
self-serve kiosks and tablets in 
branch locations to reduce the 
number of transactions that bank 
representatives must conduct, thus 
shortening lines. 

The TimeTrade survey revealed that 
customers have a strong interest in 
banking with branches that allow 
them to skip waiting altogether 
by scheduling appointments at 
their preferred times. Scheduling 
software provides the kind of 
boutique service that is quickly 
becoming more popular among 
businesses—and their customers— 
across a wide array of industries. 

By accommodating banking services 
to customers’ schedules and 
lifestyles, branches can give any 
customer a first-class experience. 
It also helps financial institutions 
to keep in step with the latest 
customer service trends—an area 
where banks have historically trailed 
behind other industries.

24%
of customers say they 

wait more than 10 
minutes to be served 

61%
of customers wait longer 

than 5 minutes when 
visiting their branch, and
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65%Q Would you prefer to schedule 
an appointment vs. waiting at the 
branch to meet with a mortgage 
specialist?

AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT

More 
than

said “Yes”.

50%Q Would you choose a bank 
specifically because it offers 
the ability to schedule 
appointments for service? said “Yes”.

More
than

Q Would you be willing to bank 
on a busy weekday if offered a 
guaranteed meeting time?

Q Would you be willing to bank 
on a busy weekday if you were 
offered an incentive?

Yes

Yes
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THE PRIORITY OF 
PERSONALIZED SERVICE

The good news for brick-and-mortar 
banks is that overall, customers are 
satisfied with the in-person service 
they receive. More than 70 percent 
of respondents said they receive 
a personalized experience at their 
branch, and nearly 9 in 10 feel the 
bank is familiar with their history at 
the institution. 

However, while most customers 
ranked customer service at a 4 
out of 5 or better, there’s still 
plenty of room for improvement. 
Half of the respondents felt that 
the bank representatives they 
meet with are never or only 
sometimes knowledgeable and 
able to help. This indicates that 
customers often are meeting with a 
representative who lacks expertise 
in the topic the customer wants 
to discuss. Banks could eliminate 
such disappointments by letting 
customers see the availability of 
and schedule appointments with 
the representative most qualified to 
handle their inquiry.

As Chandrashekar Gopalarao writes 
in an article for American Banker, 
the customers who want to interact 
with humans “are more interested 
in the interactions they experience 
in person than in everyday 
transactions…. And in the digital 
age, when individuals are used to 
getting answers online quickly, they 
also expect quick resolution of the 
in-person query as well.”6

As banking customers become more 
accustomed to speedy transactions 
and quick results online, it will be 
also increasingly important for the 
in-person customer experience 
to be immediately rewarding. 
This includes, but isn’t limited to, 
speedy service. Because branch 
customers choose to do business 
with humans rather than online, it is 
critical that they receive exceptional 
personalized service.

As Gopalarao states, banks will need 
to staff the right set of people in 
their branches. Amid the pressure 
to cut costs by closing branches and 
reducing headcount, banks should 
strive to staff their locations with 
wide-ranging experts. 

In response, some banks are using 
virtual banking—a solution that 
allows customers to meet one-on-
one with bank representatives via 
video conferencing.

Q Do you feel you 
have a personalized 

experience when you 
visit your bank?

Yes

Q Overall, how would 
you rate personal 
customer service at 
your primary bank on 
a 1–5 scale (5 being the 
best)?

1 2 3 4 5

2%
5%

20%

41%

33%
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According to the Columbus 
Dispatch, the program has helped 
branches at UMB Bank increase 
revenue by nearly 50 percent.7 
Some banks allow customers to 
schedule appointments with floating 
specialists, who rotate from branch 
to branch to provide expertise on 
more complex matters. 

Both of these solutions solve several 
problems for retail banks and their 
customers: 

• Floating bank advisors can 
reduce their travel between 
branches;

• Staffing becomes simpler;

• Customers can work with a real 
person at a branch, from home, 
or even at a coffee shop—at 
their convenience.

Finextra’s Steve Tassell emphasizes 
the reality that financial institutions 
are no longer simply competing 
with other banks, but with retailers, 
telecommunications providers, 
and hospitality venues—industries 
that are quick to capitalize on new 
technologies that empower their 
customers to create their own 
customized experiences. According 
to Tassell: “More than ever before, 
today’s customers know what they 

want and how to go about getting 
it. To keep pace, it isn’t just about 
offering great service but a strategy 
based on ensuring the customer 
comes first and is at the heart of the 
business.”8 

For banks, that means taking 
stock of their digital services 
and providing a truly integrated 
experience whether in branches, 
on the telephone, or online. “If all 
channels are connected, customers 
can begin their interaction on one 
channel and complete it on another 
in a refreshingly joined-up fashion,” 
Tassell writes. “The responsive bank 
should deliver seamless experiences 
that increase convenience and 
engagement, and represent the 
business consistently each time.”

Dharmesh Mistry, also writing 
for Finextra, agrees: “In an age 
of growing preference for digital 

channels and seamless interaction, 
the most innovative and successful 
branches have been those 
adaptive enough to consciously 
move away from the traditional 
branch model, offering instead 
a branch experience integrating 
engaging, convenient technology 
with the personalized, highly 
informative interaction customers 
visit the branch to receive.”9 

These kinds of improved customer 
experiences also increase loyalty 
and profit. Research firm Capgemini 
recently found that the better the 
customer experience, the more 
likely consumers are to engage in 
profitable behaviors. According to 
Capgemini: “Positive experiences 
pay off in the form of retention and 
referrals. More than two-thirds of 
customers with positive experiences 
(67.8%) are likely to stay with their 
primary bank, compared to only 
38.6% of those with negative ones.”10 

“More than ever 
before, customers 
know what they 
want and how to go 
about getting it.”

-Steve Tassell, Finextra
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CHURN IN BANKING

The need to provide a highly 
personalized customer experience 
may be even more critical than 
most banks realize. An Accenture 
study revealed that most banking 
customers are actively considering 
switching banks. In the last three 
years, 58 percent of customers 
have had more than two financial 
services providers.11  These figures 
reveal a growing trend in customer 
behavior—customers expect more 

from banks, and they’re willing to 
go where they’ll get it.

Implementing a customer 
relationship management (CRM) 
tool can help banks increase 
customer loyalty by predicting 
churn and by employing proactive 
measures to retain their 
customers. CRM tools can use 
churn-predicting models to identify 
customer behavioral patterns 

that indicate a readiness to switch 
banks. 

A CRM also can help banks 
provide the next level of customer 
service by anticipating customers’ 
needs or interests, based on past 
behavior. Similarly, personalization 
capabilities add a human touch to 
automated emails and newsletters. 
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ON EDGE ABOUT ONLINE 
BANKING

While the convenience of 
online banking can’t be beat, 
customers have concerns that 
electronic banking will need to 
be addressed if it is to be fully 
adopted. Cybersecurity is at the 
top of the list, with more than 70 
percent of banking customers 
somewhat or very uneasy 
about cybersecurity issues.

As it turns out, customers have 
reason for concern. According to a 
recent Financial Institutions Security 
Risks survey, about a quarter of 
banks struggle with customer 
identification in their digital and 
online banking services. In fact, in 
2016, 30 percent of banks reported 
internet security incidents.12  

The quandary for banks is how to 
deploy robust security technologies 
that don’t compromise the customer 
experience: The primary purpose of 
online banking, after all, is to provide 
the greatest convenience possible. 

In-person banking provides an 
attractive option to banks that 
are completely online. Branch 
banks provide one-on-one 
interactions with real people that 
allow customers to handle their 
transactions worry-free. 

However, the second most common 
complaint about online banking 
was also an issue for branches: lack 

of knowledgeable representatives. 
To compete with online banks, 
branches must work to ensure 
knowledgeable staff are available 
to skillfully and efficiently meet 
customers’ needs.

Online banking employs the latest 
technologies to maximize efficiency 
and provide a high quality of service. 
This involves the use of artificial 
intelligence tools, as well as robo 
advisors and chatbots.

MasterCard recently announced 
its intention to incorporate AI into 

Q What are the top things you dislike 
most when banking online?

2
3

4
5

1 Cybersecurity concerns

No knowledgeable representative 
to talk me through forms/tasks

Lack of documentation on 
banking transaction

Limit on deposits

Other

its online banking services in order 
to provide a more personalized, 
seamless customer experience. 
According to Marketing Week, 
MasterCard’s AI bot would allow 
consumers to manage finances 
via messaging platforms such as 
Facebook Messenger—providing 
chat, messaging, and natural 
language capabilities.13 

Other financial institutions are 
following suit. Accenture predicted 
that by 2020, artificial intelligence 
will be the main way that banks 
interact with their customers.14
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While the trend for AI in online 
transactions is on the rise, 
customers haven’t warmed up to 
the concept yet. More than half 
of respondents said they weren’t 
interested in or didn’t like the idea of 
AI or robo advisors. When it comes 
to personalized service, customers 
still want to deal with real humans. 

Dave Capuano, global vice president 
of integrated marketing at Verint, 
said, “The message from consumers 
is clear. They still want human touch 

82% of customers say cybersecurity 
concerns influence whether they 
bank online or at a branch.

Q How do you feel about banks 
using artificial intelligence tools 
such as robo advisors or chatbots 

designed to provide you with 
expert advice/quality service?

Want to 
speak to a 

human

13

CUSTOMERS STILL VALUE THE HUMAN TOUCH

as an option in many customer 
service scenarios.”

In addition, non-human interfaces 
have an embarrassing history of 
public gaffes. American Banker’s 
Penny Crosman cites several 
incidents that had companies 
quickly recalling their bots from 
use—including everything from not 
understanding simple requests to 
repeating misogynistic comments of 
other online users. Banks that rush 
to introduce bots should be aware of 

the risks of a backfire—particularly 
as they stake their names on being 
trustworthy and reliable.15 

But not only do people prefer to deal 
with humans—they want to deal 
with them in person. When given 
the choice, more than 60 percent 
of customers would rather interact 
with a bank representative in person 
than by video meetings—revealing 
the high priority customers place on 
one-on-one, personalized service 
experiences.



Amid concerns surrounding the 
security of customer data, many 
banks are preparing to install 
biometric scanners at branches 
and ATMs. 

Biometrics are already becoming 
mainstream in the mobile 
world—fingerprint scans are 
common on mobile banking 
apps—but an increasing number 
of institutions are moving toward 
using biometrics at their branches 
and ATMs, to make customer 
interactions easier.16  

“In the next few years, biometrics 
will become mainstream for 
authentication and fraud 
detection in terms of servicing our 
customers,” said Ryan Crowley, 
head of branch innovation for 
JPMorgan Chase.

The key is to understand what 
types of biometrics customers 
are comfortable using—for 
example, facial recognition, 
palm-vein authentication, retinal 
scan, or others. Just as the idea 
of AI still feels creepy to many 

online banking customers, certain 
biometric scans could be perceived 
as disruptive, impersonal, or simply 
invasive. Think of the complaints 
about TSA full-body scans at some 
airports. 

The success of biometrics will 
be measured by how effectively 
they balance security and 
service—particularly as the branch 
experience depends much more 
heavily on the customer experience 
than online banking does.

14
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As online and mobile banking 
trends provide new options for 
bank customers, branch banking 
will continue to take on a new 
significance. In-person customers 
will increasingly go to banks for 
complex needs and specialty 
services that they won’t trust to 
online banking. These evolving 
branch banking functions increase 
the significance of providing 
personalized customer experiences 
and exceptional service.

The future of banking is neither 
online nor in-person, but rather an 
integration of both. As branches 

seek to win and retain customers, 
they will do well to complement 
online technologies with in-person 
service to provide a boutique 
customer experience. For banks 
to succeed, there cannot simply 
be “online only” or “branch only” 
options. Many banks are realizing 
this, and the most innovative 
institutions are finding creative ways 
to provide consistent, integrated 
banking experiences that move 
seamlessly from the branch to 
online.

THE FUTURE OF BANKING

“The customer will be in control of deciding when and 
where they want to meet, and they’ll be able to easily 
schedule an in-person or virtual appointment.”

-Gary Ambrosino
CEO, TimeTrade
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