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In the wake of two devastating earthquakes that hit Christchurch in New Zealand (second one 
in February 2011), Westpac responded to the potentially ruinous effects on its SME clientele by 
constructing a flexible business centre with some 42 furnished offices to be made available free 
of charge for conferences, functions and business community meetings (see page 130). Audio 
and video conference facilities, free internet and telephone and free PCs were made available by 
various corporate partners.

For “community” read also “virtual” community. It is clear that the physical world is extending to 
the virtual world and the branch is no exception. Any branch with aspirations to involve itself 
on a community level needs to harness social media to publicise its intentions effectively. Social 
media is a key component of ING Direct and DBS Remix, a youth-oriented branch designed by 
young people (see page 86).

2.6. Staffing – people make the difference

If the single key differentiator of the branch from other delivery channels is the physical presence 
of people, then it follows that the quality of the experience is dependent on the quality of those 
people.

The transition of the branch in general from a transaction-oriented channel to one that is 
concentrated on providing advice requires a different type of staff member in terms of training 
and behaviour.

Active floor management with the enhanced people skills that implies, together with superior 
product expertise to meet the increased advisory requirement of the branch of the future, calls for 
a dramatically different skills profile from the traditional teller-heavy branch staff mix of before.

Even with the ultra hi-tech i-bank in Greece, the human factor plays a key role in providing the 
“i-bank” customer experience with a dedicated “i-bank team” providing consultation and full 
customer service regarding electronic channels. Here, as in many hi-tech branch initiatives linked 
to other channels, bank staff plays a key role in educating branch customers in the bank’s full 
channel offering.

For bank branch staff, change can often be dramatic. In the case of North Shore Credit Union, 
whose objective was to penetrate the wealth management market through a radical rebranding, 
this meant branch staff receiving training from the Ritz-Carlton group, whose best practice in 
hospitality was deemed appropriate to emulate in North Shore’s new branch environment. The 
credit union also insisted on its staff obtaining the appropriate licencing and qualifications to 
take on new advisory roles and not all were able to meet the requirements.

If the customer experience is to be improved and staff are to deliver this enhanced experience, 
the role of staff must evolve to match the aspiration.

People still largely drive the branch experience. It makes no sense to pay lip service to new modes 
of service if management attitudes to staff remain static. If the new model branch staff member 
truly is a knowledge worker, then this should be acknowledged and recognised explicitly.

Branch staff titles are the first point for examination. Staff titles influence the hiring, expectations, 
focus and performance of branch staff, according to Paul Seibert of EHS Design.

“For the past 100 years, tellers took deposits and paid out cash and waited for customers to ask 
them to perform specific tasks. Today, many credit unions expect ‘tellers’ to provide transaction 
services, member development, lead generation and sales — to be self-starters, proactive, and 
engage with members. So is ‘teller’ the right ‘psychoactive’ name to drive the desired scope or 
level of performance for this position? Likely not. In fact, by its deep-rooted definition, it can limit 
and inhibit performance in the new work environment.”

Many of the traditional entry-level positions in banks are staffed by young people, ironically the 
same “Generation Y-ers” banks want as new customers. 
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“Members of this generation are reported to hold more complicated expectations of their jobs 
than people did 20 or 30 years ago,” says Seibert. “They are looking for more responsibility, active 
methods to increase their knowledge base, and a deeper understanding of business objectives 
and the part they play in creating success. Most do not want to be called a teller. Rather than 
trying to rigidly define the box staff must work within, it is often more productive to develop 
a name that becomes a platform upon which staff can build their skills and competence, and 
channel their energy.”

Seibert cites some examples developed by credit unions: 

Existing New

Teller Associate, Member Service

Greeter Concierge, Manager of First Impressions, Relationship Coordinator, Host

Member Service Rep Member Advocate, Member Relations Specialist

Assistant Manager Relationship Development Manager, Member Advocacy Manager, Sales 
Manager

Manager Store Manager, Coach, Branch Director

Work description name changes are often developed as a result of branch branding and branch 
prototype development; this is the ideal time to introduce a signal as to  the behaviours and 
expectations of branch staff in the future.

“The more aligned their job title and perception of their responsibilities with the brand, the better 
the branch performance,” says Seibert. “When we consider changing the physical environment, 
we should also consider enhancing the psychological environment. The better we align staff 
perceptions of their role in creating… success, the closer we are to maximising productivity, ROI 
and customer and staff satisfaction.”

One of the first challenges for bank staff is to overcome the high degree of cynicism and hostility 
directed at the banking industry. The financial crisis – in full swing since 2007 – has engaged the 
public with the very real potential of the financial system to materially damage their financial 
well-being. The actions of bankers – not necessarily retail bankers, but bankers nonetheless – 
during and since that crisis has alienated the public towards the banking system.

Ironically, even though the actions that wrought such damage to the global economy were 
conceived and executed a long way from the bank branch, branch staff are effectively in the 
front line of public anger.

The result has been a citizen-led movement to upset the status quo in banking; actions such as 
Occupy Wall Street and Bank Transfer Day aim to penalise larger banks at a time when, due to 
excessive leveraging and increased capital requirements, the need for retail deposits has never 
been greater within the larger banking groups in particular.

This has been most noticeable in the US where billions of dollars have been transferred to 
community banks and credit unions.

And this is happening simultaneously with massive reductions of staff at branch level, according 
to Ed Brown of Cohen Brown, a staff performance consulting group. 

“We’re seeing a terrible paradigm shift,” says Brown. “They’re downsizing… where they 
have set humungous calls for asset gathering and insisted in high service scores and 
optimal quality control in the front room and back room in spite of the fact that they have 
terminated 150,000 people. But [the staff] have all got to deal with same calls and the 
survivors are not being given slack. It’s the biggest concern in retail banking today. It’s an 
impossible challenge and people are being given too much to do.”
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The bank branch of the future and the related behaviours

For Ed Brown, President of Cohen Brown, the bank branch of the future already exists. It’s Royal 
Bank of Canada – who happens also to be a client of his firm which adopts a highly people-
centric approach to complement branch design.

“Our position has always been that a customer is served best when their relationship manager 
knows at every interface precisely how to behave and, in so doing, knows what to say and how 
to say what to say.” Says Brown. “We call this Communication Arts and Skills and will often say 
that for achieving a world standard sales and service culture, the “brick and mortar” (i.e., the 
branch and its interior design) and even its technology are not as significant a factor as the 
banker.”

For Brown, no matter what the look or feel of a branch, customers do not wander into a branch 
for the same reasons they may wander into an art gallery or even a shoe store.  Instead, the 
customer, often on their lunch hour or their way home, will not want to dilly-dally.  They head 
right to the teller to deposit and make withdraws and every now and then meet with a loan 
officer.

But if the CSR and managers are well-trained in terms of interpersonal relationship 
management skills, whether modern or atavistic (i.e. old or new), a branch made up of well-
trained customer-centric bankers knows how to do three things:

1.      Conduct a financial needs analysis profile.

2.      Create interest in all of the bank’s related products and services for the customer needs

3.      To that end, up-sell and generate referrals

A truly excellent bank branch, for Brown, has pulled down all the silos and thus the customer 
gets the benefits of one-stop shopping. In the case of his work with RBC, on his first visitation 
to the redesigned branch, this produced an exciting synthesis of the people factor and 
technology.

“The moment I entered… the vibrations I felt were the vibrations you might feel from walking 
into someone’s home and doing so through the outside parlour of a living room.”

“Just as I began to enter the branch ‘living room’, the branch manager and a professional 
greeter were there to welcome me.  Since it was the dead of winter, they took my coat and hat 
so that I could be even more comfortable than they initially made me with their smiling faces 
and opening remarks which was something along the lines of:

“’Welcome to our bank.   We’re delighted you could find the time to visit us and we’re here 
to be of service and therefore accommodate any of the needs you may have.  If you have no 
needs, please feel free to go through our various collections of historical events concerning 
the growth and development of Canada and its financial institutions.   As well you may find 
it interesting how all of which is presented through rear screen projection.  You need only to 
press buttons that are associated with the menu of titles and brief descriptions.’

“In the old modernised branches, we found rotating carousels with point of sale brochures 
that, if they weren’t spinning electronically, were hanging from the ceiling and placards 
were strewn against the wall.  The pushy graphics all said: ‘Buy me!’ ‘Look into me!’ ‘I have big 
discounts!’ ‘Limited opportunity!’ to the point where most of the modernised ‘branches of the 
future’ that I’ve been into look as though people don’t sell, brochures sell … but not here at 
this bank branch.

“At this bank branch of the future when a customer walks in the teller gets behind their desk 
(i.e., no high-end security cages) and the tellers are as trained as the branch manager to show 
charismatic warmth and intelligent customer rapport-building conversations. 
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For this reason, “teller referrals at this branch are statistically immense”.

“The CSR and product specialists have offices that are glass and are more like something 
you would see in a home office. The customer chairs are warm, stuffed and modern, but 
nevertheless immensely comfortable with an influence of what looked contemporary touches 
everywhere combined with the look of art deco and art nouveau.

“It is rare to see anyone sitting. The CSRs, branch manager and their assistant greet customers 
and/or spoke to customers on their feet, and thus brought them into their office, sat them 
down, brought them coffee, tea, water, etc., and made them very much at home before the 
needs-based discussion commenced.

The RBC branch includes a “theatre”, cordoned off by a velvet rope, showing a rear-screen 
projected documentary letting the customer know about the history of the bank, the branch, 
and “replacing most of the need for great point of sale placards”.  

“However, one of the most extraordinary technologies that I experienced while sitting at a 
desk was when I realised that the desktop was a huge DVD monitor.” This in fact was Microsoft 
Surface technology and “the monitor was offered in such a way that I had a complete module 
menu that described the bank’s products and services.”

“Sitting behind this immense monitor was a smiling customer service advocate who was not 
there to sell, rather, but tell anything the prospect needed to know concerning the utilisation 
of the technology and any additional information concerning the products and services.   If 
a specific question was not understood by this particular custodian and bank advocate she 
would bring to the prospective or existing customer a specialist on demand.”

The experience of working with RBC reinforced for Brown five essential points.

1.  No matter how beautiful the technology, look and feel architecture of a branch and its 
technology for displaying products and services, it’s the people that sell, not brochures.

2.  When branch technology is combined with customer-centric consultative relationship 
managers, the combination is totally awesome – “it’s almost as though those beautifully 
trained personnel within the branch created all of the benefits.”

3.  Any branch manager will agree that the architecture and the technology within a world 
standard branch will create an uplift not just for the customer, but for the consultative 
relationship managing banker, such that there is a desire for both individuals to “talk, smile 
and be friends”.

4.  It’s been proven over and over by my firm that 25 (or even 50) basis points for deposits 
or loans will always, in most cases, become subordinate to extraordinary customer-centric 
service.

5.  Although the RBC branch in terms of architecture and technology took my breath away, this 
was no more than the people themselves who with pride and friendship let me know I was so 
welcome in not just a branch, but what felt like their home.

2.7. Branch optimisation and performance metrics

Whether or not Ed Brown is correct and branch staff are being given too much to do, it is beyond 
doubt that in the future their performance and that of their branch will be measured like never 
before with a brand new set of metrics.

In the redesigned branch environment, towering over those metrics is branch efficiency – the 
percentage of space dedicated to customer interaction rather than back office functions. The 
consensus is 80 percent plus.



42

A Lafferty Management Report

LAFFERTY

“The rule of thumb is to take as much as you can take out of the front of house – probably 
80 percent,” says Allen International’s Richard Benson. “When most banks have gone through 
centralisation, most of that is down to pretty core facilities such as staff area, washroom, kitchen 
– very small footprints – IT, storage – because bearing in mind most of that has been centralised. 
Other than that maybe a security room and a small vault – which used to be the biggest footprint 
and we’re up to 80 percent or more customer space. And when a client is asking for more (back 
office) we generally question it, say from 30 percent on. This generally comes up in our phase one 
analysis because it’s an incredibly inefficient use of space and expensive real estate.”

But even before branch efficiency comes the question of right-sizing. It is clear that the average 
size of the average bank branch is coming down.

“Today, we see a good deal of money being wasted on facilities that are too large relative to 
market opportunities,” says Paul Seibert. “A 2,500-square-foot branch can support the same 
level of funds under management, including inflation, as could a 5,500-square-foot branch 10 
to 15 years ago. Most branches are inefficient in terms of the space dedicated to developing and 
growing relationships.”

For Seibert, right-sizing branches for the future requires answering the question: “What is a 
branch for today and what should it be in five and 10 years?” The answer to this does not come 
from “making a small change in desk positions, picking new colours, adding cash dispensers, 
implementing a video messaging system, or advertising for staff in the retail employment section 
of the newspaper.” Instead it requires a clear analysis of business objectives and the role branches 
play in a holistic approach to delivering the brand experience, products, and services through all 
delivery channels.

In terms of size, Seibert sees square feet per staff decreasing: from 450-550 square feet 10 years 
ago to 325–375 now, with 75-150 square feet in micro branches.

Simultaneously, over the same period customers per square foot are increasing from 1-2.5 up 
to 2.5-4. Deposits per square foot have increased from $15,000-$22,000 up to $28,000-$45,000.

Yet, in the new advisory-oriented world of the future branch, the number of customers per 
member of staff has risen from 350-600 up to 650-1,075 over the past 10 years.

Other useful performance metrics for retail branches include:

•	 Loan revenue per square foot

•	 Non-traditional fee income

•	 Market share

•	 Wallet share

•	 Foot traffic

Ultimately, with the incredibly fast pace of change and the impact of technology in banking 
taking hold at an accelerated rate, whatever metrics are used, measuring branch performance is 
a rolling exercise where every model needs to be reassessed on a constant basis.


