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Winning through the Mutual Building Societies

 Retail Branch Customer Experience

Our recent research into customer experience within the UK mutual building societies covered all the touch points a customer (or potential customer) could have with the organisation and within this both the external and internal branch experience (from a minimum of three visits per society covered).

Within this article we focus purely on the experience at retail branch level.

For many potential customers the first face to face / human contact they have with your organisation is through your retail branch on the high street (clearly they may g have see advertising or searched the internet in advance of this). Your ability to convert potential into actual customers may well rest on the branch experience they receive.

For existing customers the retail branch is typically the regular point of contact and where their expectations are realised through the experiences they receive.

A key issue that customers constantly refer to in research is the need for the physical experience to “match” with the one created in their minds through your marketing activity such as; television advertising, direct mail,radio etc. 

Unfortunately, far too often we find that the reality at branch level just does not stack up with the image dreamed up in the offices of the advertising agency or marketing department.

We considered three key areas in thinking about CE at branch level ;

· The exterior  - standing outside the branch

· The immediate interior – what do I see as I enter

· The navigation & ease of speaking to someone
Let’s look at the sort of questions we were trying to address…. 

Retail ~ External

· How does the exterior of the branch make the consumer feel before entering?

· Does the exterior represent a contemporary or traditional approach?

· Will the exterior appearance make the consumer feel proud to be a customer?

· Does the exterior create a level of trust?
· Does the window tell the consumer what to expect once they are inside?

OUR FINDINGS

The external experience was one of ‘so what’. There was little to differentiate the building society sector from its competition on the high street. Most of the outlets covered were modern and contemporary but looked just like each other. Window information appears product and rate centric, and is often dull, over-complicated, and difficult to read from a distance. 

There was nothing in evidence which clearly communicated mutual values

No one was found to be excelling at retail creativity or innovation to enhance and differentiate the customer experience and we found ourselves asking “Why do all outlets have to look the same, is there some unwritten rule?

Our predetermined desires were that:-
a. When standing outside a mutual building society I would know that the outlet/brand was significantly different from the high street giants?

b. That values would be communicated ~ you can trust us, we will treat you with integrity and if you decide to join us you will benefit from being a member

Retail ~ Internal 

In this case we were looking to address the following…

· Does the inside re-enforce the impression made on the consumer from the outside?

· Is the range of products sold and promotions clearly displayed?

· Are there advisors readily available and ably equipped to answer questions?

· Do the advisors ask questions to establish needs, and then use this information to sell the appropriate products?

· Does the environment create the right level of trust and confidence?

OUR FINDINGS

The internal retail experience varied by building society and by branch although brand values were better reflected consistently in the internal presentation.  

Branch standards of cleanliness and quality of presentation appeared to be driven by the location of the branch. For example, city-based branches were usually larger and had a more contemporary fit than those based in towns and local communities.  Branch size also dictated whether the visitor was greeted by a typical counter style operation or a more open plan arrangement, the latter being the case in larger branches.

Critically –the internal experience is focused on products or offers, rather than solutions to customers needs.

Greeting on entry was mixed with some staff appearing to be more concerned with completing administration than in spotting a potential new customer. 

Some branches - usually the larger ones - had a reception desk to help the customer find their way around the branch and to provide a welcome.  Although usually directed correctly upon requesting advice the overall “feel” on entering was impersonal and cold – not what most of the impressive TV advertisements show !!

Some building societies had so much information on display that it became difficult to navigate whilst others had very little and relied on customers asking for brochures/information - this must be a missed opportunity.

In general, there appeared to a lack of consistent retail standards to which all staff adhere when faced with a customer requiring information.

Interaction with advisors ranged from memorable in terms of product knowledge and service, to poor.  With one exception, there was little effort made to establish needs  before entering into a product-based conversation.

Of particular frustration was the appointment system to see an advisor.  Building societies are restricted by Financial Services regulations when it comes to providing information to ‘walk in’ customers but they need to come up with alternative strategies to support the customer in their quest for immediate and relevant information.

We saw no real evidence of the Customer Experience being tailored to reflect the local catchment area the branch services. Eg. if the branch is situated in an area with a high proportion of baby boomers then a higher % focus could sensibly be on:- “being financially secure when you want to take it easier”
With the odd exception, most products were readily available but unique product offerings (which were available in all cases) were not promoted effectively or sold as part of the discussion. When counter staff do try to sell, the focus is on a product based sale and not around the customers needs. 

Our feeling was that the mutual building societies should be at a real advantage in this area and were missing the opportunity to lever customer trust and integrity within the relationship.

It led our researchers to wonder why building societies have a pre-occupation with menu board based portfolios and question whether people read or even understand them.

In Summary

The external and internal branch customer experience today does not leave you with anything memorable.

In essence the experience is one of “sameness” with everybody looking, feeling and delivering broadly the same experience.

By way of a challenge to the mutual societies we would ask… 

If a potential customer was blindfolded and taken into one of your branches – what would he be able to tell you about the organisation, its values and what it offered him specifically within thirty seconds of the blindfold being

removed ?

How do you think your rating against the above question would compare with Marks and Spencer or John Lewis ?

The face to face experience tends to be product and process driven and the overall feeling wwas one of staff wishing to “enact the maximum number of transactions as quickly as possible”. 

Staff had good levels of basic product knowledge, but remained fixed within a product based sell (if you’re lucky enough to get sold to atall !)

CONCLUSIONS

There is an enormous opportunity for mutual building societies to revisit their exterior and interior branch customer experience – the branch network is your biggest overhead after staff and must be leveraged to maximum advantage.

Specifically, you have an enormous number of shop windows in which to shout about your mutual values and the benefits of those values to customers.

Lastly – please train your staff to listen and look for customers needs BEFORE simply offering predetermined product solutions…this aligns with mutuality and will lead to greatly increased cross selling.
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