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What do German bank customers want?  
The importance of customer expectations  
and the failure of  
the integral customer advisory service

1. Introductory overview

The market environment for banks currently faces numerous challenges 
(Actico 2019, 4). There are three main issues: the low interest rate policy of the 
European Central Bank, increasing regulation because of the financial and eco-
nomic crisis starting in 2007, and digitization (Mihm, Wollmann 2018, 6; Grandke 
2019, 494). In recent years, European banks have felt the erosion of earnings due 
to the flattening interest rate curve because of a high dependency on interest in-
come (Godenrath 2013, 5). In addition, the commission income is stagnating and 
the regulatory requirements for banks are constantly increasing. Meanwhile, digi-
tization is changing the banking sector fundamentally (Mihm, Wollmann 2018, 6; 
Grandke 2019, 494). It not only paves the way for new competitors (Kemmer 
2017, B6; Fischer 2019b, 3), but also touches the core of banking by changing 
access and contact options to customers (Wolberg 2017, B5). However, it is not 
only the general conditions in which banks operate which have changed funda-
mentally but also the behaviour of bank customers has evolved (Mang 2015, B2). 
Banking is increasingly done from home, with a particular focus on flexibility and 
convenience (Capgemini, Efma 2018, 45; Kautz 2018, 4). Nowadays, customers are 
more informed and more demanding than ever before (Lieberknecht 2019b, B8). 
If banks do not manage to meet the higher expectations on customer experience, 
the loyalty of its customers will decrease (Accenture 2016, 2; Quadient 2017, 6).
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It is essential for banks to meet their customers’ expectations. Therefore, 
we will briefly explain the challenges posed to the banking industry. In addi-
tion,  we will examine the importance of customer expectations in conjunction 
with customer satisfaction and customer loyalty as well as analysing the down-
stream economic effects for banks. Based on this, the changing characteristics, 
behaviours and expectations of German bank customers are considered in order 
to present the current customer relationship management approach of banks. 
A study conducted by the authors also examines the requirements on communica-
tion, accessibility, pricing and customer advice and the extent to which German 
banks manage to meet the customer expectations. Moreover, we will consider the 
perceived customer orientation and the current customer relationship manage-
ment concept of banks. Finally, we supply some recommendations for banks on 
how to act in the future.

2. Current challenges for banks

2.1. Low interest rate phase

After a continuous decline for many years, the interest rate level has now 
reached an all-time low. The European Central Bank’s low interest rate policy in 
particular is responsible for the decline in interest rates (Waschbusch et al. 2018, 
916). This has a three-fold effect on banks’ net interest income (Meyer 2016; 
Kirmße 2017, 297):

− a decrease in the liability margin,
− a decrease in income from the investment of equity,
− restricted possibilities of the maturity transformation.

These effects could initially be offset by longer-term, higher-interest positions, 
but with their expiry, the malaise of banks is becoming increasingly acute (Wasch-
busch et al. 2018, 423). The banking sector is therefore suffering from a slow but 
steady decline in margins (Andrae et al. 2018, 733) which is permanently eroding 
the banks’ earnings (Weidmann 2017, 4; Bocken, Hagedorn 2018, 55).

Naturally, banks whose earnings mainly depend on net interest income are 
particularly affected by this development (Kirmße 2017, 297). The aforementioned 
dependency is very distinct in German banks (Sinn, Schmundt 2016, 9) and has 
been decreasing very slowly over the past years (Sinn, Schmundt 2018, 10–11). 
At the end of 2018, an average of 72% of the income of German banks was gen-
erated from their net interest income (Deutsche Bundesbank 2019, 90). At this 
point, commission-earning business still cannot compensate for the decline in 
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net interest income, among other things due to the reluctance of Germans to 
buy securities and the preference for simple, non-lucrative products (Neubacher 
2014, 5; Sinn, Schmundt 2018, 10). In particular, banks with high customer de-
posits face increasing pressure (Schuster, Hastenteufel 2019, 34).

2.2. Increasing regulation

In the context of declining earnings and with regulation being the biggest 
cost driver, bank expenses rise continuously and sustainably (Muller 2019, 
Lister 2018, 3). An increasing number of regulations, increasing complexity and 
interdependency of the individual requirements as well as a tight timing of the 
implementation deadlines, characterizes the current regulatory framework. This 
manifests itself in one-off implementation costs, ongoing administrative efforts 
and a narrowing of the business scope due to the need for a higher quality capi-
tal base (Kirmße 2017, 298–299). There are also rising personnel costs in the 
management and control departments (Andrae et al. 2018, 729). For the German 
banking industry, the total cost of regulation which the banks themselves have to 
pay is estimated at around nine billion Euros per annum (KPMG 2013, 3). Small 
banks in particular are disproportionately affected by these costs. Therefore, in 
Germany it is less about the ‘too big to fail’ problem than the topic of ‘too small 
to comply’ (Sinn, Schmundt 2016, 5). In the near future, a reduction in scope 
and speed of regulatory requirements is not expected (Andrae et al. 2018, 729).

2.3. Cost-income ratio

The combination of a persistent low interest rate phase and increasing regu-
latory requirements leads to an enormous cost pressure in banks (Vogelgesang 
2015, 711; Poppensieker, Schröck 2017, 6). In international comparison, German 
banks have the highest cost-income ratio, alongside France (Böhmert 2019b, 3). 
This means that the German banks have been absolute outliers in terms of effi-
ciency for years and therefore have to spend relatively more on income generated 
than other European banks (n.u. 2019a, 4). It is striking that the German banking 
industry is characterized by a strong degree of fragmentation, leading to a higher 
level of competition and therefore one of the reasons for the weakness in profits 
of German banks (Sinn, Schmundt 2018, 22; Böhmert 2019b, 3).

In view of these current developments, it is worrying that, according to 
a current study, 72% of banks do not have an overview of the direct and indirect 
costs resulting from individual products and processes. This is often due to an 
insufficiently established internal accounting system. In addition, less than half 
of the banks have schemes for product profitability assessment. A major problem 
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in the German banking industry is therefore a poor and non-transparent cost 
management (Sleegers 2018, 6), because in the past process efficiency and 
cost  transparency have not been a priority for banks (Pade, Bruch 2016, 52). In 
the recent past, there have only been minor improvements in this regard (Sinn, 
Schmundt 2018, 13) so that cost efficiency continues to stagnate (Guindos 2019, 3; 
Leichsenring 2019b). Concrete cost saving plans usually fail due to a lack of will 
or a lack of strength of implementation. It is not enough to pass on the costs 
incurred to the customer (Ili, Lichtenthaler 2017, 23).

A rapid improvement in the tense situation is not in sight, so that the banks’ 
already weak profitability will continue to decline due to the increasing pressure 
on the interest income (Kautz 2018, 5). This is also the result of the Deutsche 
Bundesbank’s stress test carried out in 2019 (BaFin 2019; Sleegers 2019). With the 
looming persistence of historically low interest rates, a further significant decline 
in the profitability of the German banking industry is very likely in the future. It 
should be noted that German banks wrongly expected a reversal of the  trend in 
their planning; they anticipated rising interest rates and a growing annual surplus. 
However, from now on banks will have to consider the low interest rate phase 
as the new normality (Lister 2018, 5). In summary, when it comes to the profit-
ability of banks, the traffic light is already dark yellow with the risk of switching 
to red (Waschbusch et al. 2018, 916). Thus, a current study assumes that one in 
ten European banks could be threatened with closure within the next couple of 
years (n.u. 2019, 7).

2.4. New competitors

Compared to other industries, the banking sector was very early affected by 
the effects of digitization (Dölle 2017). This has created new providers of financial 
services that have intensified the competition for established credit institutions 
(Freiling 2019, 936). In addition to falling interest rates, the cost-effective busi-
ness models of digital competitors have a negative impact on the margin of the 
banks (Andrae et al. 2018, 733). The declining profitability of their previous busi-
ness models therefore represents the central challenge for banks (Andrae et al. 
2018,  733). A major problem is the historically grown, very complex and outdated 
software and hardware landscape of banks, whose conversion will require high 
investments (Kirmße 2017, 300). However, these investments have not been made 
sufficiently in the past. This is particularly tricky for banks because customers place 
the highest demands on a bank’s technical infrastructure (Duttenhöfer 2019). In 
this regard, fintechs have an advantage because they are technologically much 
more advanced than traditional branch banks (Holtermann, Atzler 2019). Added 
to this is the innovation and flexibility of digital competitors (Kuhn 2016, B6) 
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which enables them to offer customer-centric and innovative solutions quickly and 
cost-effectively with the aim of improving the customer experience (Kiss, Vuckovic 
2019, 74). Fintechs mostly develop their services from a customer perspective 
(Kuhn 2016, B6). Therefore, the products may be essentially the same, but for 
many customers factors such as:

− simplicity,
− speed,
− convenience, 
− availability

make a significant difference (Duttenhöfer 2019; Flesch, Kohlleppel 2019, 709). In 
addition, fintechs manage to bring their products to the customer in an innovative 
and understandable way that creates a perceptible benefit for them. They usu-
ally specialize in a specific business area of banks, such as payment transactions 
or wealth management, and specifically offer low-cost digital solutions (Andrae 
et al. 2018, 730). Fintechs can therefore convince customers with a better price-
performance ratio (Wilken, Lehr 2017, B4). In this context, it is questionable 
how long banks can continue to offer products whose perceived quality and, in 
particular, costs do not match those of their competitors.

3. The importance of customer satisfaction  
and loyalty for banks

Given the tense situation within the banking industry, it is increasingly im-
portant for banks to represent something special from a customer perspective. 
For successful differentiation in the financial area, qualitative characteristics such 
as customer proximity and customer trust are crucial (YouGov 2019, 9). The 
term ‘customer proximity’ has been expanded for customers through digitization 
(Kolak 2018), so that both the classic social and local proximity to the customer 
through personal contacts, as well as the technical proximity such as the ability 
to access the services of banks at any time must be taken into account (Büschgen, 
Büschgen 2002, 236). For example, the branch in your pocket can represent prox-
imity from a customer’s perspective (Kolak 2018). Therefore, customer proximity 
nowadays means a reasonable accessibility and high competence rather than just 
a local presence (Jentsch 2016, 373). Ultimately, customer proximity or customer 
orientation for banks themselves describes the strategy of fully aligning with the 
fulfilment of customer requirements (Leichsenring 2019c). It is therefore linked 
to a comprehensive and continuous determination and ana-lysis of customer 
expectations (Bruhn 2012, 15).
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It is precisely by meeting customer expectations that an increase in customer 
satisfaction can be achieved (Bruhn 2016, 7). For this purpose, the confirmation/
disconfirmation paradigm is used to explain the origin of satisfaction (Gröppel-
Klein et al. 2017, 42). Satisfaction results from the comparison of the actual expe-
rience made when using a service with a customer-specific comparison standard 
(Homburg, Stock-Homburg 2016, 20). The degree of fulfilment of customer 
expectations therefore decides the degree of customer satisfaction (Kotler et al. 
2017, 169). In the comparison process mentioned, it should be noted that emo-
tional processes dominate the cognitive aspects (Griese 2002, 2). If the expecta-
tions are met, the customer is satisfied (Keck, Hahn 2006, 76). However, only 
exceeding expectations can lead to real enthusiasm. However, the paradigm also 
shows that failing to meet expectations can leave numerous dissatisfied customers.

Those dissatisfied customers not only show a higher tendency to leave, but 
also engage in negative word of mouth and thus tell a large number of people in 
their immediate environment about their dissatisfaction (Bruhn 2016, 6). Dissatis-
fied customers also share their experiences more often than satisfied customers 
(Krafft 1999, 519). This has become even more relevant in times of social media 
(Lenz 2015, 509). Social word of mouth in the form of customer reviews is a key 
factor in many buying decisions these days. In the banking industry, one third of 
customers in Europe use online recommendation platforms before deciding on 
buying a banking product (Thieme, Schweiger 2019, 26). Another form of dis-
satisfaction is direct complaints to a company (Krafft, Götz 2011, 225). The bank 
should see this as a chance as it offers them the opportunity to draw attention to 
product or service deficiencies. It also shows that customers whose complaints 
have been dealt with satisfactorily are subsequently more satisfied than comparable 
customers who have never had a reason to complain (Gelbrich et al. 2018, 64).

Satisfied customers are willing to use the services of a bank again or even 
to a greater extent, which leads to a gradual loyalty on the part of the customers 
(Bruhn 2016, 7–8 and 49). Customer satisfaction is therefore the most important 
determinant for achieving customer loyalty (Grohmann et al. 2017, 82). From 
a demand-related perspective, customer loyalty in finance is understood as the 
degree to which bank customers make an identical decision when choosing 
a bank due to factual or emotional ties (Hastenteufel 2018). Loyal customers have 
higher product usage and longer-lasting business relationships, which means they 
generate a significantly higher return overall (Lister 2018, 28). In addition to the 
advantages of repurchasing, there is also a potential for cross- and upselling, posi-
tive word of mouth communication and a lower price elasticity of demand (Hepp 
2008, 107). With increasing satisfaction and loyalty, the customers’ willingness 
to pay also increases (Meffert et al. 2018, 48). Consistent pursuit of the concept 
of customer satisfaction is therefore associated with competitive advantages for 
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banks (Krafft 1999, 513–514; Griese 2002, 1). Banks that recognize that a high 
level of satisfaction results in a high degree of customer loyalty (Homburg et al. 
2017, 116; Meffert et al. 2018, 47) should therefore endeavour to always meet 
or even exceed their customers’ expectations (Kotler et al. 2017, 192). Since the 
perceived quality of service is a key factor for customer satisfaction (Anderson et  al. 
1994, 53; Bruhn 2016, 8), employees play a central role in achieving customer 
satisfaction (Stock-Homburg 2016, 298). Moderating variables such as:

− age,
− income,
− variety seeking,
− duration of a customer relationship,
− competitive environment,
− barriers to change

can influence the strength of the relationship between customer satisfaction and 
loyalty (Homburg, Bucerius 2016, 80), so that customer satisfaction does not 
always go hand in hand with long-term customer loyalty (Grohmann et al. 2017, 
82–83). A change barrier is, for example, the convenience of the customer not 
wanting the hassle of switching banks (Keck, Hahn 2006, 78).

Customer loyalty also strengthens a bank’s credibility and has a positive impact 
on the perception of bank services, which reduces the general risk of customers 
moving away (Keck, Hahn 2006, 79). In addition, existing customers support the 
acquisition of new customers through recommendations. Banks should internalize 
the fact that satisfied customers are ultimately the best sales employees of a bank 
(Oberle et al. 2016, 25). Personal re-commendations have gained tremendous 
importance in recent years through social media (Rankel 2016, 442). Satisfied 
customers usually encounter possible mistakes of their own banks with a higher 
tolerance level than dissatisfied customers (Dittrich 2002, 16). In addition, there is 
the already mentioned lower price elasticity (Reichheld 1997, 65–66). The customer 
lifetime value therefore often increases with the duration of the customer relation-
ship (Reichheld 1997, 52). In addition, customers’ willingness to switch tends to 
decrease (Spiwoks 2003, 592). Due to the described positive effects, banks with 
a high level of customer satisfaction and loyalty have higher long-term economic 
profits. Thus, measures to improve customer satisfaction should not only be seen 
as cost drivers but also as long-term investments (Anderson et al. 1994, 63).

Customer loyalty can also have a lasting positive impact on a bank’s long-term 
success through cost savings (Vater, Bergmann 2015, 289). Every company has to 
invest in adver-tising and sales personnel in order to win new customers (Reich-
held 1997, 57). Acquiring new customers is therefore related with significantly 
higher costs than maintaining existing customer relationships (Bruhn 2016, 6). 
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Transaction costs such as administration, marketing and consulting costs also 
decrease with a longer lasting relationship (Mengue Nkoa 2006, 37). Tied custom-
ers are more cost-effective (Vater, Bergmann 2015, 289). Customer loyalty, thus, 
not only leads to a longer generation of profit margins (Weber, 2018), but often 
also to a gradual increase in the annual profit margins of individual customers 
over time (Spiwoks 2003, 892).

A large number of studies have shown the positive relationship between 
customer satisfaction, customer loyalty and a bank’s economic success (Finn 
2005,  103; Krafft 2007, 327; Homburg, Bucerius 2016, 80; Helmke et al. 2017, 7). 
Only if banks capture their customers current needs and wishes, customer satis-
faction and loyalty can be increased through measures tailored to the customer 
(Rennhak et al. 2005, 8–9). It is therefore important to focus on the customer ex-
perience, because younger customers in particular want to be heard and included 
(Leichsenring 2019c).

4. Modern bank customers and their expectations

4.1. Bank customers  
and their changed usage of bank distribution channels

The issue of customer loyalty is currently a major challenge for banks (Leich-
senring 2018). The banking industry is primarily characterized by rising and rapidly 
changing customer expectations (Aldred 2019; Fischer 2019b, 3). Due to digital 
change, customer beha-viour has been undergoing a fundamental metamorpho-
sis for several years (Flesch, Hoklleppel 2019, 708; Rohrmeier 2019, B5). Due to 
digitization, individual transactions are no longer carried out in the branch, but 
processed directly online by the customers themselves (Grandke 2019, 495). For 
this reason, the measurable decline in customer frequency within the branches in 
particular prompted the banks to reorganize their over-the-counter sales (Aldred 
2019), because the branch network is a large, historically grown cost component 
(Brock 2015, 52). Therefore, the immense cost pressure in recent years has re-
quired a significant thinning of the branch network (Klink 2019, B9). The use of 
media channels is increasing, with the customer opting flexibly for the channel 
that appears to be the simplest and most convenient for his situation (Vogelgesang 
2015, 712). However, this also means that the same customer can have different 
expectations in different situations (Rohrmeier 2019, B5). According to a current 
study, at the end of 2019 it was only 13% of customers across all banking groups 
in Germany who primarily used the branch for their banking business (Brackert et 
al. 2019, 9). More than half of the customers (58%) use almost exclusively a bank’s 
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digital channels and visit the branch at most once a year. The remaining custom-
ers regularly use both  – stationary and digital channels. Most bank customers 
therefore want above all a rich digital offer for standardized products as well as 
the possibility of on-site advice for more complex products (Godenrath 2014, 4). 
However, around a quarter of customers are willing to do without the branch for 
lower prices. Today, already over 70% of all banking customers digitally process 
transactions (Vishnoi 2019). Contacting the bank is also preferably digital (n.u. 
2019d, 102). Especially for the younger generation, digital channels are the most 
important point of contact for financial questions (Waschbusch et al. 2019, 916). 
Due to the multiple use, customers expect a high level of digital and mobile 
convenience (Crealogix 2018, 10). This manifests itself in the expectation to find 
a fast, uncomplicated and smoothly functioning digital offer (Capgemini, Efma 
2018, 45; Grandke 2019, 495). The simplicity and convenience of the products 
and services offered is crucial both when choosing the bank and when deciding 
to maintain an existing customer relationship (Capgemini, Efma 2018, 11). Cus-
tomers want access to all of their bank’s services anytime, anywhere and via any 
device (Lieberknecht 2019a, 28). Younger customers in particular also expect 
a complete digitization of banking products (Duttenhöfer 2019).

Due to the increased use of online and mobile banking, the personal com-
ponent of banking also fades into the background (Andrae et al. 2018, 730). 
This deve-lopment is associated with a tendency towards decreasing customer 
loyalty (Daum, Degel 2005, 22, Mengue Nkoa 2006, V), which makes it easier for 
competitors to penetrate existing customer relationships (Richter-Mundani 1999, 
253). Nowadays customers often tend to maintain several bank connections at 
the same time (Godenrath 2019, 4). As a result, banks often lose contact with 
customers who only have simple products (e.g. a savings or checking account); 
comparatively lucrative banking and financial services are demanded from other 
providers, so that those customers are currently causing more costs than revenue 
for the banks (Terliesner 2019, 13). Only seniors aged 65 and over are still reluctant 
to use the digital channels and in many cases, they still prefer to visit the branch 
(Streim et al. 2019). Due to the above-mentioned developments, the branches are 
mainly used for consulting services (Fischer 2018, 3). However, the importance 
of advice in  the branches tends to decrease overall (Kleine, Jolmes 2019, 246). 
Especially  in the case of products that require explanation, such as retirement 
provision and property financing, customers are still looking for personal con-
tact with the bank due to the complexity of these products (Deloitte 2018, 8; 
Hille 2018, 57; Stollarz 2018, B5; Wannhoff 2018, 40; Gros 2019, B3). Figure 1 
illustrates this trend. Human interaction will therefore remain important for the 
customer, especially when making milestone decisions, but digital channels are 
increasingly at the heart of customers’ financial day-to-day life (Deloitte 2018, 19).
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Figure 1. Channel usage preferences for various banking operations in Germany in 2018 
(Credit Plus 2018)

4.2. Rising customer service expectations

It is becoming increasingly important to satisfy customers’ needs immedi-
ately, as delays are less and less tolerated (Wolf 2007, 14). The new competitors 
reinforce the increasing demands (Kiss, Vuckovic, 2019 74). Bank customers 
are used to the highest level of customization from technology companies such 
as Google, Amazon, Facebook and Apple. For this reason, they also expect this 
comfort from their banks (Wenzel 2017). The technology companies are associ-
ated with user-friendliness, comfort and reliable service (Wannhoff 2018, 41). The 
new standards regarding customer expectations are therefore primarily set by 
these technology companies (Fischer 2019c, 5). As a result, an individualization 
of customer requests can be observed (Hambrecht, Shefer 2019), so that, in addi-
tion to convenience, the personalization of the products offered is an important 
factor for customers in terms of their long-term loyalty to a bank (Köllnberger et 
al. 2014, 1). Customers demand proactive offers that are individually tailored to 
them and their respective living conditions (Capgemini, Efma 2018, 21). For this 
reason, the customers place high demands on high-quality data analysis and an 
integrated omnichannel management (Accenture 2018), which enables smooth 
interactions (Leichsenring 2019c).



17

What do German bank customers want? The importance of customer expectations...

However, the Internet helps customers to gain greater market power (Moor-
mann 2001, 7) as:

− price transparency is promoted,
− asymmetrical information is reduced, 
− changing costs can be reduced (Andrae et al. 2018, 730).

Today’s bank customers are well informed, increasingly price-conscious 
and willing to switch banks, because in their opinion the providers hardly dif-
fer (Kuhn 2015, B8). For example, over half of German bank customers have 
switched banks at least once in the past (Splendid Research 2019). At the same 
time, customers place high demands on the transparency of financial products 
(Freiling 2019, 936). In this regard, customers especially criticize hidden fees and 
non-transparent contracts (Judex 2019, 80). Comparison websites in particular 
promote the transparency of the market (Thieme, Schweiger 2019, 26). With little 
effort, customers can determine the best, up-to-date conditions of competing 
providers and complete transactions with previously unknown banks (Grohmann 
et al. 2017, 92). The bank with the most attractive offer is selected especially for 
higher quality products (Bergmann, Vater 2015, 10). Price is one of the most 
important factors that sets banks apart from their competitors (YouGov 2019, 7). 
However, this goes hand in hand with an increased level of standards (Reittinger 
2019, 359), so that customers expect the best service and the best quality at the 
lowest price (Grimm, Volk 2005, 378).

The quality of advice is very important (Barkey 2019, 974), but customers want 
to decide themselves on the type of advice they make use of (Leichsenring  2017). 
It can be observed that the perceived quality of the products themselves is not only 
determined in terms of return and performance, but also factors such as the afore-
mentioned transparency and the simplicity of the products are considered to be 
beneficial (Kuhn 2015, B8). It is not the amount of information, but the understand-
able presentation of the products that is decisive. Whether a product is concluded 
depends largely on the advisory skills of the bank employee (Rohrmeier 2019, B5). 
It is important for customers to be valued and understood by the respective bank 
(Salesforce 2018, 10; Thole 2019, 270). Customers want their bank to make them 
feel important (Frank, Mihm 2018, 15). It can be summarized that today’s bank 
custo-mers have a precise idea of what they want and do not hesitate to take the 
necessary steps to get just that (Accenture 2016, 14). The products must therefore 
be offered in a way that delights their customers (Capgemini, Efma 2019, 6). On 
the one hand, banks are striving to increase their advisory and commission busi-
ness due to the declining interest and trading business (Andrae et al. 2018, 735). 
On the other hand, the offering of high-quality advisory services is one of the few 
differentiating features in the competition for customers with new competitors 
such as fintechs (Kuhn 2016, B6; Becher 2017, 4). This illustrates the relevance 
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of a high-quality advisory service for both customer loyalty and the earnings situ-
ation in the currently precarious situation of the banks. In the following, we will 
therefore analyse the customer relationship management concept with which the 
majority of banks respond to the increasing demands of bank customers.

5. The concept of holistic advice

Holistic advice is considered as the ideal in the banking industry (Mihm, 
Jacobs 2012, 23), which is why most Western European banks use this concept 
(Wildner 2006, 106). It pursues the goal of looking at the customers in their 
specific life situation, determining their financial potential and deriving their in-
dividual needs from this in order to offer them, demand-actuated products (Klein 
2010, 198). In theory, this approach is an appropriate instrument to meet the 
increased expectations of customers for individual and personalized advice. The 
needs and wishes of customers are recorded regularly. This is intended to make 
the needs of customers transparent so that they can be satisfied with products that 
are suitable in terms of time and content. This is finally supported by the bank 
making appropriate contact (Klein 2010, 198). Holistic advice can above all make 
existing up- and cross-selling potential visible and, at best, this potential can be 
used (Scherber 2019). Banks are expecting long-term customer loyalty from this 
relationship management approach, while at the same time exploiting the most 
important earnings potential of their customers (Wolpers, Appuhn 2006, 143). 
The goals to be achieved are planned based on market views and the estimated 
potential for all products (Bartels, Djouimai 2005, 73).

6. What bank customers want  – an empirical approach

6.1. Channels and products 

The following section analyses which distribution channels and products the 
surveyed bank customers use. On average, customers maintain business relation-
ships with two banks. This confirms the increased tendency to use multiple bank 
connections in parallel. A quarter of the customers (24.97%) already state that 
they are customers of at least three banks.

The majority of customers (83.44%) do not use the bank branch or do so only 
rarely. An exception is the group of senior citizens from the age of 66, who has by 
far the highest frequency of visits. In this customer group, 43.28% use the branch 
(otherwise an average of 9.50%). The majority of customers use online banking. 
This also applies for almost half of the senior citizens (46.27%). Here, the use is 
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highest in the customer group up to and including 45 years of age (67.39%). Cur-
rently, however, every age group still has potential to increase their use of online 
banking. In order to tap this potential, customers’ existing security concerns must 
be eliminated. A study by the German Banking Association shows that 52% of cus-
tomers still do not find online banking to be completely secure (Bankenverband 
2018, 9). The security concerns are even more evident when using mobile banking. 
Here, however, the concerns in Germany lie more in the medium of the smart-
phone itself than in the banking app (Schrader 2019, 3). The established structure 
corresponds to the channel usage behaviour previously explained and is due to 
factors such as speed, convenience and flexibility of the digital channels. Despite 
the current level of development, it must be ensured, however, that senior citizens 
receive services of equal quality and price, even when visiting a branch. However, 
the majority of customers do not accept telephone banking. Here the clear majority 
(77.66%) never uses the telephone option. Nevertheless, right now, many banks 
are expanding this contact option, which the customer experiences as rather cum-
bersome and slow. This means that the customers’ actual account managers are 
often no longer directly accessible to them and the customers are forwarded to an 
internal or external call centre. From the bank’s perspective, this may offer some 
advantages, but clients are not always adequately involved in this restructuring. For 
example, several banks have completely failed to inform customers that instead of 
their advisors, they will only be able to reach a call centre, which has led to great 
annoyance among customers. Another study by BAIN & Company shows that no 
other channel is rated as badly as the call centre (BAIN & Company  2016), and 
its acceptance has decreased even further in recent years (Oberle et al. 2016, 27). 
Therefore, the current expansion of telephone banking is seen critically. Especially 
since many banks expect their own call centre to become their largest branch for 
handling their whole retail business within the next few years.

In order to consider to what extent the integrated customer advisory service 
covers the customers’ needs for basic products, customers were asked which 
products they currently use (see Figure 2). It turns out that customers are well 
supplied with current accounts. When it comes to savings, however, things look 
different. For example, 33.90% of the customers surveyed do not have a savings 
account and 57.56% do not have a night money account. This shows that the ho-
listic approach of advice already fails because many customers are not sufficiently 
supplied with basic banking products. The low level of interest in these accounts 
can be attributed, among other things, to the current low interest rates. How-
ever, for example, 38.61% of 26 to 45 year old customers do not have a savings 
account. At this age, however, financial buffers in the form of savings should be 
built up. This is seen critically esp. due to the increasing need for private pension 
provision. The lack of savings products could be balanced by fund savings plans, 
but only one third of the customers surveyed used any type of securities at all.  
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This is partly because customers in Germany are rather sceptical about securitiy 
transactions (Godenrath 2013, 5). The proportion of customers who have neither 
a savings account nor hold securities and therefore cannot build up cash reserves 
outside of their current account or overnight deposit account is 24.84%. The banks 
are therefore giving away a great deal of earnings potential in the current situa-
tion when it comes to securities, especially in the area of fund savings plans. For 
example, mainly younger customers are mostly willing to go to a bank branch for 
advice due to their lack of specialist knowledge about securities (Danesh-Kajouri 
2018). In addition to classic fund savings plans, digital investment assistants (so-
called robo advisors) could also be presented to them. The credit card, which is 
often the prerequisite for online transactions, is currently not used by 37.98% 
of customers. Aside from a lack of customer demand, this may be because many 
banks do not actively offer credit cards. If creditworthiness concerns are the 
reason for not offering them, the option of a prepaid card or only a small limit 
should be considered. However, here too, many banks are rather hesitant. It 
can therefore be stated that the holistic approach does not seem to be able to 
meet the basic needs of the customers and that banks leave a lot of opportuni-
ties unused. 55.19% of the customers surveyed cannot even remember their last 
consultation appointment.

Figure 2. Usage of bank products

About one third of customers do not feel that they receive individual or needs-
based advice (33.64% and 32.19%). Only 32.85% and 42.49% of them feel that 
they are advised individually or according to their needs. The advisory skills are 
therefore no longer automatically assigned to banks (Mihm 2014, B7). Tests based 
on trial customers also show that the consultations are often insufficient (Fürderer 
2016, 228). The main deficits lie in the type of advice, since many employees no 
longer act holistically, but aim to sell certain products for which specific goals exist.
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6.2. Communication, accessibility and pricing 

In addition to advice, customer communication and pricing play an important 
role in the customer experience (Quadient 2017, 3). For this reason, the current 
experiences of bank customers with regard to the communication, accessibility 
and pricing of the banks are examined.

In connection with the bank’s current communication behaviour, customers 
were initially asked how often they are currently contacted by their bank. The vast 
majority of them (73.35%) state that no telephone contact by the bank had been 
made. The majority of the remaining customers receive a call from their bank 
once a year (15.52%). E-mail contact is also rare. Here, 67.33% of customers say 
that they do not receive emails from their bank. Otherwise, contact is made via 
email on average every six months. The most used communication medium is the 
letter. Only 23.86% of customers are not receiving letters from their bank. The 
frequency of establishing contact is significantly higher with this medium, since 
sales mailings are usually sent every four to six months. It should be emphasized 
that there is only a small number of customers who are currently not addressed 
by phone, email or letter (9.46%). Thus, most customers have some sort of regu-
lar contact with their bank. According to the customers surveyed, the content 
is mostly campaign-driven advertising and rarely an invitation to consultations.

It can be observed that the majority of customers are fundamentally critical 
of every form of contact by their bank (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Customer requests regarding contact

The majority of customers (66.29%) who had not been contacted via tele-
phone describe this as reasonable. 78.84% of the bank customers surveyed agree 
that no telephone contact is desired. The perceived inappropriateness therefore 
increases above all if the bank has called the customer more than once in six 
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months. Banks can therefore be advised not to contact customers by telephone 
on their initiative, as this is perceived as annoying and inappropriate. Younger 
working people in particular do not want to be contacted by phone at all (Mihm 
2019, 14). Apart from being contacted via telephone, personal contact in the 
branch is least desired by customers. Just over half of the customers do not want 
to be contacted by email either. If contact is made via this medium more than 
once a year, the perceived inappropriateness also increases. Contact via online 
banking is rather accepted by customers. Even though 43.10% of customers still 
refuse to be contacted by letter, this is the most accepted way of being contacted. 
A half-yearly or annual contact is most accepted among the bank customers sur-
veyed. It turns out that customers prefer the contact forms that are least binding 
for them. While telephone calls and direct conversations in a branch require 
personal interaction, e-mails and messages in online banking can be deleted 
and advertising letters  – usually after a brief glance  – can be disposed of easily. 
They therefore do not require any further action from the customer. Thus, it is 
not surprising that the option of communication most preferred by the surveyed 
customers is only a half-yearly letter without further efforts by the bank on other 
channels. The current contact by banks, which focuses on postal communication, 
is generally rated as appropriate. However, it is questionable whether the bank’s 
attempts to contact their customers leave a lasting positive impression on them.

The option ‘no contact on the initiative of the bank’ appears to be most ad-
equate for the majority of customers. Ultimately, an active approach is only justi-
fied if it is in line with the customers’ needs (Boden 2016, 250). For this reason, 
the banks have to move away from their classical campaign thinking with widely 
distributed mailings (Jentsch 2016, 370; Wittkowski 2019, 2). In this context, the 
smartphone offers great potential for generating customer contact points, because 
customers use it countless times a day (Deloitte 2019). 69% of bank customers 
in Germany already use a banking app (Bitkom 2019), which makes it possible 
to address and integrate information, products or services relevant to customers 
in a targeted manner.

While the customers surveyed sometimes feel disturbed by their bank’s at-
tempts to contact them, it is still important for them to be able to approach the 
bank themselves if they have major concerns. Therefore, the three biggest customer 
requests regarding contact options are:

− good availability of the banking consultant,
− a chat function in online banking,
− a call centre available 24/7.

Customers only accept the communication via telephone, if they have an ur-
gent request that requires immediate attention. The wishes expressed correspond 
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to the expectations of customers for a convenient availability of the bank’s range 
of services and products. With regard to the relative acceptance of digital chan-
nels, there is great potential for banks to optimize costs.

In addition, half of bank customers (50.72%) have experienced changes in 
the accessibility of their banks in the past two years. These include:

− branch closures,
− shortened opening times,
− change of banking advisors.

62.55% of customers are annoyed that their bank is less accessible for them. 
Here, banks have apparently not been able to compensate for the closure of 
branches through alternative contact channels. Meanwhile, only 25.36% of bank 
customers agree that the bank has managed to include them well in the changes 
that have been made, which shows that the banks have not considered customer 
requirements about the restructuring in advance, al-though the customers ulti-
mately decide on the future existence of a bank. Therefore, customers were asked 
in this study what they want from their banks in general (see Figure 4).

Figure 4. Customers’ expectations

The most urgent issue for customers with regard to their bank is the cur-
rent conditions. Most customers want better conditions and/or more free-of-cost 
options, which illustrates the customers’ strong focus on price. In this context, 
56.11% of the customers surveyed agree that their bank offers them a lower ser-
vice but still increases its prices. This is not in line with the explained customer 
requirement for excellent service quality at the best price. In addition, almost half 
of the customers (47.70%) do not understand why they now have to pay fees for 
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services that were previously free of charge. There is a high displeasure that the 
increased fees go hand in hand with lower or no interest. Price perception plays 
an outstanding role for emotional components of business relationships, such as 
perceived fairness for customers (Frank, Mihm 2018, 14). Instead of improving 
the price-performance ratio that customers perceive as negative, banks continue 
to increase their account fees due to the ongoing low interest rate phase and 
react with non-transparent accounts and hidden fees (Schleidt 2019), which does 
not match the customers’ expectations for transparency. For example, around 
50 banks in Germany are already charging a penalty interest rate from private 
customers (Witte 2019). Some of them even charge a penalty interest rate of 0.5% 
on the customer’s credit card balance from the very first Euro. Furthermore, the 
majority of banks are considering getting rid of free accounts and introducing 
additional fees. At the moment, there seems to be no limit to the introduction of 
new fees. A current example of this is the time-dependent fees for withdrawing 
money from ATMs (n.u. 2019e), which means that customers have to pay a fee 
for every transaction made outside normal business hours. Customers usually do 
not feel adequately informed about the additional fees. In addition, two thirds 
of banks in Germany already charge withdrawal fees, which makes disgruntled 
customers susceptible to competitive offers. The customers do not understand 
why they should pay to get their own money. Overall, one third of German banks 
increased their prices in the last two years or charged fees for services that were 
previously free of charge  – on average by up to 30% for online, basic and clas-
sic branch accounts and up to 20% for premium accounts (Böhmert 2019a, 2). 
Due to the mainly negative assessment of the previous price-performance ratio 
of traditional banks, this development will not contribute to increasing customer 
satisfaction and can therefore lead to a significant customer loss. Banks should 
consider this, as they cannot rely forever on the convenience of bank customers 
that prevents them from cancelling their relationship to a bank.

Other wishes expressed by the customers are a better accessibility of the 
consultants on site, coupled with customer-oriented advice. In line with the idea 
of convenience, customers want a secure and reliable online banking and access 
to modern payment methods. However, the comparatively low mention of the 
latter points must not lead to the conclusion that those aspects are not important 
to customers. For customers, aspects such as:

− good advice,
− convenience,
− the possibility of online banking,
− personal contact

are of great importance (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Important aspects for customers when doing their banking

The results clearly show that ensuring good advice is the most important 
aspect as 79.76% of those surveyed stated that high-quality advice is important 
to them. This highlights the outstanding importance that the quality of advice 
still has today. The study results continue to emphasize the importance of conve-
nience for customers. Online banking is an important consideration for 53.75% 
of customers. This illustrates the high relevance of digital channels. With 53.48% 
personal contact is almost as important to customers. The price is mentioned 
by 45% of the customers as an important factor, which in turn underlines the 
customer’s request to the best service at the lowest price and the demand for 
better conditions.

The customers surveyed here did not mention the individual aspects of on-
line banking. It can be concluded from this that the banks already meet customer 
expectations in this area. In view of the high quality standards that customers 
expect from their bank these days, employee qualifications must be borne in mind 
by banks in order to guarantee high-quality customer care.

6.3. Customer orientation of banks

For the future competitiveness of banks, it is essential to understand their 
customers’ concerns and needs (Neubacher 2019a, 2), since customer-oriented 
behaviour has a lasting positive effect on customer satisfaction (Homburg, Bucerius 
2016, 80). For this reason, customers were asked about their perception of their 
bank’s customer orientation (see Figure 6).

Almost half of the customers surveyed do not believe that their bank even 
knows what they want in financial matters. It can be concluded from this that 
banks do not seem to ask their customers about current wishes on appropriate 
occasions, even though this is the basis of any good and holistic advice. However, 
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even if the customers’ wishes are known, only 42.05% of bank customers feel that 
the banks cater specifically to those wishes. This means that products are currently 
not fulfilling these explicitly expressed wishes. Instead, within the consultation, 
an attempt is made to sell products to the customer that are not in line with their 
wishes. 37.98% of customers currently feel that their bank only offers those prod-
ucts to them that the bank makes good money with. It is therefore not surprising 
that the majority of customers (56.90%) gets the impression that banks  are not 
interested in their wishes. Thus, it is assumed that the interests of a bank are often 
put ahead of those of their customers. Exactly half of the customers surveyed also 
have the impression that banks cannot assess what their customers need in finan-
cial matters. This shows that no targeted product recommendation is currently 
being given. It can therefore be summed up that customer relationships today are 
particularly at risk of a lack of customer orientation (Mihm, Wollmann 2018, 7–8). 
Due to the behaviour of the banks, more than half of the customers no longer 
feel respected and valued by their bank (Kuhn 2015, B8). In view of the fact that 
banking products are interchangeable from the customer’s point of  view, and 
that support and advisory services are the most important differentiating feature 
from the growing competition (Kuhn 2016, B6), these results should encourage 
banks to change their current behaviour.

Figure 6. Perceived customer orientation of banks
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7. Recommendations for banks

7.1. Expand the omni-channel approach

Customers expect a banking service that can be integrated into their net-
worked everyday life at any time (Capgemini, Efma 2018, 7). For example, banks 
now have to offer more than the simple digitization of what was previously avail-
able (Fischer 2019b, 3). Almost half of the customers criticize that German banks 
are far behind in their digital offer compared to international banks (Streim et  al. 
2019). Today’s bank customers no longer distinguish between the individual 
channels and intuitively select the channel that is most suitable for them in their 
current situation  – expecting their data is available in the other channels as well. 
For this reason, all channels must interlink in an omni-channel approach (Waide-
lich 2015, 2), because only the networking of all services to form an integrated 
advice enables the potential of all sales and communication channels to be fully 
exploited and the wishes of customers to be put first (Oberle et al. 2016, 5). The 
customers can be offered a high-quality service via every channel (Dölle 2017). 
Only banking services that become a completely closed customer experience across 
all channels generate enthusiasm and are proof of quality (Oberle et al. 2016, 8). 
Barriers, media breaks and waiting times need to be reduced (Neuhaus 2018, B7; 
Lieberknecht 2019a, 29), since these are only barely tolerated by customers (Lieber-
knecht 2019a, 29). Furthermore, customers must be able to purchase the majority 
of the products uncomplicatedly, digitally and promptly (Oberle et al. 2016, 12). 
This not only lowers the banks’ sales and processing costs, but also leads to greater 
customer satisfaction. The necessary standardization and automation of the pro-
cesses that would be necessary for full integration into omni-channel management 
leaves much to be desired due to the required manual processing steps, outdated 
structures and missing inter-faces in many banks (Godenrath 2016, 5). Banks miss 
the fact that the simplification of pro-ducts, processes and structures also goes 
hand in hand with increased efficiency in the medium to long term (Bergmann, 
Vater 2015, 3). Mobile banking is increasingly in demand, which means that it 
has to be as value adding as the website and the branch (Vishnoi 2019). It en-
ables banking to be integrated much more closely into the customer’s everyday 
life (Oberle et al. 2016, 14). The proportion of internet-orientated customers will 
increase continuously in the future due to demographic change (Hellenkamp 
2016, 384), thus, the general need for branches will continue to decrease in the 
future (Vogelgesang 2015, 711). Due to the change in customer behaviour, small 
processing branches that do not provide advice (Stoltenberg 2017, 4) are more 
likely to be affected by this development than large consulting branches at central 
locations. For this reason, in the future, only branches offering a wide range of 
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services will add value (Godenrath 2017, 5). The justification for the existence 
of service-free micro-branches, whose services are primarily digitally performed 
today, must therefore be critically examined in terms of cost-effectiveness (Barkey 
2019, 973), because customers often see no added value here. Investments in 
digitization and branch redesign have been shown to increase customer satisfac-
tion (Deloitte 2018, 2, n.u. 2019h, 7). The majority of customers want innovative 
branch concepts with an appealing atmosphere like in an Apple Store or Starbucks 
(Berger et al. 2015, 16). One option that would make one third of customers 
visit the branch more often is a café-like design, where they can relax and work 
at the same time (Deloitte 2018, 17). Classic bank branches with an old structure 
and equipment will therefore have no chance of survival in the future (Erlebach, 
Kölbach 2016, 937). Customers will not accept unlovingly renovated branches 
without a fundamentally new character. The customers must therefore be actively 
involved in the restructuring, because in the end they decide whether the branch 
as a concept dies or whether it will continue to live in the future.

7.2. Increase the quality of advice

Currently, almost half of bank customers have a detailed consultation less 
than every two years, with the initiative mostly coming from the customers them-
selves (Terliesner 2019, 13). As a result, many customers do not feel well looked 
after by their bank. If advice that is truly needs-based is to be provided, it must 
be consistently geared to customer wishes and needs, instead of pursuing pure 
product sales in accordance with a bank’s goals (Holböck 2006, 199). There-
fore, one of the key elements lies within a bank’s goal system (Färber, Hopfner 
2006, 41). If a bank is interested in high quality, demand-oriented holistic advice, 
it cannot focus its goals solely on single products and the earnings that can be 
achieved by selling them (Kuhn 2015, B8). Controlling and management based on 
individual goals and campaigns is unsuitable because the consultant mainly acts 
due to sales pressure (Scherber 2019). For this reason, the goal systems of many 
banks have to be thoroughly reconsidered. Potential-oriented goal planning, for 
example, makes sense, but has not yet been introduced in most banks due to its 
complexity. Furthermore, the development towards a networked and open omni-
channel world makes classic control mechanisms increasingly unusable due to 
the difficult attribution of results (Rega 2019, B10). Thus, the impression arises 
that often only products are sold on which the banks earn a lot. For this reason, 
bank customers are currently increasingly distrusting of their banks (Buchholz 
2018, B4; n.u. 2019f, 33).

Customer understanding is one of the central parameters of all success 
formulas (Duttenhöfer 2019; Rohrmeier 2019, B5). Banks and financial service 
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providers have a comprehensive, mostly unused, database, which enables them 
to derive detailed customer profiles with an assessment of their personality and 
lifestyle (Gensch, Müller 2019, 262). Data evaluation using artificial intelligence 
can make a significant contribution to increasing sales efficiency, since it can be 
used to derive offers tailored to the customer. This data has a high economic value. 
Bank customers are also generally willing to share their data with the bank, but 
in return, they expect high-quality products and services, as they are increasingly 
aware of their data’s value (Vishnoi 2019). The interaction can become a positive 
experience for the customer through the desired individualized approach (Mihm, 
Jacobs 2017, 13; Capgemini, Efma 2018, 46). In this regard banks can and should 
learn from large technology companies such as Google, Amazon, Facebook and 
Apple (Thole 2019, 270). However, the prere-quisite is high-quality customer 
data that has no inconsistencies (Quadient 2019, 2). It is therefore necessary 
to consolidate all available data that can be enriched by external sources (Sinn, 
Schmundt, 2017, 25). With these measures, the potential of previously inactive 
customers can also be activated (Terliesner 2019, 13 and 16).

Proximity to the customer has been one of the unique selling points of branch 
banks. In view of digitization, however, the definition of the term ‘customer prox-
imity’ has to be revised (Kolak 2018). Personal consultations no longer necessarily 
require the presence of the consultant in the same room, but are also possible by 
using video communication (Kautz 2018, 4; Streim et al. 2019). Over one third of 
customers are already willing to accept video telephony as a consulting solution 
(Leichsenring 2017; n.u. 2019d, 4) because it meets their need for convenience, 
flexibility and speed (Berger et al. 2015, 15). In addition, the quality of advice 
can be further increased by simply including experts in real time. Holistic advice 
should consider the type of communication preferred by the customer (Oberle 
et al. 2016, 9). The goals of banking advisors include regular appointments with 
their customers. However, half of bank customers do not want this because it 
does not meet their actual need for advice (Oberle et al. 2016, 20). It is impor-
tant for the customer to be looked after by the bank on the right occasions. This 
underlines the importance of evaluating existing customer data. Furthermore, 
the time period that customers allow for advice is very limited. The majority of 
customers only accept a time window of a maximum of 30 to 45 minutes, which 
often does not correspond to current practice (n.u. 2019d, 4).

The changed customer requirements thus have a significant impact on the 
banks’ sales structures (Kleine, Jolmes 2019, 246). High-quality advice is associ-
ated with investments, but a lack of quality costs the trust of the customers and 
ultimately the customers themselves (Kuhn 2015, B8), since the willingness to 
switch banks when the expectations placed on the customer experience are not 
met, is very high (Quadient 2017, 6). It should be noted here that the majority 
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of customers do not express their displeasure, so that possible tendencies to 
leave are only recognized when it is already too late (Vishnoi 2019). In general, 
leaving a bank is usually not planned by the customer, but rather the result of 
unused opportunities from their bank (Oberle et al. 2016, 4). For this reason, 
50% of customers would switch banks for better advice (Meinl 2016, 4). Among 
other things, due to the existing cost pressure, efficient and value-adding advice 
for the survival of the banks is required (Oberle et al. 2016, 20).

8. Critical conclusion

In order to survive on the market and gain competitive advantages, banks 
must know and meet their customers’ expectations and, in the best case, even 
exceed them (Weigl 2001, 59). This is crucial for the success of banks (Frank, 
Mihm 2018, 16). However, banks have been defensive for more than ten years 
due to the consequential damage caused by the financial and economic crisis. 
Therefore, the necessary change is particularly difficult in Germany (Neubacher 
2019a, 2). While lamenting low interest rates and increasing regulatory require-
ments, they are wasting valuable time they could use to focus on a more profit-
able business model. Banks must stop reacting only to external influences, but 
start to act actively (Seidl 2017, 476; Vishnoi 2019). Due to the lack of customer 
orientation and the lack of emotional elements, banks are at risk from growing 
digital competition (Mihm, Wollmann 2018, 6).

The starting position for German banks is relatively good, as they have the 
closest contact with their customers when compared internationally. However, 
they are unable to use this advantage sufficiently (Fischer 2016, 2). Due to the 
poor coverage of the basic products and the customer assessment that banks 
do not respond to the wishes of their customers, if they show any interest at 
all, a failure of the current design of the customer relationship approach can be 
observed. Only one third of the customers surveyed currently feel that they have 
received individual advice. This is particularly critical, since the quality of advice is 
one of the very few differentiating features of classic branch banks (Boden 2016, 
248; Kuhn 2016, B6; Becher 2017, 4). It is time for banks to align their customer 
relationship concept with actual customer needs. However, due to the currently 
counterproductive target design, they first have to realign their sales structure 
and management (Ronzal 2006, 216). The desire for needs-based advice cannot 
be fulfilled if individual product targets are set for the sales employees. Data 
evaluations can help to generate a comprehensive understanding of the custom-
ers and their needs and thus optimize customer care (Köllnberger et al. 2014, 2). 
Above all, the decreasing personal contact with customers can be compensated  
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(Eck 2019, 301). Tailor-made solutions are crucial for the customer (Zeisl 2018, 47) 
as 87% of bank customers already agree that banking services should be personal-
ized (Wenzel 2017).

The content of any advertising measures must therefore be up-to-date, mean-
ingful and relevant to the customer and not be part of obvious cross- or upselling 
efforts (Bellens 2016). Currently, fewer than one third of customers believe that 
banks recommend products that are relevant to them (Capgemini, Efma 2019, 12). 
The previous communication behaviour therefore does not provide any real benefit 
for the customer (Serra 2018). This is also reflected in the previously mentioned 
study results. In the current form, the customers preferably do not want their 
banks to contact them. However, a well-directed addressing of customer requests 
can increase customer satisfaction and loyalty, which ultimately has a positive effect 
on the economic success of a bank (Köllnberger et al. 2014, 2). In this regard, it 
is crucial to explicitly ask the customer about their wishes in a personal conver-
sation and to address exactly those wishes, instead of primarily selling products 
that the customers do not want and do not need.

It is therefore not surprising that German customers are currently unsatisfied 
with their banks when compared internationally (Deloitte 2018, 5). This is also 
underlined by this study. It shows that many of the basic customer expectations 
are not met at all but also, above all, that the current price-performance ratio is 
viewed critically. In the future, however, simply meeting expectations will no longer 
be enough to satisfy customers (Protiviti 2016, 20). Only one third of customers 
state that the respective bank has actually managed to delight them by exceeding 
their expectations (Protiviti 2016, 4). Therefore, there is a huge gap between the 
current expectations of customers and the actual offers and behaviour of banks 
(Wenzel 2017; Schimpf 2018). Not even half of the top decision-makers within 
the banks themselves believe that their services meet the needs of customers (n.u. 
2019c, 6). The increasing willingness of customers to switch to another bank is 
primarily due to their general dissatisfaction (Erle 2016). In this context, it is not 
surprising that only one third of customers describe themselves as tied to their 
bank  – and numbers are degreasing (Gallup 2019). Classic banks are therefore 
becoming less and less relevant (Bellens 2016).

By not directly meeting the changed expectations, customers no longer ex-
perience a benefit from the banking relationship, which makes them susceptible 
to competitive offers (Mihm 2019, 14; Werne 2019, 28). A recent study shows 
that about half of the customers consider banks and financial institutions to be 
interchangeable (YouGov 2019, 2). The focus on customer experience that technol-
ogy companies and fintechs offer is not a competence of traditional banks (Galla 
2019). It is therefore not surprising that a large number of customers is willing 
to try financial products from the large technology companies such as Google, 



32

Jessica Hastenteufel, Sabrina Kiszka

Apple, Facebook and Amazon (Böhmert 2019b, 3; Rohrmeier 2019, B5, Streim 
et al. 2019). In order to achieve genuine and voluntary customer loyalty, the cus-
tomers need to develop an emotional connection to their bank (Hanreich 2006, 
211). Therefore, it should be worrying for traditional banks that many customers 
already have a stronger emotional bond with these technology companies than 
with them (Deloitte 2018, 6). The technology companies offer services that are 
transparent, delight the customer and, thus, offer a real benefit for them (Deloitte 
2018, 6). Thus, they offer products that are superior from the customer’s perspec-
tive (Capgemini, Efma 2019, 14). The actual differences are not important (Inhoffen 
2019). What is important when differentiating is only the difference perceived by 
the customer. Not only customers, but also dedicated, well-trained specialists who 
are essential for the continued existence of banks are currently more attracted to 
technology companies (Brüggestrat, Ohlsen 2019, 1050). Moreover, the pressure 
to act is increasing, since Google has announced its own current account in col-
laboration with Citigroup in addition to their existing payment service Google 
Pay (Leichsenring 2019a; Rudegeair, Hoffmann 2019; Simmank 2019). Apple not 
only offers the payment service Apple Pay, but also its own credit cards. Face-
book introduced a new payment service that should be applicable in all of the 
group’s apps. Amazon is also expected to launch a current account. The banking 
and financial services offer technology companies the opportunity to bind their 
customers even closer. This primarily involves obtaining valuable financial data in 
order to further expand customer knowledge (Leichsenring 2019a). Due to the 
increasing competition, banks are already facing billions in losses.

The world is moving faster than ever, and this requires a corresponding abil-
ity to adapt (Werne 2019, 28). Banks must finally get out of their comfort zone 
and face the challenges ahead (Serra 2018). Meanwhile, fintechs do not have to 
be viewed as opponents, but as a source of inspiration (Oberle et al. 2016, 8). 
Both sides will benefit from strategic alliances and collaborations (Brunke 2019, 
110–111; Gensch, Müller 2019, 267; Grigo 2019, 21; Murray 2019, 355; Popp 
2019). They can help break up the established thinking and behaviour of banks 
(Oberle et al. 2016, 8). In addition, opening oneself up to financial platforms can 
add value and knowledge (Neubacher 2019b, 2). Investments in digitization and 
branch redesign have been shown to increase customer satisfaction among bank 
customers (n.u. 2019h, 7). It is important to intensify the customer relationship 
with the help of intelligent virtual assistants such as chat bots, which can be inte-
grated, for example, in a messenger (Crealogix 2018, 11). In the banking sector in 
particular, the demand for messenger communication has increased significantly 
(n.u. 2019g, 6). The use of live chats is currently becoming more important 
(Vishnoi 2019). Here, competent digital advice can strengthen customer trust. 
Voice control via assistants such as Alexa can represent a new communication 
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channel (Schneider 2019, 34). Additional services such as travel insurance can 
also increase the attractiveness of individual products (n.u. 2019b,).

Banks are more known for sticking to the tried and tested. However, due to 
the current challenges, they have no option but to strengthen their innovative 
capacity (Ili, Lichtenthaler 2017, 21 and 35). Ultimately, the digital transforma-
tion  – despite all cost pressures  – is not an option, but is essential for survival 
(Stollarz 2018, B5) in order to meet future customer requirements. Ensuring 
high quality customer service and expanding omni-channel management are the 
keys to customer loyalty (Vishnoi 2019). Only those banks who consistently put 
the customer in the centre and enable them to enjoy an outstanding, holistic 
experience across all channels will be able to retain their customers in the end 
(Crealogix 2018, 5). With this strategy, the branch as a communication channel can 
also be upgraded (Vogelgesang 2015, 712). In the meantime, branches need to 
change in order to survive in the future (Weißer, Zdrzalek 2016, 216). They must 
be customer-oriented, competent, strong in contact and interactive, and create an 
emotional benefit for their customers. They also have to offer services that have 
not yet existed in this form on digital channels (Erlebach, Kölbach 2016, 937). 
Banks must manage to become an integral part of customers’ lives (Serra 2018). 
If not, they will end up as primary care providers who only provide standard 
services while new providers occupy the high-margin products (Bergmann, Vater 
2017). However, if traditional banks manage to offer comparable offers at similar 
conditions as their competitors, more than half of the customers who had left 
would be willing to return (Fischer 2019a, 3). Customers are clearly expressing 
their expectations  – it is finally time for the banks to listen.
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