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ForEword

McKinsey and Efma are pleased to present this new report which shows that 
leading European banks are increasingly providing a sophisticated choice of 
electronic and face-to-face distribution channels and that their customers are 
impatient for more.
 
Our joint study – comprising interviews with 3,000 consumers, an online survey of 
more than 150 banks, and in-depth discussions with leading European executives 
– reveals a complex, fast-moving retail banking sector in the throes of deep-rooted 
change with some players already well down the “multichannel” route and others 
just starting.
 
In this report, we are addressing our key findings with respect to (1) the current 
and future role of face-to-face channels; (2) the expected transformation journey 
of European banks and (3) the strategic implications for the retail banking sector. 
Separate sections of the report focus on the findings in key European countries.
 
We hope that the results of this research will provide readers with fact-based 
information allowing them to find their route in the multichannel environment.

Patrick Desmarès                       Radboud Vlaar                           Carlos Trascasa
Efma  McKinsey    McKinsey
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introduCtion

Retail banking distribution is currently undergoing rapid change throughout the 
whole of Europe. New research shows that both banks and their customers expect 
face-to-face channels to focus predominantly on sales and advice in the future, 
while transactions will be handled almost exclusively via electronic means. The big 
question is not if this happens but when. The pace of the transformation, already 
well under way in some territories, will vary regionally and will depend on the 
ability of banks to remove the barriers that make customers reluctant to change, as 
well as the speed with which clients fully embrace online alternatives. The banks 
themselves say mobile banking could be the catalyst in markets that have been slow 
to develop electronic habits. McKinsey estimates that, successfully executed, this 
transformation could yield €15–20 bn of extra earnings for European banks over 
the next 5 to 10 years, through a combination of cost reduction and extra income.

INTRODUCTION

New research jointly conducted by McKinsey and 
Efma shows that leading European banks are 
increasingly providing a sophisticated choice of 
electronic and face-to-face distribution channels and 
that their customers are impatient for more.

Our joint study – comprising interviews with 
3,000 consumers, an online survey of more than 
150 banks, and in-depth discussions with leading 
European executives – reveals a complex, fast-moving 
retail banking sector in the throes of deep-rooted 
change with some players already well down the 
“multichannel” route and others just starting. 

In this report, we will address our key findings with 
respect to (1) the current and future role of face-
to-face channels; (2) the expected transformation 
journey of European banks and (3) the strategic 
implications for the retail banking sector. Separate 
sections of the report focus on the findings in key 
European countries.

CURRENT ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE

The report confirms that customers use face-to-
face channels increasingly for sales and advice and 
currently use remote channels for making most of 
their transactions. Such general trends, however, 
conceal a more subtle and not always intuitive 
picture of what is happening at a country and product 
level, and during different phases of the product 
purchase. Spanish customers, for example, already 
seem quite comfortable about using direct channels 
to buy even complex products such as mortgages. 
In the Netherlands, 50% of consumers told us that 
they had not visited a bank branch in the previous 

year, against just 10–20% in France, Germany, 
Italy, and the UK. Even more striking is the way 
older people in the Netherlands (those aged 55 or 
above) use Internet banking more than the 20–35 
generation in other European countries, respectively 
67% versus 58%. Consumers in Western Europe on 
average use 2.6 channels to interact with their bank. 
Dutch and French consumers on average use more 
channels (3.0) while Italians use the least number 
of channels (2.0). Whereas the number of channels 
used is relatively comparable across mass market and 
affluent customers, younger generations (aged 20–35) 
use more channels than older generations (aged 55 or 
above) with on average 2.9 compared to 2.3 channels, 
respectively. More details at the country level are 
available in the specific country sections.

FUTURE ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE

Customers and the banks themselves ultimately 
expect distribution to become multichannel, with 
face-to-face channels predominantly focused on sales 
and advice. Our online survey of banks, plus the 
executive interviews, has reinforced our conviction 
that retail customers everywhere will one day manage 
the vast bulk of their transactions online, via credit 
and debit cards or through ATMs and mobiles. They 
will open standard current and savings accounts 
online and even handle their basic investment and 
insurance needs electronically. At the same time, 
they will continue seeking face-to-face advice when 
buying more sophisticated and complex products 
(such as mortgages, pensions, life insurance and more 
advice-oriented investment and wealth-management 
services, see Chart 1) as well as for certain types of 
post-sales support.
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Our research suggests that there will be significant 
changes in the way banks interact with their clients 
face-to-face. The new role will involve the branch 
focusing increasingly on sales and high-quality 
advice, supporting clients when they have more 
complex or urgent requirements:

•	 	Transactions:	Face-to-face	will	have	a	limited	role,	
as customers will use remote channels for the vast 
bulk of their transactions in the future, allowing 
interaction with their bank anywhere and at 
any time at a low cost. Already less than 5% of 
transactions in the Netherlands, for example, take 
place inside the branch and most of those concern 
cash deposits and payments. The survey confirms 
our view that other countries are moving in the 
same direction and will ultimately reach the same 
destination. 

•	 	Complaints	and	post-sales	support:	Face-to-face	
will continue to play an important role when it 
comes to handling complaints and post-sales 
support, especially at so called “moments of 
truth”. Clients will use call centres, branches and 
direct channels – depending on the urgency and 
complexity of their inquiry. But we expect face-to-
face channels to be rarely involved for simple, less 

critical service inquiries such as balance enquiries 
(around 90% of banks we surveyed believe remote 
channels will be the dominant channel in the 
future). Enquiries for help on urgent matters – 
seeking replacements for lost cards or PIN codes, 
for example – will continue to be dealt with in 
person, but are expected to move increasingly 
towards the call centre in the future. For post-
sales support, renewals and complex changes (for 
example, for term/condition changes, or to renew 
product contracts) the branch is expected to retain 
a dominant role.

•	 	Sales	and	advice:	Most	sales	will	continue	to	
be made, and most advice provided, through 
branches, but remote channels will be a conduit 
for simple sales and lead generation. Overall, we 
expect remote channel sales to account for around 
30% of total sales over time, something we already 
see in the Netherlands, though the figure could go 
even higher in the case of those banks that really 
push remote channels hard. In some countries 
banks and their customers disagree about what 
will happen in the future. In Italy, for example, 
banks believe 45–70% of sales of products such as 
current accounts, savings and consumer finance 
will be online – but clients are more sceptical.  

Consumers will continue seeking face-to-face advice when 
buying more complex products such as mortgages and 
investments

SOURCE: Efma online survey across 150+ European banks
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IMpLICATIONs

The changing role of face-to-face has three significant 
implications: a reduction in branch density, smaller 
branches and more customer-centric formats and 
staffing, and more seamless multichannel integration.

•	 	Branch	density.	We	expect	branch	density	in	
over-branched countries in Europe to come down 
significantly in the long term, towards a level that 
is around or even below today’s EU15 average of 
475 branches per million inhabitants. Numbers 
will fall significantly in Southern Europe, will 
remain roughly stable or slightly decrease in 
Northern and Central Europe, and will continue 
to increase in Eastern Europe as the size of the 
banking population rapidly expands. Branch  
costs will fall in the wake of a restructuring  
which will lower the average number of FTEs  
per branch1 from around 6 to around 4, or a  
one-third reduction in the status quo. 

•	 	Smaller	branches	and	more	customer-centric	
formats and staffing. Branches will become 
much more customer-centric, focusing on 

delivering a high quality customer experience. 
The skills and capabilities of branch employees 
will also need to be adapted as the focus shifts 
towards predominantly sales and advice. The 
typical format in most markets is likely to be a 
smaller store-like outlet, even though networks 
will continue to use a combination of very large 
branches and smaller ones. 

•	 	Seamless	multichannel	integration.	With	
most clients using multiple channels, channel 
integration will need to be seamless and smooth. 
Furthermore, in order to generate sufficient 
leads for the branch, banks will have to invest 
in new digital marketing and pricing skills. In 
some markets, such as the Netherlands, this is 
already happening; however in most markets it 
is in the early stages of development. Performing 
this successfully will have implications for IT and 
governance.

1  Average  refers to average number of FTEs per branch in the six largest EU countries.
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ThE TRANsFORMATION pATh 

We have identified four broad clusters of banks in 
the European market. These range from players in 
markets where banks are still largely branch- and 
paper-based and provide mostly face-to-face sales and 
advice, to those at the other end that fulfil almost all 
transactions electronically and sell as many products 
as possible online. 

Banks are currently at different stages on this 
multichannel journey, stages defined more by the 
extent to which customers in their countries are 
embracing the Internet than by the banks’ own 
actions (see Chart 21). Banks in the “brick and 
mortar” cluster, where for some banks as many as 
60% of transactions are handled in the branches, are 
mostly in emerging markets such as the Middle East 
and Eastern Europe. “Online adaptors”, which have 
managed to move say 60–80% of transactions out of 
the branch and generate a small but growing share 
of sales outside the branch network, are typically 
found in Southern Europe and certain Eastern 
European countries. The “multichannel” cluster, 
whose members have begun to adjust the size and 

configuration of their branches, can be found in 
developed economies such as Belgium, France, 
Germany and the UK. The fully “self-first” territories 
where Internet adoption has been quickest and where 
customers are the most enthusiastic adopters of the 
online and mobile channels are the Netherlands and 
the Scandinavian countries.

There are several factors influencing the pace 
of the journey for banks: (i) the speed at which 
customers, especially the younger generation, change 
their behaviour and begin to increase their use of 
alternative channels; (ii) Internet adoption and the 
diffusion of new technologies (e.g. smart phones), 
allowing instant banking wherever and whenever 
customers want it; (iii) macroeconomic developments, 
notably the direction of interest rates, which influence 
the cost pressures on banks; and (iv) the impact of 
customer protection regulation (and the extent to 
which it encourages face-to-face interactions). 
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NExT sTEps FOR bANKs

The potential value created by the sector if it moves 
in this direction is estimated at €15–20 bn in Europe. 
This reflects both a cost reduction potential and an 
opportunity to deploy capacity for other activities. 
Those banks that adapt most quickly to customer 
needs, and share a part of the cost savings they make 
with customers, will be able to gain market share. To 
do so will require banks to develop a multichannel 
transformation plan, manage the transformation, 
improve customer experience, upgrade their 
marketing skills and develop a mobile strategy. 

•	 	Develop	an	agreed	multichannel	transformation	
plan. This should include a blueprint, a capacity 
transition plan and a marketing approach 
that reflects the future channel mix. We have 
seen several banks struggle to turn their 
transformation plans into reality, mainly due 
to a lack of a shared vision among the different 
“channel silos” in the organisation. Since the 
transformation is a balancing act between the 
different channels in the bank, this shared 
multichannel vision is critical.

•	 	Manage	the	transformation.	Banks	must	ensure	
– especially in those countries where a significant 
number of branches will disappear – that branch 
employees can still meet customer expectations 
in respect of personal, face-to-face service and 
advice.  
 
Migration to remote face-to-face service channels 
will help remaining branches cope with the 
additional workload. In addition, banks must 
head off the threat that branch employees will feel 
de-motivated. They should do this by carefully 
communicating the new high-value services 
role of the branch, and by adjusting the branch 
incentive scheme (for example, by partially 
attributing direct channel sales to branches as 
well). They must also engage with stakeholders 
such as the unions, especially in Italy and 
Spain, and develop branch employees with the 
capabilities to provide a high-quality sales and 
advice service for customers.  
 
Banks should take care to carry out the redesign 
and restructuring of the branch network at the 
appropriate time. Many banks have been fearful 

Consumers would use the Internet more if what they see as 
security concerns are better addressed 

SOURCE: Customer market research in 6 EU countries (3,000 respondents)
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of acting too quickly, concerned that clients might 
perceive a reduction in service, notably if rivals 
add to their branch capacity through branch 
network expansion or acquisitions.  
 
The financial and economic crisis has accelerated 
redesign and restructuring initiatives as banks 
strive to cut costs. Those banks adjusting the size 
of their branch network should regularly monitor 
branch metrics such as the volume of customer 
traffic, number of transactions and number of 
sales. A prudent first step might be to reduce 
the number of tellers, followed by other branch 
staff, only closing sites when they have no further 
potential. This being said, they should keep a close 
eye on what competitors are up to.

•	 		Improve	the	multichannel	customer	experience
 –  Remove key barriers: Executives tell us that 

they are still struggling to understand their 
customers’ behaviour and expectations. 
Banks should be aware that if they wish to 
join the multichannel and self-first clusters, 
they will need to encourage greater usage of 
alternative channels, for example by reducing 
branch proximity or introducing differentiated 
pricing by channel. At the same time, they 

must develop face-to-face opportunities for 
customers via alternative channels. Consumers 
also told us that improved convenience, 
simplified processes and better pricing would 
encourage greater use of branches, while the 
majority of customers said they would use 
the Internet more if what they see as security 
concerns are better addressed (see Chart 3). 
Banks might not be able to match customers’ 
expectations on pricing given current 
pressures on margins, but they must invest in 
changing misperceptions about direct channel 
security if they want to encourage people 
in this direction. Some banks are already 
implementing new products and services with 
innovative security features.

 –  Actively encourage use of remote channels: 
Banks can use several levers to change client 
behaviour, ranging from price incentives and 
education to the elimination of some services 
in branches (e.g. transactions). Banks that 
do this successfully not only reduce costs but 
potentially increase customer loyalty. Our 
research shows that clients who use multiple 
channels could be twice as loyal as those who 
only use the branch (measured by revenues 
and products sold). 

Mobile will mainly 
be a platform to 

access the Internet

Banks agree mobile will become big, but there is uncertainty
on the exact future role
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 –  Create a seamless multichannel sales and 
advice process: Our interviews with European 
bank executives confirmed that full and real-
time integration of channels will be critical to 
success in the future.  
 
This challenge will require both significant 
IT investments as well as process and 
organisational changes moving from a “silo” 
approach to a cross-channel one. Face-to-face 
will no longer be just a branch experience 
but one that will be available via alternative 
channels – created, for example, by  
leveraging technologies such as video chat.

•	 	Upgrade	marketing	and	sales	skills.	In	a	
multichannel world, pricing, marketing and 
product development have to be tailored to 
channel preferences. Retail banking markets 
are often characterised as “direct” or “face-to-
face”, but in reality they usually comprise a 
number of micro-segments with different needs. 
Banks need to add client channel preferences 
into their segmentation and find fresh and 
innovative marketing and pricing approaches. 
In particular, banks need to reinvent marketing 
for a multichannel environment following three 
basic rules: (i) behave as one bank across multiple 
channels, making sure that branch employees 
are aware of what is promoted on direct channels 
as much as in branches; (ii) ensure that search 
engines and price comparison websites feature the 
bank’s products; and (iii) convert more “service” 
contacts into sales leads. Banks should also invest 
in digital marketing to generate leads at “events” 
that then trigger customers to make big financial 
decisions (e.g. house-or car-buying). It may pay  
off to place banners on sites that are most 
frequently visited by target and current clients.

•	 	Develop	a	mobile	banking	strategy.	All	banks	
agree that mobile banking will become 
increasingly important in the future, but most 
have a different view of its role (see Chart 4). In 
Eastern Europe, for instance, banks believe that 
the mobile channel will accelerate the pace at 
which customers move to direct channels, and 
some banks believe that smart phones might not 
only increase market penetration but even replace 
the role of the Internet via PCs one day. So far 
mainly non-banks are leading the innovation 
and are capturing mobile banking opportunities. 
Banks will need to become more innovative and 
create new value added mobile banking services 
for their customers.
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German consumers are already 
doing most of their transactions 
via direct channels. For sales and 
advice, clients mainly use the 
branch, which could be due to their 
unease about the security of the 
online channel. Online is mainly 
successful for price-sensitive and 
younger customers as well as some 
niche product segments, and is 
important as a lead generator for 
the branch. 

CURRENT ROLE OF FACE–TO-FACE

Germany is a branch-dominated multichannel market. 

•	 	Branch	usage	in	Germany	is	higher	than	the	
survey average, with 87% of people having visited 
a branch in the past year compared to 79% of the 
survey average. A possible key reason for this is 
security concerns, which consumers indicate as 
the main reason for not using remote channels 
at present. When comparing across segments, 
the usage is relatively comparable between mass 
market and affluent customers. Comparing across 
age groups, branch usage among older generations 
is higher than younger generations (90% compared 
to 81%) with the difference being twice as large 
when compared to the survey average (see Chart 
1). 

•	 	ATM	usage	is	higher	than	the	survey	average,	with	
84% of consumers having used an ATM in the 
last year compared to 73% of the survey average. 
Usage is comparable across segments and higher 
for younger people than older generations (~90% 
for people aged 20–35 and 36–55 compared to 
~75% for people aged 55+). Possible drivers for 
the higher ATM usage are that in Germany many 
consumers use the ATM also to regularly print 
their account statements, as well as the relatively 
low overall card usage in Germany. 

•	 	Internet	banking	usage	is	only	slightly	higher	
than the survey average (51% compared to 48%). 
Internet banking usage is substantially higher for 
affluent than for mass market customers (57% 
compared to 50%) but the difference is not as 
large as in some countries surveyed (e.g. France). 
Moreover, older generations use the Internet less 
than younger generations (the difference is slightly 
bigger than the survey average).  

•	 	Call	centre	usage	is	lower	than	the	survey	average	
(11% compared to 17%). However, consumers in 
Germany are much more likely to call their branch 
(28% of consumers have called the branch in the 
past year compared to a survey average of 16%).

•	 	Mobile	banking	usage	is	slightly	lower	than	the	
survey average (4% compared to 7%) – this being 
a little higher for affluent than for mass market 
customers and surprisingly comparable across age 
groups (5% for people aged 20–35 compared to 3% 
for people aged 55+).

In terms of multichannel behaviour, the average 
number of channels used by each customer is slightly 

Contributor to this article:
Tamas Giorgadse, Principal, Berlin office
tamas_giorgadse@mckinsey.com
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higher than the European average, at 2.8 channels 
compared to 2.6. Only French and Dutch consumers 
use a higher average number of channels (3.0). 
Older generations use fewer channels on average 
than younger generations (2.5 for people aged 
55+ compared to 2.8–3.0 for people aged 20–54). 
On average, affluent customers use slightly more 
channels than mass market ones (3.0 compared  
to 2.7). 

FUTURE ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE 

The purchasing process is branch-centric and is 
expected to remain branch-centric for most products 
and purchasing phases in the future, with the 
Internet mostly a lead generator for branch sales.

•	 	Transactions	have	mostly	moved	out	of	the	
branch, except for cash handling: More 
specifically, our customer market research 
highlights that 20–75% of consumers, depending 
on the type of transaction, are currently mostly 
using branches compared to 30–70% in other 
European countries surveyed1. Around 60% 

Average 
channels used

Branch usage in Germany is higher than the European 
average while also Internet usage is slightly higher
Percentage of respondents using channel1 in the last 12 months at their main bank

1 Channel usage de�ned as any kind of contact with the bank (e.g. for gathering information, receiving advice, 
purchasing products). More than one channel possible

SOURCE: Customer market research in 6 EU countries (~3,000 people interviewed)
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of Germans today mostly use the branch to 
deposit cash. In addition, for example, around 
75% of consumers mostly withdraw cash via 
ATMs compared to a 65–70% survey average. 
Furthermore, around 20% of balance enquiries 
in Germany are performed via the branch (the 
remainder via the Internet, ATMs or call centres) 
compared to around 30% in other countries 
surveyed. In the future, transactions are expected 
to continue to move out of the branch due to 
increased consumer adoption of alternative 
channels. Some banks, for example, have started 
to invest in new concepts such as small ATMs 
located at points of sale, or begun cooperating 
with retailers to provide cash back at the point 
of sale. Banks strongly believe in this trend of 
decreased branch transactions – as confirmed by 
interviews with executives of German banks. The 
German retail banks themselves, however, have 
mostly not yet made significant adjustments to 
their branch network and format in order to adapt 
to the decreased workload. 

•	 	Sales	and	advice	is	primarily	branch-dominated:	
Today, branches are the dominant channel 
throughout the purchasing process for all products 
– even though the importance of channels differs 

ChART 1: bRANCh UsAgE IN gERMANy Is hIghER ThAN ThE EUROpEAN  
AvERAgE whILE ALsO INTERNET UsAgE Is sLIghTLy hIghER

1  This percentage might deviate slightly when comparing the total  
number of transactions done via different channels rather than the  
percentage of respondents mostly using a certain channel.
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In Germany, 55–95% of interactions during 
the purchasing process are branch-based 

SOURCE: Customer market research in Germany (~500 people interviewed)
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greatly by product. Depending on the product 
and the purchasing phase, 55–95% of interactions 
during the process are branch-based (see Chart 2) 
compared to 50–70% in other European countries 
surveyed. Furthermore, 70–90% of consumers 
remain in the branch in various phases of the 
purchasing process (see Chart 3). Depending on 
the product and purchasing phase, branches are 
expected to remain the dominant channel for 
most products and purchasing phases (40–80% of 
people are expected to continue using the branch 
throughout the purchasing process), in particular 
for sales. 
 
In addition the Internet is a sales channel 
especially for price-sensitive and younger 
customers as well as for some niche product 
segments, and acts as a successful lead generator 
for branches. Sales via the Internet represent 
a relatively small share (5–15%) and are most 
substantial in the areas of investments and 
savings. Of the clients that initiate a purchase 
online a higher proportion stays online, for 
example 40–80% for investments or 50–70% for 
savings (depending on the purchasing phase). For 
complex products such as mortgages, about 20% 
of consumers remain on the Internet throughout 

the purchasing process. More specifically for 
sales, the Internet is currently used especially 
by price-sensitive and younger customers. The 
Internet acts as a substantial lead generator 
(30–80%) for the branch for various phases of 
the purchasing process. For most products, the 
role of the Internet is expected to grow in terms 
of information seeking and receiving advice (see 
Chart 4).

  It is surprising to see that even for a relatively 
simple product such as savings, the branch 
represents over 80% of sales and the Internet 
only 15%. This is comparable to France and Spain 
(respectively 12% and 19%), but lower than the 
UK (25%) and the Netherlands (48%). A possible 
reason could be the much lower comparability 
(e.g. in terms of fixed durations, minimum 
amounts) of products offered beyond traditional 
overnight savings accounts, for which online sales 
are typically higher. In addition, the traditional 
strength of branch-based savings and cooperative 
banks in this product category (representing 
three-quarters of all savings accounts) could be 
an influencing factor, as well as fears regarding 
online security. 

ChART 2: IN gERMANy, 55–95% OF INTERACTIONs DURINg 
ThE pURChAsINg pROCEss ARE bRANCh-bAsED
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68%

~70–90% of German customers starting the 
purchasing process in the branch continue in 
the branch throughout the process

1 Lea�ets, advertising, WoM, others
2 ATM, mobile banking, others 
SOURCE: Customer market research in Germany (~500 people interviewed)

xx Branch path
xx Internet path
xx Agent/broker path
xx Multichannel path

Example – Investments purchasing process in Germany

xx % of customers

Information 
seeking 

Receiving
advice 

Product 
purchasing 

Post-sales 
support 

69%83%

67% 84%

10%

28%

73%

8%

58%

88%

40%

48%

87% 83%

100% 100% 100% 100%

181 42 32 72Others 

52% 64% 56%

- - - 3
Call 
centre 

16 18 9 13

14 14 20 21
Agent or 
broker 

Branch 

Internet 

The role of the Internet is expected to grow in terms of 
information seeking and receiving advice 

1 Lea�ets, advertising, WoM, others
2 ATM, mobile banking, others 
Note: Call centre not displayed as none of respondents selected this channel

Others

Internet

Agent or broker

Call or e-mail 
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67

2009–
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71

18

2

11

62
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82

22

8

62

2009–
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152

9
2

7

67
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142

6

8

72

2009–
2010

92

9
2 2

78

2012

62

6
4

3

81

2009–
2010

102

17

3

10

60

SOURCE: Customer market research in Germany (~500 people interviewed)

Example – Current account purchasing process in Germany
Percentage of respondents

Information 
seeking 

Receiving
advice 

Product 
purchasing 

Post-sales 
support 

ChART 3: ~70–90% OF gERMAN CUsTOMERs REMAIN IN 
ThE bRANCh IN vARIOUs phAsEs OF ThE pROCEss

ChART 4: ThE ROLE OF ThE INTERNET Is ExpECTED TO gROw IN TERMs  
OF INFORMATION sEEKINg AND RECEIvINg ADvICE

explAnAtion

•	 	Percentages	in	light	grey	

boxes	show	the	percentage	 

of	consumers	in	that	channel	

for	a	specific	purchasing	

phase	(the	light	grey	boxes	

add	up	to	100%)

•	 	Percentages	in	coloured	

boxes	represent	conversion	

between	different	purchasing	

phases	(percentage	of	

customers	moving/remaining	

between	different	purchasing	

phases)
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sTRATEgIC pRIORITIEs 

Banks need to consider the implications of adapting 
to the changing environment.

•	 	Address	security	concerns	regarding	the	Internet:	
Over 60% of consumers indicated that improved 
security could increase their usage of the 
Internet for product purchasing. The same holds 
true for improving their usage of call centres 
for purchasing, with over 40% of consumers 
indicating security as a key issue. Even though the 
actual losses due to Internet fraud are relatively 
low, a large opportunity exists for banks to 
improve consumer perceptions and boost usage of 
the Internet for purchasing.

•	 	Improve	the	customer	experience:	German	
consumers indicated that personal service and 
trustworthiness are integral to their use of 
branches, while direct channels imply convenience 
and speed. Improved convenience, simplified 
processes and better pricing will drive customers 
to branches. Several banks in Germany (e.g. 
various cooperative banks) are already working 
on this, for example through innovation in IT, to 
improve branch processes.

•	 	Reduce	costs	per	branch	by	reducing	the	number	
of employees per branch towards the target of 
~4 FTEs. A modest further decline in branch 
density of up to 5% on average is expected. For 
commercial banks this could be even higher (up 
to 10–15%), while for regional savings banks the 
network size could be stable or decrease slightly. 
This decline could be a possibility to reduce cost 
and an opportunity to deploy capacity for other 
activities. To achieve this capacity adjustment in 
the coming years will require the development of 
an overarching plan, involving close co-operation 
between the different channels and the 
engagement of key stakeholders. 

*****

In summary, German banks will need to optimise 
their branch footprint and density to cope with the 
reduced workload due to transactions moving out of 
the branch. At the same time, they should (i) focus on 
unlocking the potential of remote channels for simple 
sales by addressing customers’ security concerns, and 
(ii) adjust branch formats and enhance capabilities to 
provide sales and advice, which will increasingly be 
the main role of branches.

bRANCh ChARACTERIsTICs – gERMANy

•	 	Branch	density	in	Germany	is	slightly	below	the	European	average,	with	453	branches	per	million	
inhabitants compared to 475. while the Nordic countries, the Netherlands and the UK have a much lower 
branch density, in countries such as France, belgium, Italy and spain density is much higher. The branch 
network in germany has been reduced by 20% in the past decade. 

•	 	Branch	costs	in	Germany	are	comparable	in	terms	of	FTEs	(an	average	of	~6.5	FTEs)	to	other	Western	
European	countries	(~6	FTEs	on	average).	This	is	lower	than	Italy	(~7)	and	the	UK	(8–9)	but	higher	than	
Spain	(4–5)	and	the	Netherlands	(4-5).

•	 	Branch	format:	Most	major	German	banks	have	a	classical	branch	format	strategy	with	similar	branch	
layouts in all german regions. postbank is the only bank in germany with a diversified branch format 
strategy.	Apart	from	several	pilots	of	innovative	concepts,	no	major	German	bank	has	invested	in	large	
branch-format	renewal	projects	in	recent	years.

•	 	Quality	of	sales	and	advice:	Consumer	protection	agencies	have	voiced	concerns	about	banking	advice	
(especially	in	the	wake	of	the	financial	crisis).	But	studies	show	that	only	1%	of	all	customers	are	
dissatisfied	with	sales	advice.	The	vast	majority	are	satisfied	with	the	advice	they	receive	though	this	
is because they have a very good and trusting relationship with their advisors rather than the banking 
industry overall.

•	 	Remote	channels:	The	online	account	opening	process	in	Germany	is	rather	complicated	as	new	
customers have to run through a legitimating and identification process that has to be performed in 
branches. Once the customer registers for the remote channel, the usage is simple and fast. security  
is the most important barrier constraining greater usage of direct channels.



FACE-to-FACE: 
A €15-20Bn MultichAnnel 
opportunity  

FrAnCE

French consumers are among the 
highest users of multiple channels 
in Europe; however the majority 
of sales take place in the branch. 
If banks do not address the trust, 
security and online offering gaps 
perceived by their customers, 
the branch is expected to remain 
the dominant channel for most 
products and purchasing in the 
future. Financial incentives will 
drive banks to unlock the potential 
in remote channels as a way of 
structurally reducing their cost base 
and adapting their branch model  
to future needs.

CURRENT ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE

French customers display different channel usage 
compared to most other Western European countries 
surveyed, with the highest usage of branches as well 
as the highest number of channels per customer (see 
Chart 1) which results in a large number of touch 
points.  

•	 	Branch	usage	is	~10	percentage	points	higher	than	
in other countries (88% in France compared to 
79% on average). As in the rest of Europe, younger 
generations and affluent customers visit branches 
less than older generations and mass market 
customers.

•	 	ATM	usage	is	on	a	par	with	other	European	
countries, however, mass market customers and 
younger generations use ATMs much more than 
affluent customers and older generations (the 
difference is ~25 percentage points in both cases).

•	 	Internet	banking	usage	is	in	line	with	the	
European average (~50%). As in the rest of Europe, 
younger generations and affluent customers use 
Internet banking more frequently than older 
generations and mass market customers. 

•	 	Call	centre	usage	(30%	of	consumers)	is	much	
higher than the survey average (+13 percentage 
points) – which is also the case across customer 
segments as well as age groups.

•	 	Mobile	banking	penetration	in	France	is	13%	(6	
percentage points above the survey average); it 
is much higher for affluent customers as well as 
people aged 20–35 (22% usage in both cases).

In terms of multichannel behaviour, France, together 
with the Netherlands, has the highest average number 
of channels used per customer (3.0 compared to the 
survey average of 2.6). At the same time, each age 
group and segment uses more channels on average 
than the same age group/segment in the other 
Western European countries surveyed; for example, 
people aged 20–35 use 3.5 channels per customer 
on average, compared to the survey average of 2.9. 
Affluent customers use on average 3.1 channels per 
customer compared to the survey average of 2.7. 

FUTURE ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE 

In the coming years, the vast bulk of transactions will 
take place through remote channels, but the move to 
“remote” sales and advice is still in its early stages.

Contributor to this article:
Sébastien Lacroix, Associate Principal, 
Paris office
sebastien_lacroix@mckinsey.com
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•	 	Transactions	are	expected	to	migrate	outside	
the branch: Our customer market research 
illustrates that for cash withdrawals, payments 
and balance inquiries 40–55% of consumers are 
currently mostly using branches compared to 
30–45% in other European countries1. Branch 
transaction volumes are expected to decrease due 
to the adoption of alternative channels. Banks 
strongly believe that transactions will increasingly 
move out of the branch: ~90% of French banks 
participating in our online survey told us that in 
2015, direct channels will be dominant for cash 
withdrawals, payments and balance enquiries, 
and ~65% of them believe direct channels will be 
the main channel also for cash deposits. 

•	 	Sales	and	advice	are	potentially	at	a	tipping	point	
– at least for simple products: Face-to-face is 
currently the dominant channel in all steps of the 
purchasing process for all products. Depending on 
the product and the purchasing phase, 50–75% 
of all interactions are branch-based (see Chart 2), 
which is in line with other European countries 
surveyed. The Internet currently represents 
around 10–20% of sales across products.

  Customers already buy simple products, such 
as savings and investments, using multiple 
channels (see Chart 3). The branch, for example, 
remains dominant for savings customers during 
the purchasing process (with 50–85% of people 
remaining in the branch throughout the process), 
but other channels are used at various phases in 
the process. More specifically, 40–50% of Internet 
users move to the branch during various stages of 
the purchasing process. 

French customers are more multichannel than customers
in most other Western European countries
Percentage of respondents using channel1 in the last 12 months at their main bank

1 Channel usage de�ned as any kind of contact with the bank (e.g. for gathering information, receiving advice, 
purchasing products). More than one channel possible

SOURCE: Customer market research in 6 EU countries (~3,000 people interviewed)
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Total sample 
(including France)
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telephone banking

Internet 
banking
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Mobile 
banking

E-mails with 
branches

Average 
channels used

France
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+9
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2.6 3.0 

ChART 1: FRENCh CUsTOMERs ARE MORE MULTIChANNEL ThAN CUsTOMERs IN MOsT  
OThER wEsTERN EUROpEAN COUNTRIEs

1  This percentage might deviate slightly when comparing the total number 
of transactions done via different channels rather than the percentage of 
respondents mostly using a certain channel.
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In France, depending on the product and the 
purchasing phase, 50–75% of interactions are 
branch-based 

Percentage of respondents who used branches1

Current 
account

62

Savings 
account

48Mortgages2

Consumer 
�nance

63

71

66

58

75

63

64

62

60

61

Product purchasing process in France 

1 Either visit or call/e-mail branches
2 Future trend for mortgages not available
SOURCE: Customer market research in France (~500 people interviewed)

Receiving 
advice 

Product 
purchasing 

Post-sales 
support

Delta 5–10 pp

Delta > 10 pp

2012 trend

According to consumers, the branch is expected 
to remain the dominant channel throughout the 
purchasing process in the future. By contrast, banks 
seem more confident than their customers that direct 
channel usage will become significant. 

 –  Banks expect direct channels to become more 
important in the product purchasing process: 
~55% of banks expect direct channels to be 
the dominant channel for opening savings 
accounts and for purchasing consumer finance 
products, while current accounts, investments 
and mortgages are expected to remain mainly 
branch-based (see Chart 4). 

 –  Consumers, in opposition to the banks’ 
view, only expect to increase their usage of 
alternative channels selectively and told us 
that branches will remain their preferred 
channel – also for savings accounts and 
consumer finance products. Between 40–80% 
of people, depending on the product and the 
stage of the purchasing process, expect to 
continue using the branch, with the Internet 
only representing a modest share.  

ChARTs 2: IN FRANCE, DEpENDINg ON ThE pRODUCT AND 
ThE pURChAsINg phAsE, 50–75% OF INTERACTIONs ARE 
bRANCh-bAsED
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Information 
seeking 

Receiving
advice 

Product 
purchasing 

Post-sales 
support 

Others 

Call 
centre 

Agent or 
broker 

Branch 

Internet 

SOURCE: Customer market research in 6 EU countries (~3,000 people interviewed), December 2010
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Example – Savings purchasing process in France

55%79% 85%

100%

1 Lea�ets, advertising, WoM, others
2 ATM, mobile banking, others

100% 100% 100%

11

xx Branch path
xx Internet path
xx Agent/broker path
xx Multichannel path

xx % of customers
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In France, banks expect direct channels to be dominant
for savings and consumer finance

Dominant channel for product sales in 2015

BANKS ONLINE SURVEY IN FRANCE

Investments
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�nance
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Current 
account

43

86

1 Agent/broker, call centre, others
SOURCE: Efma online survey across 150+ banks in Europe.

Percentage of respondents

Direct channels

Other channels1
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ChARTs 3: IN FRANCE ThE pURChAsINg pROCEss FOR 
sAvINgs Is RELATIvELy MULTIChANNEL

ChART 4: IN FRANCE, bANKs ExpECT DIRECT ChANNELs 
TO bE DOMINANT FOR sAvINgs AND CONsUMER FINANCE

ExplAnAtion

•	 	Percentages	in	light	
grey	boxes	show	the	
percentage	of	consumers	
in	that	channel	for	a	
specific	purchasing	phase	
(the	light	grey	boxes	add	
up	to	100%)

•	 	Percentages	in	coloured	
boxes	represent	
conversion	between	
different	purchasing	
phases	(percentage	
of	customers	moving/
remaining	between	
different	purchasing	
phases)
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sTRATEgIC pRIORITIEs 

Banks must consider the potential financial benefits 
as they adapt to a changing environment. Indeed, 
pressure on profitability, already hit by intense 
competition for market share and regulatory change, 
could be the catalyst to drive change. New customer 
preferences, after all – as transactions and some sales 
moving out of the branch – could leave networks 
with a modest overcapacity of around 3%. This 
implies cost reduction potential and an opportunity 
to deploy capacity for other activities. That would add 
to the need to refocus the branch as part of a true 
multichannel approach, and thereby transform the 
French distribution landscape. Banks should consider 
these key actions:  
•	 	Improve	the	branch	proposition	towards	future	

needs while significantly reducing costs: Banks 
not only need to reduce the average number 
of people in the branches and rationalise the 
footprint to optimise the cost of providing branch 
services (which for some banks will imply a 

modest decrease of the branch network, and for 
others will imply a slight increase). They also 
need to start adapting the branch format and 
staff capabilities to their future roles. Banks have 
no doubts – some 90% believe branches will, 
in the future, focus on strengthening customer 
relationships, offering a “human touch” during 
customer interactions and providing advice 
on complex products. Sales efficiency is a key 
challenge for retail banks striving to protect their 
franchise, customer base, market shares and 
overall revenues. Banks will also need to think 
about which activities will take place within 
branches. This means a review of relationship 
management skills (much more advice and 
service) and a repositioning of the branch.

bRANCh ChARACTERIsTICs – FRANCE

•	 	Branch	density	in	France	is	higher	than	the	European	average,	with	705	branches	(including	postal	 
offices)	per	million	inhabitants	compared	to	a	European	average	of	4752	(+48%).	While	countries	such	as	
Spain	(943),	Italy	(786),	or	Belgium	(772)	are	even	more	dense,	countries	such	as	Germany	(453),	the	UK	
(196)	or	the	Netherlands	(189)	are	much	less	dense.	

•	 	Branch	costs	measured	in	terms	of	FTEs	per	branch	are	lower	than	the	Western	Europe	average,	 
with	~5	FTEs	per	branch	compared	to	a	Western	Europe	average	of	~6	FTEs.

•	 	Branch	format:	Overall,	formats	and	set-up	are	broadly	similar	among	leading	banks	–	often	a	 
combination of traditional branches and various specific corporate/sME centres. In recent years,  
most banks have invested heavily in multichannel capabilities. In addition, some banks have set up  
self-service branches.

•	 	Remote	channels:	At	some	French	banks,	consumers	consider	online	transactions	to	be	relatively	
cumbersome. For example, the beneficiary account number in a transfer needs to be validated by the  
bank. Even though this validation happens in real time at some banks, it is time-consuming at others.  
This	is	especially	the	case	when	entering	a	new	(not	previously	validated)	beneficiary	account	number,	
which in some cases requires banks to send validation codes by post or make use of automated  
customer call-backs.

2  The inclusion of postal office branches in France and Italy would 
bring the average to 551.
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•	 	Set	up	a	true	multichannel	approach:	French	
consumers use many different channels, but very 
few banks have been able to create a real end-to-
end multichannel journey for their customers – 
with common pitfalls being elements such as:

 –  Silos/fragmented units with no integrated 
view on customer experience;

 –  Uncoordinated processes resulting in “pain 
points” in customer cross-channel experiences 
(e.g. promotions not consistent across 
channels);

 –  Performance management which is not aligned 
with channel migration objectives;

•	 	Unlock	the	potential	of	remote	channels,	in	
particular for sales, by addressing the security and 
trust issues perceived by clients: Banks will need 
to invest in changing customers’ misperceptions 
about direct channel security. From our 
market research, 58% of customers told us that 
improvement to the security of the Internet 
channel is the key driver that could increase their 
usage of online banking.

*****

In summary, the high pressure on banks to increase 
profitability means France could move in the 
direction of higher penetration of remote channels 
in the near future, for transactions and potentially 
also for simple sales. To move in this direction, banks 
will need to (i) address customers’ security concerns 
and enhance online features and processes, and (ii) 
rethink the branch format to completely integrate the 
branch in a multichannel customer experience that 
increases sales effectiveness. 



FACE-to-FACE: 
A €15-20Bn MultichAnnel 
opportunity 

uK

UK consumers are still largely 
branch-based. Although transactions 
are expected increasingly to move 
out of the branch, branches are likely 
to remain the dominant channel 
for most products and purchasing 
phases in the future. Improving 
the efficiency and effectiveness of 
this face-to-face channel requires 
improving the perception of Internet 
security, unlocking the potential of 
remote channels, and improving the 
levels of customer experience.  

CURRENT ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE

UK consumers are still very branch-based and 
lag behind other European countries in terms of 
multichannel usage.

•	 	Branch	usage	in	the	UK	is	slightly	higher	than	
the survey average at 82% compared to a 
survey average of 79%. There are no significant 
differences between age groups, though mass 
market customer branch usage is slightly higher 
than for affluent customers (see Chart 1).

•	 	ATM	usage	is	lower	than	the	survey	average	(68%	
compared to 73%). As in other countries surveyed, 
mass market customers use ATMs more than 
affluent customers, and the 20–35 age group are 
much heavier users than older generations (83% 
compared to 60–65%). 

•	 	Internet	banking	usage	in	the	UK	is	lower	than	
the survey average (35–45%1 compared to a 48% 
survey average). Affluent customers and younger 
customers use Internet banking more than mass 
market/older customers. More specifically, there 
is a gap of up to 25 percentage points between 
Internet banking use among the 20–35 age group 
and people aged 55 and over. 

•	 	Call	centre	use	in	the	UK	is	higher	than	the	
survey average (23% compared to 17%) with little 
difference between mass market and affluent 
customers. This channel, though, is used more 
frequently by younger than older generations.

•	 	Mobile	banking	use	in	the	UK	is	lower	than	the	
survey average (4% compared to 7%) and is higher 
for people aged 20–35 (11%) than people aged 55+ 
(0–3%).

In terms of multichannel behaviour, consumers 
on average use 2.3 channels, compared to a survey 
average of 2.6. Only Italians use fewer channels (2.0). 
Although mass market and affluent customers use the 
same number of channels, younger generations use 
more channels than older generations: 2.8 compared 
to 2.0–2.2 – roughly the same as the survey average.

Contributors to this article:
Hugh Harper, Principal, London office
hugh_harper@mckinsey.com
Marc Lien, Associate Principal,  
London office
marc_lien@mckinsey.com 1  Estimated based on customer market research and national statistics
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FUTURE ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE 

While customers tend to prefer remote channels for 
transactions, sales are still dominated by the branch. 
Furthermore, branches are likely to remain the 
dominant channel for most products and purchasing 
phases in the future. 

•	 	Transactions	are	mostly	conducted	through	
remote channels: For cash withdrawals and 
balance enquiries, UK consumers already mostly 
use direct channels, but for cash deposits and 
payments they prefer the branch. In fact for cash 
deposits, consumers in the UK use the branch 
more than they do in any of the other European 
countries surveyed (80–90%, compared to around 
70% in other countries2). This can be explained 
partly by a lower penetration of ATMs that accept 
cash deposits in the UK than in other countries. 
Banks do expect transactions increasingly to move 
to alternative channels. 

•	 	Sales	processes	is	still	largely	branch-based:	
The branch is expected to remain the dominant 
channel across most products and purchasing 
phases in the future: 

 –  Depending on the product and the purchasing 
phase, 50–70% of interactions during the 
purchase process are branch-based (see Chart 
2), which is in line with other European 
countries surveyed. Around 60–70% of sales 
are made through the branch, while the 
Internet is an important channel for certain 
products (20–25% of sales), most notably 
savings accounts. Brokers are the key channel 
for mortgages (more than 60% of sales). 

 –  The majority of clients use only one channel 
and 60–90% stick with the branch at all 
stages of the purchasing process (see Chart 
3). This is comparable to France and higher 
than the Netherlands or Spain but lower 
than Germany or Italy (where 95–100% of 
customers stick to the same channel). 

 –  The Internet and call centres act as lead 
generators (20–40%) for branch sales. UK 
consumers frequently change between 
channels when choosing current accounts 
and investments, unlike the single-channel 
approach they tend to adopt for savings. 
Branches are expected to remain the dominant 
channel for most products and purchasing 
stages (50–70% of people are expected to 

Average 
channels used

Branch and call centre usage in the UK are higher than the 
European average while usage of Internet banking is 
considerably lower
Percentage of respondents using channel1 in the last 12 months at their main bank

1 Channel usage de�ned as any kind of contact with the bank (e.g. for gathering information, receiving advice, 
purchasing products). More than one channel possible

2 Estimated based on customer market research and national statistics

SOURCE: Customer market research in 6 EU countries (~3,000 people interviewed)
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2   This percentage might deviate slightly when comparing the total number of 
transactions done via different  channels rather than the percentage of respondents 
mostly using a certain channel.
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bRANCh ChARACTERIsTICs – UK

•	 	Branch	density	in	the	UK	is	the	second	lowest	in	Europe.	There	are	196	branches	per	million	inhabitants	
compared	to	the	European	average	of	475.	Only	the	Netherlands	has	a	lower	branch	density	(189	per	
million	inhabitants).	The	UK’s	branch	network	has	shrunk	by	~15%	in	the	past	decade,	and	by	~35%	 
over the past 15 years. 

•	 	Branch	costs	in	the	UK	in	terms	of	FTEs	per	branch	are	relatively	high.	On	average	there	are	more	
employees	per	branch	than	in	other	countries	(e.g.	8–9	FTEs	compared	to	4–5	FTEs	in	Spain	and	6–7	 
FTEs	in	Germany).

•	 	Branch	format:	Even	though	most	branches	still	have	traditional	formats,	some	banks	have	started	 
to experiment with alternative formats. Examples include new branch formats with high automation,  
totally open cashier counters with no glass screens and curved queues in the waiting area. 

•	 	Remote	channels:	All	the	high	street	banks	offer	banking	through	remote	channels	such	as	the	 
Internet, mobile and telephone.

In the UK, 50–70% of interactions during the purchasing 
process are branch-based 

Percentage of respondents who used branches1

Investments

Savings 
account

Current 
account

60

71

64

63

Consumer 
�nance

58

63

67

68

51

55

53

72

Product purchasing process in the UK 

1 Either visit or call/e-mail branches
SOURCE: Customer market research in the UK (~500 people interviewed)

Receiving 
advice 

Product 
purchasing 

Post-sales 
support

ChART 2: IN ThE UK, 50–70% OF INTERACTIONs DURINg ThE  
pURChAsINg pROCEss ARE bRANCh-bAsED

continue using the branch throughout the 
purchasing process).  
 
For sales and advice, the role of the branch 
is expected to be stable or even grow (e.g. for 
current accounts). The Internet is expected 
to become more important for those seeking 
information, but its role will be relatively 
stable at other stages of the purchasing 
process. 
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In the UK, 60–90% of customers starting the 
process in the branch continue to use the 
branch throughout the entire process

Example – Savings accounts purchasing process in the UK
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ChART 3: IN	ThE	UK,	60–90%	OF	CUSTOMERS	REMAIN	IN	
ThE bRANCh IN vARIOUs phAsEs OF ThE pROCEss

ExplAnAtion

•	 	Percentages	in	light	
grey	boxes	show	the	
percentage	of	consumers	
in	that	channel	for	a	
specific	purchasing	phase	
(the	light	grey	boxes	add	
up	to	100%)

•	 	Percentages	in	coloured	
boxes	represent	
conversion	between	
different	purchasing	
phases	(percentage	
of	customers	moving/
remaining	between	
different	purchasing	
phases)

sTRATEgIC pRIORITIEs 

What are the implications for UK banks in the 
changing environment?

•	 	Improve	the	customer	experience	to	accelerate	
the transformation: Simpler processes and greater 
convenience will mainly drive improved branch 
use, according to consumers. Some banks (e.g. 
Metro Bank) are already pushing hard for a 
satisfying customer experience, for example by 
opening from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m., Monday to Friday, 
and being open on Saturdays and Sundays. To 
underline its customer orientation, Metro Bank 
calls its branches “stores”.

•	 	Improve	the	perception	of	security:	Half	of	
consumers indicated that improving security 
represents the main driver for boosting their 
use of Internet banking. Even though actual 
losses due to Internet fraud are relatively low, 
there seems to be a big opportunity for banks to 
improve consumers’ perceptions of the safety of 
online banking. Addressing these concerns would 
result in a meaningful increase in purchasing via 
the Internet.

•	 	Develop	a	plan	how	to	capture	the	value	creation:	
Banks will need to modify the role and cost 
of branches as transactions increasingly move 
elsewhere (driven by both changing customer 
preferences as well as cost-reduction efforts), 
reducing overall workload. With on average 
8–9 FTEs per branch, significant cost reduction 
potential exists. Realising this will require 
an integrated plan aimed at making timely 
investments in developing new branch formats 
and optimising staff capabilities to match their 
new roles. 

*****

Remote channels could be used more widely in the 
UK, despite the current dominance of branches, 
particularly for transactions such as payments and 
cash deposits. Even so, branches will likely remain 
the key channel for sales and advice. To enhance 
customers’ experiences in the branch – especially 
considering the low branch density – banks will  
need to unlock the potential of remote channels and 
adapt branch formats and capabilities to ensure an 
adequate service level to customers.
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Consumers in Italy, who use 
branches more than their 
counterparts in any other large 
Western European country, may 
adopt alternative direct channels 
quite selectively in the future. While 
branches will most likely remain a 
fundamental part of the purchasing 
process, banks should act to unlock 
remote channels by simplifying 
their processes and upgrading their 
product offerings. This should both 
improve customer experience and 
boost sales effectiveness.

CURRENT ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE

Italy is a branch-based market in which the adoption 
of alternative channels and the multichannel 
approach is low.

•	 	Branch	usage	overall	(82%)	is	slightly	higher	than	
the survey average of 79% (see Chart 1). As in 
the rest of Europe, the younger generations and 
affluent customers visit branches less frequently 
than the older generations and mass market 
customers. The 10-percentage-point difference in 
branch usage between mass market and affluent 
customers is bigger than in the other European 
countries, and compares with a 4-percentage-
point difference for the survey as a whole.  

•	 	ATM	usage	is	much	lower	than	the	survey	
average. In Italy, only 54% of consumers used an 
ATM in the past year compared to 73% for the 
survey as a whole. The experience of mass market 
and affluent customers is similar, but older 
generations use ATMs less than younger people 
(42% for people aged 55+ compared to 60–65% 
for people aged 20–35 or 36–55).

•	 	Internet	banking	usage	in	Italy	is	much	lower	than	
in Europe in general (28% compared to 48% for 
the survey as a whole). As elsewhere, the younger 
generation and affluent customers use Internet 
banking more frequently than older people and 
mass market customers. For example, 37% of 
people aged 20–35 and 38% of affluent customers 
use Internet banking. At the same time, however, 
all age groups and segments use the Internet 
less than the same group/segment in the other 
countries surveyed. 

•	 	Call	centres	are	hardly	used	at	all,	with	only	3%	
of Italians having phoned a call centre in the past 
year. This is 15–20-percentage-points lower than 
the European average. 

•	 	Mobile	banking	in	Italy	reaches	4%	of	consumers,	
slightly below the survey average (7%). Younger 
as well as affluent people use mobile banking 
more than older generations and mass market 
customers.

Contributors to this article:
Vito Giudici, Director, Milan office
vito_giudici@mckinsey.com
Sara Gallizioli, Manager, Milan office
sara_gallizioli@mckinsey.com
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Average 
channels used 2.6 2.0 

Branch usage in Italy is slightly higher than the European 
average, while usage of direct channels is significantly lower
Percentage of respondents using channel1 in the last 12 months at their main bank

1 Channel usage de�ned as any kind of contact with the bank (e.g. for gathering information, receiving advice, 
purchasing products). More than one channel possible

SOURCE: Customer market research in 6 EU countries (~3,000 people interviewed)
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In Italy, anything from 70–95% of interactions 
during the process are branch-based 

Percentage of respondents who used branches1
Product purchasing process in Italy 

1 Either visit or call/e-mail branches
SOURCE: Customer market research in the Italy (~500 people interviewed)
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ExplAnAtion

•	 	Percentages	in	light	
grey	boxes	show	the	
percentage	of	consumers	
in	that	channel	for	a	
specific	purchasing	phase	
(the	light	grey	boxes	add	
up	to	100%)

•	 	Percentages	in	coloured	
boxes	represent	
conversion	between	
different	purchasing	
phases	(percentage	
of	customers	moving/
remaining	between	
different	purchasing	
phases)
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In terms of multichannel behaviour, the average 
number of channels used by consumers in Italy to 
interact with their bank (2.0) is the lowest in Europe. 
The European average is 2.6, while in countries such 
as the Netherlands and France the figure is 3.0. 
As elsewhere, the contrast between mass market 
and affluent customers is not so pronounced (2.0 
compared to 2.1 channels on average). Across age 
groups, we found that people aged 55 and above use 
fewer channels than those aged 20–35 (on average 1.7 
compared to 2.2). 

FUTURE ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE 

Italian banks are confident transactions will 
increasingly move out of the branch and that sales 
could be at a tipping point.

•	 	Transactions	expected	to	continue	to	move	out	of	
branches: Our customer market research shows 
that 55–85% of consumers, depending on the 
transaction type, mostly use branches for their 
transactions. This compares with 30–70% in 
other European countries1. Branch transaction 
volumes are expected to fall thanks to the selective 
adoption of alternative channels as well as the 
wider trend towards reduced cash usage. Banks 
themselves believe strongly that transactions will 
increasingly move out of the branch: all Italian 
banks participating in our online survey told us 
that by 2015 direct channels will dominate when it 
comes to cash withdrawals, payments and balance 
enquiries; half believe direct channels will be the 
main channel for cash deposits, as well.

•	 	Sales	and	advice	currently	takes	place	mainly	in	
the branch, but could be at a tipping point if banks 
address consumers’ concerns: Today, branches 
are the dominant channel at all stages of the 
purchasing process for all products. Depending on 
the product and the purchasing phase, anything 
from 70–95% of interactions during the process 
are branch-based (see Chart 2) compared to 
a 50–70% survey average. Italian consumers, 
moreover, tend to follow less of a multichannel 
purchasing path than customers in most other 
countries. In Italy, for example, 80–90% of 
customers (for investment products) continue to 
use the branch throughout the process (see Chart 
3) compared to 50–60% of consumers in Spain  
or the Netherlands.

Banks and consumers have different expectations 
about future purchasing behaviour.   
 –  Banks expect direct channels to become more 

important in the product purchasing process: 
45–70% of banks expect direct channels to be 
the dominant channel for opening current and 
savings accounts and for purchasing consumer 
finance products, while investments and 
mortgages are expected to remain mainly  
face-to-face. 

 –  Consumers have indicated that branches will 
remain their preferred channel. Depending on 
the product and the purchasing phase, only 
10–20% of customers (15–35% for customers 
aged under 55) will shift to direct channels for 
product purchasing (see Chart 4). We believe 
that the issue of trust and the limited direct 
channel offerings may explain both the current 
high level of branch usage in Italy and the 
expectation that this will continue. 

    Trust. Trust plays a key role in determining 
channel usage in Italy, and in our 
market research customers clearly cite 
trustworthiness as their main reason for 
using branches. 

    Limited direct channel offering. Currently, 
the direct channel offering at most banks is 
limited and incomplete; for example, almost 
no banks provide advice or post-sales service 
via the Internet. Many people, therefore, are 
yet to be convinced that one day they will be 
able to buy a product and receive advice or 
post-sales support via direct channels.

1  This percentage might deviate slightly when comparing the total 
number of transactions done via different channels rather than the 
percentage of respondents mostly using a certain channel.
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In Italy, banks and customers have different 
expectations about future purchasing behaviour

Dominant channel for product 
sales in 2015
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sTRATEgIC pRIORITIEs 

Banks need to improve branch efficiency and adapt 
their costs and formats to the changing environment. 

•	 	Unlock	the	potential	of	the	remote	channels	to	
improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the 
face-to-face channels: Banks should work to 
guarantee an integrated customer experience 
across channels with seamless, simple and  
user-friendly processes (see Chart 5). They 
should also invest in customer education and in 
promoting direct channels through marketing 
campaigns, while at the same time improving the 
product offering. 

•	 	Adapt	the	branch	cost	structure	and	format	to	
the future model: Due to the financial crisis the 
ROE (return on equity) of the Italian banking 
system fell from 10.3% in 2007 to 2.6% in 2009. 
In this context, Italian banks are under pressure 
to optimise their distribution costs, which account 
for about 40% of total costs. This requires: 

 –  Reducing the average number of people in 
branches and rationalising the footprint to 
optimise the cost for banks of serving their 
customers. The key question is how to handle 
the excess capacity in a market where labour 
market regulations are rigid. Banks should 
explore more traditional levers (such as early 
retirement) so as to manage redundancies 
and increase workforce flexibility, as well as 
exploring other alternatives (e.g. part-time 
jobs, flexible working hours, job rotation and 
redeployment to other group divisions). For 
example, there is potential for more part-time 
jobs given that Italy has one of the lowest 
percentages of part-time jobs compared to 
other countries: 14.3% (8.6% in the banking 
system) in 2009 compared to a European 
average of 18.8% and a Western Europe 
average of 22.2%. In addition, changes in 
customer behaviour – transactions moving out 
of the branch and an increase in the usage of 
direct channels during the purchasing process 
– could create excess capacity in the branch 
network of 10–15%, equal to 3,500–5,000 
branches. This implies a cost reduction 
potential and an opportunity to deploy 
capacity for other activities.

 –  Adapting the branch format and staff 
capabilities to their future role. In this respect, 
the majority of banks have no doubts: 65–75% 
of them believe branches in the future will 
focus on strengthening customer relationships 
and providing advice on complex products. 

Banks will need to invest heavily in training 
programmes to upgrade their workforce 
capabilities and to change the mindsets and 
behaviour of their employees. This will be 
especially urgent given that the average age 
of people working in the banking industry 
is higher than in other European countries, 
namely roughly 43 years compared to 
40–41 in France, Spain, Germany and the 
Netherlands. Banks need employees with 
capabilities that encourage proactive rather 
than reactive behaviour, and should develop 
an approach based on “360° advice” rather 
than on product sales.  

*****

In summary, even if customers only selectively change 
their channel preferences, banks will need to unlock 
the potential of remote alternatives and review the 
current footprint. And to realise this potential, there 
are structural challenges that must be overcome.
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SOURCE: Customer market research in 6 EU countries (~3,000 people interviewed)

Process simplification appears to be a big opportunity to 
increase the use of the Internet in Italy
Potential actions banks could take to increase the use of internet channel
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bRANCh ChARACTERIsTICs – ITALy

•	 	Branch	density	in	Italy	is	among	the	highest	in	
Europe,	with	568	branches	per	million	inhabitants	
compared to a western Europe average of 475 
(+20%).	Adding	to	this	post	office	branches	–	the	
distribution network of banco posta – increases the 
density	to	786	branches	per	million	inhabitants,	the	
second-highest	in	Europe	after	Spain	(943).

•	 	Branch	costs	are	higher	as	measured	by	FTEs	 
than the western European average, with around  
7 FTEs per branch compared to a western European 
average	of	around	6	FTEs.

•	 	Branch	format:	Overall,	formats	are	largely	similar	
for the key players, being often a combination of 
traditional branches and various specific corporate/
sME centres. The main banks have two types of 
format: 

	 –	 	large	branches:	with	more	than	5–6	FTEs	
providing all kinds of services. These branches 
are set up with an open space, a transactional 
area, dedicated corners for small business as 
well as private individuals, and an ATM area. 

  
 
 

 
 
 –  small branches: with only 2–3 FTEs, usually with  

the branch manager, a teller and a relationship  
manager	for	private	individuals	(mass	market).

  In recent years, some banks have started to set  
up self-service branches without tellers and cash  
services, or at most with a very limited number. 

•	 	Quality	of	sales	and	advice:	There	are	significant	
differences between banks in the level of sales  
and advice provided to customers, mainly 
determined by different choices of business  
model	(e.g.	centralisation	versus	de-centralisation	 
in sales and advice, focus on acquisition versus 
share of wallet of existing customers, very  
structured	versus	less	structured	approach).	

•	 	Remote	channels:	All	main	banks	offer	banking	
through remote channels such as the Internet, 
mobile and telephone. Transactions are  
convenient via both ATMs and the Internet; sales  
and advice and post-sales services via remote 
channels are, in most cases, limited and only 
available	for	simple	products	(such	as	savings	
accounts).	

ChART 5: pROCEss sIMpLIFICATION AppEARs TO bE A bIg OppORTUNITy  
TO INCREAsE ThE UsE OF ThE INTERNET IN ITALy
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Spanish retail banking seems to be 
at a turning point. With consumers 
apparently ready to move online in 
significant numbers, banks must 
align themselves with their needs 
and new behaviour. Today, Spain 
has the highest branch density in 
Europe, and changing customer 
preferences, together with the 
current economic and financial 
environment point to a clear 
overcapacity in the network

CURRENT ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE

Branch usage in Spain is higher than the survey 
average, while Internet banking usage is on a par with 
the average.

•	 	Branch	usage	in	Spain	is	currently	higher	than	in	
other European countries (84% of respondents 
have visited branches in the last 12 months 
compared to a European average of 79%). As in the 
rest of Europe, younger generations and affluent 
customers visit branches less often than older 
generations and mass market customers (see  
Chart 1). 

•	 	ATM	usage	is	comparable	to	the	survey	average	
(72%). Unlike the survey average, ATM usage in 
Spain is comparable across customer segments and 
age groups while in the European survey average 
ATM usage is higher for mass market customers as 
well as for younger generations. The high density 
of the ATM network (very correlated with branch 
density) is probably one of the most important 
factors to explain this.

•	 	Internet	banking	usage	is	on	a	par	with	the	
average of countries surveyed (47–48%). As in 
the rest of Europe, younger generations and 
affluent customers use Internet banking more 
frequently than older generations and mass market 
customers.

•	 	Call	centre	usage	(16%)	is	comparable	to	the	survey	
average and is much higher for affluent than 
mass market customers (23% compared to 15%, 
respectively). 

•	 	Mobile	banking	usage	is	on	a	par	with	the	average	
of countries surveyed at around 8% – with few 
differences between customer segments and age 
groups.

In terms of multichannel behaviour, the degree of 
multichannel usage in Spain is comparable to the 
survey average (2.6 channels per customer), which is 
less than France or the Netherlands (3.0), but more 
than for example Italy (2.0). In Spain, people across 
age groups use, on average, the same number of 
channels (2.6) while for the survey as a whole, younger 
generations are on average more multichannel-
oriented than older generations (2.9 channels for 
people aged 20–35 compared to 2.3 for people aged 
55+). Multichannel usage, as in the survey average, 
is slightly higher for affluent than mass market 
customers – with 2.7 for affluent and 2.5 for mass 
market. 

Contributors to this article:
Carlos Trascasa, Director, Madrid office
carlos_trascasa@mckinsey.com
Victor Matarranz Sanz de Madrid, 
Principal, Madrid office
victor_matarranz@mckinsey.com
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Average 
channels used 2.6 2.6 

Branch usage in Spain is higher than in other EU countries, 
while Internet banking usage is on a par
Percentage of respondents using channel1 in the last 12 months at their main bank

1 Channel usage de�ned as any kind of contact with the bank (e.g. for gathering information, receiving advice, 
purchasing products). More than one channel possible

SOURCE: Customer market research in 6 EU countries (~3,000 people interviewed), December 2010
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FUTURE ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE

The role of the face-to-face channel is at a tipping 
point, especially for simple products.

•	 	Transactions	continue	to	migrate	outside	of	the	
branch: Our customer market research shows that 
Spain is in line with the rest of Western Europe 
for transactions. Besides a massive predominance 
of direct debit for bill payment, cash withdrawals 
and balance enquiries are already performed 
outside of the branch to a large extent, with 
60–75%1 of consumers, depending on the type of 
transaction, currently mostly using the Internet 
and ATMs – while cash deposits are still mainly 
performed through branches. Branch transaction 
volumes are expected to decrease further due 
to the adoption of alternative channels. Banks 
believe strongly that transactions will increasingly 
move out of the branch: 90% of Spanish banks 
participating in our online survey told us that 
in 2015, direct channels will be the dominant 
channel for cash withdrawals, payments and 
balance enquiries, while 80% of them believe that 
branches will remain the main channel for cash 
deposits. 

•	 	Sales	and	advice	are	at	a	tipping	point	for	
simple products and lead generation: Branches 
are currently the dominant channel at all steps 
of the purchasing process for most products. 
Depending on the product and the purchasing 
phase, 40–65% of interactions during the process 
are branch-based (see Chart 2), which is in line 
with other European countries. Even if branches 
are currently the dominant channel in most stages 
of the purchasing process, the purchasing path 
for all products, including complex products, is 
already multichannel, with customers frequently 
changing at different stages between branches and 
other channels, and vice versa. For mortgages, for 
example, over 50% of people that seek information 
on the Internet switch to the branch for receiving 
advice (see Chart 3). 
 

ChART 1: bRANCh UsAgE IN spAIN Is hIghER ThAN IN OThER EU COUNTRIEs,  
whILE INTERNET bANKINg UsAgE Is ON A pAR

1   This percentage might slightly deviate when comparing the total number of transactions done via different  
channels rather than the percentage of respondents mostly using a certain channel.
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In Spain, branch role in the purchasing process 
is substantial but expected to decline in the future 

Percentage of respondents who used branches1

Product purchasing process in Spain 

1 Either visit or call/e-mail branches
SOURCE: Customer market research in Spain (~500 people interviewed)
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•	 	Percentages	in	light	
grey	boxes	show	the	
percentage	of	consumers	
in	that	channel	for	a	
specific	purchasing	phase	
(the	light	grey	boxes	add	
up	to	100%)

•	 	Percentages	in	coloured	
boxes	represent	
conversion	between	
different	purchasing	
phases	(percentage	
of	customers	moving/
remaining	between	
different	purchasing	
phases)
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bRANCh ChARACTERIsTICs – spAIN

•	 	Branch	density	in	Spain	is	the	highest	across	European	countries.	The	Spanish	market	has	around	
900	branches	per	million	inhabitants	(943	in	2009)	compared	to	a	European	average	of	475	(+90%).	
Nevertheless, there is a general market consensus that given current situation of the financial system  
there	could	be	an	excess	capacity	of	15–20%,	equal	to	7,000–8,500	branches.	This	implies	a	cost	reduction	
potential and an opportunity to deploy capacity for other activities. The pressure on spanish banks to 
reduce the number of branches is commonly known in the industry and is expected to hit the spanish 
savings banks more than the commercial banks.

•	 	Branch	costs	–	in	terms	of	FTEs	–	are	already	lower	than	Western	Europe	average	(4–5	FTEs	per	branch	 
in	Spain	compared	to	a	Western	Europe	average	of	around	6).	Even	though	the	average	number	of	FTEs	
per branch is lower than average, the total number of employees working in branches in spain relative  
to its population is very high, driven by the high density of the network described above.

•	 	Branch	format	has	evolved	towards	a	more	advice-oriented	layout	while	maintaining	a	low	number	of	
“administrative” employees. Low tables with double seats for customers are replacing the remaining 
shielded teller positions, and low automated drawers under the tables operate as cash dispatchers and 
deposit counters. Any of the 4–5 employees of the branch are able to do any transaction or sell any 
product	without	any	specialisation	–	with	the	only	difference	between	them	being	that	one	(the	branch	
manager)	is	responsible	for	the	branch	vis-à-vis	the	area	manager	and	the	clients.

•	 	Quality	and	advice:	Customer	experiences	do	not	always	match	expectations.	In	general,	banks	in	Spain	
are too focused on sales and focus little on customer experience. we observe a clear trend among  
spanish banks to evolve in this dimension. spanish consumers indicate that, while they use direct  
channels mainly for convenience, key drivers to use branches for them are trustworthiness and personal 
service. spanish banks could improve usage of branches primarily by improving service and simplifying 
processes.	Banks	seem	to	be	in	agreement,	with	80–85%	of	them	believing	that	branches	in	the	future	
will focus on strengthening customer relationships. The challenge is substantial as branches in spain are 
relatively small. This means that branches need to be lean and transactions need to be moved out of the 
branch to enhance customer experience.

•	 	Remote	channels:	Online	channels	will	increase	in	functionality	and	user-friendliness.	Penetration	will	
continue to increase as the level of perceived safety increases and the overall losses generated by fraud 
tend towards zero. Different functionalities will be available on ATMs depending on their specific location 
and therefore type of traffic. Mobile banking will progressively increase its penetration as devices are able 
to support better interconnectivity – evolving from its current credit card messaging usage to  
image-supported real-time interaction.
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In Spain, banks and customers have similar 
expectations for the near future except for 
mortgages and consumer finance

Dominant channel for product 
sales in 2015
Banks online survey in Spain
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SOURCE: Efma online survey across 150+ banks in Europe; customer market research in Spain (~500 people interviewed)

Preferred channel for purchasing 
in 2012
Customer market Research in Spain

24

37

38

46

26

13

22

19

26

24Consumer 
finance

Mortgages

63

Investments

41
Savings 
account

43

Current 
account

28

50

Percentage of respondents

Direct channels

Other channels1

Branches

5

Others

Internet

Call centre
Agent or Broker

Call or email 
to branch

Visit branch

percentage of respondents

In Spain, customers expect direct channels to become more 
important in all phases of the purchasing process for simple 
products

1 Lea�ets, advertising, WoM, others
2 ATM, mobile banking, others 

2012

111

33

1
8

2009–
2010

141

21

2
3

9
6 6

2012

192

23

2

10

2009–
2010

282

17

3
2 6

2012

142

37

2

2

2009–
2010

142

19

2
4
5

9
6

5
8

2012

152

34

5

2009–
2010

242

20

7

42
51

4044 39

56

3235

Example – Savings accounts purchasing process in Spain

SOURCE: Customer market research in Spain (~500 people interviewed)

Information 
seeking 

Receiving
advice 

Product 
purchasing 

Post-sales 
support 

ChART 5: IN spAIN, CUsTOMERs ExpECT DIRECT ChANNELs TO bECOME MORE 
IMpORTANT IN ALL phAsEs OF ThE pURChAsINg pROCEss FOR sIMpLE pRODUCTs

ChART 4: IN spAIN, bANKs AND CUsTOMERs hAvE sIMILAR 
ExpECTATIONs FOR ThE NEAR FUTURE ExCEpT FOR 
MORTgAgEs AND CONsUMER FINANCE



37FACE-to-FACE: 
A €15-20Bn MultichAnnel 
opportunity 

spAin

In the future, branches are expected drastically 
to reduce their role in the sales phase for all 
products, while remaining important for advice 
(especially for complex products) and post-sales 
support. Banks expect direct channels to become 
more important not only for transactions but 
also in the product purchasing process: 50–70% 
of banks expect direct channels to become the 
dominant channel for opening savings accounts 
and for investments and consumer finance 
products, while mortgages are expected to remain 
mainly branch-centric. Banks’ expectations are 
aligned with customer preferences, as highlighted 
in our market research, with the exception of 
mortgages (consumers believe direct channels 
will dominate) and consumer finance (consumers 
believe the branch will dominate, see Chart 4). 
In particular, customers expect direct channels 
to become much more important in all phases of 
the purchasing process for simple products, such 
as savings accounts (see Chart 5) and, as opposed 
to banks, they also expect direct channel usage 
to increase for more complex products such as 
mortgages.

sTRATEgIC pRIORITIEs 

Banks should consider the implications of all 
potential models so as to reduce branch costs and 
branch numbers. 

•	 	Adapt	the	branch	customer	experience:	Banks	
should try to strengthen customer relationships 
in their “moments of truth”. So far branches have 
been relatively reactive in their sales approach, 
while in the future there will be a need for a 
drastic change to a more proactive and “360° 
advice” approach. This will require significant 
investment in training programmes to upgrade 
workforce skills and capabilities and to change the 
mindset and behaviour of employees towards a 
customer satisfaction focus. 

•	 	Unlock	the	use	of	the	remote	channels	by	
addressing security concerns: Banks will need to 
invest in changing customer misperceptions about 
direct channel security. In our market research, 
43% of customers told us that improved security 
on the Internet is the key element they would 
like to see changed in order to increase their 
usage of online banking for product purchasing. 
In addition, banks should review their processes 
and tools to make sure customers’ multichannel 
experiences are as smooth as possible. 

•	 	Develop	a	plan	to	adapt	the	branch	capacity:	
Branch consolidation as well as a simple reduction 
of branches looks likely in the future, with 
further concentration of banks on the horizon. 
The number of savings banks has already fallen 
from 45 to 17 (–62%) in the last two years and 
various other mergers are expected in the coming 
years. This concentration will lead to a significant 
number of branches of the same banking group 
overlapping in terms of location. The main 
question banks need to address is how to handle 
excess capacity in a market where the labour 
market regulation is very rigid. Banks could 
explore traditional levers such as early retirement, 
the lever used in Spain in recent years, but they 
should also consider options such as more part-
time employees, flexible working hours, fungible 
jobs or redeployment to other group divisions. 

*****

In summary, despite its branch-intensive starting 
point, Spain could evolve towards a higher 
penetration of remote channels in the near future. 
The branch will continue to have an advisory role, 
especially in the area of more complex products, but 
this shift – combined with the current restructuring 
of the system – will result in a significant reduction  
of capacity and a significant change in the way 
branches and remote channels are conceived: 
customer experience will be a new priority.
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In the Netherlands, consumers 
use remote banking more than in 
any other European country. In 
the future, the role of branches will 
remain significant for sales and 
advice and post-sales support, while 
transactions and sales of simple 
products will increasingly move out 
of the branch decreasing the overall 
workload. Today, the Netherlands 
has the lowest branch density in 
Europe and formats have already 
been adapted to reflect their new 
role.

CURRENT ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE

High penetration of remote channel usage has  
created many touch points and reduced the role of 
face-to-face.

•	 	Branch	usage	is	the	lowest	across	the	countries	
surveyed, with currently only half of Dutch 
consumers still visiting bank branches (compared 
to a European average of 79%, see Chart 1). 
Overall branch usage is relatively comparable 
across mass market and affluent customers. 
Differences between age groups are substantial: 
while branch usage for younger people (aged 
20–35) is around 40%, it’s around 60% for people 
aged 55+.

•	 	ATM	usage	is	14	percentage	points	higher	than	
the average of countries surveyed, with over 85% 
of customers using ATMs – being comparable 
across customer segments as well as age groups.

•	 	Internet	banking	usage	is	the	highest	in	Europe	
with more than 80% of consumers using Internet 
banking, compared to the survey average of 
48%. Internet banking usage for younger people 
(aged 20–35) is above 90%, while the usage level 
for people aged 55+ is around two-thirds. Even 
though older generations are the most branch-
centric, it is striking to see that Dutch aged 
55+ use Internet banking more than the survey 
average of people aged 20–35.

•	 	Call	centre	usage	(at	21%)	is	slightly	above	the	
survey average, being used more frequently by 
mass market customers as well as by younger 
generations.

•	 	Mobile	banking	usage	is	in	line	with	the	survey	
average (7–8%). Usage by affluent customers is 
much higher than mass market customers (17% 
compared to 7%, respectively) and than the survey 
average for affluent customers (11%).

In terms of multichannel behaviour, the Netherlands 
has the highest degree of multichannel usage among 
the countries surveyed. The average number of 
channels used by each customer is, together with 
France, the highest in Europe (3.0 compared to 2.6). 
Multichannel usage in the Netherlands is relatively 
comparable across age groups (3.1 for people aged 
20–35 and 2.9 for people aged 55+), while in Europe 
as a whole the difference is larger (2.9 compared 
to 2.3). Usage, as in Europe in general, is relatively 
comparable between mass market and affluent 
customers, at 3.0 and 3.1, respectively.

Contributors to this article:
Radboud Vlaar, Principal,  
Amsterdam office
radboud_vlaar@mckinsey.com
Yvo Yeramian, Senior Analyst,  
Brussels office
yvo_yeramian@mckinsey.com
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Average 
channels used 2.6 3.0

Branch usage in the Netherlands is much lower than 
European average while usage of alternative channels is 
much higher
Percentage of respondents using channel1 in the last 12 months at their main bank

1 Channel usage de�ned as any kind of contact with the bank (e.g. for gathering information, receiving advice, 
purchasing products). More than one channel possible

SOURCE: Customer market research in 6 EU countries (~3,000 people interviewed), December 2010
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FUTURE ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE

With the shift of transactions to remote channels 
almost completed, there is a high degree of 
multichannel usage for sales and advice.

•	 	Transactions	have	been	almost	fully	migrated	to	
lower-cost remote channels, with the exception 
of cash handling: More specifically, our customer 
market research highlights that only 5–45% of 
consumers, depending on the type of transaction, 
are currently mostly using branches compared 
to 30–70% in other European countries1. In the 
coming years, transactions are expected to move 
increasingly towards alternative channels, both 
due to increased consumer adoption of alternative 
channels as well as the reduction of cash usage 
in general. Banks strongly believe in this trend 
– as confirmed by interviews with executives of 
Dutch banks – and various retail banks in the 
Netherlands have already started this trend by 
closing down or limiting cash transactions via 
tellers in their branches. 

•	 	Multichannel	transformation	for	sales	continues	
with consumers telling us they do not expect radical 
changes throughout the purchasing process: The 
customer purchasing process and the importance 
of channels differ greatly by product. Overall, 
both branches and the Internet play a key role 
in the purchasing process across products, while 
brokers play a substantial role in complex products. 
Depending on the product and the purchasing phase, 
30–55% of interactions during the process are 
branch-based (see Chart 2) compared to 50–70% in 
other European countries surveyed.

Customers tend to follow a relatively multichannel 
purchasing path. In the Netherlands, consumers 
change a lot between channels for mortgages and, to 
a lesser extent, for current accounts, while for savings 
and investments the path is more mono-channel. For 
mortgages, depending on the phase in the purchasing 
process, 40–85% of customers continue to use the 
branch throughout the purchasing process, while 
others change to different channels (see Chart 3). 
This compares with 70–100% of customers in Italy or 
Germany, and 60–80% of customers in France or Spain.

ChART 1: bRANCh UsAgE IN ThE NEThERLANDs Is MUCh LOwER ThAN EUROpEAN  
AvERAgE whILE UsAgE OF ALTERNATIvE ChANNELs Is MUCh hIghER

1  This percentage might deviate slightly when comparing the total  
number of transactions done via different  channels rather than the 
percentage of respondents mostly using a certain channel.
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In the Netherlands, 30–55% of interactions 
during the purchasing process are branch-based 

Percentage of respondents who used branches1
Product purchasing process in the Netherlands 

1 Either visit or call/e-mail branches
SOURCE: Customer market research in the Netherlands (~500 people interviewed)
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grey	boxes	show	the	
percentage	of	consumers	
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up	to	100%)
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different	purchasing	
phases	(percentage	
of	customers	moving/
remaining	between	
different	purchasing	
phases)
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In the Netherlands, face-to-face channels are expected to 
play a dominant role for current accounts and complex 
products

Future channel preference for product purchasing
% of respondents

1 Including ATM, mobile banking and others
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Face-to-face channels will remain fundamental 
for sales – especially for complex products and 
current accounts (see chart 4) – and for post-sales 
support. The Internet is expected to be dominant for 
transactions, and to grow for all products in terms of 
information seeking and receiving advice. For sales, 
the Internet is expected to represent 10–50% across 
products, being dominant for simple products such as 
savings. The view of Dutch retail banks is largely in 
line with the consumer view – although for current 
accounts the banks’ expectations are a little more 
aggressive, reflecting the belief that sales will also 
move towards direct channels.

sTRATEgIC pRIORITIEs

Banks need to consider the implications of adapting 
to the changing environment.

•	 	Find	the	optimal	branch	density	and	structurally	
lower the cost per branch: Banks will need to 
determine their optimal branch density and 
branch footprint. Even though some banks 
are still closing branches, despite the already 
significant branch reductions in the past, banks 
will need to make sure that the network and the 
resources in branches are still sufficient to fulfil 

customer expectations of personal, face-to-face 
service and advice. For some banks this could 
mean a further reduction of their network, while 
for others it could mean strategically expanding 
the footprint. Moreover, even though leading 
banks have changed their branch formats to more 
“shop-like” branches, most banks have not yet 
moved to adapt their branch size or cost base. 
Branches will need to focus on sales and advice 
activities as most transactions have moved out 
of the branch and banks are removing manual 
cash handling from branches. Some banks have 
completely abandoned manual cash handling in 
the branch and it remains to be seen whether this 
is the right moment to do so. 

ChART 4: IN ThE NEThERLANDs, FACE-TO-FACE ChANNELs ARE ExpECTED TO pLAy  
A DOMINANT ROLE FOR CURRENT ACCOUNTs AND COMpLEx pRODUCTs
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•	 	Make	the	Branch	the	preferred	place	for	sales	
and advice on complex products: The role of 
the branch will focus increasingly on sales and 
advice, in particular for complex products such as 
mortgages or investments. The starting position 
of banks differs significantly, and brokers and 
Internet comparison sites control a significant 
part of the sales and advice process for complex 
products, to the detriment of bank margins. 
Strengthening client relationships will require 
adjusting the branch format and staff capabilities. 
Our research shows that Dutch banks could 
boost branch usage by offering a better and more 
personal service. Direct channels, by contrast, are 
used mainly for speed and convenience. 

*****

In summary, we believe Dutch retail banks will need 
to (i) define the optimal branch density, which for 
some banks could mean an expansion, (ii) structurally 
lower the cost per branch, and (iii) strengthen 
the value proposition of the branch as well as the 
relationship with clients so that clients come back into 
the branch for sales and advice on complex products.

bRANCh ChARACTERIsTICs – NEThERLANDs

The branch network has already undergone significant change compared to other markets in terms of  
density, format and the role of manual cash handling.

•	 	Branch	density	is	the	lowest	in	Europe	(189	branches	per	million	inhabitants	compared	to	the	European	
average	of	475)	and	banks	have	reduced	the	network	by	over	40%	during	the	last	decade.

•	 	Branch	costs	in	terms	of	FTEs	are	among	the	lowest	in	Europe.	While	older	branches	on	average	operate	
with around 4–5 FTEs, leading banks that have recently redesigned their branch network have smaller 
branches	(in	some	cases	on	average	with	1–2	sales	advisors),	lower	operating	costs,	and	lower	real	estate	
costs. Across the network, however, there seems to be room to reduce branch costs still further – in 
particular by lowering fixed costs, as well as simplifying branch processes.   

•	 	Branch	format:	leading	banks	have	changed	the	formats	of	their	branches	to	be	more	“shop-like”	
(including	extended	and	weekend	opening	hours),	with	high	levels	of	automation	and	self-service.	 
Many banks are removing manual cash handling from branches towards alternative channels.

•	 	Quality	of	sales	and	advice:	There	are	significant	differences	in	sales	and	advice	among	banks,	mainly	
driven by different choices of business model. In addition, brokers play a very important role in the sales 
and advice process of mortgages. 

•	 	Remote	channels:	Transactions	via	the	Internet	are	easy	and	have	become	common	practice	for	many	
people. sales are possible for most products online, however some products require final authorisation  
in the branch. Most ATMs are for withdrawals only, but banks are expanding the number of ATMs with  
cash deposit functionalities as they are removing manual cash handling from their branches. A number  
of banks have started to offer mobile banking applications even though they are often still limited to 
balance enquiries and checking transaction histories. 
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The distribution landscape in 
Eastern Europe is currently largely 
branch-based. While transactions 
will increasingly move out of the 
branch, the branch is expected to 
remain relevant for most products 
and purchasing decisions in the 
future. The majority of banks expect 
an increase in the branch network, a 
reduction in the average number of 
FTEs per branch, and an increasing 
branch focus on complex products 
and high-value customers.

CURRENT ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE 

Across Eastern European markets there is a 
predominance of branch-based models.

•	 	Branch	usage	accounts	for	35–50%	of	transactions	
– including cash withdrawals, payments and 
balance enquiries – and for 80–90% of sales.

•	 	ATM	usage	accounts	for	~55%	of	cash	
withdrawals and ~20% of cash deposits. 

•	 	Internet	banking	is	a	substantial	channel	for	
transactions (representing 45–55% of payments 
and balance enquiries), but only accounts for a 
small share of sales (0–10% depending on the 
product).   

•	 	Call	centres	are	a	key	channel	mainly	for	
assistance enquiries (~40% of enquiries) and 
account for ~10% of balance enquiries. They 
represent a relatively small channel for sales 
(0–5% depending on the product).

•	 	Mobile	banking	is	an	upcoming	channel	in	various	
countries (e.g. Turkey) and is an alternative 
platform for accessing the bank on a daily basis.  

FUTURE ROLE OF FACE-TO-FACE 

Multichannel could be unlocked through the take-off 
of mobile banking. 

•	 	Our	online	survey	of	more	than	150	European	
banks revealed that 35–50% of transactions 
other than cash deposits are currently performed 
via branches in Eastern Europe, against 
25–30% in other European regions (see Chart 
1). Banks believe strongly that transactions will 
increasingly move out of the branch: ~90% of 
banks participating in our online survey told us 
that in 2015, direct channels will be the dominant 
channel for cash withdrawals, payments and 
balance enquiries, and 50% of them believe 
direct channels will also be the main channel 
for cash deposits. Branch transaction volumes 
are expected to fall thanks to the adoption of 
alternative channels and the general reduction  
in cash.

Contributors to this article:
Pinar Fazlioglu Abay, Principal,  
Istanbul office
Pinar_Abay@mckinsey.com
Miklos Dietz, Principal, Budapest office
miklos_dietz@mckinsey.com
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•	 	Branches	are	likely	to	lose	ground	when	it	comes	
to creating awareness for most products, but they 
will remain the dominant channel in the near 
future for sales and advice even though banks 
expect direct channels to grow substantially. 

 –  Today, branches are the dominant channel 
for creating product awareness and sales (see 
Chart 2). Awareness is currently created via 
branches in 35–50% of cases depending on 
the product, a range which is in line with 
other European regions. Sales are performed 
through branches in 75–90% of cases 
compared to 70–80% in other European 
regions. It is too simplistic, though, to look 
at Eastern Europe as one region; there are 
substantial differences between different 
countries and different players. For some 
players in Poland, for example, branch sales 
represent only 50–60% of the total. And 
banks such as Garanti in Turkey are known for 
mastering the use of alternative channels for 
sales. 

 –  Going forward, some 40–55% of the banks in 
our online survey expect direct channels to 
be the ones that create the most awareness of 
current and savings accounts and consumer 
finance products. In addition, 45–55% of 

In Eastern Europe, the percentage of transactions 
performed through branches is higher than in the rest of 
Europe
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banks expect direct channels to be dominant 
for opening savings accounts and for 
purchasing consumer finance products, while 
current accounts, investments and mortgages 
are expected to remain mainly branch-centric 
(see Chart 3). 

•	 	Given	the	higher	penetration	of	mobiles	than	
Internet in most Eastern European countries, 
smart phones are expected to play a leading role 
in the multichannel transformation. All banks 
interviewed agree that mobile banking will be 
important for transactions, communication with 
customers, awareness creation and even sales of 
simple products; some banks think that the level 
of mobile banking might even exceed that  
of Internet banking via PCs. 

ChART 1: IN EAsTERN EUROpE, ThE pERCENTAgE OF TRANsACTIONs pERFORMED 
ThROUgh bRANChEs Is hIghER ThAN IN ThE REsT OF EUROpE
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In Eastern Europe, branches are the dominant 
channel for awareness creation and sales

SOURCE: Efma online survey across 150+ European banks
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In Eastern Europe, direct channels are expected 
to be substantial for awareness creation and 
sales

SOURCE: Efma online survey across 150+ European banks
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bRANCh ChARACTERIsTICs – EAsTERN EUROpE 

•	 	Branch	density	shows	room	for	growth,	as	it	is	much	lower	than	it	is	in	Western	Europe	with	285	 
branches	per	million	inhabitants	compared	to	475	in	Western	Europe	–	a	difference	of	40%	(see	Chart	4).	
Meanwhile, the “bankable” population in Eastern Europe is currently much lower than it is in the rest of 
Europe, but it is growing strongly. Around one-third of people in new member states are still financially 
excluded	(meaning	they	lack	access	to	any	type	of	banking)	compared	to	fewer	than	10%	in	the	EU151.  
This being said, the bankable population is growing strongly in countries such as hungary, bulgaria  
and	Romania,	where	growth	in	this	respect	has	been	15–30%	between	2001	and	20082.

•	 	Branch	costs	can	be	expected	to	fall	significantly	since	the	average	number	of	employees	per	branch	
today	(10–20	FTEs)	is	the	highest	in	Europe.	Eastern	European	banks	are	also	coming	under	increasing	
pressure to offset the shrinking margins that have come about mainly as a result of tougher consumer 
protection regulations and fierce competition.

•	 	Branch	format:	Across	the	region	there	are	significant	differences	in	branch	format,	ranging	from	very	
modern to somewhat old-fashioned formats. Furthermore, in countries with high branch expansion rates 
(e.g.	Romania)	quick	expansion	by	some	banks	has	been	achieved	by	leveraging	specific	formats.	 
This has included, for example, small format and mobile branches with 3–4 FTEs and typically rented 
locations, or franchising concepts.

•	 	Quality	of	sales	and	advice	also	differs	considerably,	with	some	markets	such	as	Poland	more	 
transaction-oriented, whereas countries such as Turkey have more relationship-based banking and  
offer good-quality advice in the branch. In addition, overall, many banks have developed and expanded 
their	service	offerings	for	certain	customer	segments	based	on	profession	or	age	(students,	doctors,	 
etc.)	or	wealth	(private	banking,	affluent).

•	 	Remote	channels:	Overall,	banks	have	a	good	offering	for	transactions	via	the	Internet,	though	 
significant differences exist between banks in terms of online sales offerings. 

1		European	Commission	–	Financial	services	provision	and	prevention	of	financial	exclusion,	2008
2  Unicredit Research
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Eastern European countries have a much lower branch 
density than Western European countries
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sTRATEgIC pRIORITIEs 

Banks need to assess their own markets carefully to 
create the right multichannel offer for their markets. 
In particular, banks should: 

•	 	Use	mature	markets	experience	to	leapfrog	the	
next incremental stage and design the branch 
of the future: Even if the branch remains the 
dominant channel in the near future and the 
size of the branch network continues to increase, 
banks will need to adjust their branch format to 
compensate for decreased transaction and sales 
volumes, to accommodate the increasing pressure 
to reduce costs, and to adapt to their new role of 
focusing increasingly on customer relationships 
and providing advice to high-value customer 
segments. 

•	 	Reduce	the	average	number	of	people	in	the	
branches and rationalise customer offerings so as 
to optimise the cost of service provision. Banks 
must find new formats, which will enable them to 
reduce the average number of branch employees 
while retaining high levels of motivation. Some 
banks are already doing this – for example, most 
new branches in Poland have around 6 FTEs 

per branch, which is much less than the more 
traditional branches of some banks that have as 
many as 15 FTEs. 

•	 	Improve	the	customer	experience:	Around	65%	
of banks believe that in the future branches will 
focus on strengthening customer relationships, 
providing advice on complex products and 
offering a “human touch” to customer interactions. 
Banks will need to invest heavily in training 
programmes to upgrade workforce capabilities 
and to change mindsets and behaviour, so as 
to focus more and more on high-value services, 
such as advice on complex products. Eastern 
European banks will be aided in these tasks by 
the average low age of branch employees, who are 
likely to be more adaptable to changes in the work 
environment.

•	 	Unlock	the	potential	of	the	remote	channels,	
especially mobile banking. Internet penetration 
is still lower in Eastern Europe than in other 
European regions, but mobile penetration in 
many countries is much higher. Banks need to 
understand which services and products could 
and should be offered through mobile channels. 

ChART 4: EAsTERN EUROpEAN COUNTRIEs hAvE A MUCh LOwER bRANCh DENsITy 
ThAN wEsTERN EUROpEAN COUNTRIEs
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In summary, despite their branch-intensive starting 
point, Eastern European countries could end up with 
a higher penetration of remote channels in the near 
future. The branch network size will continue to 
increase in most countries and branches will continue 
to have a role for sales and advice, especially for high-
value customer segments. This shift, combined with 
the increasing pressure on margins, will push banks 
to review their branch format to (i) reduce the cost 
of service provision, mainly decreasing the average 
number of people in the branches, and (ii) upgrading 
branch employees’ capabilities to fulfil their new 
roles.
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