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EDITORIAL

I’m devoting this editorial to a subject that is taking up a lot of air time in 
the business media: the future of banking. It seems that intermediating 
between those who have cash and those who need cash will eventually 
be the preserve of anyone other than banks; such is the high profile of 
P2P, crowdfunding, fintech and the like. In The Times of 23 October 2015, 
the business editorial (written by Simon English) reduced the debate to 
a glorious intellectual tour de force with the words: “Banks suck.” He goes 
on to say that because banks sell us products that we have to have, such 
as current accounts and mortgages, they have us by the neck (his words, 
not mine) and so do not need to bother about delivering any acceptable 
level of customer service. 

Leaving out whether one has to have a mortgage (one can always rent), 
these gross generalisations do Mr English’s readers, not to mention the 
UK taxpayer and also the profession of journalism, a grave disservice. 
Banks, like people, are not all alike. Some of them are poor and some of 
them are less poor. Some of them offer lax customer service and some of 
them a reasonably acceptable customer service. If this is how Mr English 
writes in the editorial pages of The Times newspaper, I’d hate to see the 
quality of discourse offered up by him in an internet blog post.

Perhaps he should step into a branch of Virgin Money? The customer 
service there seems, from what I observed at its Haymarket branch 
recently, really rather good. If he is after a current account, what about 
the no-nonsense high quality product offered by TSB, which does pretty 
much everything required from a current account and also pays a very 
competitive rate of interest? Or if he is willing to give old-fashioned banks 
a chance and really does need a mortgage, perhaps try the recent fixed-
rate offers from NatWest? The entire application and renewal process 
for this product can be done over the internet with only a few clicks of 
a mouse button and a minimum of fuss and paperwork (I must declare 
an interest here, of the three named institutions on this page, I am a 
customer of NatWest only).

My point is that there is some not too bad service undertaken, for millions 
of customers every day, by some banks. This does not mean the work 
of banks is done, far from it. There is much that needs improving by 
banks to restore their image and reputation, and to win back the trust 
of customers. And this is where I’d like to return to my opening theme of 
the future of banks.

Currently banks are the only institutions that even purport to offer that 
essential ingredient of commerce: the universally available current 

account with on-demand overdraft. The oldest bank still in existence, 
Monte dei Paschi di Siena, dates from 1472. To secure the next 500 years, 
banks will have to combine the best of the traditional with the best of 
the current. The current is the easy part – it concerns technology and 
digital banking. Contrary to media belief, not all customers want to carry 
out their banking on their smartphone. The need is for banks to offer an 
‘omnichannel’ customer interface that embraces branch, phone, laptop, 
pad, mobile and video. This is not an intellectual challenge, it requires 
investment in time and technology know-how. 

The other essential is an ability to understand customers with the same 
level of sophistication that is exhibited by the likes of Amazon, Google 
and Facebook. But banks need to achieve this level of understanding 
using human beings. This is because, despite what everyone says about 
banking being as commoditised as a tin of beans, there is a fundamental 
fallacy at work in that belief: a customer’s requirement for a can of beans 
does not change over his or her lifetime. One either wants to eat beans or 
not. The minute beans go off the menu, the product is dropped.

However, the relationship between a customer and his or her financial 
needs changes over time. At age 18 the need is simple – perhaps a current 
account and in due course a credit card. But later in life there may be a 
need for a business start-up loan, a mortgage, a standby line of liquidity, 
foreign exchange remittances overseas … the list is long. And at some 
point the customer may wish to actually talk to a banker about his or her 
requirements.

That’s why I find it hard to accept that just because millennials like all 
their banking over the mobile today, they will always want to do it this 
way once they hit ages 40, 50 and 60. And to understand customers over 
time as their lives change requires more than just an algorithm. I hear a 
lot about the great customer service from Amazon and Facebook, but 
have you ever had any contact, by email or phone (forget face-to-face) 
with anyone at those companies? They understand us as computer code. 
Banks must learn to deliver exceptional customer service, but using that 
essential human element. This requires decentralisation so that local 
managers are empowered to authorise services to local customers, as 
demonstrated in recent years so successfully in the UK by Handelsbanken. 

And that brings me to my last point. A quote on LinkedIn attributed to 
Richard Branson suggests: “Clients do not come first. Employees come 
first. If you take care of your employees, they will take care of the clients.” 
I wholeheartedly agree. Too many banks, irrespective of their size, have 
allowed themselves to turn into bureaucratic process-driven beasts where 
corporate automatons engage in oblique consultant-speak every day. 
Platitudes abound. Senior management meetings are characterised by 
a turgid atmosphere where trust is minimal and no one offers comment, 
let alone challenge. This corporate culture must share some of the blame 
for the worst excesses of the crash, and must be tackled.

Transforming the working environment at banks into an open, free 
speaking one will go a long way to restoring the culture of exceptional 
customer service that, along with an omnichannel interface and a savvy 
executive, will ensure the future still has a place for traditional banks. 

And with that, I’ll take my leave of RoFM and bid you farewell. I hope you 
have all enjoyed the journal, or at least some of it! It’s been a pleasure 
working with the CISI and I’d like to take this opportunity to thank again 
Simon Culhane and the recently departed Richard Mitchell; without 
whom this journal wouldn’t have seen the light of day, and for that I think 
everyone at CISI should be grateful. 

 
All the best.

Professor Moorad Choudhry FCSI, Editor,  
Chief Executive, Habib Bank AG Zurich, UK
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