esign continues to define most consumer
markets, from the latest gadget to the smallest
shop. Now international banks are recognising

good design as a critical element to their retail banking
products and services.

When it comes to money, there tends to be a wide
gap between what people say and what they actually
do. One customer claims to love online banking, yet

saves for his family holiday in the one account he can’t
access electronically. Another says she loves to shop,
yet she’s frozen her credit card in a block of ice to
avoid impulse buys.

Most banks recognise that many customers struggle
to consistently save, spend and invest their money

Retail Banks
Turning to Design

wisely, but think that there isn’t much they can do to
help. Perhaps this is because the traditional role of
banks was to provide services and enforce terms and
conditions, and not to worry about whether customers
were making smart choices. Today, in the US, Europe
and Asia, a growing number of major players and
startups are discovering new opportunities by taking a
more proactive stance, with offerings that make it easier
for people to stick to good behaviours and achieve their
personal financial goals.

To do this, they are applying principles of user-centred
design, an industry-wide movement in which a product
is designed to suit the way users can, do, or want to use
it — as opposed to forcing people to alter their behaviour
and learn how to use the design (think of stick-shift cars




or typewriters, where an unintuitive method must be
learned by the user before they can use the product).
For banks, this means going beyond surveys and
focus groups to take a fresh look at how people really
deal with their money. It rethinks retail banking from
the customers’ point of view, paying more attention

to everyday behaviours than to rates and rewards.
Instead of relying on IT or product teams to innovate,
it requires close collaboration by professionals
across disciplines. Their coordinated efforts result in
products, services, and branches designed to address
real-world needs — and their customers get to work
toward their personal financial goals in the process.
Let’s look at how a few industry leaders and start-ups
have turned the theory into practice.

Take what seems hard—

and make it easy
User-centred design has already tackled one of the
toughest questions facing retail banks in the United
States: How do we get families to save more money in
the face of a demanding consumer culture? In 2005,
Bank of America (BoA) decided to target a group of
people who find it hardest to put money aside, busy
mums. BoA sent a team of designers and researchers
to spend time with mums at home, at work, and on the
go. By watching families in their real behaviours, the
team learned that, contrary to popular belief, saving
isn’t an afterthought for these women; it is a source of
personal pride, albeit one that’s tough to balance with
the constant demands of family life. They also noticed
that, although women reported that they couldn’t save,
some of them rounded up their monthly bills (paying
$30 instead of $28.55, for example). They felt that this
made accounting easier and left them with “credit.”

Based on these observations, the team developed
“Keep the Change,” a BoA program that automatically
rounds up debit card purchases to the nearest

dollar and deposits the “change” in the customer’s
savings account. The amounts seem small, but they
add up over time. The growing account balance on
monthly statements proves to families that they can
save, which encourages additional deposits. Linking
customers’ current accounts and savings accounts
wasn’t easy at first, but “Keep the Change” has
proved to be popular with parents and other savers.
Since the program’s launch, BoA has attracted some
12 million new customers and more than US $3.1
billion in new savings, not to mention imitators around
the world.
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Other financial institutions are using user-centred
design to help motivate customers to get smarter
about money management and adopt—and stick
with—good behaviours. SmartyPig.com, an online
savings bank in the US and Australia, encourages
people to save toward specific goals they must
identify in advance (from a new TV to a house
down-payment). The bank increases the value of
customer’s savings by offering bonuses (up to 12%)
to customers who spend their savings with SmartyPig
retail partners. They also encourage savers to share
their goals via Facebook or email, alerting family and
friends who can easily contribute to the pot.

Citibank is also developing new ways to motivate
smarter financial behaviours. By re-using information
from their vast credit-card transaction database,
they’re developing applications that enable customers
to compare their spending patterns to those of people
like them, so they can budget more intelligently.

All of these programmes look at the real-world
behaviour of bank customers, and then tailors the
design to match.

The devil is in the details
Although in-depth market research is now part any
ambitious retail bank’s innovation toolkit, many
financial institutions continue to struggle to profit
from what they learn about their customers. Armed
with PowerPoint presentations full of statistics and
customer insights, banks make big bets on new
products, technologies, and premium services that go
to market and flop, often for reasons that are hard to
figure out. Frustratingly, the consumers who devour
the latest innovations for mobile phones, shopping,
and entertainment often are wary of trying out new
ways to handle their money.

Retail banking is unlike other services. Here, the
difference between a great idea that succeeds

and one that fails, lies in its the ability to win
customers’ trust (especially in today’s climate). New
programmes, updated processes, and new products
all must inspire a sense of trust for consumers to
even consider bringing it into their financial lives. To
put it another way, when it comes to money, people
are surprisingly resistant to change. Many banks
have realised that user-centred design uncovers the
small, but significant details that reassure users that
a new service won't let them down.



A case in point: Spanish Banco Bilbao Viscaya
Argentaria (BBVA) wanted to convince more customers
to switch to self-service banking for routine transactions,
but this proved hard to achieve in Spain where many
people put more faith in human tellers than machines.
The bank assembled a team of industrial designers

and researchers to observe how its customers used
their automated tellers and to try to figure out why so
few people trusted the ATMs for anything beyond cash
withdrawals.

The team realised that conventional ATM designs often
leave customers feeling rushed and vulnerable. For
example, most ATMs require users to face a wall. Except
for a small mirror, customers can’t see who's waiting
behind them, which is a source of anxiety and pressure.
The team decided to rethink the design of the ATM itself,
and to create a design that inspired more comfort and
confidence. The result was an ATM design that turns the
kiosk 90 degrees from the wall, allowing users to make
eye contact with anyone who’s waiting while they check
their accounts. The software for the ATMs also received
a redesign. As people seem to feel more comfortable
seeing a teller physically handle their cash, the new
BBVA interface makes money feel tangible: images of
cash are counted onscreen and seem to flow downward
to the distribution slot, emerging as real bills - a small
touch, but reassuring.

Other banks worldwide are investing in user-centred
design, reshaping core services to reflect how customers
actually spend, budget, plan, and save. Standard
Chartered’'s Breeze — a new web and mobile banking
platform — abandons bank terminology in favour

of everyday language. Customer accounts and bill
payments are presented under the simple headings “I
have” and “I owe.” Since launching in Singapore last
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year, over a third of customers have switched over. ANZ
Bank’s new mobile banking app allows customers to
navigate their accounts by scrolling through images of
their credit and debit cards. Many users find the visual
cues make transfers and balance checks much more
intuitive than the typical, often confusing, list of account
names and numbers.

Effecting change through

design isn’t easy, but it’s not as

hard as you think
It can be challenging to embed user-centred design
principles into the corporate culture of a financial
institution. However, many banks are now realising that
understanding—and designing—for customer behaviour
is proving crucial to growth in crowded markets. By
introducing a few key ways of working, every bank can
unlock the human side of innovation.

Here are three tips for getting started:

1. Understand the role money plays in people’s
lives, not just their accounts. For everyone—even
bankers—money is merely a means to an end (a big
purchase, a sense of protection, a route to status, a way
to keep family close, etc). User-centred design looks
into people’s lives to discover the way they really live,
and builds the design from the user-up. Considering
customers in their homes, and not inside a bank, is a
good place to start.

2. Use services that customers’ trust—and not

just other banks—as a benchmark. Customers’
service expectations today are driven as much by their
hangouts, stores, hotels, and mobile apps as they are
by their bank. Banks can now look at what people like
about their favourite café and determine what aspects of
its service they might emulate.

3. Stop debating and just do it. Any good designer
knows that the only way to evaluate a new idea
effectively is to try it out. BBVA's cutting-edge ATM
started off with a person sitting inside a cardboard mock-
up, handing out money as test customers provided
feedback on potential features. Even in the risk-averse
world of financial services, innovation is all about finding
ways to build cheaply, fail quickly, and learn even more
rapidly so you can try again.

[ ] James Moed
Strategist
IDEO Design Consultants
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