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“As the boundaries between the digital and physical 
world become increasingly blurred, we must rethink the 
ways that we perceive and interact with evolving and 
emerging technologies.” 

Resolving Digital Dilemmas, Atos Journey 2022 
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It seems like a debate that has been raging for years. Does the bank branch 
have a future? If it does, what does that future look like? Especially in an 
increasingly digital world in which app-like convenience dominates our 
sense of customer satisfaction.

Having invested in online and mobile, traditional banks are still playing 
catch-up with cloud-native and platform-based businesses that offer 
next-generation experiences. Whether banking was ever able to lead this 
digital revolution is a moot point. Today’s consumers simply expect the 
same experiences for their current accounts, savings, and mortgages that 
they get when trying to book a taxi or order a takeaway.

Set within this context then, the bank branch is on the frontline of battle 
between two diametrically opposed forces in financial services.

Those who have no affinity with the branch ask, “What can the physical, 
bricks and mortar outlet possibly offer me? Especially when I can pick 
and choose my digital banking services.” Yet there are those who hail 
the branch as the place for human interaction. And they argue, “Digital is 
faceless. People need reassurance from other people when they decide 
what to do with their money. The branch provides that all-important 
connection.”

Both make a strong case. 

On the one hand, when the boundaries between our physical and 
digital lives become blurred the human element can easily disappear. 
The branch retains some sort of boundary, while providing face-to-face 
contact and the opportunity to establish brand loyalty. On the other hand, 
there is a clear need for branches to adapt to the changing expectations of 
consumers. The branch of today is still far behind the times.

So is there a third way? One in which no one loses and everyone wins?

Five trends have emerged that could answer the question of whether 
what we are seeing today is adjudged to be the endgame for the branch.
In this opinion paper, we explore each of these trends in more detail and 
offer up a new vision for the branch that can satisfy all parties.
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1. Unifying customer journeys  
with a “phygital” approach 

The shift from offline and online 
interactions to a combined experience

Progressive banks are starting to realize that 
physical and digital experiences are at their 
best when they are combined.

In some cases, this is via the “brownfield” or 
‘new use’ approach to reinventing branches. 
For example, Santander changing its existing 
sites. In other cases it is the “greenfield” 
or digital native approach, such as the 
expansion of ING Bank into Spain.

The “greenfield” phenomenon of moving 
from a digital-only to a physical world is 
not exclusive to Banking. The Apple Store, 
Amazon Go, and even YouTube Space are 
the result of strategies aimed at providing 
customers with a combined physical 
and digital experience. This just serves to 
highlight that face-to-face interactions build 
trust. And, in today’s banking landscape, trust 
is at a premium.

For these reasons, the disappearance of 
the branch is no longer inevitable. Yes, it 
will change fundamentally but it will also 
combine the physical and digital to meet 
people’s real needs.

Omnichannel experiences 
may see people searching for 
products online, AI chatbots 
advising on the best options, 
and then customers wanting 
to discuss their financial issues 
with a real person.

They may even be looking to combine their 
banking with other aspects of their lives, such 
as using workspaces set aside within the 
branch as a co-working hub.

2. From digital platforms  
to platform premises 

The creation of new business models to 
optimize engagement and value

Digital platforms create an ecosystem of 
producers and consumers that interact with 
one another directly and efficiently. These 
interactions, in turn, create added value from 
which both consumers and producers benefit. 

Whilst banks have lagged behind the like 
of Uber and AirBnB, the branch itself can 
become such a platform. 

 

The branch can shift away 
from the single-use, single-
brand space it once was to 
a place where new forms of 
interaction take place.

Put simply, it can carve out a new role within 
a ‘platform premises’ business model. One 
example is Virgin Money Lounges. Part bank, 
part airport lounge, part members’ club, these 
multi-use spaces are attractive to customers 
but also act as a way to reinforce the Virgin 
brand. Some provide entertainment in the 
form of children’s areas or bowling alleys 
and even places for local charity events. 
Santander’s Work Cafes in Chile incorporate 

a cafeteria and a co-working area in branches 
to fulfill a need for places outside the office 
where people can still be productive.

So banking premises can certainly diversify 
and add value to customers. And they do not 
have to be about one brand in one location 
either. Alliances with other innovative 
brands like Starbucks, Amazon, or Google 
could create unique environments—places 
customers actively seek out as a destination 
and not just to transact. Partnerships with 
FinTech start-ups and even competitors 
could even end up with several banks 
sharing the same commercial premises 
without hard walls between them.

3. Workforce transformation 

The move from transaction-based  
roles to customer intimacy

Embracing digital technology has led to 
an agnostic view of the impact on jobs 
and livelihoods. Yet a sudden drop in 
employment and the creation of faceless 
machine processes has had a negative effect. 
For banks, being able to incorporate people 
into new technology-driven processes is one 
way to maintain a position within the very 
fabric of society. 

A new focus on customer-centricity does, 
however, raise questions about the efficacy 
of banking skills. The role of branch staff in 
the past was mainly about executing banking 
transactions. They were not always able to 

quickly see the background of the individual 
customer and how they had engaged with 
the bank through other channels. This 
disaggregation led to a lack of proactivity 
when suggesting the next best action to 
that individual customer. And it resulted in 
simply offering the same “offer of the month” 
to everyone. In effect, staff were not able to 
foster any real degree of intimacy.

New technologies like AI will fill that gap and 
enhance the advisory process. 

AI will enable real people to 
review customer and product 
information simultaneously 
while also providing trusted, 
face-to-face recommendations.

Although machines can do some of the 
work—even away from the branch—there 
is no substitute for human empathy and 
understanding when clients articulate their 
financial position and priorities. So a staff 
presence will create and sustain new levels  
of engagement. Of course, this will require a 
transformation in competencies, behaviors, 
and organizational culture. Leading banks 
will have to redefine job roles and the way 
the business operates to create new forms 
of engagement. As a result though, they 
will be best placed to exploit new sources 
of value creation. Firstly, because their staff 
are adaptable to the latest technologies 
that enhance Banking services. And 
secondly, because those same people really 
understand customer concerns and desires.

The relentless waves of change in recent years have precipitated what can be referred to as Digital Dilemmas. In simple terms, these may reflect 
alternative business strategies. For example, should we invest in our own data platform or in a shared service? At a more complex level though, 
they reflect scenarios that are as yet untested. For example, as the boundaries of what is digitally possible are continually stretched, can regulation 
evolve without stifling innovation? One of the most pertinent Digital Dilemmas in Banking centers on how we reinstate the human element into 
our increasingly technology-driven world.

This is a question that is being addressed by the emergence of five new trends that revolve around the bank branch.
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4. A magnified  
app-like experience 

Augmentation of the physical  
branch experience

Digital change is inevitable. Our lives 
are already played out piecemeal on 
smartphones and tablets. These are what 
are known as ‘app experiences’—short and 
concentrated activities that take place in 
the digital sphere. With this becoming the 
norm in our daily lives, recognizing how 
the physical and the digital can be used to 
augment, expand, and magnify experiences 
is becoming a point of difference.

This approach is already generating 
success outside of Banking. Fast-food 
chain McDonald’s realized its queuing and 
ordering process was sometimes lengthy 
or inconvenient. This meant that customers 

who might well have been satisfied by the 
food or the way they were treated by staff 
would still leave frustrated. So it introduced 
self-serve kiosks in restaurants. 

The idea was simple: Digitize the physical 
ordering experience and make something 
that was previously cumbersome much 
simpler, easier to use, and exciting. However, 
McDonald’s did not do away with everything 
that its outlets previously provided for 
customers. That is because there is still 
inherent value in tables for people to eat at, 
collection points for drive-thru orders, and 
real people serving with a smile.

What McDonald’s recognized 
was that they were in the 
business of creating the right 
experience for their customers. 
So any changes to outlets had 

to be for customers’ benefit.

It is the same principle in Banking. The 
branch can become a place where physical 
experiences are enhanced by digitalization. 
This might mean places where people can 
view a simulation of their finances—based 
on information previously submitted 
digitally—and have an expert run through 
recommendations for a product in real-time, 
before going home to review, and then sign 
online.

The transformation of branches creates 
magnified app-like experiences in which the 
online and offline blend seamlessly—building 
engagement and intimacy between the 
brand, its employees, and customers.

5. Towards a cashless society 

Outsourcing low-value cash operations to 
focus on new services

Despite significant efforts to generate new 
sources of value, banks will no doubt retain 
an appetite for cost efficiencies. Particularly 
in those areas of Banking that provide 
less value, such as the management of 
cash operations.  Cash is an inevitable yet 
expensive aspect of the business and often 
represents only a tiny share of the total 
revenue. That is why we are seeing the 

disappearance of cash desks and emergence 
of counter-less branches. In countries like 
The Netherlands and Sweden, the cashless 
society is fast-becoming a reality.

In the past, banks may well have pushed 
people to use cash machines and payment 
cards. Today, however, they are just as 
likely to outsource their cash operations. 
Such banking partnerships often involve 
specialized third parties, as is the case with 
Rabo Bank with ING in The Netherlands and 
BNP Paribas with Popular Bank of Paris  
in France.

As the role of cash in our society changes, 
the number of branches managing cash is 
likely to decline further and more rapidly. 

As the branch becomes an 
interface for high-value digital 
and physical offerings, cash 
will no longer feature on the 
flagship services list.
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The five trends we have observed highlight 
the inherent value of a new approach to the 
bank branch.

Adroitly balancing the physical and the 
digital means banks can resolve the Digital 
Dilemma of reinstating the human element 
to our increasingly technology-driven world 
while maintaining operational efficiency.

At the heart of this ‘third way’ is a desire 
from both sides of the original debate for the 
branch to maintain relevance and provide 
people with banking services that enrich 
their lives. This may well mean that there 
are fewer branches in future but it does not 
mean they will disappear altogether.

Platform-based business models provide 
new ways to engage with the customer and 
add value through the rapid creation of new 
services with partners. The decline of some 
skills in branches offers opportunities to 
introduce new ones and enhance customer 
intimacy at the same time. 

Digitalization and physical experiences do 
not have to be mutually exclusive. 

In fact, in the future the 
combination of digitalization 
and physical experiences 
could create the ‘wow factor’ 
that generates brand loyalty. 

Meanwhile, the incremental movement 
towards cashless societies requires 
adaptation too. Banks can outsource lower-
value cash operations and remove them 
from the branch to be replaced by value-
adding proprietary services.

Yet these trends are not simply driven by a 
desire to retain the old or propagate the new. 
They are emerging because progressive 
banks have become more customer-centric.

Unlike some digital native industries,  
Banking has always had the branch as a 
physical, human element. The addition of 
digital services has often been layered on 
based on what is possible from a technology 
perspective. 

Now, however, people are questioning new 
technologies. They are no longer blinded 
by their magnificence. They have been 
discouraged by some examples of the use  
of technology and data and have come  
to question how digital actually enhances 
their lives.

As the world re-sets itself, the driving 
ambition for banks should be the 
longstanding principle of providing 
exceptional customer service that adds  
value for people.

Banks that think beyond the battle between 
saving the old-style branch or introducing an 
alien version can lead the way.

Those that fully grasp what it 
is that we need in our lives—
those Moments of Truth when 
we most need the support of 

a bank—can bring together 
the technology, people, and 
premises to deliver it to us. 

And that is just as true for established retail 
banks as it is for digital-first brands that are 
opening up a high street presence.

In essence, the branch, the app, or the AI 
chatbot is just another tool that will help 
banks deliver an exceptional experience for 
customers—wherever and however they 
choose to interact.

Striking the right balance

Being there for the customer
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About Atos

Atos, the Atos logo, Atos Syntel, Unify, and Worldline are registered 
trademarks of the Atos group. March 2019. © 2019 Atos.  
Confidential information owned by Atos, to be used by the recipient 
only. This document, or any part of it, may not be reproduced, 
copied, circulated and/or distributed nor quoted without prior 
written approval from Atos.

Atos is a global leader in digital transformation 
with 120,000 employees in 73 countries and 
annual revenue of over € 12 billion. 

European number one in Cloud,  
Cybersecurity and High-Performance 
Computing, the Group provides end-to-end 
Orchestrated Hybrid Cloud, Big Data, Business 
Applications and Digital Workplace solutions 
through its Digital Transformation Factory, 
as well as transactional services through 
Worldline, the European leader in the payment 
industry. With its cutting-edge technologies 
and industry knowledge, Atos supports the 
digital transformation of its clients across all 
business sectors. The Group is the Worldwide 
Information Technology Partner for the 
Olympic & Paralympic Games and operates 
under the brands Atos, Atos Syntel, Unify  
and Worldline. Atos is listed on the CAC40 
Paris stock index.
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