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Sweden’s example suggests the future of the branch 
network: smaller offices with personnel who are flexible 
‘teller-sellers.’ We examine different proposed branch 
configurations currently being evaluated by five U.S. banks. 

The 
Branch 
Shrinks
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B
RANCHES THESE DAYS ARE LOOKING DIFFERENT. Customers are visit-
ing them for different reasons then in the past. Branch traffic 
continues to decline as rapidly advancing consumer technolo-
gies support many more transaction types than they used to.

BY DEB STEWART

So in the midst of these changes, what is the new role of the branch? 
Do different situations/goals call for innovative branch approaches? 
Is the 3,500-square-foot de novo branch standard obsolete? If so, 
what will happen next?

In recent years, some international markets have changed more 
rapidly than markets in the United States in both consumer behavior 
and financial services delivery. A recent paper from the global manage-
ment consulting firm, Oliver Wyman, suggests that the accelerated 
evolution of banking in Sweden may provide a useful preview of what 
banking in the United States may look like in the future (acknowledg-
ing differences in market structure and regulatory environment). 
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The study begins by looking at Swedish consumer behavior 
and its similarity to the United States.  Eighty-five percent of 
Swedes are active users of Internet banking, mobile banking 
or both. Debit and credit cards are broadly accepted and 
heavily used—with cash representing only 20 percent of 
retail transactions. Paper checks have mostly disappeared 
from Swedish consumer households in favor of simple-to-use 
automated clearing house and person-to-person payments. 
Eighty percent of customers at one Swedish bank have not 
visited a branch in the last six months.

Swedish banks responded to these changes in two ways: 
First, they have reduced the number of branches—35 percent 
fewer per capita as compared to the United States; second, 
they have reduced the size of their branches—many are less 
than 1,500-square-feet with open floor plans to encourage 
casual banker-customer interactions.

The largest Swedish banks have eliminated manual cash 
handling from 65 percent to 75 percent of their branches. 
Staffing levels are generally lower and job responsibilities 
are more fluid. Most bankers are “universal”—that is, they 
switch between sales and service. Customer-facing technolo-
gies—including self-service terminals, Internet and mobile 
banking demonstration stations, video teleconferencing, and 
digital merchandising—are prevalent.

Some leading banks have moved to segment-based delivery 
with a significant portion of Swedish branches serving only 
small- to mid-sized businesses or mass affluent.   

“So, we asked ourselves if Sweden provides an alternative 
universe or a glimpse into the future of U.S. retail banking,” 
says Tim Spence, partner at Oliver Wyman. “It’s important 
to recognize that differences in market structure, culture and 
regulation [compared to the United States] have played a part 
in the rapid changes in Sweden. But similarities between the 
United States and Sweden suggest that we may arrive at the 
same end state but take different paths because of our areas 
of similarity.  

“First, the profile of demand for consumer financial ser-
vices in the United States and Sweden is quite similar. Second, 
the developments that enabled the retail transformation in 
Sweden—the secular shift toward electronic payments and 
access to and adoption of Internet banking being the most 
critical—are already underway in the United States. For ex-
ample, 84 percent of Swedes use online banking compared 
to 60 percent of U.S. consumers, with the gap closing quickly. 

“Similarly, the voluntary shift from paper to electronic 
payments is well underway. While over 40 percent of U.S. 

consumer payments are paper-based (compared to 20 percent 
in Sweden), they have been declining at 2 percent to 3 percent 
year-to-year in the United States for the past five years. At 
the current pace, the United States would reach parity with 
Sweden within a decade,” Spence continues.

 The study points to many potential impacts from this 
transformation—one section forecasts that U.S. branch for-
mats and operating models will evolve radically, as they have 
in Sweden, in four primary ways:

1.  Branch networks will become less monolithic and more 
tailored: Individual branch locations will receive different 
treatments and staffing levels based on market opportunity, 
customer segments they serve and proximity to other, 
larger locations.

2. Branches will become much smaller and more flexible: “We 
expect the average branch footprint to fall by as much as 
50 percent (from 3,000 square feet to closer to 1,500), as 
there is less need for a large (or any) teller zone, to have 
lower staffing levels and more cash handling automation 
and to have reduced back office space needs.  Floor plans 
will become more open and flexible to encourage more 
nontransactional banker-customer interactions,” says 
Spence.

3.  Customer-facing technologies will become much more 
prevalent: Oliver Wyman predicts that, as in Sweden, 
ATMs and assisted self-service technologies will replace 
tellers to handle the majority of simple transactions. Video 
conferencing will provide on-demand access to experts, 
and video tellers will provide human support outside open 
hours.

4.  Branch staffing levels will decline and use of “universal” 
job types will increase: With lower transaction levels, 
branch staffing levels will fall with jobs shifting to enable 
associates to conduct a wider range of functions, that 
is, “teller-sellers.” Some of the freed-up capacity will be 
reinvested with a focus on high-value segments.

Looking at U.S. branching strategy today we see many of 
these changes already occurring—but in many different ways. 
Below, we’ll look at five different banks, each actively testing a 
different approach in response to this changing environment.

1,500- to 2,200-Square-Foot 
Neighborhood Store
Umpqua Bank
Roseburg, Ore.
Asset size: $11.8 billion

The Branch Network
“We’ve been taking a fresh look at the ‘hub and spoke’ concept 
across the network since 2007,” says Lani Hayward, executive 
vice president of creative strategies. In Portland, for example, 
there are four main quadrants in the city. “We have a 3,000- 
plus-square-foot flagship branch in each of these quadrants. 

The accelerated evolution of banking in Sweden may provide 

a useful preview of what banking in the United States may 

look like in the future.
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We then anchor each quadrant with our ‘neighborhood stores.’ 
These are approximately 1,500 square feet in size and are 
embedded in neighborhoods where people live, work and 
play—ideally in an area of pedestrian traffic. 

“We look at these locations from a retailer’s perspective—
looking to place them at the corner of ‘Main and Main.’ This 
prominence both showcases our brand and provides greater 
convenience for our customers,” says Hayward.

The Branch Design
The neighborhood store concept includes a consistent design 
format, allowing branches to be constructed in 45 days at half 
the cost of a flagship. Each has ATMs, interactive Discover 
Walls, outward-facing digital screens, a transaction “row” 
similar to that in a hotel lobby, shared private spaces with 
video-conferencing, and a lobby that encourages interac-
tion between bankers and the community. Each location 
also features key elements that are specific to that particular 
neighborhood, including: 

m	 Interior graphics and ATM surround provided by local 
artists.

m	 Digital content: showcasing local events, “When’s the next 
bus?”

m	 Exchange rooms used by bankers and available to local 
businesses.

m	 “Local Spotlight”: Umpqua showcases product from local 
merchants,  including those from bike shops, home décor, 
toy stores and specialty shops and can be purchased at the 
branch.

“The really important message here is that we are actively 
connected to these neighborhoods and invested in supporting 
them. Our hours reflect the neighborhood, staffing reflects 
the neighborhood. Preparing for a recent opening in Seattle, 
we learned that the house in the movie “Up” was based on 
a real house in that neighborhood. A beautiful rendering 
by a local artist is now in that store. It’s a great nod to the 
neighborhood and says that we’ve taken 
the time to understand them,” Haywood 
continues.

The Technology
Technology has helped Umpqua reduce 
the size of its locations. Using cash re-
cyclers and scaled-down hardware and 
eliminating vaults has allowed signifi-
cant downsizing.  From a merchandising 
perspective, Umpqua is exploring the 
interplay between big screens and iPads 
to facilitate both self-discovery and as-
sisted interactions. In the transaction 
support and account-opening areas, 
Umpqua is testing the idea of moving 
both platforms to iPad, untethering 
branch staff from offices and teller lines.

The Staff
“People are going into Umpqua stores for interactions not 
transactions,” Hayward continues. Umpqua hires talent from 
other industries as well as banking and provides rigorous and 
comprehensive training on financial products and services. 
These store associates are “universal” and their continuous 
training and development is a key success factor. 

Business Boot Camp, Lending Accreditations and other 
learning opportunities let staff better meet customers’ needs 
and progress within the organization. “We’re looking at how 
we could run a two-person store in the future—challenging 
from both a staff and technology perspective—development 
never stops,” Hayward concludes.

Using these new ATMs, customers can choose to speak with 

a teller in an experience mirroring the traditional teller line.

This is a 
1,500-square-foot 
“neighborhood” 
branch introduced 
by Umpqua Bank 
in Portland, Ore. 
These stores, as 
the bank calls them, 
are embedded in 
neighborhoods with 
high pedestrian 
traffic. Shown at 
left is the bank’s 
trademark coffee bar.
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Two-Thousand-Square-Foot  
Express Centers
Bank of America
Charlotte, N.C.
Asset size: $1.3 trillion

The Branch Network
The Express centers complement existing full-service loca-
tions. They provide customers with more flexible schedule 
than a full-service branch, while integrating more benefits 
of technology with onsite associates who can assist custom-
ers with their financial needs. The bank’s first location at 95 
Wall Street in New York is located only a few blocks from two 
full-service banking centers.

Customers can use new, advanced technology to perform 
the most common transactions. Associates are available to 
answer questions, open new accounts and guide customers 
through self-service banking options including online banking 
and mobile banking. “We are working to make the customer 
experience with Bank of America reflect how people live their 
lives every day,” says Katy Knox, retail banking and distribution 
executive. “With the addition of express centers, our retail 
business offers customers more flexibility and convenience. 
Today, our franchise combines our advanced ATM technol-
ogy, online and mobile banking and banking centers with 
the personal assistance from our associates and specialists to 
enable customers to bank how and when they want.”

The Branch Design
A typical express center configuration is 2,200 square feet. 
There are 24-hour vestibules with full-function ATMs and 
ATMs with teller assist. There is no teller line. An open lobby 
allows easy interaction between customers and associates 
working on hand-held tablets. Private offices are available 
for more involved conversations.  

“Bank of America is paying close attention to the direction 
customers provide us, and we are committed to simplifying 
their banking experience with easy-to-use tools, technolo-
gies, products and services that can guide and inform their 
financial decisions,” says Rob Aulebach, retail distribution 
planning and execution executive.

The Technology
Bank of America is introducing ATMs with teller-assist through 
this new channel. Using these new ATMs, customers can 
choose to speak with a teller in an experience mirroring the 
traditional teller line. Through English- and Spanish-speaking 
tellers, customers are able to:

m	 Receive cash withdrawals in a variety of denominations 
($1, $5, $20 and $100).

m	 Cash checks and receive exact change.
m	 Deposit checks with cash back.
m	 Accept loan or credit card payments.
m	 Access with a U.S. government-issued photo ID if ATM/

debit card is not available.

Shown is the interior of an express center offered by Bank of America. Left, is a row of 
traditional ATMs. At right are ATMs with teller assist, which enables customers to interact by 
video with a live teller.

When using an express center, a customer can consult by video with a financial specialist, such as 
one for a home loan.

The express center’s open lobby allows easy conversation between customers and associates 
working on hand-held tablet computers. The tablets can be used to demonstrate online or mobile 
features or to open an account.
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m	 Check available balances for Bank of America accounts.
m	 Print mini or full statements for checking and savings 

accounts.

Hand-held tablets are used to demonstrate online and 
mobile features with simulators to walk through how to use 
new features such as depositing a check on a mobile phone. 
Platform activities, such as opening accounts, are also done on 
tablets. Video conferencing is available to connect customers 
with a specialist in home loans, small business or the Merrill 
Edge Advisory Center.

The Staff
Staff operates as universal associates and come from a variety 
of positions within the consumer bank.

The 1,000-Square-Foot  
Neighborhood Bank
Wells Fargo & Co.
San Francisco
Asset size: $1.3 trillion

The Branch Network
This concept was created to allow the bank to provide stores 
with personalized service in settings not suitable for its larger 
stores. “With this new store concept, we’ll be able to of-
fer person-to-person sales and service along with leading 
banking technology in settings that previously would have 
discouraged us from building a store,” says Jonathan Velline, 
head of ATM banking and store strategy. “Stores are central 
to our strategy of providing excellent service and meeting 
our customers’ financial needs. This new neighborhood bank 
concept complements our traditional stores to help us bring 
the Wells Fargo store experience to more customers.”  

All formats available—traditional branches, in-stores, off-
site ATMs and neighborhood banks—work in combination 
and allow distribution that works for the customer.

“At the neighborhood bank, we are able to meet the majority 
of our customers’ needs,” says Richele Messick, spokesperson 
for Wells Fargo. “Private office space within each neighbor-
hood bank allows customers to meet with specialists via 
appointment for home lending, business banking or other 
more specialized needs,” she continues.

The Branch Design
Wells Fargo built a prototype in a basement—creating a 
life-size version to test and modify the branch design with 
bankers, vendors and other team members before deploying 
it publicly.  At approximately 1,000 square feet, this design is 
only a quarter to a third as large as its traditional store design 
of 3,000 to 4,000 square feet. Operating expenses are some-
where around 50 percent to 60 percent of a traditional store.  

The new store offers a paperless, secure workflow as well 
as wireless technology that help the team provide faster ser-
vice. It also features new large-screen ATMs. Velline says that 

in designing the new store format, Wells Fargo paid special 
attention to creating areas within the smaller layout where 
team members and customers can conduct business and 
have important financial conversations in private. Advanced 
technology allowed for the elimination of paper-driven back-
office processes, increasing space efficiency and creating new 
store location opportunities. 

The Technology
This new store design offers technology found in traditional 
Wells Fargo stores, such as ATM software that anticipates a 
customer’s preferred transactions, image deposits, instant issue 
debit cards and e-receipts. It also will have wireless tablets and 
phones that team members use to serve customers. 

“Most traditional teller transactions are done at our ad-
vanced ATMs. While our bankers perform traditional sales 

and service transactions with the aide of their tablets,” says 
Messick.  “Some transactions, such as increasing a customer’s 
daily ATM withdrawal limit, require interplay between the 
tablet and ATM. In those cases, staff members “dial into” the 
ATM with their tablet and make the change.”  

A free wireless hotspot will also be available for customers 
to use. After hours, the store transitions into a smaller lobby 
format, providing customer access 24/7 to several advanced 
ATMs that dispense $1, $5 and $100 bills in addition to the 
$20 bills a typical ATM offers. 

The Staff
Wells Fargo has a total staff of five at a neighborhood bank, 
with three or four working at a time based on demand. Staff 
for the pilot was hired from surrounding branches. “These 
stores match the culture of our traditional stores. We look 

Wells Fargo’s neighborhood bank features ATMs with large video screens. 
The bank also features private office space where customers can meet 
by appointment with specialists, such as for home lending or business 
banking.

Wells Fargo team members can use tablet computers to service 
customers in the mini-sized neighborhood store.
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for very engaged bankers, people who like working and 
interacting with customers. The neighborhood bank takes 
what happens in a traditional store and layers in new mobile 
technologies to make the bankers even more effective,” says 
Messick. “And we’ve found that our team members and 
customers have really embraced this idea.”
 

The 900-Square-Foot  
Studio Branch
BMO Harris Bank, N.A., Chicago
Asset size: $91.3 billion

The Branch Network
Although not yet deployed in the BMO Harris Bank U.S. 
franchise, the approach being tested at the bank’s home 
country, Canada, will be considered for urban markets in 

the United States pending evaluation of the beta location’s 
performance. The beta branch, located in the ZUNI condo 
complex in Montreal, serves as a complement to full-service 
banks in the market.

The Branch Design
Built on the first floor of a condo building, this $450,000 
branch presents an open layout with a semiprivate meeting 
space. One teller-tower facilitates casual conversation, and 
two universal banking stations support both sales and service.

The Technology
Technology’s role in this model is principally to facilitate 
reduction in branch size with a cash recycler in lieu of a 
traditional vault and moving paper offsite. One full-service 
ATM is deployed at the location.

The Staff
This model is about personal service. Four cross-functional 
bankers can perform any sales, service or transactional need. 
At minimal staffing of two, the branch features one banker 
who staffs the teller-tower while the other focuses on sales 
and service at one of the branch sit-down areas.

The 160-Square-Foot 
Pop-Up Branch
PNC Bank, Pittsburgh
Asset size: $292 billion

The Branch Network
This concept allows PNC to introduce its brand to consumers 
in new markets and to “test the waters” in new locations to 
determine if a more permanent facility should be considered. 
Initial placement was in the Atlantic Station, a mixed-use 
center in Atlanta, where it was open seven days a week for 
three months.  

“Branch convenience to home remains the No. 1 reason 
that consumers choose their primary bank, but they are 
using branches very differently today,” says Todd Barnhart, 
executive vice president of branch banking. “This pop-up 
branch is a creative way to bring banking to customers and 
help them experience the innovative solutions we offer. 
We’re excited about the future as branches serve more as 
retail outlets for financial advice and solutions,” Barnhart 
continues. “When it comes to major financial decisions, 
most customers want a face-to-face conversation, so our 
emphasis is more on in-depth conversations versus routine 
transactions, which can usually be done via our ATMs, online 
or mobile options.”

The Branch Design
The pop-up branch at 20 feet by 8 feet is created from a 
shipping container. At 8,000 pounds, it is delivered to the 
site in one piece via flatbed truck.  

PNC  Bank has developed this small-sized pop-up bank that can be quickly located in spots where 
the bank might want to erect a more permanent facility. The branch is staffed by consultants who 
use tablets to demonstrate online and mobile services.

PNC Bank’s pop-up branch is only 20 feet by 8 feet in size.
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The Technology
Consultants use iPads to demonstrate online and mobile 
services, such as PNC Virtual Wallet and Cash Flow Insight 
for small businesses. For routine transactions, a “smart” 
ATM will be available 24 hours a day for customers to easily 
withdraw cash (including $1 bills), cash checks or deposit 
checks or cash into their accounts.

The Staff
Instead of tellers, the branch will be staffed by financial services 
consultants who will open new accounts and personal loans 
along with making referrals for a PNC mortgage, investments, 
merchant services or other products.

Is the United States going down Sweden’s path?
Looking across categories, some clear trends emerge.

Networks are becoming more tailored. Each of the banks we 
spoke to are looking at its branch network as an integrated system 
of options that it will deploy to meet the needs of individual 
markets and its business needs. There is no more one size fits all.

Branches are becoming much smaller. Technology, lower 
staffing levels and less cash handling has allowed “full ser-
vice” to be delivered at under 2,000 square feet. Open floor 
plans and mobile technologies enable casual (and efficient) 
interactions between staff and customers.

Technology is changing the nature of both teller and 
traditional platform transactions. Most of the banks we 
spoke to are transitioning the majority of teller transactions 
to high-function ATMs and a part of their sales support to 
video conferencing to “centers of expertise.”

All of these branch tests were using a universal associate 
model with every staff member conducting a wide range of 
functions. Some are encouraging staff to grow their expertise 
into specific high-value functions such as investment sales, 
home lending or business banking.

“While it is highly unlikely that the U.S. market will follow 
exactly the same development curve or arrive at precisely the 
same end-point, Sweden provides interesting insights into 
the future of retail banking and important lessons on mak-
ing the transformation smooth. Given the pace of change in 
the market, the economic imperatives and long lead times 
associated with a change of this magnitude, banks can’t afford 
to wait to set their strategies once a ‘future standard’ emerges 
in the United States,” Spence concludes. n
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