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“20% of respondents 
who would prefer to bank 
with a community bank, 
actually chose a regional 

bank instead because 
they found community 
banks to be lacking in 

products and services…

National Banks

Overwhelmingly, customers see the major 
advantage of national banks to be convenience 
and access. Specifically, the perceived ability to 
access branches and ATMs while travelling was 
cited by more than 90% of respondents. This level 
of access is reassuring to customers in a number of 
ways: Banking is perceived to be easier, there is a 
greater sense of security should urgent needs arise 
while out of town, and customers perceive that 
they are able to avoid ATM fees. Also, for a growing 
number of Americans in retirement, having their 
local bank available in both their summer and 
winter residences is a huge plus.

Very few customers (<5%) extend their perception 
of superior convenience and access to the online 
and mobile tools offered by national banks. There 
was no reference made to superior product range, 
service quality, or greater expertise as reasons why 
customers of National Banks chose them.

Approximately 12% of customers perceive 
national banks to be less responsive to the needs 
of customers and, at worst, more self-serving 
and more likely to engage in dubious business 
practices that support earnings and profit at the 
expense of the customer. There is a strong sense of 
distrust and dislike of national banks as a result.

Regional Banks

The reasons given by customers of regional banks 
for their choice are more diverse. Convenience 
remains an important consideration, cited by 15% 
of customers, and is defined as branches and ATMs 
being close to home. 

Service, both in terms of the degree of friendliness 
but also in terms of the ease with which problems 
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can be resolved, is also an important consideration. 
Interestingly, many customers perceive that regional 
banks are able to appear friendly while retaining 
their professionalism, unlike community banks, who 
they perceive to be gossipy and unprofessional.

The size of regional banks translates to financial 
security in the minds of consumers and is a driver 
of choice for customers of these banks. 20% of 
respondents who would prefer to bank with 
a community bank, actually chose a regional 
bank instead because they found community 
banks to be lacking in products and services and 
were fearful that they would be purchased – an 
occurrence they perceived happened frequently. 

Community Banks

Community banks benefit from customers’ broad 
interpretation of the benefits of supporting 
“local” businesses. To 32% of community bank 
customers, local means keeping money working 
in the local community, supporting local 
organizations through philanthropic efforts, and 
fostering a shared interest in the success of the 
local community. The last point extends into the 
perceived motivations and business practices 
of community banks: Customers believe that 
community banks are more likely to be “invested 
in the community,” and “to do the right thing” 
because their practices are more transparent to 
the local community of which they are part. For 
community bank customers, local ownership is a 
powerful message. Community bank customers 
also cite service as a primary reason they chose 
their bank: 14% believe customer service is better 
at community banks, with the primary difference 
being the friendliness of the staff.

”

In the fall of 2014, Galapagos conducted research into consumers’ familiarity with and perceptions 
of financial institutions. The research was undertaken via an online survey with 664 users of financial 
services, age 22-74. Each survey participant was identified as the primary or co-primary household 
decision-maker for banking choices. The online survey consisted of 36 questions. Sampling error is 
+/- four percent at a 95% confidence level.

Why customers chose the providers they did
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Over 30% of customers see their choice of credit 
unions being predicated on better rates and lower 
fees, with a large subset of customers recognizing 
that these benefits are attributed to credit unions’ 
non-profit status.

22% of credit union customers demonstrate a 
contempt for and intense dislike of banks. The profit 
motive is blamed for banks’ unethical business 
practices, greed, and a lack of focus on the customer.

17% perceive that membership equates to 
ownership and, as a result, the credit union is 
beholden to no-one – particularly shareholders, 
CEOs, or the government – other than the member.

Credit Unions

41% of customers in the survey preferred credit 
unions, a significant majority.

Many of the reasons why customers choose 
community banks apply to the selection of credit 
unions also. Customer service is judged to be more 
personal and genuine at a credit union and there 
is a perception that money stays local and benefits 
the community in which the customer lives and 
works. However, three reasons dominate the choice 
of credit unions: 1) Price, 2) Distrust of and contempt 
for banks; and 3) A sense of personal ownership.

“The perceived strengths 
traditionally associated 

with community banks 
are being absorbed by both 
larger banking institutions 

and credit unions.”

The Community Bank Brand: Squeezed From Both Directions
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Takeaways
The perceived strengths traditionally associated with community banks are being absorbed by both larger 
banking institutions and credit unions. Value, friendliness, quality personal service, local convenience, and a 
commitment to the local economy are no longer the exclusive domain of community banks. National banks 
are spending millions on technology in an effort to appear smaller and easier to engage; credit unions are 
investing in greater professionalism while remaining connected to local communities. Community banks 
have to find new ways to reposition their core strengths by engaging customers in an experience that is 
both meaningful, local and personal and keeps them close to the customers they wish to serve.

For more information on the Galapagos Brand Survey findings, contact us at 616-608-7359 or 
visit www.galapagosmarketing.com.


