by Jessa Hollett Barniol

Quiet music pipes in as customers sip coffee.
Some are milling around making conversation
while others are perched on chic barstools or
curled in mammoth easy chairs, their fingers
fluttering away on laptop keyboards or cell phone
keys. Is this a bank or a coffee shop?
It’s the new concept bank, where comfort trumps formality and the hard and fast convenience of the Internet is
supplemented with a different, slower kind of convenience. According to many bankers, designers and
developers, the days of echoing monolith bank buildings
of marble and granite, or buildings full of fluorescent
lighting and colorless cubicles, may be numbered.
This phenomenon has many names: “Relational”
or “Dialogue” Banking, the “Retail” or “Boutique”
Experience, the “Lounge-Style” or “Coffee Shop-Style”
branch, or the “Storefront Approach,” but they all have
one thing in common; they’re trying to add a human,
homey element to banking.
“We’re trying to combine a traditional branch with a
coffee shop look,” said Nancy Kinder, director of marketing
10

TEXAS BANKING

for FC Holdings, describing the décor of First Community
Bank in Houston. “To us, the best compliment we can get
is when customers tell us, ‘I feel like I’m in Starbucks.’ It
takes the traditional marble and granite feel and replaces
it with something more warm and welcoming. Not that
marble and granite are bad. Marble and granite convey
solidity, permanence, strength. But the comfort and
warmth approach makes people feel comfortable about
their money.”
Paul Olivier, executive vice president of consumer
banking at Frost Bank, says that it’s more complicated
than just adding a coffee machine and a few easy chairs.
“The old buildings communicate safety, prudence, stability, permanence,” Olivier said. “The trick is to try and
keep that feel while also bringing elements of comfort,

warmth, a personal experience. And to top it off, it also
has to communicate high-tech.”
As if that weren’t enough, this tall list of design tips is
coupled with something a little harder to find: the right
kind of employees. “The design is just part of the broader
strategy,” said Chris McClung, vice president of operations at Design Build Concepts in Atlanta, a design and
construction firm that operates throughout the
Southwest. “A big part of it is in the employee training.
The retail environment helps, but in the end it will be the
employees, not the coffee-shop look, that will make the
business thrive.”
McClung said that the interior design of the branch
has to go hand-in-hand with what he calls “dialogue
banking,” where customers are engaged on a personal
level from the moment they step in the front door of the
bank.
“With dialogue banking, you’re able to build a relationship with a customer, as opposed to just performing a
transaction for them,” McClung said. “There are more
opportunities for sales when there’s a relationship there.
This helps with building multiple banking relationships
with one customer, as opposed to having many customers
that all have only a checking account.”

Radical beginnings
Jim Hawkes, financial services market group leader for
RS&H, a design and engineering firm in 11 states, says
the “new concept bank” is not as new as it seems. “It’s a
shift that’s been happening for years,” Hawkes said.
“Banks are moving away from a transactional style of
banking and into a relational style. It’s more about oneon-one relationships, about breaking the barrier between
the customer and the institution. It’s about greeting
somebody with a smile and letting them know they’re
important.”
According to Hawkes, the shift began with Washington
Mutual’s “Occasio” branch concept. The patented
approach combined banking and customer service in a
way that resembled a retail setting. “They viewed their
products as commodities, and so, like any commodities,
good salesmanship was required to sell them,” Hawkes
said. “It was revolutionary for its time.” However, Hawkes
said, the concept did have a few hang-ups; “It was almost
too radical,” he said. The obvious gravitation toward the
young, hip and savvy generation had a tendency to alienate older customers. The free-standing teller towers with
no apparent customer queue structure were a constant
cause of confusion. And, during busy times, the bank
could become almost chaotic.
“The new concept is a hybrid that blends this concept
with a more traditional bank setting,” Hawkes said. “The
selling point isn’t just to be cool. The bank is not pretending to be a Starbucks. What it’s really trying to do is
convey a sense that the bank really cares about the customer, that the bank is a consultant, not just a friend.
And it’s a concept that’s winning all over the country.”

The Starbucks factor
While some banks are simply incorporating a coffee shop
feel into the bank branch itself, other banks are getting
the same kind of exposure through mere proximity to a
coffee shop. One such example is the First National Bank
of Bastrop, which has a free-standing branch with a

Top, First Victoria Bank in Bryan/College Station, designed by Sandra
Haltner of Haltner H.A.I., LLC, who won a design award for the project.
Above, the Frost Room at the Austin La Frontera branch of Frost Bank.
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Starbucks housed under the same roof. The bank’s president, Reid Sharp, says it was a practical matter before a
marketing matter.
“The Starbucks idea started as a way to cut costs,
that’s all,” Sharp said. “We knew if we took in a tenant, it
would help to pay the bills on the property. But it’s been
an unexpected blessing. The two businesses are technically separate, but both open at 6 a.m., and it’s good for
Starbucks to get the bank traffic and it’s good for the
bank to get the Starbucks traffic. It’s a win-win situation.”
Sharp also said that sharing a space with Starbucks is
like a status symbol for the bank. “We’re a small town,
and Starbucks has a sort of urban, up-and-coming prominence to it,” Sharp said. “I still remember when the first
Pizza Hut opened in Bastrop. When we got a McDonalds
and a Wal-Mart, we knew we were on the map. Starbucks
is like that.”
Other banks simply have a coffee bar inside the actual
branch. First National Bank Town Square in Southlake, a
branch of First National Bank of Wichita Falls, is one
such branch. The lobby of the branch, with easy chairs,
flat screen televisions and a self-serve exotic coffee bar,
looks more like the lobby of an upscale hotel than a bank
branch. There is also a large conference room inside the
bank branch that is used for community events that
aren’t directly affiliated with the bank. Brady Collier, a
marketing officer for the bank, said that the branch’s
décor has a lot to do with its location and niche.
“The Town Square shopping center was built to be the
center of the community,” Collier said. “So the bank had
to be special. It’s a growing community, but a close-knit
community, and it’s full of high-net worth individuals.”
Collier said that the demographics make Town Square
the perfect place for a non-traditional bank branch. “It’s
boutique-style banking,” Collier said. “When you have
fewer customers, and the quality of customer is important, it really places an emphasis on relationships.”
Design Build Concepts is currently working on a project in what McClung calls “an up-and-coming area with
lots of college traffic,” where a full-service coffee shop will
be integrated into a bank branch. What will make this
branch unique, though, is that workers from the bank
will be milling around inside the coffee shop to get to
know customers and try and create sales. “It creates
better service for the customers and more sales opportunities for the bank,” McClung said. “The longer you can
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keep a customer in the branch and get to know them, the
more selling points there are. And the more satisfaction
the customer gets that they’re being treated well.”

Sheer creativity
Coffee and easy chairs aren’t the only way to make a
branch inviting or to get customers to linger, however.
Reid Sharp of the First National Bank of Bastrop
describes the importance of sheer creativity in attracting
customers. Some of the bank’s other branches, aside from
the branch that shares a building with the Starbucks,
have unusual features that draw people in.
Their main bank building is a renovated HEB building
that had gone out of business. They bought the building
for well below its value, as long as they promised not to
sell groceries there. “That wasn’t a problem for us,” Sharp
said, laughing. The high walls of the new two-story bank
building are flanked by a large and intricate mural that
details events in the history of Bastrop, the third-oldest
Texas city, from the time of Spanish exploration to the
present day. Sometimes tourists and school groups stop
by the bank just to see the mural.
Another of the bank’s unusual incarnations is a renovated gas station that had a historical building from the
1920s on the property. “We foreclosed on the property, and
it was an eyesore,” Sharp said. “But we liked the idea of
the antique building, and at the time we were thinking of
putting in an ATM downtown, so we combined the two
ideas and renovated the gas station into the ‘Cash
Station.’ It’s now our busiest ATM.”
Sandra Haltner, president of Haltner H.A.I., LLC, a
concept-to-completion design and construction firm, won
an award for her involvement in a non-traditional bank
branch. She won the top commercial space award from
the American Society of Interior Designers in 2007 for
her design of First Victoria Bank in Bryan/College
Station. The construction of the bank, which also shares a
building with a Starbucks, presented Haltner with some
unusual challenges. “The space for the bank was only 19
feet by 70 feet,” Haltner said. “But with all the college
traffic and the proximity to Starbucks, we and the bank
saw a unique opportunity to do something interesting.”
The result is the award-winning space, filled with curves
and glass, that somehow hides and takes advantage of
the space’s bowling-alley proportions at the same time.
“Whether it’s just thoughtful design, a coffee bar or
just good customer service, it’s all about getting back to

basics,” Haltner said. “In the high-tech world, people feel
that they’ve lost their personal relationship with their
banker. These kinds of concepts are an invitation to spend
time there, to get to know your banker, to enjoy the
atmosphere.”
Jim Hawkes of RS&H said the atmosphere is definitely important. “It’s about putting your best foot
forward,” he said. “When company is coming over, you
pick up around the house and make sure everything looks
its best. This is just treating your branch like home.”

Practical matters
Banks that are considering a shift to a new concept have
to take certain practical concerns into account. The first
of these concerns is that an Internet presence for the
bank is vital.
“The only downside to an overly comfortable branch,”
said Collier of First National Bank Town Square, “is that
you have to sacrifice a fast-paced, high-efficiency atmosphere in favor of quality of service. But luckily, the
efficiency side can be made up with the convenience of
Internet banking.”
Hawkes of RS&H said that new concept branches go
hand-in-hand with Internet banking. “There’s an ultimate
goal to make customers more self-sufficient,” Hawkes
said. “You can weed simple transactions out of the bank
building so the staff can be used to garner more profitable business. And that more profitable business is
better conducted in a relaxed, personal setting.”
McClung of Design Build Concepts agrees. “It has
become more of a relationship-driven market,” he said.
“The Internet negates human interaction, but then again,
so does a mechanical transaction by a bored teller with a
long line. This approach is trying to, literally, get people’s
attention, get them in the door, and then engage them,
educate them and give them value that they can’t get
anywhere else.”
Kinder of First Community Holdings said that there is
plenty of room for both online banking and comfortable
branches. “Many people enjoy both,” she said. “Each is a
different type of convenience and comfort. Particularly in
an urban area, people on the road a lot may stop to do
work in lobby, or stop between appointments or to meet
appointments in the bank lobby. That’s when you know
you’ve made it.”
Another practical concern is the need for different
equipment in order to create a new concept branch. Aside

from obvious purchases like computers and wireless
Internet, new furniture or coffee equipment, Hawkes of
RS&H says a new teller concept can be executed with an
unusual piece of machinery: a teller cash recycler. This
device is part-ATM, part-freestanding safe, and is operated by the teller during simple transactions like
deposits, withdrawals and check cashing. “It’s completely
changing the whole ‘handing you your money from behind
a cage’ paradigm,” Hawkes said. The cash recycler allows
tellers to stand in a central location in the bank, rather
than along the back wall. It also eliminates the need for
tellers to carry cash drawers from a back room to a freestanding teller pod, which doesn’t appear at all secure to
customers in the bank during a shift change. “The downside is that they’re still very expensive,” Hawkes said.
“One cash recycler costs over twice as much as a normal
teller cash dispenser. But in a few years, they may come
down in cost, and you’ll start to see more of those.”
To Olivier of Frost Bank, the most important practical
concern is branding. Olivier said that Frost Bank, which
markets itself as being a uniquely Texas bank, reflects its
marketing in the branch itself. Two Austin branch locations contain such Texas icons as replicas of historic
maps; photographs from around Texas taken by renowned
Texan photographers and an enlarged money plate of the
Texas redback, a bill used in the Republic of Texas. There
is even a cast-iron bootscrape tucked in one corner of a
lounge where most of the bank’s business is conducted
with customers and employees sitting side by side, working on wireless laptops. “This concept, and the absence of
traditional desks, brings with it an absence of the clutter
that a lot of traditional banks have,” Olivier said. “Plus
it’s an experience; it’s an ambience. It’s a certain way of
dealing with people. It’s high tech and high touch at the
same time.”
Olivier says that branding is, arguably, even more
important than saving money. “We’ve been told on several
occasions how we could cut costs if we needed to,” Olivier
said. “But we won’t do it if hurts the customer’s experience.
Our customers have come to expect a different experience
from us, and that’s actually worth more in the end.”

Where it works
The new concept branch is surprisingly versatile, managing to reach customers of all ages in both urban and rural
settings. “It’s attractive to everybody,” said Kinder of FC
see “New concept,” p. 36

Far left, First National Bank Town Square in Southlake, a branch of First National Bank of Wichita Falls. Near left, First Community Bank in Houston.
Above, the unusual mural in the First National Bank of Bastrop details events in the history of the town. Right, a Jacksonville, Fla. branch of Everbank, a
previously Internet-only bank, designed by RS&H Inc.
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