
Introduction
The financial services industry no longer belongs exclusively to big banks. As digital brands grow more popular with 
consumers and niche institutions (e.g., investment firms, credit unions and more) expand their services and offerings, 
the pressure is on for all financial services companies to step up their game by showcasing their wide range of 
services, proving they’re trustworthy and enhancing their customer service. Given this reality, it’s time to take a hard 
look at the story financial services companies tell new and existing customers.

Based on a survey of 1,000 financial services customers, the following report details consumers’ priorities as they 
progress along their journey with financial services companies – from the first time they hear about a brand through 
their first engagement to brand loyalty. Read on to learn how to best communicate with your customers each step of 
the way.

Key findings
• Friends and family are financial advisors: Forty-three percent of respondents said they first heard about the 

financial services provider they most recently started using through a recommendation from friends or family.

• Transparency leads to trust: When asked about the factors that most influence their trust in a financial services 
company they’d never used before, 57% of consumers ranked comprehensive, up-front information about a 
company’s services, rates and fees as their top choice.

• Inertia is powerful when it comes to financial services: Seventy-two percent of customers say they are not 
considering switching to a new financial services company.
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Acquisition

Financial services customers prioritize practicality
When it comes to selecting a new financial institution, customers say that practical, bread-and-butter variables like 
interest rates, range of services and convenience of locations are the most important service factors. Factors like 
customer service and convenient enrollment processes are less important at this stage.

Forty-two percent of consumers report that competitive rates and fees are the most significant factor when 
considering new financial services companies. More than a fifth (22%) say the variety of available services is the most 
important consideration, and the proximity of physical locations (e.g., banks or ATMs) comes in third at 10%.

Service factors that influence consumers to use a financial services provider 
they’ve never used before, ranked
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fees compare to 

those of other 
financial 
services

companies
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Acquisition

Generational spotlight
Many of the factors influencing consumers’ decisions to use a new 
financial institution for the first time remained consistent across 
generations, with slight variations.

Younger customers emphasized trust less than their older 
counterparts. Only 14% of 18-21 year-olds and 19% of 22-37 year-olds 
included trust in the company to protect personal information in their 
top three choices, compared to 34% of 38-52 year-olds and 47% of 
53-71 year-olds.

Additionally, while the ability to use a mobile app was not the most 
popular factor for any generation, younger consumers were much more 
likely to prioritize it. Forty-two percent of 18-21 year-olds include the 
factor in their top three considerations, as well as 37% of 21-37 year-
olds — compared to 34% of 38-52 year-olds and only 18% of 53-71 year-
olds who say the same.

Turning findings into action

Show, don’t tell

The online bank Ally attracts customers by promoting
its high interest rates for savings accounts — Ally
shows exactly how many times its interest rate has
increased in recent years. Similarly, Wealthfront’s
social campaigns highlight its competitive savings
rate boldly and directly.
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Acquisition

Diversify your offerings 

Range of services is the second-most significant factor for customers of all ages. As companies that haven’t 
traditionally been considered competitors to banks begin to expand their services (e.g., Robinhood, Wealthfront and 
others), more traditional players need to cater to customers by adding complementary services beyond the staples 
that are now considered table stakes. For example, consider offering bank-agnostic money transfers (supported by 
integrations with brands like Zelle or Paypal), tax services such as those offered by TurboTax, or free credit monitoring 
services offered by brands like Credit Karma.

Highlight your convenient online services and features 

Proximity to physical locations is a much lower priority for customers than it was a decade ago. Many customers just 
don’t need to visit physical locations anymore — and they don’t want to. Highlight the flexibility of your online services 
and features to show how convenient it is to be a customer. For example, the personal finance company SoFi does 
it right by letting customers know immediately that the application process is simple and exclusively online, without 
requiring them to go to a branch or mail documents.
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Acquisition

Transparency leads to trust
As data breaches and cyber attacks proliferate,1 security and trust are critical factors for consumers. The good news 
is that in general, people trust banks with their data.2 Still, you can’t remain complacent when it comes to earning 
consumers’ goodwill.

Consumers are most likely to trust a company if it provides specific information about rates and fees up front. 
Fifty-seven percent rank this as the most important factor when it comes to trust, above factors like proactive 
communication about security (26%), seamless enrollment (11%) and user testimonials (6%).

Factors that influence consumers to trust a financial services provider they’ve 
never used before, ranked

The company provides enough
information about its services,
rates and fees up front

57%

The company proactively
communicates that my personal
information would be secure

26%

The enrollment/application
experience is seamless

11%

There is user-generated content
or testimonials available

 6%

Turning findings into action

Emphasize data security from the beginning

Reassure customers before they sign on that privacy 
and security are top priorities. When new members sign 
on to Ally’s service, for example, the brand highlights the 
ways they can protect their information.
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Acquisition

Don’t bury the details 

Customers want clear, accessible information 
about rates and fees. Lead with practical content 
that helps them make an informed decision. 
SoFi, for instance, provides an online calculator 
that lets customers easily calculate the payoff 
dates of their current loans and compare their 
payment terms with SoFi’s own loan offerings.

Unique and relevant content drives acquisition
When assessing the marketing efforts of financial companies they’re currently not using, 52% of consumers ranked 
relevance as the most important factor. If you’re not communicating with your customers about the services they are 
interested in, you’ve lost them before you get to know them. For example, if you know based on third-party data that 
a consumer has recently had a child, your first point of contact shouldn’t be a standard offer for opening a checking 
account. Instead, you should highlight financial planning options that include long term savings for college, child care 
and more.

Additionally, when considering new financial services companies, consumers value unique or exciting messaging 
(15% rank it as the most influential factor) as much as messages that build trust with the company (14%), so don’t 
overlook the importance of delivering content that inspires, surprises and delights.

Marketing factors that influence consumers to use a financial services provider 
they’ve never used before, ranked

The content is 
relevant to my needs

 52%

The content is 
unique or exciting

 15%

The messages are 
delivered where I 

prefer to see them

 11%

The content includes 
reviews of the services or 

customer testimonials

 9%
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Acquisition

Turning findings into action

Use browsing habits to personalize content

Even if a customer hasn’t engaged much with your brand, you should use whatever data is available to ensure they’re 
receiving relevant information. For example, target a customer who has browsed your website’s page about auto 
loans with information about your rates and offers in that specific category.

Use browsing habits to personalize content

After the 2008 recession and recent events like the Wells Fargo account fraud scandal, customers are wary of big 
banks. You need to show them that your institution deserves trust. Recently, Bank of America’s rebrand3 (which 
included a new logo) positioned the bank as a tool for improving customers’ lives, asking them: “What would you like 
the power to do?” In doing so, the brand tells a value-based, consumer-focused story.
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Acquisition

Family and friends are financial advisors
More than 40% of customers selected their last financial services company based on the recommendation of family 
and friends. Additionally, more than half (53%) say they chose not to use a company because of negative feedback 
from family/friends.

Google is lower on the list than one might expect, with only 9% reporting they used the search engine to find their last 
financial services provider.

Generational spotlight
Younger consumers rely even more heavily on their network, with 67% 
of 18-21 year-olds and 56% of 21-37 year-olds saying negative word-of-
mouth has deterred them from using financial services companies they 
haven’t previously used. For younger consumers, financial decisions 
can be intimidating, so input from their family and friends supports 
their decision-making. First checking accounts and student loans, for 
example, are major financial milestones that require parental sign-off, 
so it’s critical that financial institutions appeal to both the younger 
consumer and the adult who ultimately approves the decision.

The next most influential resources for selecting a new financial 
services institution rank far below personal recommendations and 
include rate comparison sites like the Penny Hoarder or Nerdwallet 
(13%) and traditional marketing like television ads or direct mail (11%). 
Younger consumers are slightly more likely to use a rate comparison 
site (25% of 18-21 year-olds and 17% of 22-37 year-olds) than their 
older counterparts.

Think of the last time you used a financial services company you’ve never used 
before. Where did you first hear about the company?

Recommendation from friends/family 43%

Rate comparison website like bankrate.com or
nerdwallet.com

 13%

Traditional marketing from the financial services 
company

 11%

Google search  9%

Recommendation from a store or company 
where I’m making a large purchase

  8%

Well-known financial experts or television shows  5%

Digital marketing by the financial services company  5%

News and media   3%
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Acquisition

Turning findings into action

If you can win over friends and family, you 
can win new customers

Incentivize current customers to share their 
experiences with your brand. Chase, for 
example, offers additional points to existing 
customers who refer friends and family using 
individual codes. And Venmo makes it easy 
to invite new users to download the app so 
customers can easily split costs.

Create shareable content across channels

There’s no clear winner when it comes 
to the channels that drive customer 
acquisition. That said, you have to be a 
jack-of-all trades and test your messaging 
as well as the channels it’s deployed to 
determine what works for your company 
and the audience you are targeting.

Highlight customer reviews from your own 
website as well as App Store reviews and 
rate comparison sites. Create shareable 
content for social so friends and family can 
easily promote your brand in their circles of 
influence.
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Retention

Customers are hesitant to switch financial services companies
Seventy-two percent of customers say they are not considering switching to a new financial services company.

Generational spotlight
Younger consumers are less loyal, with 40% of 18-21 year-olds and 35% 
of 22-37 year-olds saying they are considering a move (compared to 
only 12% and 9% of 53-71 and 72+, respectively).

Additionally, input from family and friends matters less to customers once they’re sold on your services. Still, it’s 
concerning that over a third (36%) say negative feedback has motivated them to leave a financial services company 
they already use.

say negative feedback has motivated them to leave a 
financial services company

1 in 3 respondents
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Retention

Turning findings into action

Help customers create habits

A significant amount of research and thought 
goes into choosing a financial services company, 
so it’s understandable that financial services 
customers are stickier than customers in other 
industries (e.g., retail). That said, consumers’ 
financial situations can change significantly over 
time. A new job, a marriage or a changing family 
situation can impact what a consumer needs from 
their financial services provider. Financial services 
providers should leverage customer lifecycle 
and journey mapping strategies to ensure they 
understand when consumers are likely to change 
institutions so they don’t lose their opportunity to 
re-engage.

Integrate your products and services into your 
customers’ lives so using them becomes a habit 
(e.g., easy cash transfers using PayPal or Zelle). 
Venmo took this opportunity by offering a credit 
card connected directly to the app, making it easy 
to track purchases and cash transfers. The easy 
integration of services into customers’ daily lives 
raises the barrier for switching to a competitor.
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Retention

Serve as a friendly guide for younger customers

Younger customers are most likely to consider new 
companies, since many are using certain financial 
services for the first time (e.g., car loans, home 
loans). Faced with new economic realities (like 
declining rates of home ownership),4 they’re also 
likely to have different concerns than their parents 
did at their age. Offer informative, engaging 
content to younger users to walk them through 
major milestones, ease anxiety and provide 
answers to their questions.

Don’t be afraid to speak younger customers’ 
language, either — financial services companies 
don’t have to be stuffy. The Chime mobile banking 
app takes a youthful approach to branding 
and content, from its tagline (“Banking made 
awesome”) to its Buzzfeed-style educational 
content that specifically addresses the concerns
of a younger audience.
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Retention

Financial services companies fumble messaging
Forty-two percent of consumers rarely or never receive relevant marketing communications from financial services 
companies they’ve used before or are currently using.

Nearly a quarter (22%) say they hear too frequently from companies across channels including email, SMS, push 
notifications, social media and display ads on average, while 8% say they do not hear from those same companies 
often enough.

How do you feel about the frequency with which financial services companies 
where you have an active account communicate with you 

through the following digital channels?

19%

77%

 4%

Email SMS Social media Display adsPush 
notifications

18%

71%

11%

21%

70%

 10%

24%

67%

9%

29%

64%

 7%

Too frequently Just right Not frequently enough

Additionally, approximately 41% of customers say they rarely or never receive relevant communications from 
brands after they’ve already been using their services. Considering the importance of relevant marketing messages 
throughout the customer lifecycle, there’s no excuse for targeting customers you already have with content they don’t 
care about.

pg. 13



Retention

Generational spotlight
Generation Z (18-21 year-olds) were significantly more likely across 
almost all channels to report brands were communicating with them 
too frequently. This indicates that these young consumers are more 
independent than their older counterparts. They want to approach 
brands on their terms and dislike receiving messages that 
feel disruptive.

• 37% of 18-21 year-olds say they receive emails too frequently, 
compared to 24% of 22-37 year-olds, 22% of 38-52 year-olds and 
just 8% of 53-71 year-olds

• 25% of 18-21 year-olds receive text messages too frequently, 
compared to 19% of 22-37 year-olds, 18% of 38-52 year-olds and 
14% of 53-71 year-olds

• 31% of 18-21 year-olds receive social media communications too 
frequently, compared to 21% of 22-37 year-olds, 28% of 38-52 year-
olds and 21% of 53-71 year-olds

• 45% of 18-21 year-olds receive display ads too frequently, 
compared to 30% of 22-37 year-olds and 38-52 year-olds and 25% 
of 53-71 year-olds

After you’ve used a service or become a customer of a financial services company, 
how often do you receive marketing materials that you find relevant?

40%

Often 
(+50% of the time)

19%

Always

 6%

Never

36%

Sometimes
(<50% of the time)
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Retention

Turning findings into action

Educational content is key

More than four out of 10 financial services 
companies are missing huge opportunities to 

provide customers exciting and helpful content. To 
keep customers around long term, don’t just self-
promote. Create relevant educational content that 
indirectly relates to your offerings.

For instance, publish content that helps customers 
create effective budgets for their lifestyles, develop 
plans to pay off student loans or create timelines 
for savings goals.

Fidelity, for example, allows users to play with 
an interactive timeline that projects how much 
money they would save by adjusting their 
401k contributions. Also, Capital One provides 
a Learning Center with answers to common 
questions customers may have.

Personalize by age

Use smart tools and dynamic content modules to 
deliver the right content to your customers as they 
reach certain milestones like buying their first car 
or home, saving for their children’s college tuition 
or preparing for retirement. If you’re targeting 
urban 20-year-olds with content about buying their 
first house, for example, you might come across as 
out of touch with their needs.

One example: Ally sends targeted emails to 
younger users to teach them about the importance 
of investing aggressively and early as they begin 
their careers.

Ask customers what they want directly via preference centers

Use preference centers to understand how frequently customers want to hear from you, what financial goals are on 
their minds, and where they want to interact with your brand — whether by email, through text messages, via your app, 
on social media or other channels.
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Loyalty

Loyal customers remain consistent in their demands
Many of the same practical concerns that motivate first-time conversions from consumers also drive loyalty. When 
asked to rank the factors that most influenced them to remain loyal to a financial services company, consumers’ 
responses included:

Factors consumers say most influence them to remain loyal to a 
financial services company

How rates and fees compare to other 
financial services companies

 43%

Variety of services available 19%

Proximity of physical branches/amenities  9%

Trustworthiness of the company  9%

Trust in the company to protect their information  8%

Quality of customer service  5%

Ability to manage services via a mobile app  4%

Other  4%

While just 8% of consumers chose trust as their number one loyalty driver, almost a third (31%) ranked it among their 
top three loyalty drivers — emphasizing the need for brands to consistently reassure customers that their data is 
protected adequately.
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Loyalty

Generational spotlight
Depending on age, customers have different ideas of what the ideal 
loyalty reward looks like. Younger consumers prioritize perks over 
credit card points when it comes to loyalty. In fact, older customers 
are twice as likely to want points over perks compared to their younger 
counterparts.

• 35% of 18-21 year-olds and 40% of 22-37 year-olds say early access 
to new products/services is their most preferred loyalty reward, 
compared to 33% of 38-52 year olds, 17% of 53-71 year-olds, and 
just 6% of 72+

• 29% of 18-21 year-olds and 22% of 22-37 year-olds say access to 
perks is their number one loyalty reward, compared to 18% of 38-52 
year-olds, 12% of 53-71 year-olds and 13% of 72+

• 17% of 18-21 year-olds and 15% of 22-37 year-olds say credit card 
points is their number one loyalty reward, compared to 22% of 38-
52 year-olds, 31% of 53-71 year-olds and 38% of 72+

Turning findings into action

Look beyond credit card points

Credit card points programs are popular and effective, 
but they can’t be your only tactic when it comes to 
cementing customer loyalty. Give customers creative 
benefits and perks that extend beyond accruing points 
for store or hospitality credits. For example, Capital One 
owns coffee shops that not only offer discounted food 
and beverages for credit card holders, but also serve 
as spots for community classes that teach participants 
about budget creation, loan management and more.

It’s especially important to consider younger 
generations’ preference for experiences5 over material 
purchases. For example, Chase promotes its Sapphire 
credit card with the “Summer of Sapphire,” offering 
exclusive tickets to a diverse selection of events 
for cardholders.
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Loyalty

Learn from customer behavior and tailor offers accordingly

Analyze customer behavior, including which messages they’re engaging with and which offers they’ve taken you up 
on. For example, if they’ve never interacted with a car financing offer but they frequently log in to track and redeem 
travel points, promote a credit card with good travel perks instead of highlighting offers they aren’t interested in.

Stick to your data privacy promise

Trust is assumed until it’s broken. It’s important to include reminders of the efforts you take to continue to protect 
customer information to prove you deserve their trust. When Discover added Apple Pay support, the brand 
immediately reassured customers upfront that their security would not be compromised by using the new feature.

Show your customers you appreciate and trust them

Reward customers for their loyalty with trust. For example, extend automatic credit card spend increases if they
are eligible.

A look at 
loyalty 
in the 
financial 
services 
industry
Loyalty strategies are effective in the financial 
services industry. In fact, 73% of consumers 
say rewards strengthen their loyalty. However, 
older customers are less likely to prioritize 
loyalty rewards in general. On average, 79% of 
customers aged 18-37 say rewards influence 
their decision to remain loyal to a company, 
compared to 56% of customers aged 52 or 
above. Additionally, younger customers are 
more likely to say they are satisfied with 
loyalty efforts than their older counterparts.

Sixty-six percent say their financial institution 
does a good job of rewarding them for their 
loyalty, while 34% say they don’t.
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Conclusion
To thrive in the financial services market, tell your customers want they need to hear

It’s important to understand what your customers want at every stage of your relationship — and to provide them 
with engaging, informative content that is relevant to their needs. That might look different for consumers across 
generations, but that doesn’t let you off the hook. Whether walking a younger consumer through the process of 
applying for their first car loan or helping an aging customer plan for their upcoming retirement, you must strive to be 
clear, helpful and relevant.

As leading brands reshape what consumers expect from financial services companies, your ability to cater to 
customer needs, refine your offerings and perfect the frequency and relevance of your messaging will be instrumental 
in acquiring and retaining new customers.

Methodology
In April of 2019, Data Axle surveyed 1,000 consumers who have used a financial services company in the
past year. The age breakdown of consumers surveyed is as follows:

• 18 – 21 – 7.5% (75)
• 22 – 37 – 30.1% (301)
• 38 – 52 – 29.4% (294)
• 53 – 71 – 29.8% (298)
•          72+ – 3.2% (32)

The total percentage represented in the charts in this report may not add up to 100 due to rounding.

Sources
1 https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2018/12/28/data-breaches-2018-billions-hit-growing-number-
cyberattacks/2413411002/ 
 
2 https://www.forbes.com/sites/alanmcintyre/2019/03/25/people-trust-banks-but-banks-need-to-continue-to-earn-
that-trust#5f9d20d23472 

3 https://thefinancialbrand.com/80393/bank-of-america-bofa-cmo-brand-refresh-campaign/
 
4 https://www.cnbc.com/2018/10/25/the-homeownership-rate-is-falling-among-millennials-heres-why.html
 
5 https://www.wsj.com/articles/millennials-prize-experiences-now-so-do-travel-companies-11560160800

Contact Us
Phone  1.866.DATAXLE   •   Email  sales@data-axle.com   •   Website  data-axle.com
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