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ABstract

This study focuses on the financial industry, in particular the retail banking sector and how the structure has become shaped and defined by rapid technological advancements.  The principle aim of this study is to determine whether a physical high-street retail branch remains relevant in the current digital era. 

The review of literature scrutinises previous information, data and research conducted on the technological advancements experienced and the issues surrounding it. A number of theoretical frameworks were applied to highlight the change experienced as new technologies were adopted. 

The research methodology adopted was a positivist qualitative approach. A survey was undertaken to ascertain the present attitude towards the digitalisation of financial services in conjunction to establishing reasons high-street branches remain relevant for the current consumer. 

In conjunction to obtaining primary consumer research, interviews were conducted with a leading financial institution digital management leader to gain commercial insight into the technological advancements experienced and the anticipated movement of strategy to facilitate these.  In addition, following information gained from the pilot questionnaire, an interview was conducted with a manager of a local Health Service Centre to explore potential barriers to accessing finances via digital platforms.

The conclusions imply that whilst adoption of digital banking can be witnessed across a varied demographic, concerns about security still prevail. Whilst the majority of participants accredited the adoption of digital platforms as the result of ease of access and convenience, continuous security threats remain a fundamental determinant of trust and loyalty.  

Furthermore, the research highlighted existing barriers that prevent all consumers from experiencing the same level of service delivery.  Issues that, without a physical retail branch or presence could significantly impact the access consumers have to their finances.  Therefore leading the researcher to recommend that in order to effectively facilitate all consumers, further strategic partnerships need to be formed in order to maintain a physical presence. 
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1. Introduction 

Through rapid developments in technology, the nature in which industries both interact and conduct business with their consumers is vastly diversifying. In addition the current economic environment has become heavily governed by its consumers’ needs and as these continue to alter so must the strategies adopted by financial institutions (Satya Sekhar, 2010).  A notion that arguably the financial sector appear to have adopted through the development and implementation of recent service delivery channels. As consumers become increasingly agile, so must the channels available to them.  For that reason, this research has been prompted to identify the relevance of the high-street branch; a traditional service delivery channel, in what is undisputedly a rapidly emerging digital era.

Historically, within the financial sector, consumers were dependant on a physical banking presence as their primary touch-point to access financial products or services.  Providing the opportunity for face-to-face interaction with businesses representatives, high-street branches remain restricted by both opening hours and geographical location. Such factors, as implied by Costanzo et al (2003) can not only significantly impact consumer’s accessibility and usage but also facilitate their decision to switch to a competitor that offers more flexibility.  

With an emerging ‘24 hour culture’ and continual rapid advancements in technology, the introduction of digital communication channels enabling consumers to access services at any time is expanding.  As suggested by Gardener & Howcroft (1999) businesses have recognised the digital revolution and the need to implement communication channels that deliver an efficient and accessible alternative for consumers. A view supported by Ghorbani (2014) and Trunick (2015), who propose that the need to digitalise the banking sector is not to solely meet the digital expectations of its consumers but to also gain the competitive advantage within the financial market.

A concept, numerous financial institutions appear to have adopted through implementing a fully integrated mobile experience, easily accessible to consumers through their smartphones or tablets without the need to visit a physical branch. Yet with the legacy of high-street branches still predominant today, it raises the question as to what relevance and purpose they serve.

However, whilst there is ample literature written on further aspects of the financial sector, there is minimal material that analyses the value of maintaining a high-street branch presence in the current economic climate. As suggested by McKinsey, (2014) the continued emergence of new technologies question the future of financial institutions maintaining any physical representation. Furthermore MarketLine (2017b) imply that businesses no longer consider maintaining a physical presence as competitive, sustainable or cost effective. Arguably, Trunick (2015) supports the need for consumer choice, and suggests a multi-channel approach best suits the needs of a growing diversified culture.  Although there are strong points in both arguments it is worth exploring the aforementioned issues further to examine the need and relevance in maintaining a physical high-street presence. For that reason, this dissertation endeavours to explore and answer the question of whether physical banking is relevant or redundant in a digital era.

Therefore, this research study aims to analyse the current service delivery strategies utilised by financial institutions within the United Kingdom. 
The research study will satisfy as far as possible the following specific objectives;

1. An in-depth investigation into the current perceptions and attitudes towards digital platforms in the financial sector.
2. Identify if there is still a need for a physical banking branch/point of contact to maintain a competitive advantage.

This study is, in part an expression of the researchers familiarity and keen interest in the current and future financial service delivery strategies being adopted within the United Kingdom. The study endeavours to provide a basis for both consumers and financial institutions to understand how effective service delivery channels can be achieved.

Therefore, qualitative research was conducted that comprised of a semi-structured questionnaire and two individual one-to-one interviews (King & Harrocks, 2010).  Combined, the data provided a valuable insight into the current perceptions of service delivery channels utilised within the financial sector.  Of those participants who completed the official questionnaire 45% were male, and 55% were female, ranging in age from 18 to 60 plus. Stimulatingly 20% of those who completed the questionnaire claimed to have a disability, out of which 58% were impacted from accessing digital online services. The questionnaires was conducted by the researcher across three city centres; Swansea, Carmarthen and Cardiff, during December 2016. For the purpose of the study, participants were approached in an endeavour to achieve an appropriate demographic (Murray, 1997).  The survey was designed and developed on Word, and an analysis of the data was undertaken using Excel. As implied above, a pilot survey was distributed to illustrate any flaws in the preconceived methodology, asses the value of the proposed questions and provide the researcher the opportunity to improve the questionnaire. Furthermore, an exploration into the ethical application of the data collect during the research process was conducted and is later discussed in 3.3.4. 

Throughout the research process, assumptions are made that all participants of the questionnaire and interviews have answered truthfully and of their own accord.  Additionally in the absence of financial resources, the researcher was dependant on the goodwill of the general public to complete the questionnaire, and this could be argued as a resulting factor of achieving a participant success rate of 81%. Furthermore, as discussed earlier in this chapter, questionnaires were conducted in three geographical locations within South Wales and therefore it could be suggested that opinions and views expressed do not represent that of a national or global demographic. Nevertheless, 162 completed questionnaires, provides a foundation that can be utilised as a platform for further research to be established. 
Through this study, theoretical frameworks were applied to identify technological influences that are currently shaping the financial sector. Lewin’s Force Field analysis (1951) illustrates the factors that both supported and resisted the change experienced within the delivery of services as a result of business incorporating digital communication channels. For the purpose of this study, several factors are specifically identified and explored to analyse the wider impact technological adoption has within the financial sector.  In addition, Lewin’s Three Step process (1951) was utilised to identify the stages in which businesses move through during the adoption of change. An adaption of this has been applied to the financial sector to represent the continuous and rapid change currently being experienced.

The thesis is organised as follows;
Chapter one is the introduction, which paves the way to present the subject matter.  In this chapter the aims, objectives and rationale of this research are outlined.  Chapter two delivers an extensive literature review, which provides a critical overview of the emerging technologies within the financial sector. Chapter three explains the research methodology utilised throughout the study process. Chapter four presents the researchers findings and analyse of the primary data collated.  Chapter five provides an overall conclusion and recommendations that may assist financial institutions in delivering a service that meets the expectations of the current consumer market, whilst maintaining a competitive advantage within the financial sector. This evaluation was achieved by drawing conclusions from the literature review and the findings from the research undertaken in chapter four along with a review of the research process, appraisal of the results and recommendations for future research. 
2. Literature review

This chapter introduces the theoretical underpinnings of the study and questions the need for a physical banking presence to satisfy consumers day-to-day banking needs in a digital era.  It also applies ethical theories in evaluating and monitoring the options and feasibility of maintaining a physical presence on the high-street. Finally, a critical exploration of previous research conducted within this area to provide an insight into how financial institutions are endeavouring to maintain a competitive advantage whilst retaining market share within the 21st Century. 

2.1 Evolution of ‘Traditional’ Banking
Davies et al (2010) suggests that the financial system essentially provides three key services to its customers; payment services, intermediation between savers and borrowers, and insurance against risk.  Within the United Kingdom financial system, the banking sector remains a fundamental component and whilst the services are relatively timeless, arguably the characteristics of its supporting system are becoming more frequently subject to change. Historically, consumers would access these services solely through the medium of a physical banking facility, not due to choice but necessity as initially it was the only avenue available. Research has been reviewed to understand the transformation experienced within the financial sector; focusing more predominantly on whether physical retail banking is relevant in the current digital era.  Initially, the diversification experienced within the retail banking environment was conserved for the services provided; consumers were provided choice in the somewhat limited products available to them suggests Ibrahim (2006).  As financial institutions endeavoured to explore opportunities to attract and retain a loyal consumer base the focus progressed onto the services provided and how they could be utilised in order to provide a competitive advantage both locally and globally  (Hunt, 2014).

2.1.1 Physical Retail Banking
Traditional high-street retail banking outlets (Branches) were historically the primary touch-point for consumers and therefore played a crucial role in a business’s ability to interact, service and retain customers. A notion acknowledged by Essvale (2011:76) who implies that “retail banking customers typically prefer the traditional branch as the venue for transacting business with their banks” due to the opportunity for face-to-face interaction.  However, due to branches predominantly operating within rigid core hour opening times during the ‘traditional working week’ between Monday and Friday access was structured if not limited. Coupled with the increasing rise of flexible schedules and shift work that challenged the traditional ‘9 – 5’ workday instigated the need for change within the sector (Beers, 2000).  Through the movement to achieve a ‘24 hour culture’ continuing, it became crucial that financial institutions like many other businesses needed to adapt to meet the change in consumer’s needs.  A view supported by Trunick (2015) who suggests that providing an attractive front end is no longer sufficient in today’s emerging technological era.  As permanent touch points no longer reflected the needs of an emerging mobile population, unbound by geographical location or conventional working hours, the need for an easily accessible platform developed. 
2.1.2 Telephone Banking
The introduction of telephone banking provided an alternative channel that endeavoured to meet its consumer needs whilst eradicating concerns over accessibility. Thus, providing consumers the option to perform a range of financial transactions via the telephone without the need to visit a physical retail branch.  Delivering not only an alternative channel of communication for its consumers but also the opportunity for financial institutions to improve customer service at a reduced cost, as suggested by Gardener & Howcroft (1999).  A view supported by Giannakoudi, (1999) and Chirica, (2012) who both imply the need for retail banks to harness technology in order to achieve greater efficiency in the deliverance of sustainable customer service. Whilst technology overall has played a significant part in the transformation witnessed within the financial sector, it is the digital advancements that have continued to transform the platform in which financial institutions can action consumer requests. 

Chiou (2012) implies that such advancements experienced within technology paired with continuous growth in digitalization, supported the emergence of digital banking. However to understand how digital banking revolutionised the financial industry would require an appreciation of what digital banking refers to. Yet, according to Banking Exchange the definition of ‘digital banking’ often gets confused with mobile banking and online banking, and even omni-channel banking.  Whilst, arguably all these involve digital applications in one form or another, what constitutes ‘digital banking’ or even ‘digital bank’ has yet to gain overwhelming agreement within the industry (Bankingexchange.com, 2017).  For that reason, Ghorbani (2014) states that the application of the term e-banking is more commonly used as it refers to a method of banking in which the consumer conducts financial transactions electronically via the Internet. Therefore for the purpose of this study the term digital banking or digital services refers to any financial service or product delivered through an e-platform. 

2.1.3 E-banking
The emergence of e-banking and supporting facilities created a convenient alternative channel for consumers, one that could be accessed anywhere; providing an unmatched customer experience. Taking control of finances had never been made easier, consumers can access their account, transact and even submit applications without having to leave the comfort of their own home.  Disputably, it has fundamentally changed the way in which financial institutions interact and service their consumers.  In support of this notion, Gupta & Garg (2015:43) suggest that “e-banking creates unprecedented opportunities for the banks in the ways they organize financial product development, delivery, and marketing via the Internet”.  It created a platform that consumers can access anytime, anywhere and anyhow – completely irrelevant to the financial institutions opening times or location infers McKinsey, (2014).  Banking has evolved to the extent it is now literally in the hands of the consumer which when considered, questions the relevance of retail branches to satisfy today’s consumer needs. 

However Gardener & Hopcroft’s (1999) research indicated that a primary driver for consumers was the quality of service experienced; a concept regarded by Hooley et al (2012) as relevant in the current market.  Therefore the implementation of digital platforms such as e-banking could be considered as merely a necessity for supporting the facilitation of consumer requests, yet, if utilised effectively to deliver sophisticated customer services creates an opportunity to achieve strategic advantage. In support Richardson et al (2015:50) suggests that businesses who embrace and implement technological developments are viewed as “competitive, innovative and attracting to customers”. 
 
2.2 Embracing Digital Banking 
Despite the notable technological developments experienced within the financial sector, consumers still demand a high level of customer service, and therefore it could argued that the quality of service is paramount rather than the channel in which it is delivered (White & Nteli, 2004).   A concept that financial institutions appear to have acknowledged as numerous methods have been developed and adopted to facilitate the ever diversifying technological advancements. 

2.2.1 Mobile Banking
According to Essvale (2011:16) the term mobile banking refers to “performing balance checks, account transactions, payments, credit applications etc, via a mobile device such as a mobile phone or tablet computer such as an iPad.” Similar to that of e-banking, mobile banking operates via a digital or internet based platform with the added advantage of being peripatetic.  This could arguably be the reason “mobile is one of the most interesting trends today, not only in the customer domain but also in business organisations” suggests Nicoletti (2014:1).  In support, research conducted by MarketLine (2016) reinforces the argument that mobile banking is becoming a key channel for retail financial services to attract and maintain their customers whilst improving their performance within the financial sector.  Initially mobile banking was a rudimentary form of accessing individual’s financial details, however growth in technology permitted additional functions to be included (Costanzo et al, 2003).  Customers can now transfer money internationally, access multiple detailed account information and even apply for services and products at the touch of a button.  In addition the ability to be ever present, everywhere and flexible, places that business in a stronger position to meet the customers’ needs, anytime, anywhere, parallel to providing consumers with a choice on how those needs are met (Smith, 2015). 

Yet according to GlobalData (2016) consumer usage in mobile banking on a daily basis has ceased to rise since 2013 as the existing functionality is deemed irrelevant to the current consumer needs. A view shared with Essvale (2011) and Richardson et al (2015) who imply service delivery channels need to evolve in line with consumer demands. Arguably new technologies have emerged that further supplement the consumers’ service delivery channel, which could explain the trend as illustrated in Figure 1.


Figure 1 – Mobile banking usage.
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Arguably, it appears that consumers still value contextual advice and support that other channels such as a physical retail branch can facilitate and this suggests that branches remain a critical channel.  However, with further enhancements in the capability of mobile banking applications anticipated throughout 2017 it is expected to see an increase in the volume of mobile banking users.  MarketLine, (2017b) suggest that this is due to the adoption of Artificial Intelligence, a far superior form of communication that proactively identifies a consumers needs for them.  

2.2.2 Artificial Intelligence
As suggested by Corea (2017:2) “artificial intelligence is a system that can learn how to learn, or in other words a series of instructions (an algorithm) allows computers to write their own algorithms without being explicitly programmed for”.  Therefore implying that utilising artificial intelligence not only supports a greater collation of consumer data, but can also provide support that enables users to manage their money more efficiently.  MarketLine (2017b:10) suggests such data “can be used to make accurate savings decisions on behalf of users, or to offer relevant insights, advice, warnings, and product recommendations”.  From a business perspective, a system that is able to profile the needs of its consumers without having the need for a physical meeting or face-to-face session massively reduces the financial and resource outlay. Therefore the introduction of artificial intelligence could significantly enhance the experience for consumers as it creates a communication avenue unparalleled in convenience.  Furthermore, software that is able to communicate on-demand, provide advice and recommendations and be accessible from any ‘smart’ device could just be the solution many consumers are waiting for.  Critically, however, for consumers who prefer to talk to ‘real people’ this could potentially harm the relationship between them and their financial providers imply Gupta & Garg (2015).  

Overall, choice is the main driver for consumer advocacy argues Ghorbani (2014). Consumers value choice, and whilst technology has experienced continuous advancements to channels available, the anticipation was for these to provide additional channels; not eradicate more traditional forms.  With the changing UK demographic (i.e. older generation) it would be presumptuous to assume that everybody is on the same ‘digital page’.  Inevitably there will be resistance to digitalisation and the adoption of e-banking platforms, which if identified efficiently and dealt with effectively could allow for a competitive advantage to be gained (Richardson et al, 2015). 
2.3 Resistance to Digitalisation 
Harden (2002) implies that the implementation of digital platforms cannot only become problematic for its customers, but also for the financial institutes who adopt them.  Through the introduction of new interactive, technology-based channels, data collation has been expedited and arguably businesses can struggle to cope.  Whilst Harden’s (2002) research was completed over a decade ago its message is still predominant today; if inadequate measures are taken then businesses may fail to effectively manage technological advancements.

A notion supported by Griffiths (1973) and Gardener & Howcroft (1999) imply that the introduction of additional sophisticated services reflects the need for businesses to identify, embrace and adopt more sophisticated operations in order to successfully manage change. Businesses cannot remain stagnant, as in doing so creates “a significant barrier to success” urges Hiatt (2003:20) therefore the need to embrace change is evident argues Johnson et al (2011).  

Yet, according to Lewin’s (1951) when ‘change’ occurs, a natural emergence of both drivers and resistors to that change are experienced. Through applying Lewin’s (1951) Force Field Analysis to the digitalisation experienced within the financial sector some of the driving forces that facilitate and resist the adoption of change have been identified and illustrated in the following table 1.


Table 1 – Lewin’s Force Field Analysis of Digitalisation
[image: ]
Source: Lewin’s Force Field Analysis of Digitalisation (1951)
Arguably the drivers and resistors illustrated within this table are rudimentary as Lewin’s Force Field Analysis does not encompass a detailed examination of each factor.  Therefore for the purpose of this report a select few resistors are illustrated in more detail; security failures, workforce and attitude to change, key aspects can be explored in more detail to demonstrate current resistors to change. 

2.3.1 Security Failures
According to White & Nteli, (2004:49) “one reason for this is continuing consumer fear about security which despite the media coverage and the technical and verbal reassurances provided by the banks, still preys heavily on consumers’ minds”.  A predicament experienced in 2016 by Tesco Bank, who “plunged into chaos and was forced to suspend all online transactions from current accounts’ following a successful cyber-attack” (The Telegraph, 2016).   Failures in security has the potential to damage a reputation of a financial institute overnight parallel to raising concerns amongst its consumers over the ability to service their financial needs in a manner that is both safe and secure. Instances much like the one experienced by Tesco are becoming more and more common amongst businesses operating online due to flaws in security. Therefore raising concerns amongst consumers over how secure e-banking platforms really are suggests McKinsey (2014).   Whilst business have adopted security systems implies Drinkwater (2015:18), “the emergence of new threats and threat actors, coupled with banks’ willingness to embrace new but potentially vulnerable technologies” has heightened the need for more sophisticated security software. Arguably some businesses have acknowledged this need and developed applications and technology with security functions built in, to support a safer e-platform, (Viuker, 2015). 

Such concerns over security could significantly impact the confidence consumers have in using e-banking as a platform to manage their finances and therefore naturally direct them towards visiting a local branch for reassurance via a face-to-face interaction.  Yet, controversially, Ghorbani (2014:154) implies that “on-line service failure and recovery, can be used as vehicles for differentiation in order to gain competitive advantage”.  Therefore insinuating that whilst appropriate measures can be adopted in an attempt to prevent cyber security attacks and failings, the continual emergence of online threats can challenge and test the legacy of security software.  Therefore, it could be suggested that it is the ability and response of the workforce that service delivery and recovery are dependant due to the interaction required with consumers. 

2.3.2 Workforce
Furthermore with technological advancements “changing the nature of work” Hunt (2014:40) implies that the ‘traditional’ banking role has evolved and developing online acceptance lies not only with the consumer but also with the workforce.  Shah et al (2009) argues that digital advancements mean not only the implementation of new processes, procedure’s and platforms for its customers but also for the businesses employees. Businesses need to be prepared to support and effectively manage the change experienced within the roles of their workforce, more predominantly the skills they possess. However, Schilling (2009) implies that whilst technological advancements have become more expedited in the current market, initially the need for change was recognised through the introduction of platforms such as telephone and internet banking.  This allowed for the small changes occurred within the financial sector that reinforced and supported the emerging dynamic role of banking employees and further implied that financial institutions were implementing change at a punctuated equilibrium (Lewin, 1951).

Arguably not all businesses support or develop their employees at the same pace or level, yet inevitable change will occur within the role, responsibilities and skills of the workforce. Traditionally, Lewin’s Three Step Model (1951), implied that when a change takes place it passes through three precise stages; Unfreezing, Movement and Refreezing.  Applying this to the change within the workforce of financial institutions can be identified in Table 2 below.
 
Table 2 – Lewin’s Three Step Process.
	
Unfreezing
	
Movement
	
Refreezing

	
Change in the role and requirements of the workforce identified as
growth in technological advancements parallel to businesses adopting a more flexible service approach that endeavoured to meet consumer needs anytime, anywhere.
	Identified potential gap in digital knowledge and experience within current workforce. Adopted new training and up skilling material to support transition.
	Arguably still not achieved yet as developments are continuous.


Source: Lewin’s Three Step Process (1951)
Arguably, Lewin’s Three Step Model (1951) is a concept that implies change is a linear process and does not take into account the rapid and continuous technological advancements experienced.  Adapting Lewin’s initial theory to acknowledge a more fluid transition highlights the continuous rate of change, where ‘continuous change’ replaces the notion that a state of refreeze can be achieved, illustrated in Figure 2.


Figure 2 – Adaptation of Lewin’s Three Step Model (1951)
[image: ]




Evidenced throughout this chapter, technological advancements have been explored that support the notion that change is a continuous factor.  Whilst, financial institutions endeavour to achieve a state of ‘refreeze’ the emergence of further prospective advancements question the viability of this being achieved. A prime example of this is the continuous rapid enhancements experienced within the mobile banking application which has been previously touched upon within this chapter whereby a state of refreeze was not achieved.  Arguably, both Lewin’s traditional Three Step Model (1951) and adaptation as illustrated above, only provide an overview of the change process.  Both could be claimed to be relatively rudimentary and arguably appears to only skim the surface in regards to the change process.  In addition it fails to take into consideration the attitudes of those exposed to the change and how they might support or hinder effective adoption.  With additional changes anticipated that will simultaneously impact banking institutes, employees and consumers, change processes and strategies need to more aligned to the adoption and extended usage of new technologies (MarketLine, 2017b).

2.3.3 Attitude to Change
The definition of ‘change’ can vary depending on perception or experience, however Singh (2005:4) suggests it is “moving from the present state to a desired state that individuals, groups and organisations undertake in response to dynamic internal and external factors.”  Whilst Singh’s overview of change could be argued to be quite simplistic, Stickland (1998:1) implies “change cannot be easily isolated and confined”.   A concept that although may be considered primary needs to be acknowledged as change inevitably will not be welcomed by everyone.  Therefore consideration into the strategy and mechanisms adopted by financial institutions in response to the digital transformation need to be paramount.

Lewin’s Force Field analysis (1951) when applied to ‘digitalisation ’ highlighted potential drivers and resistors to change, and although those explored have been limited, arguably all have the influence to shape an individual’s perception and attitude to change (Yu & Asgarkhani, 2015).  Arguably individuals deemed as ‘supporters’ of digital enhancements would welcome the change in service and delivery within the financial sector therefore predominantly having a more positive attitude to change.  However, regardless of their aptitude for technology, when accessing sensitive and personal information such as banking details via an e–banking platform the need to eradicate concerns prevails.  For those who support the introduction of new technologies and view digital expansion as essential in the current market, concerns are not automatically eradicated.  Arguably it is how those concerns are addressed that can directly impact the attitude adopted by consumer implies White & Nteli (2004).  A view supported by Wu et al (2014) who insist that due to the ever diversifying structure of the financial sector more focus needs to be placed on maintaining consumers trust and loyalty; a concept that shall be explored further in this chapter.

2.4 Changing Structure of the ‘High-street’ Branch
Chirica (2012) research refers to the advancements in technology already experienced along with the forecast continuation of online activities as the ‘digital era’ a concept that institutes a need to embrace in order to gain a competitive advantage.  Arguably it appears that some institutes have developed ways of embracing the ‘digital era’ through creating express banking options, developing strategic partnerships and reducing high-street presence to streamline and promote e-banking facilities (MarketLine, 2017b)

2.4.1 Express Branches
According to This is Money (2017) the introduction of new ‘Express Style’ outlets are set to replace the more traditional high-street branches, with financial institutes such as HSBC, Lloyds and Barclays adopting the modern concept.  Compared in size to that of ‘Tesco Express’ stores, the express branches will provide the consumer the opportunity to use machines to service individual financial needs. However, whilst the introduction and diversification in the high-street branch structure removes the familiar counter service for its consumers it introduces new interactive ways of communication. In addition, it provides an alternative, cost effective and digitally supportive physical presence on the high-street whilst providing consumers the option of speaking face to face with a representative.
Predominantly research, conducted by Arch et al (2008), Chiou (2012) and Hunt (2014) indicate that consumers want choice, the option of adopting more efficient means of accessing their finance without eradicating the ‘human element’ of customer service (Pisnik et al, 2016).  A notion acknowledged by Richardson et al (2015) who suggests that whilst the structure of a physical retail branch may be changing, aspects of personal banking still require face to face interactions.  Arguably the current functionality and design of the express outlets is rudimentary, as consumers are still obliged to visit a more traditional retail branch in order to complete applications and sign paper.  As outlined later in this chapter traditional branch closures are becoming more of a regular occurrence, ultimately consumers will forced to visit remaining ‘flagship’ branches in the nearest city or town. Nevertheless, with forecasted expansion and further digitalisation directed at the functionality of express branches, such potential issues or barriers to meeting consumers growing demands could dissolve over time (MarketLine, 2017b).  Furthermore, according to Chiou (2012) maintaining a physical branch presence reinforces a positive attitude towards adopting digital banking amongst its consumers.  An alternative way in which financial institutions are able to maintain physical touch points with their consumers is through the adoption of strategic partnerships suggests MarketLine (2017c).



2.4.2 Strategic Partnerships
As noted the structure of high-street branches has diversified and expanded to suit the technological expectations of today’s consumer. Whilst this has ultimately seen focus shift from ‘counter operated’ support to one of a digital focus, research would indicate that some consumers still value face-to-face interaction (Hunt, 2014).  Yet, numerous banks have downsized, restructured and in several instances closed an abundance of their high-street branches operating in quieter, rural areas as part of a cost-cutting exercise.  Whilst, arguably this could be viewed as pushing consumers into e-banking platforms, it was in fact the banks that recognised the importance of maintaining choice for their consumers and offered an alternative channel.  A strategic partnership developed between several high-street banks and the Post Office that enabled consumers to access over-the-counter services across any of their 11,600 states The Telegraph (2017).  Providing functions such as; cash deposit, cheque paying-in service and balance enquiries, the Post Office (2017) claims it can “offer a range of free services to give you access to your money when you need it”.   Boosting that its service is convenient, helpful and simple for consumers to use, arguably this partnership could be deemed as providing a viable face-to-face alternative. 
Nevertheless, Pisnik et al (2016) claims that such partnerships providing high-street branch alternatives can significantly reduce the service value experienced by consumers.  In addition, Yen (2016) implies similar limitations can be experienced to that of a traditional high-street branches; such opening hours and physical location.  Therefore, considering the potential barriers and limitations, it could be argued that financial institutions are failing to provide adequate channel choice.  In an era consumed with technological advancements, where businesses are becoming rapidly dependant on digital platforms, the reliance on physical high-street diminishes, debatably along with its priority. Reinforced by MarketLine (2017b) who imply the reduction in the number of high-street branches has surged at an expediential rate in comparison to the number of express banking outlets emerging.

2.4.3 Closures
Coopers and Lybrand (1996:1) at that time suggested that “the decade ahead will present great opportunities for today’s leaders in the retail banking arena – but also see their demise.  The rapid changes in the industry are being forced by consumer behaviour, technological innovation and new competitors from outside.”  Predictions that have indisputably materialised over the last two decades and altered the structure of financial institutions through the advancements and diversification experienced.  Consumers are now provided with multiple channel options on how to access finances or communicate with their provider and are no longer dependant on a physical retail branch implies Trunick (2015).  Therefore, with the growth experienced, it could be questioned as to whether in the current economic climate, maintaining a physical high-street presence gains a competitive advantage or has become redundant.

Arguably as further services and products become available through e-platforms the need to maintain a physical high-street branch derives from the consumers preferred choice of channel implies Wang (2017). The need to supply consumers with a permanent physical touch point and the opportunity for face-to-face interaction with businesses representatives is being substituted by digital service and support. Unlike the physical counterpart, e-platforms are neither restricted by opening hours or physical location factors which have support the steady decrease in high-street branches.

According to Which (2017) the significant reduction in high-street footfall paired with the need for businesses to reduce financial outlays has resulted in more than 1000 branches closing within the UK since 2015.  This data is illustrated in Figure 3 below, however it is crucial to note that since its publication, further branch closures have been confirmed and therefore the figure is anticipated to grow exponentially. 
Figure 3 – Branch closures since January 2015
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As financial institutions continuously appear to withdraw their high-street presence, concerns over security, stability and even integrity can emerge amongst consumers suggests Ghorbani (2014). Therefore, placing further pressures over financial institutions to maintain their consumers trust and loyalty during a complex era with e-platforms and digital communications. 

2.5 Maintaining Consumers Trust and Loyalty
Research conducted by Pauline et al, (2017) implies that integrity is one of the most influential determinants of bank trust; a concept that needs to be embraced in order to maintain trust and loyalty amongst consumers. Yet, the upsurge in negative media coverage raises scrutiny over the way financial institutions operate and can illustrate traits associated with a lack of integrity.

Therefore strong measures need to be in place to not only improve the overall banking image but also the communication between financial institutions and its consumers.  With the current rapid growth and digital expansion experienced it appears that financial institutes are utilising these advancements to develop more digitally accessible channels of communication. Arguably, improved communication is congruent to the success of 24 hour banking in the current digital era, it could even be argued that banks are taking advantage of this situation, and using the surge in technology to strengthen their own brand and customer base.  A prime example of this is the launch of Barclays ‘digital eagles,’ a dedicated team that assists not only their own consumers ‘get up to speed with today’s tech and navigate’ online but also provides a webpage boasting hints and tips on how to make the most of the internet (Barclays, 2017).

In addition, This is Money (2017) highlights Lloyds Bank plans to launch larger branches that is in contrast to the downsizing of traditional branches to express outlets, they will span over multiple floors, house coffee shops and provide meeting rooms for local businesses and entrepreneurs.  Furthermore giving consumers the opportunity to attend digital lessons to gain a better understanding of how to use and navigate the internet.  Through providing support that educates and empowers consumers to embrace technological advancements creates an opportunity for consumers to feel valued, a concept that gains loyalty and trust suggest Hunt (2014).

Through taking an active interest in the development of the online skills and abilities of a potential consumer base implies a business is attempting to develop a relationship with the consumer. One established through emotion, trust and partnerships rather than financial advantages; a concept referred to as Customer Relationship Management (CRM), and viewed as an essential strategic tool that seeks to maximise “the lifetime value of a customer” (Payne et al, 2002:5). Furthermore, as suggested by Hennig-Thurau (2000) effective implementation supports the key variables for relationship success; satisfaction, trust and commitment.

Yet the presumption that all consumers endeavour to progress into the digital era and proactively neglect the more traditional banking methods implies that all consumers are all alike which is not the case.  Businesses regardless of their sector need to identify their current market which according to McDonald & Dunbar (2004:37) is referred to as market segmentation, “the process of splitting customers or potential customers, in a market into different groups or segments, within which the customers share a similar level of interest in the same, or comparable set of needs satisfied by a distinct marketing proposition”. Supported by White & Nteli (2004:55) who imply that within the financial sector there remains “different segments of customers with different priorities and perspectives”.  Thus emphasising the importance of implementing market segmentation in order to deliver tailored marketing tools appropriate to the segment.  It supports the delivery of relationship marketing which Hennig-Thurau (2000:4) proposes “is different from traditional (or, as it is often titled now, “transactional”) approaches” as it assumes a dynamic rather than static method. 

Furthermore, achieving effective market segmentation in relation to providing financial services permits institutes to identify consumers who prefer digital channels of communication and those who prefer more traditional methods. Therefore allowing consumers to receive service and products via channel of choice, through a more personalised and compatible experience supports loyalty and market retention explains Wang (2017).  A concept supported by Essvale (2011:79) who explains “novel ways to provide the necessary services and ensure customer loyalty” are key in achieving a competitive advantage and strong market domination.
2.6 Summary
To summarise, previous research conducted into the consumer’s habits, preferences and emerging trends relate to the way they interact with their banking institutes. This provides a foundation that allows an insight into the technological changes experienced.  Whilst, arguably the prevailing mind-set is that the younger generation are able to readily embrace technology, financial institutes are creating a variety of opportunities to educate all consumers.  Research conducted by Harries et al (2016) evaluated the importance of mobile, online and physical based banking across multiple age groups and concluded that whilst older consumers see more value in traditional, physical-based banking all ages are equally interested in current emerging technologies.  An insight that provides a strong foundation for further investigation and suggests the possibility that it is neither physical nor digital banking that solely possess the ability to maintain a competitive advantage but rather a combination or choice between the both suggests Hunt (2014).
Therefore, building on the existing research and utilising the information gained from the previously applied theoretical frameworks the prevailing question of whether physical banking provides a competitive advantage or has become redundant in a digital era can be ascertained. To achieve this the following key objectives need to be explored;
1. An in-depth investigation into the current perceptions and attitudes towards digital platforms in the financial sector.

2. Identify is there is still a need for a physical banking branch/point of contact to maintain a competitive advantage.
3. REsearch Methodology

This chapter is constructed around the discussion of the chosen methodology and the rationale applied to conduct the research. The research methodology ideally encompasses the characteristics of the research subject, parallel to complimenting the resources available to the researcher. Therefore it is crucial to adopt the most appropriate methodology as arguably it will have a direct impact on the result produced and subsequently the outcome of the research. According to Khan (2008:2) research ‘is sincere, comprehensive, intellectual searching for facts and their significance or inference with reference to the problem under study’ or more simply implied by Goddard and Neville (2001:1) as a ‘process of expanding the boundaries of ignorance’.  This chapter illustrates the methodology selected to underpin the study. The chapter has therefore been organised into the subsequent sections: background into the study, research methodology employed, research design and overall analysis, in order to justify the methods chosen and secure the knowledge relating to this subject and thus endeavour to fulfil the objectives of the research. 

3.1 Background into the Study
With over 7 years’ experience working within the United Kingdom financial sector, initially as a front line employee and currently as a manager the decline in presence of the high-street retail branches has been witnessed first-hand.   Parallel to this the staggering rise in the usage of digital technology to meet the ever diversifying needs of its banking consumers appears to be a continuous growth. With this in mind, and a keen personal enthusiasm to understand the future of the financial sector the decision to conduct pure research was confirmed. For managers’, research can facilitate a more comprehensive decision making process, identify current or future market trends and mitigating potential risk. In addition through the management of direct reports,  the concerns expressed by employees in relation to the decrease in retail banking roles and opportunities through the prominent digital expansion experienced amongst the high-street are heard.  Therefore to gain a diverse and varied viewpoint on the subject of retail banking, 200 participants were approached to complete a semi-structured questionnaire of which 162 participants replied.  Participants were targeted where possible to include contributors that vary in age, gender and geographical location.  However it is important to note that all primary research was limited to and conducted within the South Wales area and arguably 162 responses is a low representative and conclusions could therefore be restricted.   

From the reviewed literature, it emerged that there is a lack of or generally a paucity of primary research conducted on the impact digital expansion within the financial sector is having on the demise of high-street retail banking within South Wales. Arguably the literature available on this subject primarily focuses on American experiences and whilst this further highlights the gap in research, it provides potential insight into future strategies and practices.  Consequently this study provides an insight into an area that has largely been un-researched within South Wales and therefore careful consideration was taken to decide on the most appropriate and beneficial research methods to be adopted.  
3.2 Methodology
In an endeavour to achieve the research objectives, the methodological options needed to be identified and examined to determine the most effective method in relation to the research subject.  Khan (2008) suggests that there are two principal methodological approaches; quantitative and qualitative.  According to Crewswell (2014:4) the application of quantitative research permits the collation of information that “can be analysed using statistical procedures.” Whilst in comparison qualitative research is suggested to further develop an emerging understanding of a research subject, where it is the researcher that aims to interpret the data collected (Hammersley & Traianou, 2012).

Therefore, for this research the qualitative approach was adopted as it was considered best matched to acquire an in-depth and detailed analysis. This view is support by Saunder et al (2003) who suggests that exploiting qualitative methods can explore topics in more depth and can elicit attitudes that cannot be revealed in quantitative methodologies. Furthermore, it permits data to be collected and analysed from a holistic approach in comparison to the more formal and rigid structure of quantitative data (Kothari, 2004).

3.3 Research Design
An extensive literature review discovered that there is not only prevailing concerns over the digital expansion of the financial sector but also notable faults experienced that either prevented access to finances or threatened its security. Therefore in order to complete a compressive and effective research into the current physical retail banking position an appropriate methodology framework was applied.  Utilizing the ‘Research Onion’ a research methodology progression framework designed by Saunders et al (2007), each fragment or ‘layer’ of the research can be clearly identified, designed and explored. The following sections examine and define the different fragments of the research using the Research Onion process as illustrated in the Figure 4 below.
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3.3.1 Research Philosophy
The research philosophy is concerned with the overall study objective and provides the justification for how the research will be conducted.  Saunders et al (2009) outlines three ontological approaches that be adopted; Positivism, Realism and Interpretivism.  Positivism considers reality existing independently of the subject being researched and therefore research should aim to explain and predict assumptions that can be further tested throughout the process.  In addition research built on positivism implies that common sense should not be allowed to bias the findings as it endeavours to remove the human element from the research.  Therefore, for this research a positivism approach has been adopted and applied.

3.3.2 Research Approaches 
There are two primary approaches; inductive and deductive. The inductive method is more commonly associated with qualitative research, where the deficiency of theory informing the research enables the reduction in potential researcher bias. Subsequent to the interviews being conducted, it supports the collation of data in an attempt to examine patterns between respondents (Khan, 2008).  In contrast the deductive approach attempts to develop a hypothesis upon pre-existing theory or assumptions which could blemish the data collection.  Therefore, as the anticipated research is to be founded upon questionnaires and interviews the inductive approach is best suited.  

3.3.3 Research Strategies 
The research conducted to explore this further was based on qualitative measures to obtain the desired results and was completed in three key stages.  Initially, a pilot study was conducted which was subsequently followed by a full research through the distribution of questionnaires and face-to-face interviews. 

3.3.3.1 Pilot Study
To ensure that the questionnaire was robust and fit for purpose, a pilot study was carried out as I deemed it crucial to eradicate any potential issues prior to the full data collection a viewpoint supported by Oppenheim (1992) who implies that it is precarious to assume that we know how respondents will react to a survey or questionnaire.  The pilot study was carried out several weeks prior to the official questionnaire being distributed.  The researcher conducted the pilot questionnaires within Swansea City Centre on Saturday 12th November 2016 using a sample size of ten participants.
Therefore the pilot study served to;
· Illustrate any flaws in the preconceived methodology
· Asses the value of the proposed questions
· Identify any unanticipated problems
· Provide an opportunity to improve the questionnaire

The pilot study proved to be an effective exercise that founded the basis for the alteration and refinement of the full research questionnaire. This resulted in additional questions being included such as the gender of the participants and their current form of financial provider. Through incorporating these questions, the researcher was able to ascertain whether the respondent banked with either high-street retail banking institutes, online banking institutes or high-street building societies.  This question alone ascertained some interesting results as it approached the research from an additional perspective that provided a more holistic overview of retail banking.  Predominantly it highlighted the notion that those who are averse to digital forms of banking and still valued the presence of a local physical retail bank, were in general, averse to other forms of technological advancements. Therefore illustrating a potential flaw in the format and accessibility of the questionnaire.  Initially, the questionnaire was intended to be distributed to participants via an online platform; however the pilot demonstrated that solely offering a digital method could deter those who are adverse to the ‘on-line’ concept. In order for the research to draw out information from both those who are technologically accepting and those who are not, the questionnaire was distributed depending on the participant preference. Therefore by providing participates the option to complete either a paper format survey or receive an electronic version via e-mail, mitigated the risk of putting potential participants off completion.   In conclusion the pilot study enhanced the effectiveness of the full data collection in addition to refining the design and distribution of the questionnaire and format.

3.3.3.2 Semi-structured Questionnaires
Questionnaires’ were produced in a semi-structured format and tailored to meet the desired aims and objectives of the research.  Through adopting this format, the questionnaire permitted for flexibility as it was able to accommodate unrestricted and detailed responses from participants (Murray, 1997).  An aspect to qualitative research that according to Bowling (1997) possess verifiable advantages in comparison to quantitative methods when the subject is of a complex or sensitive nature.  When considering the financial sector, all these circumstances played a relevant role to the subject being researched into.
Devising the questions was guided by the researchers’ empirical knowledge and epistemology; defined by the Oxford Dictionary (2017) as ‘the theory of knowledge, especially with regards to its methods, validity, and scope, and the distinction between the justified belief and opinion’.  More concisely defined by King & Horrocks (2010:8) as the “philosophical theory of knowledge;” careful consideration and pre-testing was conducted to ensure the applicability and suitability of the questions in relation to the overall objective.  A copy of the distributed questionnaire can be found in Appendix 1.

3.3.3.3 Interviews
Interviews were scheduled post completion of the questionnaire so that information gained could be collated to provide a valuable insight into the current financial behaviours and requirements of consumers within South Wales.  It accentuated questions that were able to be applied to interviews conducted with both a Digital Management Leader (see Appendix 2) and a local Health Care Manager (see Appendix 3).  Both interviews were conducted face-to-face, during February 2017 within Swansea.  A local café was selected to provide an informal and confidential environment to provoke an open and honest discussion.  For the purpose of data analysis both open and closed questions were used to ensure themes highlighted during the questionnaire process were thoroughly addressed.  
The interview conducted with a financial institution digital management leader provided a commercial insight into the technological advancements experienced and the anticipated movement of strategy to facilitate these. Whilst this information could be perceived as biased due to the affiliation held by the interviewee and the financial institution in question, arguably it provides an additional insight into the financial sector and supports a more rounded viewpoint.  In addition, an interview conducted with a local Health Care Manager focused more on a holistic approach to service delivery channels and their suitability for the disabled, elderly and incapacitated.  Again, arguably information gained could be perceived as biased, it supplies an insight into the apprehensions of individuals who otherwise may not have a portal to express their feelings or opinions.   In order to minimise and where possible eradicate any potential biases or impacting factors when conducting interviews, specific actions were taken; these will be outlined and explored later in this chapter. 

3.3.3.4 Action Research
Subsequent to the completion of a pilot survey as previously noted, alterations were made to enable the questionnaire to obtain information to assist the objectives of this study. In addition, information gained through the pilot stage promoted action research; referred by McNiff (2013:23) as a ‘critical self-reflective practice’. Initially the pilot questionnaire failed to explore potential disabilities of its participants and how that may shape or alter their perception or usage of a physical retail banking facility. Acknowledging this, supporting questions were introduced into the research questionnaire and additional unplanned interview was conducted with a Health Care Manager to gain a holistic viewpoint. This allowed the research to reflect on information gained and utilise it to reduce potential barriers to understanding current consumers banking habits.  A concept supported by Bradbury & Reason (2013:4) who claim that “action without reflection and understanding is blind”.

3.3.3.5 Study Area and Limitations
Currently, working within the financial sector in and around South Wales, this was chosen as the target audience with the anticipation that if desired this research could be extended or replicated throughout Wales or the United Kingdom. Throughout December 2016, the additional Christmas shopping footfall within Swansea, Carmarthen and Cardiff City Centre’s was to specifically target a wide range of adults (18 years and above) to participate in research. The questionnaires endeavoured to use a sample size between 150 to 200 participants, and achieved a success rate of 81% with 162 participants responding.  Interestingly out of the 162 responding participants, only 47 requested to respond electronically with 115 favouring to complete the paper format. 

3.3.4 Ethical Considerations
Prior to conducting research the need to recognise and address potential social research ethics is paramount, as according to Hammersley & Traianou (2012:17) it outlines a “set of ethical principles that should be taken into account.”  Therefore to mitigate any ethical issues within the data collection phase of the research the guidance delivered by University of Wales Trinity Saint David in conjunction to referring to the Research Ethics Policy 2008 was adhered to.  Before instigating the questionnaire, the purpose of the research was outlined to prospective participants, the researcher’s position within the financial sector confirmed parallel to re-iterating the integrity of the research which posed no conflict of interest.  In addition, the endeavour to remain impartial whilst adhering to the key principles of research ethics became paramount, through ensuring that full consent was gained by respondents in a clear and informed way, prior to their completion of the questionnaire.  Reassurance was provided to participants that completion was voluntary and that whilst they had the option to withdraw from the research at any time; all information gained would be kept both confidential and secure.  Furthermore, all participants’ were offered anonymity, as according to Robson (2008) in doing so facilitates the prospect to gain more open and honest information without any fear of the consequences.  Whilst conscious effort was taken to mitigate and where possible eliminate ethical concern, arguably, no research can be conducted without encountering ethical arguments, therefore to avoid any controversies it became prudent to consider all ethical issues before embarking on the study (Hammersley & Traianou, 2012).

3.3.5 Time Horizons
The Time Horizon refers to the period in which the study is anticipated for completion and according to Saunders et al (2007) there are two forms of time horizons specifically outlined within the research onion: the cross sectional and the longitudinal. Whilst the cross sectional time horizon refers to data being collected at a specific time, longitudinal time horizon in comparison refers to data being collected over an extended period and is frequently utilized when examining change through a period of time.  For the purpose of this research a cross sectional time horizon strategy was adapted to ensure that distributed questionnaires were collated and analysed in preparation for the scheduled interviews.  Adhering to strict time lines enabled the content from the completed questionnaires to be utilised as key point within the interviews to ensure themes and emerging issues were covered. 

3.3.6 Data Collection Methods
The data collection and its analysis is directly reliant on the methodological approach adopted throughout the research, and can be categorized as either Primary or Secondary data.  Through conducting questionnaires and one-to-one interviews, this refers to an adoption of the Primary data collection. In the next chapter this data will be broken down, explored and analysed using the Ground Theory method to answer the research question. 








4. DAta analysis

This chapter endeavours to clearly present the outcome of the study into the relevance of maintaining a physical high-street retail banking facility within the present digital era. Data collated has been analysed and aligned to the overall objectives of the study in an endeavour to synthesis current and emerging trends within the financial environment. Therefore an effective data analysis process is crucial to the creditability of the overall study as according to Bogdan and Biklen (1982:145) it involves ‘working with data, organising it, breaking it into manageable units, synthesizing it, searching for patterns, discovering what is important and what is to be learned, and deciding what you will tell others’.   

4.1 Creditability of Analysis
Analytical thinking requires the researcher to take an unbiased view of the study at hand, standing back from the information received whilst analysing it from a holistic viewpoint.  Arguably the researcher in this instance is one individual and therefore is solely responsible for conducting and scrutinising the data in a logic manner (Bogdan & Biklen: 1982).  According to Patton (1999), the credibility of analysis therefore relies on three distinct, yet related inquiry elements; applying rigorous techniques and methods, the credibility of the researcher and a philosophical belief in the positivist paradigm.
 

4.1.1 Rigorous Techniques and Methods
The application of the Likert scale; a relatively bipolar scaling technique to measure positive or negative responses to some of the questions, was utilised throughout the questionnaire.  Developed by Rensis Likert, the Likert scale is a widely utilised method for asking attitude questions and typically asks the respondents their degree of agreement with a series of statements that together form a multiple-indicator or item measure.  The scale is then deemed to measure the intensity to which respondents feel about an issue.  Examples used for this research include categories ranging from totally secure, very secure, somewhat secure and not very secure to unsecure.  Through incorporating this scale, the research has endeavoured to identify as accurately as possible the true feeling of the participants regarding the issues discussed.  Additional comments were not however possible to illustrate graphically, but have been included in the form of bullet points in this chapter.  Whilst attempting to extrapolate data relevant to the study objectives, it has to be accepted that there is a component of subjectivity attached to this exercise.  This is due to where the researcher is positioned within the financial industry, the role, empirical knowledge and personal experience as a financial advisor and a consumer, as well as choosing purposive sampling.  Hey (2005) formulated a two-step coding process; step one identifies the prevailing overall themes, whilst step two developed a more comprehensive interpretive code in which specific trends can be identified.  For the purpose of this research I have applied step one of Hey’s (2005) coding process in an effort to identify the overall themes.  These are discussed later in this chapter in section 4.2.

In additional rigorous techniques including validity, reliability and triangulation have further been applied to the research data to maximise the credibility of the analysis. Arguably within qualitative research the sample size is usually small, according to Jankowicz (2000) the validity tends to be higher. Cross referencing the questionnaire results, from both paper format and online responses along with the interviews conducted, evidence a triangulation of results.  I am confident that whilst the sample size may be considered small, it was truly representative of the feelings and experiences of the participants.  Furthermore, I certainly got the impression and feeling that the participants were very open and honest and quite forth coming with their responses adding a further level of reliability to the research data.

4.1.2 Creditability of the Researcher
The researcher possesses previous experience in research and questionnaire distribution in both a personal and professional capacity although arguably not on this scale. However the theory, training and ethical considerations fundamentally remain the same and therefore support the credibility of the researcher. 

4.1.3 Positivist Paradigm
According to Easterby-Smith et al (2008), embracing positivism highlights the role of the researcher to be limited to the data collection and interpretation phase of the research process.  Through adopting an objective approach, the study results focus on factual data, in a quantifiable fashion that lends itself to statistical analysis. Furthermore Collins (2010:38) infers that “as a philosophy, positivism is in accordance with the empiricist view that knowledge stems from human experience. It has an atomistic, ontological view of the world as comprising discrete, observable elements and events that interact in an observable, determined and regular manner”.  It could be argued that as the researcher, I have a bias towards the study due to my connection with the financial sector; however it is important to note that every plausible action was taken to ensure that the study remained focused purely on the facts. Whilst to an extent a positivist approach is taken when collating the questionnaire results, as ultimately participants are able to complete the questionnaire with minimal interaction with the researcher.  Through applying a semi-structured questionnaire, data provided is regimented and structured, leaving little room for interpretation, only analysis. 

4.2 Grounded Theory
In comparison, interviews provide a simultaneous data collection and analysis through an interpretative, systematic approach that supports the generation of theoretical assumptions. According to Strauss and Corbin (1990:23) “grounded theory is one that is inductively derived from the study of the phenomena it represents.”  Driven by data the theory endeavors to discover the social and social psychological processes with the potential to take influence from pre-existing theory or previous empirical research.  Further suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1990) grounded theory compiles of three distinct stages; open coding, axial coding and selective coding.

4.2.1 Open Coding
Thorough examination of the data collated open coding enables prominent categories to emerge. Effective analysis through adopting a constant comparative approach allows for categories to become saturated and no further information or data within that category is present.  Through applying this theory throughout the data analysis process the following themes have been identified; disability, banking habits, digital banking experience and physical presence.

4.2.2 Axial Coding
Once identified the themes are then further explored to establish connections or correlations within the information gained. During this stage, it is crucial to identify the value of the current data gathered to ensure that sufficient information is obtained to support the overall interpretation. This particular aspect of grounded theory has been applied to the collation of both questionnaire and interview data which can be viewed in 4.5 of this chapter. 
 
4.2.3 Selective Coding
Selective coding essentially discovers the force that impels the story forward.  It is the process for choosing one theme to be the core theme of the research in which all other themes can be related. Based on the notion that a core concept is always present, selective coding enables a single storyline to emerge, supported and adorned by all other aspects of the research.
4.3 Questionnaire Results
This section of the chapter illustrates the raw data collation from the 162 completed questionnaires.  As previously stipulated a semi-structured questionnaire (found in Appendix 1) was circulated to 200 potential participants and received a positive response rate of 81%. During the research phase participants were giving the option of responding to the questionnaire either in a paper format or electronically via e-mail link.  Interestingly, 147 of the participants (91%) choose to complete the questionnaire in paper format.  It could be argued that the reason for high paper return was due to the practicability of the situation, for example; speed, convenience and guaranteed anonymity. However it should be noted that those who did complete the questionnaire electronically stated it was due to time restrictions.

4.3.1 Questionnaire Demographic
The first five graphs provide basic demographic details of the participants across a broad spectrum to ensure from an ethical point of view, no particular group were targeted for the purpose of this research.  Later in this chapter, demographic data is further analysed against other aspects of the questionnaire in an endeavour to meet the research objectives.




Figure 5 – Participants age brackets

Figure 5 illustrates the age brackets of the participants; 8% were 18-25, 23% were 26-35, 32% were 36-45, 15% were 46-60 whilst 22% were 60 years plus.

Figure 6 – Participants ethnicity

Figure 6 illustrates the ethnicity of the participant; 60% were white, 14% were Asian/ Pacific Islander, 8% were Hispanic, 18% were Black/African American, whilst 1% classified themselves as ‘other’.
Figure 7 – Participants preferred language

Figure 7 illustrates the preferred language of the participants; 82% preferred English, 8% preferred Welsh, 3% preferred Spanish, 3% preferred Africano whilst 4% selected other.

Figure 8 – Participants geographical location

Figure 8 illustrates the geographical residence of the participants; 54% lived within Swansea, 32% lived within Carmarthen, 7% lived within Cardiff, whilst 7% stated other.

Figure 9 – Participants gender

Figure 9 illustrates that 45% of the participants were male, whilst 55% were female.  This identifies that a good demographic was achieved during the research process.

Figure 10 – Participants employment status

Figure 10 highlights the current employment status of the participants. The results conclude that the three popular choices of participants show 59% employed, 12% retired whilst 9% unable to work.
4.3.2 Theme 1 – Participants Disability
As a result of the pilot questionnaire, disability emerged as a prevailing theme. Therefore the following questions were incorporated into the official questionnaire and highlight additional factors to consider when evaluating the need to maintain a physical retail bank presence. Due to the following illustrated results, action research was conducted through a one-to-one interview with a local Health Care Manager (Appendix 3).

Figure 11 – Participants with disabilities 

Figure 11 illustrates that out of those who participated in the questionnaire 20% claimed to have a disability. 



Figure 12 – Participants type of disability 

Figure 12 identifies that of the 20% claiming to have a disability, 27% claimed it was a mental disability, whilst 73% stated it was a physical disability. 

Figure 13 – Participants experiencing barriers to digital online services 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Figure 13 highlights that of those 20% claiming to have a disability, 58% consider it a barrier to accessing digital online services. Interviewee 2 (appendix 3) states that for those with disabilities “navigating a computer or digital device like smartphone or iPad can be challenging.  It can cause frustration and really impact the overall wellbeing of the individual”. In comparison a physical branch could provide the reassurance and the opportunity for face to face interaction. 

Figure 14 – Participants barriers to utilising digital online services 

Figure 14 breaks down the response of participants who claim their disability is barrier through broadly identifying how it affects those utilising online services. Research highlights that 47% claimed that it was due to visual/ partial sighted barriers, 37% claimed it was due to IT literacy, whilst 16% stated other as a reason.




Figure 15 – Participants who consider their disability a barrier to accessing high-street services 

In comparison Figure 15 illustrates that only 6% of those claiming to have a disability felt it was a barrier to accessing high-street services. Evidencing that online proved to be more of a barrier to disabled people accessing their finances than the high-street. When further questioned, participants claimed that their disability affected them utilising high-street services due to time taken to organise a visit, arrange assistance and obtain the required level of support available.

4.3.3 Theme 2 – Participants Banking Habits 
One of the aims of the questionnaire was to establish the current banking habits of the financial consumer within South Wales. 



Figure 16 – Participants current primary bank provider 

Figure 16 illustrates that 66% of participants bank with ‘one of the top 5 UK banks’, which according to Advisoryhq.com (2017) includes; HSBC holdings, Barclays, Royal bank of Scotland, Lloyds banking group and Standard Charted PLC. Whilst 29% claimed their current provider was a building society and 11% stated other.

Figure 17 – Participants length of banking  

	Figure 17 illustrates the current length of time participants have banked with their current provider, and the results show that a staggering 45% have been with their provider for 5 years or less. In comparison 17% claim to have been with their provider between 6 and 10 years, whilst 38% have remained with their provider for over 10 years.  Participants, who changed banks in the last five years, stated the reason was due to new incentives, local branch closures and recommendations. 

	


Figure 18 – Participants who use digital banking  

Figure 18 illustrates that 73% of participants currently utilise at least one form of digital banking as opposed to 27% who do not utilise any. This displays a strong sense of digital acceptance as over two thirds of participants ultimately have embraced technology when accessing their finances. However caution should be applied to these results as this question included telephone banking, which could be argued is in fact not digital banking.  


4.3.4 Theme 3 – Participants Experience of Digital Banking
Overall the experience of digital banking expressed by the participants appears very favourable using Likert Scale. Notably, 82% of the participants felt either very secure or totally secure using digital banking platforms. Further results can be viewed in more detail in the following 5 figures. 

Figure 19 – Participants reasons for using digital banking  

Figure 19 further indicates the reasons why participants have opted to use a digital channel when accessing finances, with the most popular response of 68% claiming it was due to ‘convenience’.




Figure 20 – Participants level of security using digital banking  

Figure 20 explores participant’s sense of security when using digital banking, utilising the Likert Scale.  Interestingly, whilst 18% claimed to feel somewhat secure when using digital banking channels, 0% claimed to feel neither not very secure nor unsecure.

Figure 21 – Participants who have experienced difficulty using digital banking  

With a staggering 60% of participants claiming to have experienced difficulties using digital banking and services, it is interesting to note that despite these difficulties, 100% still felt a level of security utilising the services. 
Figure 22 – Participants reason for experiencing difficulty using digital banking  

Figure 22 shows that out of the 71 participants, 3 experienced accessibility issues, 6 had experienced security difficulties whilst 62 claimed other technical issues. Notably the results further suggest that security difficulties were resolved, as all of the respondents stated they felt somewhat secure or above (Figure 20).  Arguably, here the assumption is that financial institutions are competent at effectively managing security issues in an efficient manner.







Figure 23 – Participants level of satisfaction using digital banking  

Figure 23 illustrates that whilst 60% had experienced difficulties, 82% still remained totally or very satisfied with their experienced of digital banking.  Strengthening the previous assumption that financial institutions have adopted a robust approach to dealing with issues.

4.3.5 Theme 5 – Participants experience of a Physical presence 
Overall, when asked 10% of participants only wanted a physical high-street branch, in comparison to 6% who wanted access to digital channels only.  However, overwhelming 84% wanted both to play a key part in their service delivery channel options.  Indicating that choice remains a key requirement for consumers that financial institutions need to consider when endeavouring to maintain market share.  Alternatively, it could be argued that Nationwide are bucking the trend.  According to The Mail on Sunday, Nationwide are expanding their high-street presence and opening numerous branches across the United Kingdom. 
Figure 24 – Participants importance of banking facilities  

Figure 24 shows an overwhelming participant response rate of 84% who valued digital banking options equal to that of a physical high-street presence. Interestingly, when comparing participants choices, more people favoured a physically presence over digital banking facilities.  Participants stated reasons such as choice, flexibility, face-to-face interaction and personalised services as influencing factors.








Figure 25 – Participants alternative access to physical presence

As more financial providers move to an online basis and reduce the high-street presence, consumers are left with fewer options. Yet the introduction of affiliated partners to support a decline in physical presence could be argued to be the answer to consumer’s geographic limitations.  Yet only 10% of participants stated they accessed their finances this way. It is worth noting that through further synthesis of the collected data, those participants were all aged under 35.  This could be attributed to the change in banking culture and the agility of the younger population.  As branches continue to withdraw their presence from the high-street, consumers are become more aware of their provider’s limitations and naturally adapt their channel preference to accommodate the change. Whilst ‘others’ was provided as an option for participants who utilise facilities such as, but not inclusive to; Western Union, MoneyGram UK and Paypal, 0% selected this option. Disputably, this could be attributed to the perceived risk or fear of using such services for their financial needs due to the lack of physical presence and accountability. This aspect of the study would be worthy of further investigation.
 Figure 26 – Participants usage of a physical bank  

Interestingly whilst 94% of participants wanted to maintain a high-street presence, only 71% claimed to have visited a branch more than once in a year.  Arguably, this could support the decision made by the financial institutions to reduce their high-street presence.  Conversely, with 4% claiming they visit a branch daily, the need to maintain a high-street branch or physical presence either through strategic partnerships or affiliations should be acknowledged. 








Figure 27 – Participants use of a physical bank  

Figure 27 breaks down the reasons for participants currently using a physical bank. The results show a prevailing response of 93% of participants claiming it was due to regulated products.  Arguably this could be due to the commitment associated, as regulated products such as a loan or mortgages require a financial contractual agreement over a period of time.  Therefore, whilst digital channels are available, participants reason for choosing a branch channel could be implied is due to the face-to-face interaction. Other popular responses stated cheques at 84% and cash at 70%, both activities that require at least a sophisticated Automated Teller Machine (or more commonly referred to as ATM).  





4.4 Objectives 
Following a breakdown of the raw data collated, an analytical interpretation has been applied utilising information gained through primary research. Therefore the following figures are a synthesis of data collated from the completed questionnaires and interviews. These have been categorised into the research objectives.

4.4.1 Objective 1
From the data collected, it could be said that an in-depth investigation into the current perceptions and attitudes towards digital platforms in the financial sector has been achieved. Utilising the data, further analysis or the participant’s responses has been produced to provide a more detailed view on digital platforms as a service delivery channel.

 







Figure 28 – Participants who use digital platforms

Figure 28 identifies that out of the 162 participants, 119 (73%) stated they currently utilise a digital platform to access their finances.  Through further analysing the data participants who stated they currently utilised digital platforms are broken down into age groups to identify any prevailing trends.  Interestingly, the emerging data identifies that all age groups have a percentage of digital users. Arguably the prevailing mind-set is that the younger generation are more technologically adopting, a concept that appears to be supported through the research data.  However, with the results indicating digital usage prevalent across all age groups, arguably technological adoption no longer resides solely with the youth.  According to interviewee 1 (appendix 2), the trend in consumers adopting digital methods has grown at an expediential rate over the last decade, where noticeable uptake has been witnessed in the older demographic.  In support, interviewee 2 (appendix 3) implies that whilst consumers may have a disability, technological advancements have made it easier for them to access their finances via a digital platform.  

Figure 29 - Participants who have experienced difficulty

The research identified that from 119 participants currently utilising digital platforms as a service delivery channel, 71 (60%) had experienced difficulties at some point. Figure 29, further breaks down the data to illustrate the difficulties experienced amongst the age groups in an endeavour to identify if one of more age group have are more predominant than the other.  Interestingly, the age groups with the lowest percentage of participants experiencing difficulties were those aged 18 – 25 and those over 60.  Considering, the prevailing mind-set that the younger generation welcomingly embrace technology, an assumption could be argued that those aged 18 – 25 are more confident and their know-how of digital platforms is superior to other age groups. 

The research further indicates that 88% of participants aged 46 – 60 have experienced some difficulty accessing their finances via a digital platform. A key factor here could be the functionality requests of the consumer, as essentially the more complicated request, the higher probability of experiencing difficulties.  Arguably, this could be accredited in comparison to the relatively low percent of difficulties experienced by those over 60.  A notion supported by research in chapter 2 that illustrated the acknowledgement of financial institutes to educate and support its older generation.  In additional, interviewee 2 (Appendix 3), states that those over the age of 35 tend to experience more difficulties completing daily activities such as accessing their online finances, due to the support required.  As further stated by Interviewee 2 If you consider the primary carer or support mechanism for that individual, it is more likely to be the spouse or parent of the individual.  Navigating online devices, such as an iPad or computer ‘mouse’ can prove to be great complications for those with physical disabilities. If support is limited due to working commitments or an aging generation this can have a significant impact on the digital experience of the disabled consumer base.  Arguably, whilst the data collated does not break down detailed information of the difficulties experienced and whether this was attributed to a disability or not, it highlights an interesting anomaly for further research.







Figure 30 – Participants who have experienced difficulty identified by gender

However, the findings illustrate an interesting trend amongst participant’s gender and their difficulty experienced when accessing digital platforms. Figure 30 implies that males under 45 are more likely to experience difficulties, compared to those over 46. More intriguing is the age group 26 to 35 appear to have a more balanced experience amongst both genders in comparison to other the age groups.  Whilst arguably, the data does not provide an opportunity for further analysis, this could provide an interesting foundation for future research to be developed. 






Figure 31 - Participants security level

Further looking at the experience of participants utilising digital platforms, It is interesting to note that whilst over half (60%) had experienced difficulties, none felt either ‘not very secure’ or ‘unsecure’ using the delivery service channels.  Arguably, it could be implied that the impact on the security felt amongst users was limited.  Whilst, figure 31 highlights a varied feeling of security amongst the age groups, a predominant trend has emerged in the age group 18 – 25.  Surprisingly, 100% of the age group 18 – 25 claimed they felt totally secure.  

Controversially, this could be assigned to the younger generation straightforward acceptance of digital platforms paired with their ability to acknowledge yet dismiss difficulties utilising them effortlessly. Another notion could be attributed to the associated consequences of utilising digital platforms between age groups. Arguably, it would be irresponsible to consider that each age group equally recognise the potential short and long term financial implications of issues such as security breaches and fraud.  Again further exploration into this concept between age groups would provide an insight and perception into the associated risk of using digital platforms. Gaining an overview of the perceived risk associated with digital usage arguably correlates to the overview satisfaction experienced by participants.

Figure 32 – Participants satisfaction level

Figure 32 exemplifies the level of satisfaction experienced by participants whilst utilising digital delivery channels, and the outcome is quite attention-grabbing.  The highest level of satisfaction experienced was by those in the age group 60+.  According to interviewee 1 (Appendix 2), financial institutions are now seeing a clear divide between their consumers age groups and the satisfaction experienced.  This has been credited to the service and products being requested through digital platforms mirrored to the needs of the consumer’s age. Characteristically those below 30 and above 60 years of age, require more transactional services which transpire in the functionality of the request. Typically these are straightforward requests and therefore produce limited capacity for dissatisfaction.  Potentially, this could be associated with the perceived needs of these age groups, as those over 60 are more likely to be retired and have less financial commitments.   In comparison, those aged 30 - 60 typically require more detailed services or products, and this stereotype has become strengthened as the current population appear to remain in education for longer, become home owners later, whilst working for extended periods.

Figure 33 – Participants satisfaction level identified by gender

Further synthesising the data collated on participant satisfaction, figure 33 identifies additional thought-provoking trends. First, males under 46 are identified as having higher levels of satisfaction in comparison to females within the same age group.  This is considerably more noticeable in those aged below 35. Interestingly, however from age 35 onwards, the level of satisfaction appears to become more balanced amongst the genders within each age groups.

4.4.2 Objective 2
Through further analysis, an endeavour to identify whether there is still a need for a physical banking presence in order to maintain a competitive advantage within a digital era has been attained. To explore in detail research has been conducted to establish whether consumers still value the presence of a physical retail branch as a service delivery channel option.  

Figure 34 – Participants preference in service delivery channels.

The research established that 84% of participants preferred a combination of both digital and physical service delivery channels. This data strongly suggests that consumers prefer choice in how their financial needs are met and reinforces the argument that a physical retail branch is still relevant in a digital era. Further synthesising of the data illustrates the preferences among the participant’s age groups with one prevailing trend emerging.  Those aged 18 – 25, predominantly preferred the option of a digital channel over a physical branch, yet 46% stated they wanted the option of both.  Inevitably this supports the view that the younger generation are more technology accepting and embrace the change experienced in the delivery of service channels within the financial sector.  In contrast, those 36 years of age and above, stated they preferred a physical branch presence (15%) over that of a digital channel (1%).  Arguably, this preference could change, as the participants financial needs change so do their banking requirements. This data would provide a valuable insight and prompts the requirement for a longitudinal study.  Interestingly, the age group 26-35 undoubtedly value the presence of both a physical and digital option of service delivery channels as 100% of this participant group selected both when completing the questionnaire.  This identifies the split between the priorities held by the diverse age groups and reinforces the transformation witnessed in technological advancements over the last two decades (Richardson et al, 2015). Furthermore, interviewee 2 (appendix 3) suggests having the option of physical branch can be a reassurance for those with a disability.  It provides an alternative to the digital platforms and permits face-to-face interaction.


Figure 35: Participants frequency of branch visits
Whilst 84% of participants stated that given the option they would prefer to have the choice of both digital and physical service delivery channels, interestingly only 28% visit a physical branch more than once a month.  Arguably, it is those aged over 36 that visit a physical retail branch on a weekly basis, compared to those aged below 35 who majorly visit their branch on an annual basis. There is a clear divide emerging amongst the age groups which Interviewee 1 (Appendix 2) acknowledges are due to habits of the consumers.  Predominantly the younger generations (which for the purpose of this research refer to those aged below 35) deal primarily in online funds in contrast to the more traditional forms of cash or cheque.  Arguably this insight supports the research data as recognised in figure 35 above and provides a basis for assumptions to be formed. 

Figure 36: Participants reasons for visiting a high-street branch
Figure 36 further specifics the motives behind participants visiting their high-street branch.  Participants were given the option of selecting more than one response; these have been broken down into the relevant age groups to provide a holistic viewpoint of consumer usage. Disputably the data is varied however from initial inspection two trends appear to have emerged. First, that 100% of the younger generation did not select ‘children’s account’ as a reason for visiting a high-street branch. Notably this could be attributed to their age, as highlighted by Interviewee 1 (appendix 2) who explained the changing trend in relation to the youth. As the younger generations pursue a career, arguably it is starting a family that is postponed, and this could be recognised by the lack of those aged 26 – 35 needing a children’s account. 
Second, 100% of the younger generation claim they do not feel the need to access their savings account via the high-street branch. The assumption here is not that they do not have savings account but rather they are accessed via digital platforms, and as numerous financial institutions offer a higher rate of interest for consumers doing so, this assumption is well placed (Essvale, 2011).

Overall, the correlation between all age groups and the products and services that require a visit to a physical retail branch, illustrates that there is a need and want for maintaining a presence within the current digital era.  However, with technology growing at an expediential rate, the plausibility of these services or products becoming redundant via a physical channel is likely. Over the course of time, as the current population ages, the assumption is that the younger populace will naturally have a tendency to adopt enhanced, digital service delivery channels.

4.5 Summary
To summarise the primary research and data analysis from both questionnaires and interview, have generally met the desired objectives of the overall study. Arguably the research has provided an insight into the perceptions of the consumer, identified the needs for a physical retail branch and explored the value associated with maintaining its presence within the current digital era.  Overall, the participants’ perceived concept of security is startlingly high in comparison to the percentage having experienced difficulties accessing digital services and products online. Parallel to this the level of satisfaction experienced amongst the participants who currently utilise digital platforms is relatively high, considering 84% of participants opted to maintain both digital and physical service delivery channels.  

Furthermore, whilst there are strong arguments for and against financial institutions sustaining a high-street branch, data collated throughout the research process has highlighted current consumer needs that require branch services. Disputably, the volume and frequency that consumers visit the branch is a potential cause for concern. As businesses are fundamentally concerned with profit, sustaining the cost of a high-street branch could be a significant outlay, especially when it is deemed an unworthy return on investment. Throughout the research process however, data collated has indicated the need for further exploration and study within this area.  The findings from the data analysis are comprehensively discussed and concluded in the following chapter.








5. Conclusion

This thesis had the aim of exploring whether sustaining a physical banking presence was relevant or redundant in the current digital era. Essentially, the research was intended to provide an insight into the current consumer perception of financial institutions service delivery channels.  Specifically centring on those operating on a digital platform in an endeavour to analyse the relevance of maintaining a physical high-street presence.  Furthermore, exploring the objective of whether it provides a competitive advantage in today’s digital era.  Overall, the findings of the research study were able to effectively meet the aim and objectives of the thesis.

The review of the literature illustrated substantial advancements within technology that have simultaneously shaped and redefined the service delivery channels available for consumers.  It was found that consumer expectations was a major perceived influence on the adoption of digital platforms to deliver effectual service and products. 

Yet, one of the prevailing themes to emerge from the analysis of consumer expectations was their desire for their financial provider to sustain a physical high-street presence. The findings of this research suggest a physical presence is still required to meet a proportion of consumers’ financial needs and expectations. Contradicting this, the research literature reviewed in chapter 2, evidenced a significant reduction in the high-street presence of several financial institutions.  Therefore, if assuming consumers do want the option of a physical presence, it could be argued that financial providers sustaining high-street branches are gaining a competitive advantage.  

However, in contrast the findings found that the majority of consumers whom participated in the questionnaire currently utilise digital platforms.  Whilst, this could be suggested is merely a product of current culture it indicates the consumer inclination to accept and adopt digital channels.  The literature review further evidenced the movement in consumer’s expectance to receive on demand access to services and products at the touch of a button (McKinsey, 2014).  Therefore the assumption could be made that as technology advances and functionality of digital platform increases, consumers are recognising the value of an easily accessible channel. 

Furthermore, it is positive to note that findings from the questionnaire highlight a relatively high feeling of security and satisfaction amongst consumers, even when difficulties have been experienced. These findings are consistent with previous research conducted by Ghorbani (2014) who implies that effective resolution of technical issues not only sustains a positive relationship with the consumer but also creates a competitive advantage.   

The research findings correlated very closely, but not conclusively to the literature review previously illustrated in chapter 2 that suggest that ‘choice’ is a strong motivational factor for consumers.  The questionnaire emphasised that 84% of participants wanted both a physical and a digital service delivery channel option to access their financial needs. These findings are broadly in line with researchers such as, Hunt (2014), Richardson et al (2015) and Nicoletti (2014), who reinforce the concept of consumer choice. 

From the findings, it was evident that there were no significant trends collating directly with the age, gender or ethnicity of participants.  Whilst the research has highlighted anomalies that require further investigation and analysis, arguably the data provided an overview of subject matter that impacts the wider demographic.  
 
5.1 Research Limitations
However it should be stressed that the study has been primarily concerned with the service delivery channels utilised within the United Kingdom’s financial sector and therefore additional avenues or channels that have not been discussed within this study may be available.  Furthermore the findings of the study are restricted to academic literature review and the experience and perceptions of participants living in South Wales. In addition, the distributed questionnaire achieved 162 responses, which could be deemed as an insufficient representation of the wider population.  

The questionnaires were constructed and distributed by the researcher which could present the possibility of bias.  However throughout the study the researcher has been transparent about their connection and role within the financial sector. Arguably this could be also implied to the interview conducted, but again participants were informed prior to giving their consent of the researcher’s profession.

Furthermore, due to the time constraints of both interviewees, the study interviews were conducted for what was retrospectively a short period of time. Although both provided valuable insight into the research area, if additional time could have been allocated arguably further comprehensive data could have been achieved. 

On reflection, the research topic is vast and dynamic and retrospectively the questionnaire broad in comparison. When analysing the questionnaire results it became apparent that a further synthesis of data would provide a more detailed insight into the current perception and utilisation of service delivery channels.  An example of this was the emerging theme of consumer disability. A notion that had arguably been overlooked during the pilot phase of the study, but implemented and further considered during the primary research.  Whilst it was deemed worth investigating further the impact a disability can have over the accessibility of service delivery channels, it should it make clear that the researcher has intentionally not allowed this factor to monopolise the study.  It is the belief of the researcher that this factor offers a standalone study topic that requires a further in-depth analysis.

However, the findings of the study do not imply that any recommendations that are made at present will be substantiated over the course of time.  Inevitably digital transformation will continue to strive and develop, potentially to the extent that perceived obstacles to achieving digital domination becoming immaterial.

5.2 Implications of the Findings
This study appears to support the argument for financial institutions to provide appropriate service delivery channel options to its consumers.  The suggestive evidence outlines the consumer want to sustain physical high-street presence in conjunction with the opportunity to access digital banking platforms. Arguably, a concept already acknowledged by some financial institutions such as Nationwide, who in contrast to other providers are increasing the number of high-street branches across the United Kingdom (Prestridge, 2017)

Furthermore, it is the researcher’s conviction that the findings of this study would benefit financial institutions in the effective provision of service delivery channels that meet the needs of the current consumer population.  
. 
5.3 Recommendations
First, as aforementioned one avenue for further study would be research into the specific barriers experienced by consumers who have disabilities.  It would be stimulating to analyse in more detail their experience of utilising service delivery channels.

Second, it would be relevant to investigate financial institutions outside of the United Kingdom, to gain a holistic overview of the financial sector.  Future research in this area could provide a useful insight into the future technological advancements being utilised through a service capacity.  Therefore shedding light onto potential future developments within the United Kingdom.

Third, without further research into the service delivery channel perception, habits and usage of consumers over a longitudinal study, recommendations made as a result of the finds are questionably short term.  As technology continuously advances, current recommendations may only prove relevant and beneficial for an insignificant period of time as arguably, new platforms and methods of communication will emerge.  As implied by Barquin & Vinayak, (2016) who further imply that the digitalisation currently experienced within the financial sector is merely the beginning and the ‘digital revolution has only just begun’. Therefore the recommendation would be to conduct a longitudinal study analysing consumers’ service delivery channel preferences. 

Last, therefore based on the findings of this research, it could be recommended that financial institutions maintain a balanced level of choice regarding the service delivery channels it provides for it consumers.  Thus signifying the sustainability of a physical presence.  This could be achieved through adopting one of two strategies.  First, through maintaining where plausible and financially viable a high-street branch presence. Or second, further developing and enhancing strategic partnerships that provide a physical touch point, easily accessible by consumers.  Through developing a physical presence that endeavours to meet consumer needs will further assist financial institutions effort to achieve a competitive advantage.

5.4 Autobiographical Reflection
Undertaking this research study has been an invaluable learning experience, which has provided me with an enriched understanding of the research process. Although, I have found the process challenging at times, overall I have found it to be a greatly rewarding experience. 

In addition I have established a vast knowledge of the current service delivery strategies adopted throughout financial sectors that compliments my position within my organisation.  Furthermore, the research findings have provided me with an insight into the current perceptions held by the consumer population concerning how to effectively meet their needs; a benefit that can be utilised in my endeavour to deliver exceptional consumer service.
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7. Appendices

Appendix 1 – Consumer questionnaire

M.B.A Dissertation Questionnaire - Consumers
I am a student at Swansea Trinity Saint David University currently undertaking this study for my MBA dissertation. It is meant to ascertain the current consumer perception into financial institutions service delivery channels.
In today’s technological environment, more and more consumers are adopting digital platforms to access and manage their finances, thus questioning the need for financial institutions to sustain a physical high-street presence. 
It would be appreciated if you could answer the following questions, in an open and honest manner in order for the dissertation to reflect a true insight into this study area.  Your responses will kept in the strictest confidence and will be anonymous in my dissertation.

1. What age bracket do you fall into – 

	18-25
	26-35
	36-45
	46-60
	60+
	Prefer not to say

	☐	☐	☐	☐	☐	☐


2. Please specify your ethnicity –

	White                                                                   
	☐	Asian/Pacific Islander          
	☐
	Hispanic/Latino                                                   
	☐	Black/African American               
	☐
	Native American/American Indian                      
	☐	Other (please state) 
………………………………….




3. What is your preferred language?

	………………………………………………………………..



4. What gender do you consider yourself to be?

	Male
	Female
	Other (please state)
	Prefer not to say

	☐	☐	☐	☐


5. Do you consider yourself to have a disability?

	Yes
	☐	No
	☐



           5a) Do you consider your disability to be;
	Mental
	☐	Physical
	☐	Other
	☐

                              
           5b) Do you consider your disability to be a barrier to accessing digital 
                 online services?
	Yes
	☐	No
	☐


           5c) If yes, could you describe how does your disability effect you 
                 utilising these services.

	  ………………………………………………………………………………..



           5d) Do you consider your disability to be a barrier to accessing 
                 high-street services (i.e. visiting a high-street outlet)?

	Yes
	☐	No
	☐


	5e) If, yes, could you describe how your disability does affect you utilising these services.

………………………………………………………….................................


6. Are you currently –

	Employed
	☐	Self Employed
	☐	Homemaker
	☐
	Student
	☐	Military
	☐	Retired
	☐
	Unemployed
	☐	Unable to work
	☐	Other
	☐


7. Who do you currently bank with? 

	One of the top 5 UK Banks
	☐	Building Society
	☐	Other
	☐	Prefer not to say
	☐
	· HSBC Holdings
· Barclays PLC
· Royal Bank of Scotland Group
· Lloyds Banking Group
· Standard Chartered PLC
	


                           	
8. How long have you banked with them for?

	< 5 years
	☐	6 >10 years
	☐	10 > years
	☐



8a) If you have changed banks in the last 5 years, please state your reason for doing so.

	………………………………………………………………..



9. Do you currently use any form of Digital Banking (This can include online banking, telephone banking, mobile applications, Apple Pay)

	Yes
	☐	No
	☐


9a) Why do you use digital banking? 

	Accessibility
	☐	Convenience
	☐
	Local Branch Closure
	☐	Efficiency/Time
	☐
	Function
	☐	Other (please state)
	………………………………..



           9b) How secure do you feel using digital banking?

	Totally Secure
	Very Secure
	Somewhat Secure
	Not very Secure
	Unsecure

	☐	☐	☐	☐	☐


9c) Have you ever experienced difficulty using digital banking/services?

	Yes
	☐	No
	☐


9d) If yes, have these been related to any of the following;

	Security
	☐	Fraud
	☐	Accessibility
	☐	Other Technical issues
	☐

                                           
            Please explain the reasons for your answer;

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
 
9e) Overall how satisfied are you with your experience of digital banking?

	Totally Satisfied
	☐	Very Satisfied
	☐	Somewhat Satisfied
	☐
	Not very Satisfied
	☐	Unsatisfied
	☐	
	


       

10.  What is more important to you from your provider – a physical presence on the high-street or digital banking facilities, or both?

	Physical Presence
	☐	Digital Banking Facilities
	☐	Both
	☐

                     
           10a) Please explain the reason for your answer
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………      

10b) If your provider only offers digital banking facilities, how do you access other services that require a physical presence i.e. Cheques.

	Affiliated partner’s 
(i.e. Post Office)
	☐	Other (please state)
	…………….......



11. How often do you use/visit a physical bank?

	Daily
	☐	Weekly
	☐	Monthly
	☐	Annually +
	☐

   


                                              
12. What services/product do you use a physical bank for?

	Cheques
	☐	Cash
	☐	Savings
	☐
	Regulated products
“” Mortgages /Loans    
	☐	Security
	☐	Children’s Account
	☐
	Transfers
	☐	Other (please state)
	…………………………….

















Appendix 2 - Interview 1 transcript 
Interviewee 1 - Digital Management Leader
The interview was held at 8:20am, February 10th, 2017 at a local café in an endeavour to provide an informal and confidential environment to provoke an open and honest discussion.  The researcher’s time with the interviewee was limited to 15 minutes due to the demanding schedule of the Digital Management Leader. Therefore the interview proceeded on a semi-structured path defined by the preliminary question set developed by the researcher that strived to achieve coverage of relevant topics important to the study.  The researcher began by explaining the purpose of the research and guaranteed anonymity in the dissertation.

For the purpose of the transcript the following are utilised;
‘RR’ refers to Rebecca Rees, the researcher 
‘I1’ refers to Interviewee 1, the Digital Management Leader

The Interview
RR: How do you perceive the digital transformation experienced within the financial sector, more specifically in relation to service delivery channels?

I1: The impact is significant…..consumers have never had so much choice in how they access their finances.  Recently we have seen a substantial upward trend in digital adoption and this has really driven our business strategy over the last decade or so. 
RR: You mentioned an upward trend in digital adoption, has this been witnessed across any group in particular?

I1: Majority of people assume that it is the youth freely accept technology, we (the business) have noticed a considerable uptake in the older demographic using digital channels of communication. Technology is no longer viewed as a benefit exploited by the youth, it is part of our culture…. our everyday life.  As a business it’s crucial that we understand our consumers’ needs and expectations and align our delivery channels to accommodate them.

RR: What measures do you take to understand your consumer needs? How are these brought in line with digital adoption?

I1: Currently, we are implement consumer satisfaction surveys to identify how are consumers are feeling about the service they have received… regardless of channel choice.  In addition we reach out to our consumers and ask for feedback on how our service delivery channels can be enhanced.  This exercise has proved extremely insightful and we (the business) have identified a clear divide between our consumer age groups and the satisfaction experienced.  This is attributed to the level of technical knowledge and experience of the age group….. therefore we have introduced ‘Smart Videos’ to support our consumers in their digital journey. 

RR: As technology appears prominent in your business strategy, what does the future of high-street banking look like?
I1: At present this is a hot topic within the financial sector.  The media coverage of branch closures, redeployment and digital transformation is rife.  From a business perspective as our consumer’s expectations drive our strategy and as they become more complex and demanding, so must our service delivery channels.  Technological advancements have supported the introduction of more streamlined and efficient means of communication with our consumers and as further advancements emerge, so will advance service delivery channels.

RR: Ok, but in regards to maintaining a physical high-street branch, where does this sit within your strategy?

I1: Currently, there is still a proportion of our consumers that require a branch presence. We recognise this is mainly due to habit of the consumer; typically the older generation operate in transaction methods such as cash and cheque, whereas the younger generations deal primarily in online funds.  Therefore creating a need for either a sophisticated ATM or branch presence. Whilst, historically we have reduced a noteworthy branch presence, these have predominantly been in more rural areas. At the moment, we (the business) have no plans to neither increase nor decrease our branch high-street presence, however our business is fluid and this is subject to change.

RR:  Do you feel that a physical presence is still relevant in the current digital era? 

I1: A business needs to operate for our consumers…. if the consensus is to maintain a high-street presence…. then a business should endeavour to do so.  What that may look like for the consumer or indeed the high-street is questionable as rapid technological developments continuously challenge the relevance of sustaining a high-street branch. 

RR: Thank you for taking the time to answer my questions today, your responses have been both insight and informative in relation to my study.












Appendix 3 – Interview 2 transcript
Interviewee 2 - Health Care Manager 

The interview was held at 12:30pm, February 21st, 2017 at a local café in an endeavour to provide an informal and confidential environment to provoke an open and honest discussion.  The researcher’s time with the interviewee was limited to 20 minutes as it was conducted during the manager’s lunch break. Therefore the interview proceeded on a semi-structured path defined by the preliminary question set developed by the researcher that strived to achieve coverage of relevant topics important to the study. The researcher began by explaining the purpose of the research and guaranteed anonymity in the dissertation.

For the purpose of the transcript the following are utilised;
‘RR’ refers to Rebecca Rees, the researcher 
‘I2’ refers to Interviewee 2, the Health Care Manager

The Interview
RR: Tell me a little bit about your Health Care Centre and the people you currently support.

I2: Our Health Care Centre is a residential facility for adults living with both physical and mental disabilities.  We currently have a population of 26 full time residents and 5 day-visitors. This is broken down into 18 male and 23 female, ranging from 19 – 72 years of age.  Many have been with us for several years and are more like family now. 

RR: You mentioned that 26 individuals are live in residents, how do you support them?

I2: Well it can range for a variety of activities; including hospital appointments, shopping and of course managing their finances. 

RR: Ok, as you know my research is into the current perception of service delivery channels utilised by financial institutions, in particular the adoption of digital platforms.  What are your thoughts on this digital adoption?

I2: Personally, I think it’s great to have the option.  I work Monday to Friday, 9 to 5 and it can be difficult for me to visit a branch, especially with the nature of my work and the limited time set aside for lunches.  I regularly use my mobile app to check my account… or normally transfer money to my daughter. I find it quick and easy, I don’t even have to think about what I’m doing half the time…. it’s become second nature. 

RR: It’s positive that you feel the advantages of digital channels. Do you feel they support your residents in the same way?  

I2: I think it really comes down to the individual and their needs.  We have a lot of residents here that have physical disabilities that impact their mobility and for them getting to a branch…..well….supported or not, it can be difficult. Technology has made it easier for them to access their finances, giving them independence.  A lot of our residents have come to rely on other people to support them, so when they have the opportunity to do something independently, it can really boost their confidence and moral. As well, those who suffer with speech difficulties can find it intimidating to call a contact centre or branch… that’s not the same when you’re accessing a mobile app or visiting a webpage.

RR: You mentioned that it comes down to individual needs, what you have described seems quite positive.  Have there been any instances that have not been positive?

I2: Unfortunately yes, we have residents with physical disabilities such as motor neurone disease, for them navigating a computer or digital device like smartphone or iPad can be challenging.  It can cause frustration and really impact the overall wellbeing of the individual.  A physical branch can be a reassurance for those with a disability as it provides an alternative to online services.  It also provides opportunity for a face-to-face interaction… which many of our resident’s value.   It can, however take a bit more planning, as more branches have closed, or moved further away we have to consider the transport….whether it’s suitable for the residents…..does it have wheelchair access for instance, the assistance needed and the access of the branch facility.  Christmas time this can be a nightmare in terms of resources allocated to accommodate branch visits due to these reasons.  Normally the footfall is high around the city centres, traffic is a nightmare and the branches appear busier, but for our residents its important for them to be able to access their finances to purchase gifts etc and we do not want to discourage that.  We have quite a few residents under 30 whose family also send them cheques for birthdays and Christmas and these need to be deposited into the accounts via a counter service…. again meaning a visit to branch. If you consider the primary carer or support mechanism for our residents, it is more likely to be the spouse or parent that provides this service if not us.  

RR: So, considering your residents, would you say there is a more value on a providing a digital channel or a physical branch?

I2: I think there needs to be both. Ultimately, individuals are not all alike, regardless of whether they have a disability or not.  So it would be unfair to blanket approach the channels made available just to accommodate new technology or trends.  I know I speech for several of the residents who absolutely value and appreciate the technology that enables them to manage their own finances.  But I can also name several who want to visit the branch…. who need to access branch services.  

RR: Thank you for taking the time to answer my questions today, your responses have been both insight and informative in relation to my study.




18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Prefer not to say	Q1	What age bracket do you fall into?	13	38	52	24	35	0	



White	Asian/
Pacific Islander	Hispanic	Black/
African American	Native American	Other	Q2	Please specificy your ethnicity	97	23	11	29	0	2	



English	Welsh	Spanish	Africano	Other	Q3	What is your preferred language?	133	13	5	4	7	



Swansea	Carmarthen	Cardiff	Other 	Q4	Where do you currently live?	88	51	12	11	



Male 	Female	Q5	What gender do you consider yourself to be?	73	89	


Participants employment status


Employed	Self Employed	Homemaker	Unemployed	Student	Military	Retired	Unable to work	Other	Q7	Are you currently;	96	4	1	4	11	0	20	14	12	



Yes	No	Q6	Do you consider yourself to have a disability?	33	129	



Mental	Physical 	Q6a	Do consider your disability to be:	9	24	



Yes	No	Q6b	Do you consider your disability to be a barrier to accessing digital online services?	19	14	



Visual/partial sighted 	IT Literacy 	Other 	Q6c	If yes, could you describe how does your disability effect you utilising these services?	9	7	3	



Yes	No	Q6d	Do you consider your disbaility to be a barrier to accessing high-street services?	2	31	



One of the UK top 5 UK Banks	Building society	Other 	Prefer not to Say	Q8	Who is your current primary bank provider?	107	37	18	0	



<	 5 years	6 	>	 10 years	10 	>	 years	Q9	How long have you banked with them for?	73	28	61	



Yes	No	Q10	Do you currently use any form of Digital Banking (Including online, telephone and mobile banking)	119	43	



Accessbility	Convienience	Efficiency/Time	Function	Local Branch Closures	Other	Q10a	Why do you use digital banking?	8	81	19	11	



Totally secure	Very secure	Somewhat secure	Not very secure	Unsecure	Q10b	How secure do you feel using digital banking?	21	77	21	



Yes	No	Q10c	Have you ever experienced difficulty using digital banking/services?	71	48	



Security	Fraud	Accessibility	Other technical issues	Q10d	If yes, have these been related to any of the following:	6	3	62	



Totally satisifed	Very satisifed	Somewhat satisifed	Not very satisfied	Unsatisfied	Q10e	Overall how satisfied are you with your experience of digital banking?	69	28	7	9	6	



Phyiscal presence	Digital Banking Facilities	Both	Q11	What is more important to you from your provider; phyiscal presence on the high-street or digital banking facilities, or both?	17	8	136	



Affiliated partner's (i.e.Post office)	Other	Q11b	If your provider only offers digital banking facilities, how do you access other services that require a physical presence?	16	0	



Daily	Weekly	Monthly	Annually +	Q12	How often do you use/visit a physical bank?	6	39	69	48	



Cheques	Cash	Savings	Regulated Products	Security	Childrens Account	Other 	Q13	What services/product do you use a physical bank for?	136	113	47	151	96	67	72	



Participants who use digital platforms	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	1	0.82000000000000006	0.71000000000000008	0.70000000000000007	0.60000000000000009	


Participants who have experienced difficulty
Experienced Difficulty	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.23	0.8	0.56999999999999995	0.88	0.33000000000000007	


Partipants who have experienced difficulty identified by gender 

Men	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.57999999999999996	0.55000000000000004	0.73	0.41	0.24	Woman	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.42	0.45	0.27	0.59	0.76	



Participants security level
Totally Secure	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	1	0.64000000000000012	0.43000000000000005	0	0.28500000000000003	Very Secure	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0	0.28000000000000008	0.19	0.73000000000000009	0.14000000000000001	Somewhat Secure	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0	8.0000000000000016E-2	0.38000000000000006	0.27	0.56999999999999995	



Participants satisfaction level
Totally Satisfied	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.69000000000000006	0.68	0.46	0.41000000000000003	0.71000000000000008	Very Satisfied	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.31000000000000005	0.23	0.33000000000000007	0	0.05	Somewhat Satisfied	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0	6.0000000000000005E-2	0.16	0.29000000000000004	0.24000000000000002	Not very Satisfied	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0	0	0.05	0.24000000000000002	0	Unsatisfied	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0	3.0000000000000002E-2	0	6.0000000000000005E-2	0	



Particpants satisfaction level identified by gender

Men	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.69	0.68	0.51	0.47	0.48	Woman	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.31	0.32	0.49	0.53	0.52	



Participants preference in 
service delivery channels
Physical	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0	0	4.0000000000000008E-2	0.42000000000000004	0.17	Digital	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.54	0	0	0	3.0000000000000002E-2	Both	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.46	1	0.96000000000000008	0.58000000000000007	0.8	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	



Participants frequency of branch visits
Daily	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0	3.0000000000000002E-2	4.0000000000000008E-2	0.17	0	Weekly	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0	0	0.35000000000000003	0.5	0.26	Monthly	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.15000000000000002	0.26	0.48000000000000004	0.25	0.7400000000000001	Annually+	
18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.85000000000000009	0.71000000000000008	0.13	8.0000000000000016E-2	0	



Participants reasons for visiting a 
high-street branch

Cheques	18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.69000000000000006	0.55000000000000004	0.94000000000000006	0.92	1	Cash	18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.69000000000000006	0.5	0.52	0.92	0.97000000000000008	Savings 	18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0	0	0.27	0.25	0.77000000000000013	Regulated Products	18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	1	1	0.98	0.92	0.77000000000000013	Security	18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	1	0.5	0.4	0.71000000000000008	0.7400000000000001	Childrens Account	18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0	0	0.73000000000000009	1	0.14000000000000001	Other	18 -25	26 - 35	36 -45	46 -60	60+	Age of participants	0.38000000000000006	0.32000000000000006	0.37000000000000005	0.38000000000000006	0.77000000000000013	
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