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Around the world, smart manufacturers adapt their products to the market.

Take Panasonic as a case in point: Indonesian customers boil their water in the morning to purify it, then store it in the fridge to cool it. Result: Panasonic products feature big compartments to hold the two litre containers. On the other hand, customers there don’t need much space to store vegetables, which usually get eaten on the day they’re bought.

Indian householders run their air-conditioning non-stop – so Panasonic units are designed to operate quietly. In China, aircon is something to boast about, so units sold there are big and colourful.

Panasonic’s product lines are now built around climate type: temperate zones get one range, tropical markets another. 

The relevance to financial services? Simply this: customers are king – and customers are different. Savvy manufacturers are willing to re-jig huge investments in plant and machinery to meet market demand. Why don’t banks, who can re-engineer at a small fraction of the cost to manufacturers?

The uncomfortable truth is that a number of banks haven’t really gone very far in differentiating their offerings to meet varying customer needs. Certainly, most have a product or two aimed at the high net worth segment, and at students. But too often that’s where it stops. The implication is clear: for marketers at these banks, there are rich people, people at university, and….er…. “others”. Is that truly the best we can do? Compare this approach with the near-obsessive drilling-down which Tesco brings to its Clubcard data base.

Let’s take what is probably the most pressing issue for banks today: how to attract and retain the cheapest form of funding – retail deposits. All too many banks think no further than how much interest they can afford to offer. But that leads straight to the price wars we see in Spain, where net interest margins are being pounded by the fierce competition between banks and cajas for those elusive saver euros.

Some banks pin their faith on offering short-term bonus rates, balanced by penalties for early withdrawal. But this is simply the reverse of the 0% balance transfers issuers used to offer on credit cards – until they discovered that they were expensively attracting “rate tarts”.

No question, price has a role to play. But by no means all customers are joined at the hip to the Best Buy websites. Many exhibit what the economists call “satisficing” behaviour: they’re happy with the good enough, rather than the best. 

For example, there’s clear evidence that better-off customers respond well to rewards. Would it be possible to retain this depositor segment by offering a cross-sell bonus, or some form of tenure-linked incentive? As the chart shows, many of the financially secure with funds to deposit are likely to be middle-aged or older. Perhaps there are clues here for alert marketers.
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There’s another pointer: in Britain at least, rich women – defined as those who have £500,000 or more to invest – now outnumber rich men. Not only do they live longer than men, they’re more likely to take a cautious approach to investing their cash
. Surely it wouldn’t be difficult to craft a range of savings products that responded to these women’s clear preference for long-term security. Go a step further: given the proven success of social networks, perhaps the savings offerings could form part of a dedicated club for financially secure women, mediated through Facebook.

And here’s a very different thought: unlike the West, many markets in East Asia and the Gulf are awash with customer savings. How about developing a product to tempt thrifty Japanese or Qataris to place their surplus cash with you?

Because if manufacturers successfully cross borders by adapting their offerings, then banks should at least consider following their example. 

Successful banks have already seen the light: TD, a Canadian institution, is setting a cracking pace at attracting deposits from US savers via a local subsidiary, pulling in $128 billion of deposits with a far higher market share than its proportion of branches would suggest
. In the UK, institutions from as far away as India – ICICI, Bank of Baroda – are testing the waters for longer-term savings bonds.

Could this be the pattern for other banks with overseas retail presence – banks such as Standard Chartered, Citi, HSBC, ANZ, Santander, Barclays, BBVA? 
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