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After a torrid pace, bank branch closures are beginning to slow as institutions recognize the need to balance increased digital adoption while maintaining a 
physical footprint. 

 

Banks continue to right-size their branch networks and invest and drive customer activity into more cost-effective digital channels but seem to recognize the 
need to maintain some physical distribution, albeit on a smaller scale, to compete. There is evidence that affluent customers still use branches fairly often, and 
the nation's biggest banks, which have invested billions in digital tools, continue to selectively add branches and modernize existing locations.  

 

Access cross tabs in Excel with the complete 2022 U.S. Mobile Banking Survey results. 

Access charts in PowerPoint highlighting the complete 2022 U.S. Mobile Banking Survey results. 

 

Fewer branches needed, but banks still assign some value to physical presence 

U.S. banks closed a record number of branches in 2020 and then closed even more in 2021 as they sought to cut costs and meet customers' growing 
demands to access financial services through digital tools. Banks are still looking for ways to rationalize their physical footprints as branch traffic remains 
relatively low, though the pace of closures has slowed as institutions still see branches as an integral part of their distribution. Banks recognize that they need 
fewer branches in a given market, and the size and the number of staff needed in those offices are far smaller. 

Net branch closures fell to 312 in the second quarter from 950 in the first quarter. If closure activity continued during the remainder of the year at the same 
pace as in the first six months of 2022, net closures would drop 19% from 2021 levels. That rate of decline may be conservative due to the nature of activity in 
the first quarter and the lack of immediate catalysts for broad-based shutdowns.  
 
Branch visits among U.S. mobile bank app users remain below pre-pandemic levels. Just 40% of respondents to S&P Global Market Intelligence's 2022 mobile 
banking survey of 4,000 U.S. mobile bank app users, conducted between April and May 2022, said they had visited a branch in the last 30 days, up slightly 
from the prior year's survey. However, even with a slight recovery, traffic appears to be down from pre-pandemic levels — 47% of respondents in our 2019 
survey said they had visited a branch in the last 30 days.  
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While the majority of banking customers do not visit branches regularly, more affluent customers visited slightly more often, even among younger age groups, 
which have shown greater willingness to rely on digital and mobile channels for banking services. More than 50% of younger affluent customers visited a 
branch in the last 30 days prior to taking the survey compared to 45% among older affluent customers. 

Customers were considered affluent if they held $25,000 across their checking and savings accounts and had an annual household income in excess of 
$100,000, and they were considered younger if they were born after 1967, putting them in an age range of 18 to mid-50s. 
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Perhaps not surprisingly, younger affluent customers used their mobile apps for their primary checking account — a combined 50.2% of respondents in that 
group said they use their mobile apps once or more daily compared to the 22.8% total among older affluent customers. 

Branch traffic was fairly consistent across institutions of all sizes, even though the nation's largest institutions have invested far more in technology and digital 
banking. Customers at banks with assets between $50 billion and $250 billion visited branches the least, with just 36.5% of respondents having gone to a 
branch in the last 30 days. Customers at institutions with assets between $10 billion and $50 billion in assets visited branches the most, but still, just 48.0% of 
respondents had gone to a branch in the 30 days prior to the survey. 

 

Big banks balance digital channels against branches 

The nation's three largest retail banks — JPMorgan Chase & Co., Bank of America Corp. and Wells Fargo & Co. — which collectively held more than 35% of 
U.S. deposits as of June 30, 2021, reported during second-quarter earnings season that active mobile customers continued to grow in the period. 

JPMorgan said active mobile increased more than 10% year over year. Those customers grew nearly 8% at BofA from year-ago levels and nearly 5% at Wells. 
The growth has allowed all three institutions to trim their branch networks over the last year while growing their deposits, thereby increasing their deposits per 
branch. 

JPMorgan's branch network actually rose in the second quarter from the linked quarter but declined 1.5% from year-ago levels. The company has pruned 
branches while opening new locations in metro markets across the country. JPMorgan Chairman and CEO Jamie Dimon said at an investor conference in June 
that the company had branches in 25 major U.S. cities before it acquired Washington Mutual from the Federal Deposit Insurance Corp. in the fall of 2008 but 
has since opened locations in the top 75 major cities in the country. 

 

BofA has taken a similar approach after aggressively cutting its branch network during the recovery from the global financial crisis. The company said at an 
investor conference in June that it is renovating its financial centers and has opened some new locations but noted that digital transformation helps drive 
positive operating leverage. BofA CFO Alastair Borthwick said at the event that Zelle transactions exceeded checks, which are expensive to process, for the 
first time in the prior quarter. Borthwick further noted that BofA's commercial bankers now use Erica, the company's artificial intelligence digital voice assistant 
originally designed for consumers, as a tool to query information about commercial clients. 
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"We take things that are used in consumer and deploy them in commercial to great success. Same thing with checks, like today, will allow any commercial 
customer to not drive to a branch, but instead to deposit checks on a phone. So simple things like that, taking paper out, automating the place, providing the 
client a better experience and ultimately save us money," Borthwick said. 

The PNC Financial Services Group Inc. told a similar story at the same investor conference in June when discussing plans to reconfigure about 60% of its 
branches to a digital-first layout over the next five years. PNC CFO Robert Reilly said the plan is a continuation of a trend of having smaller branches while 
using technology to handle routine transactions. 

"The interaction with the branch employees is on much higher value products and services, consumer loans," the executive said. 

 

This article was published by S&P Global Market Intelligence and not by S&P Global Ratings, which is a separately managed division of S&P Global.
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