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BANKING APPS: 
Functionalities developing but 
more customer support needed   

Davies Hickman conducted research into 
20 mobile banking apps to compare their 
functionality and customer support. We split 
the research between traditional banks and 
fintech banks, all but one available in the 
UK, in order to gain a rounded perspective 
of mobile banking. 

Many UK consumers now say they do all their 
banking on an app. Covid-19 and the introduction 
of fintechs such as Monzo and Revolut in recent 
years seem to have accelerated the rate at which 
traditional banks are shifting towards digitalisation. 
This creates  more app features and thus increases 
the need for customer support channels to be 
accessible via the app. With 5G rolling out, the 
possibilities for innovation are growing.

Overall, our research found that the functionality of 
the 20 banking apps varied considerably and that 
the level of customer support needs to be improved. 
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Mobile banking apps are designed for easy 
usability and automated processes and 
functions that eliminate as much human 
interaction as possible. Our research, and 
comments on review sites, show that 
customers do encounter problems with 
app usability, meaning there is a significant 
need for customer support. Easily 
accessible customer support is required as 
a third of customers complain about app 
problems. We identified four main reasons 
as to why customer support is so vital:

• Functionality is not there – consumers want to do 
things that the app cannot yet do

• The app system encounters faults and doesn’t 
work

• Different consumers have varying technological 
abilities – some will struggle to use basic app 
functions

• Consumers have different needs – some will want 
to be able to speak to someone to ensure they do 
the right thing

Our research shows consumers report apps 
crashing, as well as system errors when using 
basic app functions, such as money transfers, and 
correct passwords being shown error messages. 
Our research for Avaya, Life and Work Beyond 2020, 
shows that 30% of global consumers say they will 
use banking apps more in the future. These all lead 
to the need for readily available support.

Davies Hickman’s research looked into 
the following customer support features 
in banking apps:

Live Chat not available on enough apps 
In-app chat with intelligent automated chatbots 
using AI automation is a common usability support 
feature that consumers have become accustomed 
to across a range of apps in different sectors. 
However only 9 of the apps reviewed offered this 
service. Neon, the N26 bank chatbot is available in 
5 languages, and claims to be able to answer 30% 
of all basic queries, whilst other chatbots can take 
commands regarding app features.

11 of the apps allow support through live chat with 
a human agent, however 5 apps only provide this 
feature if the AI automated chatbot is unable to 
resolve the query, adding an additional stage to 
the customer support process. This can create 
frustration for the customer, particularly if they 
expect the AI automated chatbot won’t provide 
an answer. 

PART 1:
In-app customer support 
is improving, but plenty 
more to do

“5 out of 20 apps required chatting to an AI 
automated chatbot before a human”
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Phone support needs to do more for the 
consumer 
12 of the apps promoted a phone number to contact 
customer services, and a feature that stood out 
was that some of the banks were able to recognise 
the consumer calling, based upon the app ID&V, 
creating more of a seamless support experience. 
This was not the case with other apps, resulting 
in the consumer having to undergo identification 
security checks twice, once to get onto the app 
and then a further time on the call. One of the apps 
supported different phone numbers for different 
queries, whereas others had one leading number. 

Apps need to take advantage of video 
chat possibilities 
Only 1 of the 20 apps appeared to offer any form of 
video chat, which could be seen as surprising given:

• The emphasis on providing a personalised 
service, and the growing demand for consumers 
to get in contact via their preferred method 

• Consumers having embraced the use of video 
(the likes of Spaces, Zoom or Teams) on a daily 
basis due to the pandemic.

Nearly 1 in 5 say they would definitely prefer to 
have a video meeting, rather than face to face, to 
discuss a financial product. The app that provided 
a video service only permitted it when speaking 
to a relationship manager, and none of the apps 
allowed video with the customer support teams. 

Natwest and Nationwide offer a video banking 
service, whereby consumers are able to speak to 
the bank to open accounts, apply for products 
and undergo financial health checks, however this 
is only via the website and not the mobile app. 
Natwest/RBS plans to roll out a video chat service 
on the app in the future.

Complaints service not readily available 
on most apps 
Complaint handling is a key aspect of customer 
support, particularly in regulated industries. None 
of the apps offered a specific complaints service, 
however 1 in 5 apps promoted the option of 
complaints to be logged via their chat service. 6 
of the apps advised that complaints needed to 
be filed either over the phone or by contacting 
an email address provided within the app. Many 
customers resort to Trustpilot and others to 
leave more public reviews about their negative 
experiences. Having an in-app complaints service 
will allow consumers to raise issues quickly and 
easily, directly to the bank, which can then work 
to resolve them on a one to one basis. an answer. 

Reporting a lost card and blocking/
unblocking cards increasingly present
Being able to report a lost or stolen card within 
the app is useful. This service is available on more 
than half of the apps researched, and can be done 
in a few taps. Monzo was one of the first banks to 
integrate the innovation of freezing or blocking 
a card. This has become an important usability 
feature for banking apps, causing most traditional 
banks to incorporate this function into their apps. 
Almost 3 in 4 of the apps provided this feature. 
This quick and easy support feature avoids the 
customer having to phone the bank and ask for 
their card to be blocked. 

“Only 1 of the 
20 apps offer 

video chat”

“1 in 4 apps had 
no option to 

block a card”
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Social media integration would provide a 
useful contact channel 
Organisations using social media messenger 
applications to engage with their customers has 
become increasingly popular with society’s digital 
shift. The Bank of America app offers a link to chat 
via Facebook Messenger, and Twitter has proved a 
popular communication channel. Of the banking 
apps studied, only 3 had social media contact 
links. With 2.8 billion monthly Facebook users and 
330 million monthly Twitter users, in-app social 
media integration would provide another effective 
communication channel for issue reporting and 
problem solving, another feature that would make 
the customer support experience more seamless. 
In fact, our research for Avaya shows that over 40% 
say they would like to use messaging services (such 
as WhatsApp) to interact with organisations.

Seamless phone support
Most of the apps provide a customer service 
contact number, an in-app call service is rare. 
Resolving issues often requires the user to go into 
the app whilst speaking to the customer support 
representative, creating a difficult experience for 
the consumer.

• Implementing an in-app call service such as 
with Facebook Messenger that allows the 
consumer to browse the app simultaneously, 
would create a more seamless application with 
more integrated customer support systems. 

• Having identification recognition when calling 
from the app also creates a more faultless 
experience for the customer to get support. 
This saves time having to answer identification 
questions, and also adds value in the shape of 
an increasingly personal experience. 

• Currently, Chase bank allows the customer 
to set up voice recognition for quick security 
recognition when calling customer service, 
however this cannot be done via the app, so 
implementing these features would improve 
the customer experience. 

More advanced automated AI chatbots
At this current time, it appears most automated 
chatbots are unable to resolve complex queries, 
and therefore often need to transfer the customer 
to a live agent. 

• Development of Artificial Intelligence chatbots 
will almost certainly permit them to become 
more intelligent and solve more complex 
matters. 

• Our research indicates 74% of consumers feel 
frustrated when the service is not personalised, 
therefore as digital banking begins to accelerate, 
banks could look to chatbots to provide an 
increasingly personal service.

Future customer 
support innovations

“74% of consumers 
feel frustrated 
when the service is 
not personalised”
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Voice commands could be popular 
Voice controlled technologies are becoming more 
present in life generally with the use of smart 
speakers. There is opportunity to see banking apps 
allowing more voice control. 

• More banking apps could look to integrate 
Amazon’s Alexa, currently used by a few banks, 
fulfilling requests such as ‘what is my bank 
balance?’.

• There is a link to mobile voice commands 
for example Siri with the N26 app, allowing 
consumers to get their bank balance and other 
details by voice commands.

• More banks could look to include voice 
commands when chatting to the virtual assistant, 
as currently only 1 bank offers the option.

• Banks could look to introduce more voice 
command features, for example to search 
through transactions and navigate the rest of the 
app with their voice alone. 

“Only 1 banking 
app offered a voice 
command option”
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Banking app functionality and customer 
support needs to improve over time

Increased need for improved 
customer support in-app (over time)
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The banking sector has seen large 
disruption with fintechs acting as a catalyst 
for traditional banks to become more 
innovative in using digital technologies. This 
has led to the increase in digital innovations 
available on mobile banking apps, and 
we will continue to see future innovations 
through the field of behavioural finance. 
This is based around using psychological 
tendencies that get consumers to behave 
in a particular way with their money. This 
is a tricky area, as banks need to ensure 
that their behavioural innovations work 
effectively and in the interests of both 
themselves and customers. At the same 
time, the data available through app 
usage gives financial services providers 
opportunities to personalise the services 
they offer customers. 

ATM Finders are not present in enough 
apps 
A convenient feature is that of an ATM finder 
within the app. It comes as a surprise that of the 
20 apps studied, just under half offered a map or 
list of ATM addresses. One app offered the service 
however it took the user out of the app and onto 
an alternate webpage, making the experience 
slightly more inconvenient. Three of the banks only 
offered this service for their own ATM’s, decreasing 
the usefulness of this feature. What seems a fairly 
basic feature, consumers might expect it to be in 
place, doesn’t seem ubiquitous. Apps could use 
location data to show a personalised map of the 
closest ATMs.

More banks should allow account 
openings via the app 
According to the Autonomous Customer series 
of research we undertake for BT, just over half 
of consumers would like to apply for financial 
products using an app. With the steady decline 
of the high-street in consumers’ lives, perhaps the 
days where consumers prefer to go into a branch 
to open new bank accounts are gone. Half of the 
apps allowed for consumers to open an account 
through the app, however most of these banks 
were modern digital providers with no branches. 
Traditional banks need to do more to ensure 
everything you can do in a branch can be done 
on the app, in response to the fintech disruptor 
banks. Know your customer (KYC) and security 
verification will improve with 5G, potentially 
making the process of applications more seamless 
and invisible to customers.     

PART 2:
App Functionality 
innovation on the rise

“Everything you can 
do in a branch can 

be done on the app”

Basic app functions

Core app functions



 www.davieshickman.com                         @DaviesHickman                         enquiries@davieshickman.com

BANKING APPS: Functionalities developing but more customer support needed   

View/change PIN number only available 
in ¼ of the apps 
In-app security gives the impression of being high, 
as 19 of the banks used either touch or face ID to 
access the app, which means pin services can easily 
be available for those who have forgotten their pin 
or want to change it for security reasons. Just ¼ of 
the apps had this function, with others having to 
either contact customer service through live chat 
or over the phone to get a pin reminder or change 
their pin.  

In-app product application capabilities 
will inevitably increase
An area that is likely to benefit banks is the 
purchasing of products through the apps. Of the 
20 apps, 2 allowed application for a mortgage 
through the app, whilst 6 offered a service to 
apply for an overdraft, and as the shift towards 
digital accelerates, it is inevitable that all consumer 
banking needs will transition to being app based. 
Banks such as Starling are now shifting to more of a 
platform revenue model, similar to that of WeChat 
in China. This model allows them to collaborate 
with various third parties  to allow functions such as 
investments, mortgages and pensions, all through 
a single seamless application.

In the future, there could possibly be more 
advanced functions due to technology changes 
and the development of fintech applications. 
Open banking creates seamless links between 
bank accounts and financial applications, and is 
becoming an increasingly prevalent concept with 
the development of applications such as Curve, the 
banking platform that combines multiple cards 
and accounts into one smart card app. Of the apps 
studied, 5 promoted links to open banking services. 

Budgeting services are becoming 
increasingly available
50% of the apps provide a budgeting feature, 
whereby consumers can set specific budget 
amounts per month. Providing constant updates 
on remaining expenditure for the month is a 
useful assistance tool, however only one allowed 
for budget categorisation, for example setting a 
budget for rent, and another for groceries. 

“2 of 20 apps 
allowed for 
mortgage 
applications 
through the app”

“50% of the apps 
provide budgeting 

features”

Advanced app 
functions
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Spending reports and insights 
Monthly spending reports are provided by 8 of the 
20 apps, showing consumers the breakdown of 
where their money is going. Monzo has an added 
usability feature, allowing the user to select the 
spending area after each transaction, ensuring 
more accurate monthly spending reports for the 
consumer.  

Gambling restrictions
5 of the 20 apps offered a gambling restriction 
setting on the app. This feature allows consumers to 
cap the amount they spend on gambling sites and 
won’t allow them to spend any more. This useful 
feature allows banks to target problems relating 
to gambling addiction, whilst also reducing the 
likelihood of having to solve gambling related 
financial issues. There may be a need to improve 
this feature however, as many apps allow for the 
feature to be easily turned off. 

Personalisation and proactivity to reduce 
effort
The more data banks collect about customers 
interactions, locations, and transactions, the 
more potential there is to personalise all of the 
above innovations. Whether it’s providing useful 
notifications, pre-populating application forms, or 
making marketing-based offers at the right time, 
apps will increasingly offer a better experience 
for customers. Again, the Autonomous Customer 
research showed that nearly 3 in 4 would like 
notifications from banks and building societies.  
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Key findings 
Our research shows that in-app customer 
support at present is not enough. Too few 
of the apps in the banking industry are 
offering customer support in ways in which 
other mobile applications do. It is clear that 
banking apps still have a way to go, both 
in terms of their development and also 
with the level of customer support they 
provide. Many customers complain about 
poor phone services, too many steps being 
in place to speak to somebody, and below 
standard all round customer service.

Banking apps are only in the early phase of 
development, and many traditional banks are 
beginning to catch up to the market disruptor 
digital banks. Banking apps will eventually enter 
the maturity state, where all the apps will start to 
look the same and offer the same features, but that 
is some way off. 

During the pandemic, banking apps have received 
a boost in usage. This has highlighted the increasing 
need for more seamless banking applications 
and further developments to customer support 
channels throughout.

Methodology  
Davies Hickman compiled this report 
using desk research and trials of 20 
banking apps. The apps researched 
included those of traditional banks and 
also fintech disruptor banks: Atom Bank, 
Barclays Bank (business), Bank of America, 
Chase, Citibank, Co-op Bank, HSBC, Lloyds 
Bank, M&S Bank, Metro Bank, Monzo, 
Nationwide, Natwest (RBS), N26 (no longer 
available in the UK), OakNorth, Revolut, 
Santander, Starling Bank, Tesco Bank and 
Virgin Money (Clydesdale and Yorkshire 
banks). All the information was gathered 
in March 2021 and the report written in 
April 2021.

The research, data and views in this report have been prepared in good faith. Davies Hickman do not take responsibility 
for any actions or otherwise taken by those acting on the advice and content contained in the report.

For further information contact: +44 (0) 1189 403523
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