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If you’ve never heard of a “Norman Door” before, 

chances are you’ve seen one. Who hasn’t experienced 

that embarrassing moment of intently pushing on a door, 

only to realize it should be pulled? Worse yet are the 

doors that completely confound us by concealing their 

mechanism—be it a hinge, track, sensor, or something 

else entirely. You now have a name for these menaces to 

architecture, the “Norman Door,” so named after Donald 

Norman, widely considered to be the father of user 

experience. In his seminal book The Design of Everyday 

Things, Norman asserts, “It is the duty of machines and 

those who design them to understand people. It is not 

[the latter’s] duty to understand the arbitrary, meaningless 

dictates of machines.1” And yet, “Norman Doors” persist, 

not just in the architectural sense, but in myriad facets of 

“everyday things,” including technology that connects us to 

essential and nonessential services alike. When engineers 

and business leaders fail to place functionality above 

aesthetics, they risk losing perspective of the “user” in the 

“user experience.”

1 Don Norman, The Design of Everyday Things (Revised and Expanded Edition), Basic Books, 2013.
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Yet remembering who the user is has never been more 

critical for financial institutions as digital banking has 

never been more popular or necessary. The number 

of digital banking users is expected to eclipse 200 

million by 2022, representing 77 percent of the adult 

population.2 This large and growing market continues 

to attract significant investment from established 

players and emerging category disruptors alike. The 

Americas fintech market is expected 

to reach $63 billion by 2024.3 

Venture capital (VC) continues to 

pour into new markets including 

cryptocurrency, where the average 

round size of VC deals has ballooned 

to $15.8 million in 2021, up from 

just $5.7 million in 2019.4 Big Tech 

companies and major retailers 

also remain active expanding their 

capabilities in this space—offering 

everything from digitally provisioned 

credit cards and prepaid cards to 

checking accounts and buy now, pay 

later offers. And megabanks are upping the ante in 

their own right, with just one spending $600 million on 

fintech solutions in one year alone.5 

As regional and community financial institutions 

rush to establish and protect relationships with more 

digitally inclined consumers and fend off intensifying 

competition, the user experience (UX) often takes 

center stage. The pixels on a user’s screen, rendered 

through a digital banking platform, now represent 

the brand identity of the financial institution and the 

essence of the customer or member relationship. 

Even more, the functionality of the digital experience 

determines the success (or failure) of a financial 

institution in earning engagement, loyalty, and 

revenues through cross-selling of personalized and 

timely products and services.

With so much on the line, how do financial institutions 

avoid the dreaded metaphorical equivalent of a 

“Norman Door” when it comes to what is increasingly 

the most important part of the user relationship—the 

digital banking experience? To answer the question, in 

June 2021, Alkami conducted primary research among 

795 digital banking customers and members in the 

United States to better understand their expectations 

when it comes to an exemplary user 

experience and compared those 

findings with the perceptions of 150 

regional and community financial 

institutions aspiring to deliver the 

same. 

To qualify for the double-blind study, 

consumers aged 18-75 admitted to 

online or mobile banking at least 

once per month. These consumers 

were well represented as customers 

or members from multiple types 

of financial institutions, including 

megabanks, neobanks, and regional and community 

financial institutions. Financial institution respondents 

had between $200 million to $100 billion in assets and 

10,000 to 2,000,000 customers or members. Each 

respondent was involved in digital banking decisions, 

with two-thirds in senior or executive management.

Even more, the 

functionality of the 

digital experience 

determines the success 

(or failure) of a financial 

institution in earning 

engagement, loyalty, and 

revenues through cross-

selling of personalized 

and timely products and 

services.

2 eMarketer, March 2021, InsiderIntelligence.com. 
3 Jim Marous, “8 Fintech Trends Changing Banking Forever,” The Financial Brand, July 13, 2021. 
4 James Thorne, “Andreessen Horowitz launches crypto arms race as check sizes swell,” PitchBook, June 24, 2021. 
5 JP Morgan Chase & Co. Annual Letter to Shareholders, 2016.
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“Good Enough”  
isn’t Good Enough
When it comes to the digital banking experience, consumers are aligned on one key point: There is little room for 

error. The very nature of the financial relationship has evolved with the digital banking experience at its core, 

specifically:

The primary financial institution relationship depends on it. Defining one’s primary financial 

institution was once largely associated by the presence of a checking account. Financial 

institutions coveted the direct deposit, in particular, as an indicator of loyal customer or member 

status. But the tide is turning for digital banking consumers, who define their primary financial 

institution by where they do most of their online or mobile banking as the third most popular 

reason, out of 15 possible choices. To put a finer point on it, the online or mobile banking relationship statistically 

ties with direct deposit as to which financial institution is entitled to a consumer’s most significant relationship. The 

digital banking relationship trumps most other reasons, including being cited roughly twice as frequently as ATM or 

branch locations.

Overall financial institution 

satisfaction is correlated 

with it. In fact, a consumer’s 

satisfaction with a financial 

institution’s digital banking 

experience is the highest correlated 

attribute (out of ten tested) to overall bank 

or credit union satisfaction—more highly 

correlated than customer service, product 

innovations, and branch and ATM locations. 

Exhibit 1 Reason for 'Most Significant Relationship' (multiple responses allowed) 
Base: All Digital Banking Consumers (n=795) 

Exhibit 2 Correlation of Performance with Overall Institution Satisfaction 
Base: All Digital Banking Consumers – (n=795) 
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It is the most important reason in defining a consumer’s ideal financial institution. Consumers 

are three times more likely to cite the digital banking experience as the most important aspect 

of banking, again well ahead of customer service experiences and convenient branch and ATM 

locations.

It will cost (or gain) a financial institution customers or members. One in seven digital banking 

consumers has considered switching primary institutions due to an unsatisfactory digital banking 

experience. Furthermore, more than 80 percent of consumers say a quality online or mobile 

banking experience is among their top requirements when choosing a new financial institution, 

with 39 percent indicating it as their number one criterion.

Exhibit 3 Banking Experience Attributes: Most Important Attribute 
Base: All Digital Banking Consumers (n=795) 

Exhibit 4 
Base: All Digital Banking Consumers (n=795) 
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The importance of user experience is not lost on the regional and community financial institutions in the study. 

When asked to identify the most important attributes of a digital banking platform provider, these decision makers 

select user experience near the top 

from a list of twelve. In fact, user 

experience statistically ties with 

essential features, including system 

uptime and security. 

But recognizing something as 

important is not necessarily the same 

as solving for it. Too often, business 

leaders and engineers assume 

that something as visible as a user 

experience is subject to creative 

preferences. It’s an understandable 

tendency. After all, where one’s 

brand image is concerned, financial institutions have a lot of say in how they are portrayed. Yet this is often where 

well-intended leaders can go astray. With so much riding on user experience, it’s essential not to lean on one’s own 

assumptions but to ask users themselves what constitutes their ideal. Doing so requires a deeper understanding of 

the relationship between user interface (UI) and user experience (UX).

UI vs. UX
Though sometimes used interchangeably, there is a distinction 

between user interface and user experience. The user interface is 

the space where interactions between humans and machines occur. 

A good user interface design facilitates finishing the task at hand 

without drawing unnecessary attention to itself. In other words, a great interface is seemingly invisible. 

In contrast, the user experience is how a user interacts with and experiences a product, system, or service, 

including a person’s perceptions of utility, ease of use, and efficiency. Stated more simply, a great user experience 

works effortlessly. 

These concepts work in unison to create the totality of how users interact with and experience a service. To quote 

the late Steve Jobs, “[Design] is not just what it looks like and feels like. Design is how it works.6” 

Although nuanced in technical definition, 

digital banking consumers seem to 

implicitly understand the difference 

between these complex concepts. In 

evaluating the importance of eleven 

attributes in an online or mobile digital 

banking service, the basic elements of 

simply making it work, to Jobs’ point, 

come through as essential: reliability, 

security, and real-time syncing of data. 

Last on the list of importance is having a 

visually appealing aesthetic. 

Exhibit 5 Important In a Platform Provider 
Base: Regional and Community Financial Institutions (n=150)

“[Design] is not just what it looks like 

and feels like. Design is how it works.” 

- Steve Jobs

Exhibit 6 Important In a Banking Platform 
Base: All Digital Banking Consumers (n=795)

6  Rob Walker, “The Guts of a New Machine,” The New York 
Times Magazine, November 30, 2003.
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However, to the point of great design 

being invisible, when calculating the 

correlation of user satisfaction with each 

of these eleven attributes to that of overall 

satisfaction with the digital banking 

service, a visually appealing aesthetic 

is the third most correlated item. Stated 

differently, a great design frees users to 

complete tasks and allows the outcome 

of the experience to shine through. 

Following great design principles that 

keep the user outcome front and center 

leads to greater satisfaction with the 

digital banking service (and, by extension,  

with the financial institution itself,  

as stated earlier).

A fun and engaging experience 

A familiar experience that you know  

how to use 

An app that does things for you 

An app that respects your privacy and doesn’t 

push you offers 

An app that can do lots of different things 

vs.

vs. 

vs.

vs.

 

vs. 

A simple and functional experience

An experience that regularly evolves  

and improves

An app that helps you do things yourself

An app that understands your needs and 

priorities and shares relevant offers with you

An app that meets your basic needs  

really well

Perception is Not Always Reality
To better understand the outcomes users most expect in their ideal digital banking experience, consumers were 

asked to select their preference on a sliding scale across multiple polarities, including:

Exhibit 7 Correlation of Performance with Digital Banking Platform Satisfaction 
Base: All Digital Banking Consumers – (n=795) 

A great design frees users to 

complete tasks and allows the 

outcome of the experience to 

shine through. 
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Financial institution decision makers were asked to evaluate these same questions in terms of what their bank 

or credit union would prefer to offer along each continuum. As evidenced by the responses, consumers and the 

financial institutions that serve them are not always aligned on the ideal digital banking experience. In particular, 

there are significant differences with consumers more likely to prefer:

• a fun and engaging experience (vs. a simple and functional one)

• an app that does things for them (vs. one that helps them do things for themselves)

• an app that understands them and shares relevant offers  

(vs. one that respects their privacy and doesn’t push offers)

• an app that can do lots of things (vs. one that meets basic needs well)

[EXHIBIT 8: INSERT GAP CHART BETWEEN FIs AND CONSUMERS]

Perhaps more interestingly, the study revealed no generational gap that is often assumed when contemplating how 

fun, relevant, or powerful consumers prefer their experience be — Baby Boomers were more likely to want a fun, 

evolving, and multifunctional experience than their younger counterparts. 

Digging deeper, it appears consumers 

of all ages and stages are amenable to a 

more intuitive, engaging digital banking 

experience, as current satisfaction levels 

for services beyond basic uptime and 

security functionality leave the door 

open for innovative financial institutions 

to deliver. No more than 40 percent of 

consumers are satisfied with their digital 

banking experience when it comes to 

delivering tools to achieve their financial 

goals, providing helpful offers, or 

innovating new capabilities. 

Exhibit 8 Digital Banking Platform Preferences 
Base: Banks (n=88) / Credit Unions (n=62) / Digital Banking Consumers (n=795)

Exhibit 9 Completely Satisfied with Platform on… 
Base: All Digital Banking Consumers (n=795)
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And it seems these dissatisfiers with the digital banking experience cast a halo effect on satisfaction with 

financial institutions, in general: Less than 40 percent of consumers are satisfied with their financial institution’s 

understanding of their financial situation, needs, or goals. 

To put this data into additional context, when asked to evaluate their institution’s improvement in delivering more 

relevant product recommendations to consumers over the past year, 74 percent of decision makers in the study 

indicated their bank or credit union had at least become a “little more” relevant. Unfortunately, their consumers 

disagree, with less than 30 percent 

indicating the same. And this unmet 

need for greater personalization is 

being addressed by neobanks, which 

seem to be more quickly closing the 

gap in demonstrating this level of 

consumer intimacy. More than 50 

percent of neobank customers agree 

that their financial institution’s product 

recommendations have at least become 

a “little more” relevant in the past 

year. As one neobank customer put it, 

“Honestly, I think Varo listens to their 

customers’ individual needs and wants 

on a case-by-case basis, and that’s what 

really makes them shine.”

Exhibit 10 Completely Satisfied with Institution on… 
Base: All Digital Banking Consumers (n=795)

Exhibit 11 Product Recommendations Have Become More Relevant (In Past 12 Months) 
Base: Regional and Community Financial Institutions (n=150); All Digital Banking Consumers (n=795)
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The Next 
Battlefield
With neobanks setting a new standard 

for a highly personalized digital banking 

experience, the bar is likely to move 

higher still with Big Tech companies 

entering the fray. While Apple, Google, 

and Amazon may not have overt designs 

in being a financial institution, each is 

altering the landscape with financial 

services and capabilities that continue 

to move consumer preferences forward. 

The threat is imminent, as perceived by 

regional banks and credit unions. When 

asked to identify the greatest threat to 

their financial institution over the next 

18 months, the “changing technology 

landscape” earned top marks by these 

decision makers, cited more times than 

low interest rates, cyberthreats, uncertain 

regulations, and half a dozen other 

concerns. 

What’s more, when asked whether 

the “bank” of the future is more likely 

to be a technology company or a 

financial services company, just over 

50 percent of banks and credit unions 

agreed with the former (as opposed 

to 39 percent of consumers citing the 

same). It would appear that financial 

institutions are acutely aware of the 

imminent threat posed by Big Tech and 

fintech alternatives, yet most decision 

makers also say the “local bank or 

credit union down the street” is their 

primary competitor. In fact, nearly twice 

as many respondents are likely to view 

the neighborhood bank or credit union 

as their primary competitor as those 

selecting neobanks, fintechs, and Big Tech 

alternatives combined.

Exhibit 12 Institution's Greatest Risk over the Next 18 Months (multiple responses allowed) 
Base: Regional and Community Financial Institutions (n=150)

Exhibit 13 Considered the Primary Competitor Today 
Base: Regional and Community Financial Institutions (n=150)

More than 50% of FI leaders agree that the "bank"  

of the future will be a technology company.
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Therein lies the 

conundrum for 

regional and 

community financial 

institutions. While 

emerging tech players 

continue to alter 

consumer preferences 

and consumers 

increasingly adopt digital banking services, banks 

and credit unions must determine how to navigate a 

competitive landscape as fierce as it is fragmented. 

While the local bank or credit union may certainly be a 

concern, Big Tech and fintech are redefining consumer 

expectations for the ideal digital banking experience. 

Neobanks are already delivering to a higher standard 

of personalization. Big Tech entrants will only push 

consumer expectations further. 

Yet, regional and community financial institutions 

cannot underestimate the value of the trusted 

relationship earned over time. These institutions 

are more likely to be seen as positive contributors 

to society (compared with megabank or neobank 

customers). The key will be in unlocking a digital 

banking experience that is designed with the user’s 

outcomes in mind—increasingly more personalized 

and timely in nature—and utilizes technology that 

empowers, rather than exploits, the consumers who 

depend on it.

Putting It All 
Together
It is clear that the digital banking experience is 

tantamount to the primary financial institution 

relationship. Regional and community financial 

institutions can win against competitors with many 

times the technical scale and resources. Doing 

so requires a fresh look at the user experience to 

successfully drive engagement, loyalty, and revenues:

The User Experience is the Most 

Essential Aspect of Banking. Not 

only are digital banking consumers 

on the rise, they are unambivalent 

about the importance of the mobile 

or online banking experience that connects them to 

their finances. No matter how the data is sliced—be 

it overtly stated or correlated to broader satisfaction 

metrics—digital banking consumers evaluate the 

strength of the financial relationship in terms of the 

digital banking experience. Cutting corners to seek 

a “good enough” value proposition is inadvisable for 

financial institutions aspiring to meet an ever-higher 

bar of consumer expectations fueled by competitive 

alternatives.

The User Experience is Objective, 

Not Subjective. In addition to 

quantitative studies, such as the 

one cited in this whitepaper, look 

to qualitative feedback throughout 

the design process to inform the user experience. 

In particular, the System Usability Scale is a proven 

methodology that assesses the user experience 

across ten simple questions.  First introduced in 

1986, the scale is a reliable, tested tool for evaluating 

a wide range of products and systems. It has even 

been correlated with net promoter score (NPS), 

providing financial institutions with a means to link user 

experience with loyal promoters. Whether the digital 

banking platform is developed in-house or sourced 

to a third-party vendor, financial institutions should 

insist on a methodical, continuous approach of testing, 

learning, and iterating to optimize the user experience 

for the only opinion that matters: the user’s. 

Data is the Next Frontier. While 

regional and community financial 

institutions believe they have largely 

improved in delivering more relevant 

offers over the past year, consumers 

respectfully disagree. Neobank customers are more 

likely to agree that their financial institution has made 

progress on this front. And younger consumers are 

more likely to reflect the importance of a financial 

institution in understanding their financial goals, 

Regional and 

community financial 

institutions cannot 

underestimate the 

value of the trusted 

relationship earned 

over time. 

1
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needs, and situation. Big Tech companies will likely 

take personalization to the next level, as they have 

successfully proven with their core competency today. 

Regional and community financial institutions must look 

to data to inform the customer or member journey. Yet, 

overly gamifying a digital banking experience carries 

its own risk, as evidenced by the questionable use of 

persuasive technologies by some fintechs. The key 

to unlocking data is to use it to understand customers 

and members, such that they are empowered (not 

exploited) to attain their financial goals.

The Competition is Increasingly 

Big Tech and Fintech. While it is 

perfectly understandable that most 

regional and community financial 

institutions are likely to view the “local 

bank or credit union down the street” as their primary 

competitor, doing so is at the risk of underestimating 

fintechs, Big Tech, and even megabanks as the much 

more formidable competitors. These companies 

have significant technological resources to deliver 

innovation and personalization at scale. Regional and 

community financial institutions can meet today’s 

platform standards by choosing a digital banking 

platform provider with an architecture designed for 

speed and stability. Simply questioning current or 

prospective digital banking providers on the number 

of product and feature releases per year is a helpful 

measure in understanding the velocity with which 

these vendors innovate. But, that’s only the start. The 

financial institution should also question the vendor’s 

practice of regularly testing and iterating upon the user 

experience to inform these innovations. If a vendor 

can deliver proven innovation at scale, a regional or 

community financial institution can effectively compete 

against those with much greater resources.

Delivering an optimal digital banking experience has 

never been more important. That said, navigating 

the landmines from the goldmines is tricky business. 

Assuming one’s own opinions mirror that of their users 

can result in misunderstandings that lead to missteps. 

Failing to appreciate the delicate harmony between 

user experience and user interface can lead to design 

without function. For regional and community financial 

institutions willing to apply the time-tested design 

principles of user experience to their digital banking 

services, the spoils of higher engagement, loyalty, and 

revenues are many. And the risks of being yet another 

“Norman Door” in this space, few.
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