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ABSTRACT

The objective of this paper is to evaluate the customer service quality at the cooperative banks in Poland and 
to test the extent of the customer oriented approach of selling banking services based on the relational model. 
The customer service level at the cooperative banks was evaluated as low in comparison with the results 
achieved by the commercial banks. The principles of the relational model and the customer-oriented sales 
model were fulfilled in 36%. The analysis of the needs, using the feedback about the customer, the customer 
commitment and the effective sales were the least implemented. The highest level of implementation con-
cerned the principles of comfortable customer service, the greeting and presentation of the offer. The selling 
efficiency is highly correlated with upholding the principles of a customer-oriented sales model. The study 
used the Mystery Shopper method.
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INTRODUCTION

The necessity to perfect the customer service and 
utilize the feedback information received from the 
customers constitutes the basis for building the mar-
ket advantage. In the banking services, the customer 
satisfaction mainly depends on the preparations and 
the social skills of the personnel because the custom-
ers buy good mood together with the product. In the 
opinion of the Chairman of the Polish Banking Asso-
ciation ‘last year recorded a clear improvement as re-
gards the customer service quality and the satisfaction 
with the daily use of the banking services. The NPS 
index (net promoter score), which informs about the 
number of customers who are ready to recommend 
the services of their bank, was above zero as regards 

the whole banking sector, and it improved by as many 
as 16 points within a year’ (Rudke, 2018). From the 
Mystery Shopper study we can conclude that on aver-
age the banks in Poland fulfil 63% of the custom-
ers’ expectations. However, the diversification of the 
ratings of satisfaction with the banking services dif-
fers: Nest Bank fulfils only 33% and the cooperative 
banks – 36% of the customers’ demands. These are 
the worst results on the market. On the other hand, 
mBank fulfilled 91% of the customers’ expectations 
as regards the customer service at the bank branches, 
Eurobank – 87%, Getinbank – 84%, and Millennium 
Bank – 81%. These are the best results on the market 
(Piotrowicz and Machała, 2017). These results justify 
posing the question about the reasons for such low re-
sults of the cooperative bank which is promoted as a 
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relational bank, a bank that are close to its customers 
and which understands and knows them. The answer 
to this question is even more important because 68% 
of the customers leave this bank and switch to the 
competitors because of the poor level of the customer 
service. 14% leave on account of the poor product 
quality, 9% because of the changes in the prices and 
the rest for the other reasons (Tomaszewicz, 2010). 
This opinion is justified by Barlow and Maul (2000) 
in one of the first research works on emotional val-
ues in the customer service process. This is a conse-
quence of the customers’ expectations to fulfil their 
functional and emotional needs. In the evaluation of 
Piotrowicz and Machała (2017), what was perceived 
as a ‘wow’ effect still a few years ago, nowadays is 
a sine qua non condition. The customers expect the 
bank personnel to present an offer in a comprehen-
sive, exhaustive and relevant way. Moreover, being 
well-versed and competent in the offer is not enough. 
Knowing the customer, his/her style of using the fi-
nancial services or lifestyle are of key importance. 
The objective of this paper is to answer the following 
questions: What is the level of the customer service 
quality at the branches of Bank Spółdzielczy? What 
is the extent of applying the principles of a customer 
oriented model of selling banking services based on a 
relational model? What is the banks’ extent of utiliza-
tion of the feedback information from the customers 
in the customer service process?

QUALITY OF THE BANKING PRODUCT

The components of the customer service quality 
are an integral part of creating a banking product in 
the banking services (Idzik and Gutkowska, 2014). 
This approach is only partially in agreement with the 
overall definition of quality proposed in the PN-EN 
ISO 9000:2006 norm, according to which quality is 
a stage where a set of product qualities meet specific 
customer demands (Prussak, 2003; Luning, Marcelis 
and Jongen, 2005; PN-EN ISO 9000:2009). From the 
bank’s point of view, quality is the product’s ability 
to fulfill the business objectives defined by such pa-
rameters as profitability and competitiveness (Kara-
szewski, 2005). Quality from the customer’s point of 
view are product parameters and the customer service 

standards connected with the product (Prussak, 2003) 
which include: (i) the product core with its elementary 
functional benefits; (ii) the actual product that fulfils 
the necessary minimum of the buyer’s expectations 
(price, quality, style, brand); and (iii) the enhanced 
product that includes additional benefits. Such an ap-
proach to the evaluation of the product quality can 
be described as technical. In the case of a banking 
product, the consumer definition of product qual-
ity considerably exceeds the technical parameters 
included in the offer (Idzik and Gutkowska, 2014). 
When defining a high quality banking product, the 
consumers most frequently provide adjectives which 
go considerably beyond the actual product as well as 
the enhanced product. A high quality banking product 
is transparent, comprehensive, offered according to 
the easy-to-follow rules, and in an honest and reliable 
manner. The consumers expect the bank personnel to 
understand their needs, respect and the serious treat-
ment, and they assume that these expectations will be 
exemplified particularly in a banking product. This 
consumer definition of a high quality banking prod-
uct indicates that it is necessary to change the scope 
of the definition of a banking product by ascribing 
human traits to the technical parameters of the prod-
ucts. In this original approach, the core product in-
cludes: fulfilling the elementary customer needs by 
the correct and safe provision of the services of the 
bank. The enhanced product means availability, price 
parameters, free-of-charge ATMs, reimbursement 
of a part of the costs, a network of bank branches, 
Internet and mobile banking, etc. Another stage in 
the banking product structure employs understanding 
the customer needs. This is expressed in the tailor-
ing to the needs, consulting services, and assistance 
in making a decision. The highest level of the com-
ponents creating a banking product include respect, 
and within it: keeping promises, empathy, altruism, 
long-lasting rules of cooperation and veracity (Idzik 
and Gutkowska, 2014). In the case of the sales serv-
ice at a bank Tomaszewicz (2010) singles out four 
stages of building an intangible part of the product. 
Stage 1 – evoking overall trust includes first impres-
sion conveyed by the body language, tone of voice 
and the used expressions. Stage 2 – identification 
of the needs. Stage 3 – presentation of the offer and 
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stage 4 – closing. A different concept was presented 
by Machała (2015) which singled out: partner-like 
treatment; commitment and dynamics; understand-
ing the customer’s problem; tailoring the offer to 
the needs. When these factors are fulfilled, we can 
enter the relational stage where an emotional bond is 
formed based on mutual understanding which is de-
scribed in more detail by Kyzirdis (1996) and Czuba 
and Skurzyński (2003). However in their next con-
cept, Piotrowicz and Machała (2015, 2017) already 
revised their current approach and proposed 7 areas 
that created intangible quality of the banking prod-
uct: greeting, identification of the needs, presentation 
of the offer, sales process and commitment, closing 
the meeting, atmosphere of the conversation and 
the customer service comfort. The mentioned areas 
constitute the main axis for building the standards of 
retail customer service at the banks in Poland, and 
not upholding them is the elementary threat to the 
quality of the banking services in Poland (Machała, 
2014, 2015).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The customer service quality studies were conducted 
using the Mystery Shopping method. The Mystery 
Shopping study enables one to control the quality 
of the customer service (Churchill, 2002) and com-
bines the elements of the quantitative and qualitative 
surveys (Maison and Noga-Bogomilski, 2007). The 
Mystery Shopping study involves observation of the 
front-line personnel in their natural conditions by a 
trained auditor (Milic-Czerniak, 2005). The Mystery 
Shopping study can be describe by three main fea-
tures of the conducted observation (Meder, 2005): (i) 
the observation is inconspicuous, the sales assistant 
does not know that the customer is the Mystery Shop-
per; (ii) the observation is monitored – the auditor 
follows a specific script which should concentrate 
on certain elements of the customer service; (iii) it 
is standardized – the Mystery Shopper pays attention 
to specific aspects and after the survey, he/she fills 
out a questionnaire (Rutkowski, 2007). The results 
of the surveys conducted using the Mystery Shop-
ping method in the first quarter of 2017 constituted 
the source of empirical data for the conducted analy-

sis. The research  included 33 branches of coopera-
tive banks out of which 13 were members of BPS, 
13 were members of SGB, 3 banks were a part of 
Krakowski Bank Spółdzielczy and 4 were unaffili-
ated banks. The visits to the bank branches were of an 
informational character as well as of a transactional 
character. At each of the studied bank branches, the 
auditors opened current accounts (ROR), activated 
channels for electronic banking if such were avail-
able, contacted the bank by phone, by E-mail or by 
a contact form on the bank’s website. The research 
employed the measure of assessment of the customer 
service quality commonly used by the banks in Po-
land to create and verify the standards of the customer 
service quality at the bank branches (cf. Piotrowicz 
and Machała, 2015). The main assessed areas were: 
greeting, identification of the needs, the presentation 
of the offer, the sales process and commitment, clos-
ing the meeting, the atmosphere of the conversation 
and the comfort of the customer service. Each area 
was assessed on several detailed aspects. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Treating quality as a gap between the expectations 
and the customer experiences serves as a starting 
point to improve quality. The assessment of the gap 
that divides a given bank from the competitive banks 
in terms of the customer service quality provided 
at the bank branches also plays a similar role. The 
cooperative banks achieve much lower scores of the 
customer service quality in comparison with the com-
mercial banks (Fig. 1). In the ranking of the customer 
service quality in the bank branches of 19 banks, the 
cooperative banks take the penultimate position with 
the result of fulfilling only 36% of the customers’ 
expectations (Piotrowicz and Machała, 2017). Only 
Nest Bank scored lower (33%). In comparison with 
91% achieved by mBank, the customer service qual-
ity leader, the cooperative banks are 55 p.p. behind.

The overall assessment of the customer service 
quality is an aggregated measure which includes: 
comfort of the customer service, greeting, presenta-
tion of the offer, closing the meeting, atmosphere of 
the conversation, identification of the needs as well 
as the sales and commitment (Fig. 2). 
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Figure 1. Rating of the customer service quality in banks in Poland

Source: own research on the basis of Piotrowicz and Machała (2017).
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Figure 2. Properly fulfilled standards of the customer service quality at the cooperative and commercial banks

Source: own research on the basis of Piotrowicz and Machała (2017).

Despite the fact that the cooperative banks declare 
a relational customer service model which centres 
around the familiarity with the customer and un-
derstanding his/her needs, in reality the assessment 
of this area is low (Fig. 2). The identification of the 

customer needs is fulfilled barely by 21%, and the 
personnel commitment and the real willingness to ad-
dress the customers’ needs are fulfilled only by 8% 
in comparison with the real-life customers’ demands 
in this regard. In the case of presentation of the of-
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fer, greeting or closing the meeting, the cooperative 
banks fulfil almost half of the standards for these
areas of the customer service at the bank branches. 
The only area that scored relatively high and did 
not differ much from the scores of the commercial 
banks was the comfort of the customer service which 
reached 85%. In comparison with the average market 
score among the commercial banks, the cooperative 
banks scored lower at the bank branches in all areas of 
the customer service quality. The gap in comparison 
with the market average is 33 pp as regards person-
nel commitment, 33 p.p. –identification of the needs,
34 p.p. – atmosphere of the conversation, 28 p.p. – 
closing the meeting, 27 p.p. – presentation of the offer,
25 p.p. – greeting, and 4 p.p. – comfort of the cus-
tomer service. From several to a-dozen-or-so detailed 
aspects are used to measure the customer service 
quality at the bank branches in each of the areas. Here 
are some of them. 

In the case of the cooperative banks, the first meet-
ing with a customer attendant does not provide a good 
basis for building relations. In 22% of the cases, the 
attendant gave the impression as if the customer was 
bothering him/her, in 65% of the cases the attendant 
was polite, but did not go beyond normal courtesy, 
and in barely 13% of the cases the attendant was re-
ally happy to see the customer. This result is four 
times lower than among the commercial banks (Fig. 
3). In the evaluation of Tomaszewicz (2010), it is this 
stage that determines whether the attendant can win 
the customer’s trust or not (40% of the cases). In the 
opinion of Machała (2015), the identification of the 
needs is the key stage in the assessment of the qual-
ity of the sales customer service at the banks. During 

the sales customer service at the commercial banks 
in Poland, 40% of the personnel do not identify the 
customers’ needs at all, or the posed questions do not 
allow for identification of the needs anyway. How-
ever, 60% of the customer service attendants at the 
commercial banks identify sufficiently the custom-
ers’ needs. At the cooperative banks, barely 8% of 
the attendants carry out an effective identification of 
the needs. 92% do not identify the customers’ needs 
at all or the questions they ask are insufficient for this 
purpose. In the opinion of Machała (2015), the open-
ended questions which begin with ‘How...’ or ‘In 
what way...’ are very helpful during the stage of the 
identification of the needs. In the case of 70% of the 
bank branches in Poland on average, the personnel 
ask customers open-ended questions, but in the case 
of the cooperative banks, only 26% of the attendants 
pose such questions during the sales meeting. The 
sales process may have different dynamics and the 
attendants’ commitment by one-fifth is a determinant 
for the final sales results. 

Taking into consideration the average results for 
the commercial banks in Poland, 18% of the custom-
er service attendants were not committed at all and 
wanted to present the offer as quickly as possible and 
to finish serving the customer; however, in the case 
of the cooperative banks, this number was 52%. The 
attendants who are committed to the customer service 
at commercial banks constitute 46% and at coopera-
tive banks – barely 5% (Fig. 4).

In response to the customers’ needs the attendants 
should present a customized offer which in many 
cases includes additional products. On average in 
Poland in 71% of the branches of the commercial 
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A	endant was polite, but did not go beyond normal courtesy

A	endant gave the impression that the customer bothered him/her

Figure 3. Bank attendants’ behaviour when greeting the customer

Source: own research.
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banks, the attendants undertake actions to tailor the 
offer to the customers’ needs. In the case of the co-
operative banks, 26% attempt to tailor the offer. The 
scope of the offered additional products (Fig. 5) as 
well as the customers’ inclination to buy the prod-
uct are the direct results of tailoring the offer. In the 
case of the cooperative banks, 66% of the customer 
service attendants during the sales talk do not pro-
pose any additional products apart from the one the 
customer asked about. At the commercial banks this 
figure stands at 27%.

CONCLUSIONS

The presented results can be a clue for the future 
model of the direct customer service at the banks. 
The level of the customer service at the cooperative 
banks lingers behind the standards employed at the 
commercial banks. The after-sales effectiveness of 
the cooperative banks’ attendants is twice as low in 
comparison with the commercial banks. The coop-
erative banks practice the customer-oriented model 
of selling services to a limited extent. Getting infor-
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A	endant was highly inquisi�ve

A	endant did not ask more than a few ques�ons

A	endant did not ask any ques�ons

Coopera�ve banks Commercial banks

Figure 4. Attendants’ commitment to the customer service

Source: own research.
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Figure 5. The scope of cross-selling used by the bank attendants when presenting the offer of a ROR current ac-
count

Source: own research.
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mation about the customers as well as using this in-
formation in the customer service process, tailoring 
the offer and building relations with the customer 
are on a very low level. Selling the financial serv-
ices is to provide a certain combination of elements 
such as: knowledge, patience towards the customer, 
politeness, help and professional qualifications in 
fulfilling the customers’ needs. All these elements 
should occur simultaneously. Moreover, the cus-
tomer-oriented approach will require the fulfilment 
of several necessary conditions: determination and 
commitment of the management, efficient internal 
communication at the bank, strong middle manage-
ment and having the Customer Experience Manage-
ment program.
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