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Meanwhile, critical information that passengers shared before 

the trip is locked in a safe back onshore — even though it could 

be invaluable for improving the passenger experience, providing 

personalized service, or marketing premium activities or excursions. 

This scenario seems absurd, yet the onboarding experience at many 

financial institutions continues to be a major source of friction at a 

pivotal point in the customer journey: when prospective clients are 

about to become customers. 

While regulatory requirements, such as know-your-customer (KYC) 

rules, complicate bank onboarding, they are a key part of the 

process that, if mishandled, have consequences. This is all the more 

reason for banks to reimagine the onboarding process, making it 

more efficient, consistent, and less prone to human error.  

When done well — with the right digital solutions and processes 

— onboarding is also a rare opportunity to improve the customer 

experience, build trust, get a clear window into a customer’s needs, 

preferences, and goals, and improve operational efficiencies and 

risk management along the way. 

“A thoughtful, well-done onboarding process can lay the foundation 

for most every mission-critical process that a bank needs to execute 

on,” says Greg Blausey, Senior Director, Banking Industry Solutions & 

Strategy at Salesforce. “If you have that really solid and documented 

understanding of who the customer is and what their business is all 

about, you’ve set yourself up to be a better advisor going forward.”
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Imagine a cruise line where a sales and marketing team has 
successfully booked every cabin. Yet, when passengers arrive at the 
dock, bags packed and ready to board, they are told to wait while 
their documents and identities are verified. Worse, this process happens 
at multiple points, slowing down the boarding process and frustrating 
customers before the ship even sets sail. 



4 Benefits of Digitally  
Supported Onboarding  
 
 
Customer experience  
Optimizing the onboarding process removes friction in the 
early stages of a banking relationship, helps establish trust, 
and improves customer engagement.

Operational efficiency  

Minimizing paper documents, manual entries, and  

redundant requests and tasks during the onboarding process 

is a critical step in digital transformation.

Risk management 

Getting to know your customers better out of the gate 

translates to more accurate customer data and more 

comprehensive risk management. 

Data-driven marketing and personalization 

Asking the right questions during the onboarding process —

and sharing that data across business lines — opens doors  

to market the right products, at the right time, and to the  

right customers. 

“A thoughtful, well-done onboarding 

process can lay the foundation for most 

every mission-critical process that a bank 

needs to execute on. If you have that really 

solid and documented understanding 

of who the customer is and what their 

business is all about, you’ve set yourself up 

to be a better advisor going forward.”

GREG BLAUSEY 
Banking Industry Lead at Salesforce
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Rethinking the Role of Onboarding

Commercial banks traditionally have viewed onboarding as a 

necessary evil — checking all the boxes to transition prospective 

clients into verified customers. However, onboarding represents a 

critical stop on the customer journey, and especially for banks.

“The onboarding experience is probably the single most important 

moment of truth in a business banking relationship because it 

is where trust is established in the account,” says Bob Neuhaus, 

Vice President, Financial Services at J.D. Power. “When you build 

that trust in that critical moment there’s a kind of a halo around 

the relationship where customers are open to learning about new 

products and establishing new habits.”

It’s also an important time for banks to build goodwill ahead of 

what can often be a stressful time for customers, he adds. Because 

of anti-money laundering laws and know-your-customer (KYC) rules, 

banks need to walk a tricky line — staying on good terms with new 

clients while also taking the necessary steps to stay compliant. 

Customer verification takes time and is often viewed as intrusive, 

even for business clients. It comes at a critical point in the 

relationship. When done poorly, onboarding can detract from the 

customer experience or, worse, prompt clients to ultimately take 

their business elsewhere. In a survey by Thomson Reuters, 12% of 

companies said they had changed banks because of KYC issues. 

12% of companies said 
they had changed banks 
because of know-your-
customer (KYC) issues. 
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https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbestechcouncil/2018/07/10/know-your-customer-kyc-will-be-a-great-thing-when-it-works/?sh=58cc0cb68dbb


More than half of UK business owners who  

had opened a bank account in the last  

12 months said they needed to go to a physical 
location, and print and sign paper documents. 

 
51% said their bank needed to ask  

them for more information after  

they opened the account — and in  

some cases up to five more times. 

Nearly 32% said they had previously  

abandoned setting up an account  

midway through the process. The main  

reason: It was taking too long.

According to a 2020 Kyckr survey.

Onboarding can also be a drain on resources. Bain & Co.  

estimates that risk, governance, and compliance costs, 

which include those related to onboarding, can account for 

15% to 20% of the total “run the bank” cost base of most 

major banks. Meanwhile, issues in onboarding commercial 

clients are pervasive, with customers interviewed by Bain 

citing unclear requirements, limited use of existing data, 

piecemeal requests for documentation, and weeks-long 

delays for account access as some of their top frustrations.

In fact, it is common for clients to need to provide KYC 

documentation to different departments at the same 

institution. Moreover, material changes to a business — such 

as a new key executive, or merger or acquisition — require 

updating documentation. Regulatory standards that vary by 

country, and what is often a patchwork of legacy systems, 

add additional friction to the onboarding process. 
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https://www.kyckr.com/state-of-corporate-banking-customer-onboarding/
https://www.bain.com/insights/for-commercial-banks-a-better-route-to-all-aboard
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Getting to Know Your  
Customers Better

At a time when low interest rates are putting pressure on margins 
and labor scarcity is a growing concern, digital disruption is bringing 
new competitive forces to the market. To that end, commercial 
banks need to play to their strengths — by providing business clients 
with highly personalized products and services, as well as strategic 
insight that goes beyond business as usual. 

Yet, many banks are falling short when it comes to customer 
connections. Banks need to strike a balance between asking 
customers enough information to meet their expectations, 
while taking care not to overstep — particularly when it comes to 
managing compliance. 

“The compliance piece can feel very disconnected because the 
bank may be asking for information that the customer feels is 
intrusive or may send the wrong signal,” says Blausey at Salesforce. 
At the same time, “cues for specific customer needs can be lost 
if you don’t have good information around that customer and an 
effective way to make those data points actionable.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
To be sure, customers want their banks to have a strong 
understanding of their business and their business needs. In J.D. 
Power’s Small Business Banking Satisfaction Study, just 32% of 
respondents indicated that they feel their bank understands their 
small business.

 

“Our research shows that banks have a lot of work to do,” 
Neuhaus says. “For example, just 58% of retail customers say the 
representative asked questions to understand their needs, and 
55% of customers said the representative reviewed the product 
options, meaning 45% did not.” Notably, when representatives 
did take the time to ask questions in the onboarding process, it 
lifted the net promoter score significantly (55 points). “That’s the 
difference between an extremely happy customer base and a really 
unhappy customer base,” he adds. 

https://www.jdpower.com/sites/default/files/file/2020-03/US FS SBB_MS.pdf


Offering a Modern  
Onboarding Experience
 

Whether a house, a business, or a relationship, it’s 

impossible to build anything of substance without a solid 

foundation. In financial services, that foundation is trust, 

and earning that trust requires understanding customers’ 

goals, strengths, preferences, and pain points. 

All of this and more can be gleaned from a modernized 

onboarding process. The right technology and processes 

are a key part of the equation. Even so, banks don’t need to 

replace their core infrastructure to join disparate systems 

and provide better visibility and automation into the 

customer journey. 

Meanwhile, improvements can have tangible benefits — 

not just in customer experience and engagement, but also 

for employee productivity. Among other benefits, when 

client-facing financial services employees spend less time 

completing manual tasks, they gain more time to build 

relationships and solve problems for clients. Automation 

also reduces the risk of human error and accelerates the 

entire customer onboarding process.
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6 Best Practices for Better Onboarding 

1. Implement a unified digital onboarding platform to  

work with legacy systems, support automation, integrate  

third-party solutions, and verticalize customer data.  

2. Replace paper-based forms with electronic forms to reduce 

manual entries, support automation, securely store documents 

and make them available to authorized personnel. 

3.  Reduce redundancies and simplify documentation processes 

by identifying what data is truly needed and sharing information 

across the organization.   

4. Put customers in control. An onboarding solution should include 

a self-service portal that gives customers control and visibility into 

the onboarding process.  

5.  Automate whenever possible. Incorporate data validation and 

auto-population to simplify the process for customers and improve 

accuracy and productivity for employees.  

6.  Support digital signatures where accepted. Digital  

signatures are currently accepted in the account opening  

process in 50 countries. 



Banks Need to Make Better Connections. 
To better understand how customer expectations are changing, Salesforce 

Research surveyed 15,600 consumers and business buyers globally.  

The financial services sector ranked near the bottom  

for virtually every category. Notably, for customer  

centricity, just one sector (government) ranked  

below financial services.       

of customers now  

consider the experience  

a company provides to be  

as important as its products 

and services.

of customers expect 

consistent interactions 

across departments, yet 54% 

say it generally feels like sales, 

service, and marketing teams 

don’t share information.

of customers expect 

companies to understand 

their unique needs and 

expectations, yet 66% say 

they’re generally treated  

like numbers.

of business buyers are 

more likely to buy from a 

company that demonstrates 

an understanding of their 

business goals.

80% 76% 66% 84% 
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https://www.salesforce.com/content/dam/web/en_us/www/documents/research/salesforce-state-of-the-connected-customer-4th-ed.pdf
https://www.salesforce.com/content/dam/web/en_us/www/documents/research/salesforce-state-of-the-connected-customer-4th-ed.pdf


Making Onboarding  
Seamless and Continuous

Onboarding may be an early step in the customer journey, but it 

is no longer a single moment. “If you do a good job onboarding, 

you are learning something about the customer at every single 

touchpoint, and there is an opportunity to continue to learn and 

build a truly robust and living  customer profile that becomes the 

foundation for every mission-critical process a bank needs to work 

on,” Blausey says. 

Banks need to understand — and even anticipate — how their 

customers’ needs are evolving. “Onboarding is perpetual, and  

you need to nurture that or recognize that certain trigger events 

will call for updating information, which in turn affords the bank 

another opportunity to learn more about their customers,” says 

Blausey at Salesforce.

Offering a continuous onboarding process with automatic updates 

is key to maintaining a comprehensive view of a customer’s data, 

activity and interactions (a.k.a. Customer 360). This not only 

supports compliance and risk management, but also ensures  

that commercial banks proactively manage customer relationships 

and educate them about new services and features.

“Just as important as onboarding is a concept that I call  

reboarding, which is going through your client base systematically 

to look for opportunities to reorient your clients,” says Neuhaus. 

“This is important for retention, and it’s a way to connect deeply 

with your clients.”

Information gleaned through continuous onboarding also  

opens doors for data-driven marketing — offering relevant products 

and services, at the right time, to relevant decision-makers.  

This is particularly imperative in commercial banking, where 

customers are often looking to their banking partners to provide 

proactive and strategic advice around everything from improving 

treasury management to identifying broader opportunities in  

their industries. 
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Conclusion
 

Onboarding represents a critical point in 

the customer journey — and at the same 

time, the process should be ongoing. This 

is particularly true for commercial banking 

where the needs, opportunities, and risks are 

constantly changing. 

With the right digital solutions and processes, 

onboarding is a unique opportunity to build 

trust, learn a client’s needs and preferences, 

and create a foundation for deeper  

customer engagement. 
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Financial Services Cloud enables financial services institutions to build trust 

by unifying the customer experience across channels, geographies, and 

lines of business — both consumer and commercial. Financial services firms 

can increase employee productivity, accelerate time to value, and deepen 

customer trust with every interaction.

Financial Services Cloud is an integrated platform designed to drive 

stronger client relationships that last generations. Powered by Lightning, 

Financial Services Cloud makes it easy for advisors to deliver a concierge 

level of service with the personalized, proactive advice clients expect. With 

an enhanced set of productivity and engagement features, advisors can 

spend less time gathering client information and more time doing  

what they do best — providing holistic, goal-based advice that 

puts their clients at the center of everything they do.

Learn More

https://www.salesforce.com/
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