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Balance Empathy with
Professionalism in the

Economic Crisis

fter months of hard eco-
nomic conditions, certain
scenarios become familiar to

many bank tellers. A customer comes
into a bank looking somewhat dis-
traught. Maybe her work hours have
been cut back or her spouse has lost
his job. Maybe her rent is due the
next day, or the car needs a repair,
Whatever the circumstances, the cus-
tomer is in urgent need of cash.

The customer clutches a check
in her hand. When it’s her turn
at the teller window, she asks the
teller, “Can you deposit this into my
account as cash?”

The teller answers, “I’'m sorry,

I can’t, because it’s not cash—it’s a
check.”

The customer replies, “Well, do
you think you can give me half of it
in cash now? I really need that.”

The teller listens to the customer,
who is telling her, “I know you. I've
been banking here for years. It’s not
even a payroll check, it’s a personal
check, I borrowed money from my
brother. It’s only $200. Could you
please put this into the bank and put
$100 in as cash?™

Such requests are not always casy
to turn down. After all, the teller is
tamiliar with the customer and has
interacted with her for years. She
knows her children’s names. She’s
sympathetic to the difficulties the
customer is facing and has had to
make adjustments in her own life.
She knows that many of people in
her teller line have been hit hard by
recession and job loss. Most who

stand in line in the bank are not the
wealthy customers with complicated
financial portfolios; they are everyday
working people. And now a long-
time customer is looking to her to
help her out.

So what’s a teller to do?

There is a continuum from
extreme empathy to toe-the-official-
line professionalism, and the teller
must find the appropriate place
on the spectrum to help both the
customer and the bank, says Linda
Eagle, president and founder of the
New York-based Edcomm Group
Banker’s Academy.

At one end of the continuum, the
teller makes an exception to the bank
rule and does what the customer has
requested, putting the bank at risk.
Or, she may go talk to the branch
manager, “Hey, it’s only a $200
check—can I give her $100 in cash
today?”

Such a query puts the branch
manager in a bit of an awkward posi-
tion, Eagle says. The bank has rules
in place to protect itself and its cus-
tomers. “On the other hand—and
here’s where it becomes interesting—
it is a good opportunity for the teller
to do something very good for the
bank, which is to bond more with
the customer.”

At the other end of the spectrum,
if the teller crisply says, “I’m sorry
but the policy of the bank is three
days for local checks and ten days
for checks that are out of region, so
I can’t give you cash,” and doesn’t
show any empathy, the customer is






