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Carlos San Juan de Laorden, a 78-year-old retired physician, went to the ATM at his bank branch
to take out some money. Carlos had been in the early stages of Parkinson’s disease for a few
years and sometimes had trouble with his hands trembling. His tremors were worse when he
got nervous, and dealing with the ATM was one of the things that made him feel that way—
reflections on a poorly lit screen, a complicated menu of options, unclear language, being in the
middle of the sidewalk with his back to passers-by... So he was slow. And if a line formed behind
him, he’d get even more nervous.

On that day in December 2021, after Carlos mistyped his PIN several times, the ATM swallowed his
card. With just over a week to go before Christmas, he had no time for unexpected complications.

Feeling upset, he went into the branch to try to withdraw money at the teller’s counter. It was
already past 11 a.m., and almost no banks in Spain allow customers to perform such transactions
after that time.

The conversation wasn’t pleasant for Carlos. The branch employee directed him to the bank’s
app, pointing out that he could use his cell phone to perform the transaction he wanted to do
at the counter. He was also given a customer service number to call.

Carlos already had experience making calls like that to the bank and other public and private
institutions—calls in ' which never managed to get what he needed. Sometimes, it was hard to
make sense of the answers given by a computerized system. Other times, the voice—human,
but with an accent very different from his own—didn’t satisfy his needs. Rather than a helpline,
he’d find himself running into a wall.

It wasn’t that Carlos was digitally illiterate. In the last years of his career as a physician, he’d worked
with patient databases, opening and modifying medical records, managing the appointment
calendar, and dispensing medications through the electronic prescription system. However, he’d
been able to master all these tasks with the help of an expert provided by the hospital.
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After Carlos had made several attempts to get the teller to overlook the fact that he’d arrived
“a little after 11” and understand that he couldn’t use the app or his cell phone, the conversation
ended abruptly when the employee snapped that he could always switch banks if he was
unhappy with their policy.

When Carlos San Juan got home, he was angry. He was feeling frustrated and surprised in equal
measure by the teller’s brusque response and patronizing tone. He still couldn’t believe what
had just happened to him. Despite having been a customer of the bank for decades, he hadn’t
been treated as he thought he should be. He felt that he deserved a little more understanding,
empathy and flexibility after so many years depositing his money in the same bank. Loyalty didn’t
count for anything anymore. In fact, it wasn’t even the same bank at this point, having recently
merged with another institution. They hadn’t just changed the colors of the branch premises
and the logo; the service had gone downhill and he always ended up being directed to the
impersonal interfaces: the website, the app or his cell phone.

Carlos started to recall similar situations that he’d observed during recent visits to his bank
branch, like the time he’d witnessed the disconsolate crying of an elderly lady who couldn’t get
the money she needed from the ATM after having been redirected to the cold machine from
the teller’s counter, or another customer innocently asking passersby to withdraw her recently
deposited pension payment using the PIN she’d written down on a crumpled piece of paper, and
offering to buy breakfast for whoever was willing to help her out.

“This is inhuman. It’s a degrading way to treat people,” he thought. The campaigns he heard
about from time to time on WhatsApp—asking for signatures for a wide variety of causes—came
to mind, and he perked up. “I’'m going to protest too,” he told himself.

The Snowball Starts to Roll

San Juan didn’t lack leadership experience. He was born in Zamora but had lived in Valencia for
over 60 years. He’d been chief of service at the Doctor Peset Hospital, vice-president of the
Urology Association of the Valencian Community and Murcia, and associate professor in
the Faculty of Medicine of the University of Valencia.?

The first step Carlos San Juan took was to share his initiative with family, friends and acquaintances
via WhatsApp. In a few weeks, which spanned the Christmas holidays, he managed to get
120 supporters to sign his petition. Carlos felt quite pleased. He’d managed to reach out beyond
his immediate circle of contacts with his initiative; word had gotten out. Many agreed with him
and encouraged him to keep fighting. That led him to take a bigger step that would allow him to
reach people he didn’t know.

Paradoxically, to be able to protest against technological discrimination he had to navigate a
website, sign up with a username and password, and fill out a series of forms. But his anger gave
him the impetus to push on. “This can’t be that hard,” he thought. Finally, he managed to get
through the sign-up process and started his first Change.org campaign.

His petition, which went through several drafts before he hit on the right tone, outlined the
needs of a group that no one seemed to have considered before banks implemented the recent
wave of changes. The banks had ever fewer branches, staff seemed increasingly overstretched,
and matters that could once be dealt with at the counter now had to be handled via a cell phone
or ATM.
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He was particularly pleased with how he’d summed up his frustration in the title of his petition
(“I'm 78 years old and | feel marginalized by the banks. SERVICE WITH A HUMAN TOUCH AT
BANK BRANCHES”) and in the powerful headline he’d chosen: “I'm old, not an idiot.”

The text of the petition explained the situation he was facing in more detail:

I’'m almost 80 years old and it really saddens me to see that banks have forgotten about older
people like me.

Nowadays, almost everything is done via the Internet, but not all of us manage well with
machines. We don’t deserve to be excluded this way. That’s why I’'m asking for more of a
human touch in the way people are treated at bank branches.

They keep closing branches, some ATMs are difficult to use, others break down, and no one
answers your questions. There are things you can only do online. And.in the few places where
there is face-to-face service, the hours are very limited. You have to call and make an
appointment, but when you do, no one answers. And they end up redirecting you to an
application that, once again, we don’t know how to use. Or they tell you to go to a faraway
branch that you may not know how to get to.

That isn’t fair or considerate. You used to be able to go into a savings bank and make a payment
or perform any other transaction. Now, more and more, even for simple transactions, they
make you use complex technologies that many of us don’t know how to use.

[...]

Please sign this petition to ask the banks to provide more personalized service. | think it’s a
reasonable and fair request. And when you sign, share it with your acquaintances so that
there are many more of us and we can really make our voice heard.

[.]
WE HAVE TO FIGHT FOR OUR RIGHTS, PEACEFULLY BUT WITHOUT LETTING UP.

(See Exhibit 1 for the complete text of the petition.)

It was December 16, 2021. The signature count was at zero.

Fewer Financial Institutions and Fewer Branches

Savings banks in Spain had a well-earned reputation for maintaining a close relationship with
their customers. Their history had always been linked to serving the needs of lower-middle-class
individuals and families with basic banking needs. At the beginning of the 18th century, Spain’s
first monte de piedad (“mount of piety”) was founded in Madrid. The montes de piedad were
charitable institutions where the poorest members of society could pawn their property in
exchange for interest-free loans. Later, they became savings banks, which were institutions that
encouraged the working classes to save. Subsequently, their origins as beneficent institutions
led each savings bank to create its own charitable organization, funded by the profits it earned.

In short, the eminently local, traditional, popular and non-profit character of savings banks, and
the close relationships they built with customers, led many individuals in Spain to do their
banking with these institutions.
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