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Is it smart to trash a USP?
By Denny Hatch

The USP (Unique Selling Proposition) is the benefit/feature that that 
makes a product or service seem unique—different from and better 
than the competition.

Sometimes the Unique Selling Proposition is a slogan dreamed up by 
a copywriter wizard. It sticks in your head and is inextricably linked 
to the product’s benefit. It is the signature, the implied guarantee of 
excellence, the raison d'etre. For example:
 
• “99 and 44/100% pure.” —Ivory soap (Procter & Gamble, 
1892)

• “When it rains it pours.” —Morton salt (N.W. Ayer & Son, 
1912)

•"BAGS FLY FREE." —Southwest Airlines (GSD&M, 2010)

Or the USP can be an actual feature of the product or 
service. Such was the case when entrepreneur Vernon Hill 
held a spectular bash to celebrate the branch opening of his 
Commerce Bank a block from my house in Philadelphia.

The launch hoopla—a mini street fair—included a clown, free 
hot dogs, popcorn, sodas and ice cream, balloons and a 



Philadelphia Phillly star baseball player to chat up the kids 
and sign autographs.

Among the new bank’s features: free checking, free safe 
deposit box for a year, business hours 7 days a week into the 
evening.

Incidentally Vernon Hill’s spot-on USP slogan: “America’s 
Most Convenient Bank!” 

The coin nuisance
For 60 years I emptied my pocket change into a big glass 
storage jar. Every couple of months I dumped out the 
contents on a card table. This was followed by a couple of 
hours separating and stacking individual coins by hand and 
then squeezing them into narrow penny, nickel, dime and 
quarter paper coin tubes. Eventually we bought a giant 
plastic coin separator that saved some time and sanity. 

But as Peter Meyers wrote in The Wall Street Journal about 
using a gumball-sized Digital Coin Sorter contraption:

Just counting our stash took four hours, as we had to feed 
the coins at a trickle. Even then, we had to use scissors 
several times to unclog the machine. When we were done, 
we randomly picked four of the 39 rolls to count, and two 
had an incorrect number of coins.



Suddenly into our life in Philly came Vernon Hill’s Commerce 
Bank with this great offer:

TA-DAH! A Free Coin Sorter!
It was given the festive name of Penny Arcade. Bring in your 
bag of U.S. coins, we were told, and feed them them into the 
slot. Hear it rumble and whir with satisfying pings clanks! 
Press a button when you were done and it would issue a chit 
with your total. Present this slip to any teller and collect 
paper money (or deposit it in your account).

Dissatisfied after 10 years with stodgy, traditional 
CoreStates/Wachovia/First Union three blocks away, I 
switched to this nifty newcomer. We’ve loved it for over 10 
years. 

In 2007 Vernon Hill was thrown out 
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-commercebancorp-hill-
idUSN2938661620070629
for some financial naughtiness and Commerce bank became 
a subsidiary of Canada’s TD [Toronto Dominion] Bank. It 
continued to be “America’s most convenient bank.”

Last year we moved to a new neighborhood and I continued 
to bank with these Canadians. On every visit, seeing the 
Penny Arcade coin counter gave me warm pleasure, 
reminding me of the many hours it had saved me over the 
years.



After the subprime bank scandal that wrecked economy in 
2007-2008, it was reassuring to be with a banker that really 
cares about customer delight.

Trashing the USP
This past October I lugged a bag of coins six blocks to my 
new TD Bank branch. 

I saw no Penny Arcade coin sorter in sight. 

“Where’s the coin sorter? I asked a young officer at desk in 
the lobby.

“We’ve discontinued the service.” 

“What? Why?”

“Management decided it wasn’t worth the trouble.”

“Does another branch have a coin counter?”

“They’ve been removed from all 1,300 branches.”

“Can I take these coins to a teller and get them counted?”

“Bring them in rolls and we can accept them. You won’t be 
charged for the service.”

Pennies, America's least loved coin,
just got little harder to get rid of.

TD Bank (TD) is getting rid of its Penny Arcade coin counting 
machines following questions about their accuracy and apparent 
waning interest by customers.

The bank was the subject of both a New York lawsuit and a report 
on NBC, which found the machines short changed multiple deposits 
of $300 worth of coins by as little as 5 cents and as much as 
$43.10.

"Offering free coin-counting to our customers has been a long-
standing service at TD," said Michael Rhodes, the head of TD's 
consumer banking. "However, recent accounts regarding the 
performance of our Penny machines have led us to reassess this 
offering. We have determined that it is difficult to ensure a 
consistently great experience for our customers."



TD said it suspended using the Penny Arcade machines at its 1,300 
branches in April and will now remove the machines.

The bank also said the usage of its coin-counting machines has 
declined steadily over the past few years. It counted about 29 billion 
coins a year, according to a recent court filing.

The Penny Arcade was free for TD customers, but non-customers 
paid an 8% fee. The service had been free to everyone until 2010.

In April, a New York man brought a class action lawsuit against the 
bank, alleging that he was short changed by $1.51 when putting $57 
worth of coins into the Penny Arcade machines. That case is now in 
federal court.
—Chris Isidore, CNN/Money, 20 May 2016

Takeaways to Consider
• Basic Rule: Growing a direct marketing business is a five-
step process:

1. Every person in the world is a suspect.

2. A marketer’s job is to turn suspects into prospects.

3. Make a good offer so the prospect becomes a buyer. 

4. Make the buyers so happy and dependent they become 
multi-buyers.

5. Make multi-buyers so happy they become advocates who 
who tell others and give you testimonials and rave revews in 
person and online. 

A quick look at the Penny Arcade USP 
and the collateral benefits to TD Bank

• A time saver for customers, enabling them to reclaim many 
lost hours fiddling with coins during the year.

• A sense of free money. Basically the system turns chump 
change that had been tossed aside over weeks and months 
into enough cash for a dinner out or maybe something nice 
to wear or a vacation. 

• Penny Arcades delight kids. Press a button to start the 
process, and a child’s happy voice welcomed you, and gave 



insructions. “Be sure to sort out foreign coins, paper clips 
and lint. Otherwise the machine could get the count wrong.” 
It also offered a prize to any kid (or adult) who came within 
$1 of guessing what the total would be. Making the bank a 
warm, welcoming venue for kids will foster good feelings 
about dealing with financial institutions later in life.

• The Penny Arcde was a free service. Non-TD Bank 
customers were invited to bring in coins for counting at no 
charge. Every non-customer enjoying the friendly 
atmosphere and service was automatically prosepct. In other 
words, Penny Arcade was smart promotion.

• TD Bank’s first mistake was to treat the Penny Arcades as 
an expense rather than a marketing tool. So in 2011 non-
customers were charged a 6% fee. (Later rasised to 8%.

•In the words of Lex Harris, managing editor, CNN/Money:
NEW YORK -- TD Bank won't count my change for free anymore. 
And I am super bummed. The bank quietly phased out my favorite 
perk last November, but I just found out this week when my wife 
went down to cash in our stash. For years, I've loved collecting my 
change in jars throughout the house, knowing after a few months I'd 
get some "found money." I've gotten a new tie out of it. Today, it's 
getting our windows cleaned.

• Folks who can reclaim seemingly lost cash as well as save 
many hours of coin sorting in a year are advocates. Parents 
and children will tell their friends about this neat new service, 
thus turning suspects in to prospects and maybe prosepcts 
into customers.

• Cocktail napkin arithmetic: If pulling the Penny Arcades 
upset just 50 customers in each of the 1,300 bank branches, 
TD Bank has pissed off 65,000 customers. Like me, every 



time they walk into the bank they will think about the lost 
Penny Arcade and resent the bank. This is not world-class 
marketing.

• A number of people across the country—customers, kids 
and the media—tested Penny Arcades’ acuracy and found 
them wanting. They gave out less money than they took in.

• Okay. Coins sorters get out of wack and need regular 
maintenance. This costs money.

• No doubt TD Bank’s lawyers, accountants and bean 
counters decided to save money and angst by throwing the 
baby out with the bath water.

• Note to all business owners. Before trashing a 
successful USP, run all the numbers by your marketing team 
and agency. Chances are you’ll discover hidden collateral 
benefits.

• Now USP-less TD Bank—just another blah, bland, boring 
bank in direct competition with 6,798 FDIC insured 
commercial banks in the U.S.

• P.S. Commerce Bank founder Vernon Hill was forbidden to 
run a bank in the U.S. So he went across the pond and took 
the British financial world by storm with his revolutionary 
Metro Bank. Read all about him. And giggle.
http://www.targetmarketingmag.com/article/yankee-banker-
stuns-uk-the-tale-two-websites/all/

Denny Hatch  

At age 15 Denny Hatch—as a lowly apprentice—wrote his first news 
release for a Connecticut summer theater. To his astonishment it 
ran verbatim in The Middletown Press. He was immediately hooked 
on writing. After a two-year stint in the U.S. Army (overseas on 
Governor's Island writing news releases), he had nine jobs in his 



first 12 years in business. He was fired from five of them and went 
on to save two businesses and start three others. One of the 
businesses—WHO’S MAILING WHAT! newsletter and archive service 
founded in 1984—revolutionized how to measure the success of 
direct mail. It is still in going. For the past 50 years he has been a 
book club director, editor, journalist, copywriter, designer and 
marketing consultant. He is the author of four published novels and 
seven books on business and marketing, Denny’s latest—WRITE 
EVERYTHING RIGHT!—is the result of 60 years working with the 
English language.  

dennyhatch@yahoo.com 215/644-9526 (rings on my desk)


