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Ok, here's how banks and credit unions operate.

At the simplest level, they take deposits and make loans. The idea being that they make more money from the loans than they have to pay for the deposits. In addition, they provide services, like money transfers and foreign currency exchange, for which they charge fees.
A medium-sized bank has a billion dollars in assets and a dozen branch offices. Credit unions are smaller.

They get money by taking deposits from consumers and corporations, and by selling large certificates of deposit. They use money for credit card loans, auto loans, real estate loans, and business loans. And some money is invested in securities.

Their most important job is to figure out the risk on the loans and securities they invest in. 

The delinquency rate for loans is normally about 2% but can go much higher during recessions.

Banks are highly computerized and heavily regulated.
Here are some strategic things you should know.

Some banks have become very big. The 10 biggest banks hold almost half of all US bank assets.

The troubles of large banks during the recent financial crisis encouraged many small banks to expand, promising better local service.

Banks lend mostly to medium-sized and small businesses, because large businesses can raise money more cheaply on their own.
Real estate is the largest lending area for most banks, thru construction loans, mortgages, home equity loans and mortgage-backed securities.

During periods of low interest rates, when the spread between loans and deposits is small, banks rely more heavily on service fees.

Banks use computers more than almost any other business.
Here are some good talking points.

How large is the bank in terms of assets? How many branches do they have?

Do they specialize in consumer lending or business lending?

What percent of their assets are related to real estate? The average is 40 percent, less for credit unions.

How has the delinquency rate on loans changed in the past year? Up or down?

How did the recession affect them?

What plans do they have to improve their computer systems?

And finally, how do they see their business changing in the future?

Now, you're ready.
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