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ABSTRACT 

With a growing number of adult people in the world people not owning a bank account, efforts are 

being made to bring banking services to the unbanked populations. Relationship marketing plays 

a crucial role in establishing and sustaining beneficial relationship in the banking industry. 

This study sought to explore the link between agent banking and relationship marketing through 

an exploratory qualitative approach. The findings show that agent banking as a fairly new 

phenomenon relies on the integration of different functions within the bank with a strong emphasis 

on the role of technology, processes and personnel to deliver services that can be acceptable to the 

customers so as to create long lasting beneficial relationships.  

Through semi-structured interviews with employees of 6 banks that offer agent banking in 

Bangladesh, this study contributes a key reflection document on implementation of agent banking 

for other banks that intend to start offering agent banking services in Bangladesh.  
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1.INTRODUCTION 

This section sets a basis to this study through an overview of financial inclusion by looking at why 

the number of unbanked people still remains high, then introduces the concept of agent banking 

as a solution to reduce the number of unbanked people. It then explains how agent banking and 

relationship marketing interact for banks to build profitable long term relationships with their 

customers. The research purpose, delimitations and outline of the thesis complete this section. 

1.1 Background 

1.1.1 Financial inclusion overview 

Financial inclusion, which measures the access to and usage of financial services, is considered an 

important development topic today since financial services are said to spur development 

(Demirguc-Kunt et al., 2018). Financial inclusion can be looked at from the point of view of access 

to credit facilities, ability to make savings and possibilities of performing payments, resulting in 

small businesses engaging in economic activity, small scale entrepreneurs making investments, 

ability to manage variances in income due to savings, and digitally enabled payment options 

reducing the costs related to performing financial transactions (Amit 2017). 

It has also been suggested that financial inclusion impacts on monetary policy through helping 

households vary their plans to save and borrow in accordance with prevailing interest rates and 

sudden economic changes (Mehrota & Yetman 2015). Financial inclusion also helps in deposit 

mobilization as households consider using accounts as an alternative to keeping assets in cash 

(Mehrota & Yetman 2015). 

However, the statistics from the World Bank global Findex database 2017, which measures 

financial inclusion and the financial technology revolution, paints a bleak picture in terms of 
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number of people above 15 who do not own a bank account, with 1.7 billion people in the entire 

globe unbanked as of 2017 (Demirguc-Kunt et al. 2018). The same database reports that 7 

countries account for close to half of the entire global unbanked people as shown in figure 1 below. 

 

Fig 1. Adults without an account by country (%). Source: Demirguc-Kunt et al. (2018, p.36) 

The unbanked refer to adults above 15 years who do not have a financial account either at a bank, 

microfinance institution or telecommunication operator (Financial Inclusion Insights 2017). 

The reasons why 1.7 billion people in the world remain unbanked or do not have a financial 

account were cited in the World Bank global Findex database 2017 to include, inadequate funds 

to put aside in an account, no need to have an account, costs of operating financial accounts being 

high, a close relation already having an account, banking and other financial institutions being 

very far from some of the potential users of their services, inability to provide documentation 

required to open an account, others do not have trust in the financial system and religious concern 

mainly in countries where Islamic religious doctrines place restrictions on financial institutions 

(Demirguc-Kunt et al. 2018). 

1.1.2 Agent banking as a way to reduce unbanked populations 
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A recent development in the effort to reduce the size of the unbanked population and increase 

financial inclusion is the introduction of agent banking which has been defined differently by 

authors. A review of the various definitions is provided in the table below to enable appreciation 

of the salient features of agent banking. 

 

Table 1. Definitions of agent banking 

Author Definition of agent banking 

Shrader and Duflos (2014 
“…the delivery of financial services outside conventional bank 

branches, using agents or other third-party intermediaries as the 

principal interface with customers, and relying on technologies 

such as card-reading point-of-sale (POS) terminals and mobile 

phones to transmit transaction details” (p.9) 

Ndungu and Njeru (2014) “…an arrangement by which licensed institutions engage third 

parties to offer certain banking services on their behalf.” (p.92) 

Modupe 2010 in Tindi and 

Bogonko (2017) 

“… the delivery of financial services outside conventional bank 

branches, often using non-bank retail outlets that rely on 

technologies such as point-of sale (POS) devices or mobile 

phones for real time transaction processing” (p.143) 

Vutsengwa and Ngugi 

(2013) 

“…a company/organization that acts in some capacity on behalf 

of another bank, it, thus, cannot accept deposits or extend loans 

in its own name; it acts as agent for the parent bank. It is a retail 

outlet contracted by a financial institution or a mobile network 

operator to process clients’ transactions.” (p.614) 
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Rahman (2016) “… providing limited scale banking and financial Services to 

the underserved population through engaged agents under a 

valid agency agreement, rather than a teller/ cashier.” (p.62) 

 

Christopolous et al. (2015) “…financial institutions work with networks of existing nonbank 

retail outlets—such as convenience stores, gas stations, and post 

offices—to deliver financial services.” (p.94)  

 

 

From table 1 above, the features of agent banking identified include the following; 

• Services offered are limited since banks want to retain some of the services in their 

conventional brick and mortar branches 

• Offered by licensed banks or telecommunication companies 

• Offered outside the bank branch network 

• Agents interface between the bank and its customers 

• An agreement is signed between the bank and the agent 

• Agents do not offer services in their own name 

• Technology drives agent banking through use of point of sale terminal card readers and 

mobile telephones. 

The literature uses different terms to refer to this same concept as correspondent banking 

(Christopoulos et al. 2015; Maitra and Upadhyay 2017; Chaia et al. 2010), agent banking (Ndungu 

& Njeru 2014; Vutsengwa and Ngugi 2013) and branchless banking (Kochar 2016). For the 

purpose of this paper we adopt the term agent banking. It involves performing banking transactions 
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in retail stores located in the nearest vicinity and villages as opposed to the traditional bank 

branches. 

 

Agent banking takes the form of mobile phone enabled model and Point of Sale (POS) enabled 

model (Maitra and Upadhyay 2017; Tindi and Bogonko 2017). Agent banking may be classified 

according to who takes charge of the relationship as; bank-initiated modality and non-bank 

initiated modality (Lotto 2016; Rahman 2016; Vutsengwa and Ngugi 2013; Ndungu and Njeru 

2014; Achugamonu et al. 2016; Amit 2017; Mujeri 2018). This study is on bank initiated agent 

banking that can be accessed through mobile phones and point of sale devices. 

 

The growing interest in agent banking is a consequence of the fact that it is very expensive for 

some of the banks to provide financial services in rural areas that are hard to reach but are littered 

with convenience stores, pharmacy outlets, fuel stations, groceries coupled with new government 

policies that are more responsive, the upsurge in market drivers and the practice of trying new 

ways of doing things (Mbugua & Afande 2015; Shrader & Duflos 2014). Agent banking costs 

significantly lower than traditional bank branches, making it an appealing business proposition 

(Kochar 2016). Agent banking essentially takes services to where the very poor people live 

(Christopoulos et al. 2015). 

 

Bangladesh, located in Asia, is chosen for this study because it contributes 3% of the global 

unbanked population and has higher active bank agent numbers compared to some four other 

countries that have also introduced agent banking as shown in figure 2 below. 
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Fig. 2 Adult to active agent ratio for selected countries. Source: Bersudskaya & Mc Caffrey (2017, 

p.19) 

From figure 2 above, based on World Bank population statistics for 2014 and 2015 for the four 

countries, Bangladesh has overtaken Pakistan in terms of number of access points for agent 

banking (Bersudskaya & Mc Caffrey 2017).  

Shah (2018) noted that out of 12 banks that were approved by Bangladesh Bank to offer agent 

banking services, 10 had already commenced operation with an estimated 789 agents and 1281 

outlets for accessing banking services as at June 2016. Banks in Bangladesh introduced agent 

banking as a way to diversify their financial innovations (Qamruzzaman & Jianguo 2017). 

According to Amit (2018) the potential for growth of agent banking in Bangladesh is huge as 

shown by 27% rise in percentage of people paying utility bills using their accounts between 2014 

and 2017. 

With a population of 164 Million people, GDP of 249.724 Billion US Dollars in 2017 and annual 

GDP growth rate of 7.9 in 2018 (World Bank 2018), the financial services industry in the country 

is crucial to its development. The activities of banking institutions in Bangladesh are regulated by 

the central bank, Bangladesh Bank. Financial inclusion in the Bangladesh which measures the 

number of individuals aged 15 years and above operating an account in their names with a fully 

licensed financial institution has been estimated at 34% of the eligible population, with 13% having 
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a registered mobile money account, 17% having a fully operational bank account and 12% having 

a fully operational account with a non-bank financial institution (Financial Inclusion Insights 

2017). These statistics show that there is still a large percentage of the population that is not 

financially included as shown in figure 3. 

 

Fig 3. Financial and Digital Inclusion in Bangladesh. Source: Financial Inclusion Insights (2017, 

p.9) 

1.1.3 Agent banking and relationship marketing 

A bank agent is considered as a digital channel for the bank, enabling transactions like deposit and 

withdrawal of cash by customers from their accounts, among other services (Financial Inclusion 

Insights 2017).  

Multiple marketing channels are said to occur “…when an organization uses more than one 

channel type in an attempt to reach its target market segments” (Stojkovic et al. 2016, p.107). 

The use of more than one channel by a firm to provide greater access to its services forms its 

multichannel strategy which presents an opportunity to access services across channels but this 

requires proper integration across the different channel options (Jeanpert & Paché 2016). When 

multiple channels are used effectively in combination with marketing communication that is 

integrated across all the channels and platforms, customer engagement is often increased resulting 

in rewarding relationships (Payne et al. 2017). A firm therefore needs to pay attention to managing 

the relationships created through the use of its different marketing channels. 
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Relationship marketing is considered as building long term business based on exchanging shared 

benefits (Ciobanu & Luca 2016) Relationship marketing discourse has drawn from four major 

marketing disciplines (Kristian & Aino 2006), covering services, channels, business, database and 

direct marketing as shown in figure 4 below.  

 

 

Fig. 4 Roots of relationship marketing. Source: Kristian and Aino (2006, 32) 

As seen from the figure above, several disciplines in marketing involve aspects of relationship 

marketing and these are of great relevance to this study. Relationship marketing pays dividends 

for the survival of service providers making it important that they pay attention to the factors that 

affect their activities in that regard (Rootman et al. 2011). Applying this in the financial services 

context, the fact that banking services are intangible makes it even more crucial to address 

customer relationships (Dibb & Meadows 2001) because keeping customers in the long term 

impacts on the bank’s profitability (Izogo 2016). 

 

Relationship marketing has evolved into electronic customer relationship management according 

to Hendriyani and Auliana (2018) due to the rapidly changing business environment. The growth 



14 
 

of information technologies has enabled amalgamation of existing traditional customer 

relationship management avenues with electronic applications to create electronic customer 

relationship management (Sunny & Abolaji 2016). 

Electronic customer relationship management is beneficial to both a bank and its customers. 

According to Bezhovski and Hussain (2016), banks get access to important transaction data 

available to all people in the bank which can enable modeling of customer behavior, coordination 

between departments is eased, feedback from customers can be easily obtained and concerns 

addressed, improved service quality enhances trust in bank service. On the other hand, customers 

stay informed on their financial information, get feedback from the bank quicker, have virtual 

access to their data, enjoy faster transaction processing and access services more conveniently, 

among others (Bezhovski & Hussain 2016). 

A distinction between the interconnected concepts of customer management, customer 

relationship management and relationship marketing is provided by Payne and Frow (2017), 

observing that customer management addresses how to implement interactions with customers, 

customer relationship majorly focuses on managing relations with customers backed by 

technological resources and relationship marketing covers how all relevant stakeholders can be 

related with as shown in figure 5 below. 



15 
 

 

Fig. 5 Relationship marketing, customer relationship management and customer management. 

Source: Payne and Frow (2017, p.12) 

 

Relationship marketing is affected by trust between the partners, their dependence on each other, 

commitment to a long lasting relationship and the norms or rules governing the relationship (Zhang 

et al. 2016). For relationship marketing to thrive requires existence of a service culture which 

involves everyone appreciating that offering good service to customers is a normal part of their 

daily lives (Gronroos 2017). It is suggested that customers should no longer be seen merely as 

receivers of value but co-creators of value (Payne & Frow 2016). A firm’s readiness to undertake 

relationship marketing depends on where the focus area of its management is (own resources or 

customers) and whether or not the customers view quality in the same way with the firm (Gronroos 

2017). 

Despite the existence of literature on agent banking and relationship marketing, there is a paucity 

in literature that links agent banking and relationship, more so in the context of Bangladesh where 

agent banking is a recent phenomenon. 
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1.2 Research problem and discussion 

1.2.1 Problem statement 

Agency banking represents a unique set of challenges to banks. Whereas the responsibility for 

users of agent banking (customers) lies in the hands of the bank, on the other hand it has little 

control over the service experienced by users at the agent locations because staff offering these 

services are not recruited by the bank and other services are offered at the agent locations (Tindi 

& Bogonko 2017). 

 

Some studies have been done on the effect of agency banking on customers. Tindi and Bogonko 

(2017) studied how agency banking affects customer satisfaction in 9 banks that offer agency 

banking in Kenya and concluded that majority of the respondents (62%) were satisfied with 

accuracy of transactions and 98.7% expressed willingness to use services of a bank agent again in 

future. The factors that affected the satisfaction of customers in this Kenyan study were the flow 

of service at the agent location, how the agents behaved and the number of bank services and 

products accessible through bank agents. Another study (Malek et al. 2017) considered how 

financial inclusion performance in government owned banks in Negrisembilan, Malaysia, is 

influenced by characteristics of banking agents and revealed that experience of the agents, their 

attitude and the main business of the agent directly affect the performance of the bank for which 

they act as agents. 

Lotto (2016) studied the effect of agency banking on financial inclusion in Tanzania and concluded 

that the wider geographical coverage of agency banking is paramount to making more people have 

access to banking services but banks have to make greater efforts in managing risks associated 

with outsourcing some of their services. 
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On the other hand, Rahman (2016) explored how agency banking impacts on the development of 

small and medium enterprises sector in Bangladesh and found that agency banking improves the 

profitability of banks while at the same time providing an avenue to reach the small and medium 

entrepreneurs that are unbanked. 

 

Other studies have been done on relationship marketing in banking. Al-Alak (2014) studied how 

marketing activities impact quality of relationship in Malaysian bank and concluded that relating 

more with clients and employees improves relationship quality and creates continued relationships 

with clients.  

Vegholm (2011) studied how management of customer relationship between a bank in Sweden 

and its corporate small and medium enterprise clients influence its corporate image and concluded 

that the corporate image of the bank is a reflection of the bank’s interaction with its clients and 

how it manages the relationship. 

Another study in the financial services industry was conducted by Shetty and Basri (2017) to 

measure if stronger relationships between customers and the firm’s sales team contribute to 

effectiveness of sales and concluded that effectiveness of sales is influenced by expertise of the 

sales team and their similarity of related parties. Ruswanti and Lestari (2016) further examined 

how competence, communication channels and management of conflict impact customer loyalty 

at Niaga bank in Indonesia and concluded that developing the skills of sales staff through 

comprehensive knowledge of the firm’s products, skills in sales and good overall knowledge of 

process flows improves competence, communications skills and ability to handle difficult 

situations therefore enhancing customer loyalty. 
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As shown through review of literature and previous studies, agency banking outsources bank 

services, making banks lose some control over the customer service process to agents and yet they 

need to keep relating with these customers. The previous studies have looked at agency banking 

and relationship marketing separately but have not attempted to link agency banking and 

relationship marketing. Being a fairly new topic, this study seeks to explore the relationship 

between agency banking and relationship marketing and establish if and how agency banking can 

be used as a tool for relationship marketing by banks in Bangladesh. 

1.2.2 Research gap 

Although there exists some research on relationship marketing in banks and agent banking (Malek 

et al. 2017; Tindi and Bogonko 2017; Al-Alak 2014; Shetty and Basri 2017; Ruswanti and Lestari 

2016) they do not explicitly address how agency banking relates to relationship marketing and 

were conducted in other countries whose operational contexts are different from Bangladesh. In 

addition, with respect to Bangladesh, the search for literature on the relationship between agent 

banking and relationship marketing did not yield specific studies despite agency banking being 

hailed as a silver bullet to end financial exclusion in that country and other parts of the world. 

Considering that the level of financial inclusion is still low (34% banked, 66% unbanked) in 

Bangladesh as shown in figure 3, this paper explores if and how agent banking can be used as 

relationship marketing tool in a bid to bridge that gap. 

This study would be able to fill that void in the literature particularly in the context of Bangladesh. 

This outcome of this study would also be a valuable source of information for further research in 

the area of relationship marketing through innovative banking solutions. 
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This study was guided by the following research questions; 

• Why do banks engage in agent banking? 

• How does agent banking affect relationship marketing in banks? 

• In what ways do banks offering agent banking in Bangladesh relate with their customers? 

 

1.3 Purpose 

This study aims to investigate how agent banking can be used in relationship marketing by banks 

in Bangladesh where agent banking is a fairly new phenomenon. It is exploratory in nature such 

that theoretical implications for research purpose and practical implications for other banks can be 

drawn. 

 

1.4 Delimitations 

This study is delimited by the focus of its theoretical grounding as it focuses more on the recent 

scientific literature (5 or less years old) to understand the topic since it is a fairly new phenomenon 

in the country of Bangladesh. 

 

1.5 Outline of thesis 

This study is arranged as follows; 

• Chapter one provides a background to the research, the research problem, discussion and 

includes the purpose, delimitations and outline of the paper. 

• Chapter two the relevant literature for this topic which covers definitions of the topics and 

theory covered, namely agent banking and relationship marketing. 
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• Chapter three covers the research question and frame of reference which includes the 

research problem and discussion of research and operationalization. 

• Chapter four present the research methodology employed for this study covering the reason 

and use of methods that address the research questions. 

• Chapter five present the empirical data collected for this study. 

• Chapter six provides analysis of the data collected from various sources. 

• Chapter seven presents conclusion and implications which covers discussions, theoretical 

and managerial implications, limitations and suggestions for future research. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

This sections sets the theoretical background on which this study is built and forms a basis for the 

discussion part of the thesis. It starts by looking the reasons why agent banking services are offered 

by banks. The literature on relationship marketing in banks is also presented along with 

technologies used in agent banking as well as how agent banking affects relationship marketing 

in banks. The section concludes by looking at existing literature on ways in which Bangladeshi 

banks offering agent banking interact with their customers. 

2.1 Drivers of interest in agent banking 

Previous literature reviewed reveals some of the reasons why banks choose to offer agent banking 

services. 

The interest of banks in agent banking is motivated by factors that include the desire to decongest 

the brick-and-mortar branches, explore a new market segment that was previously unbanked, 

widening the geographical customer outreach and digitalizing services to create virtual banking 

that does not require a bank to invest heavily in infrastructure (Santu et al. 2017). Achugamonu et 
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al. (2016) on the other hand contended that agent banking is offered by banks as an alternative 

point to for services and is a way to reach extra customers and locations. 

Some of the reasons why banks use agent banking to outsource some of their services to agents 

are explored by Haas (2015) in figure 6 below. 

 

Fig. 6 Rational for outsourcing front end bank services to agents. Source: Haas (2015, p.8) 

From figure 6, Haas (2015) noted that services like cash withdrawal and deposit, service flow 

guidance, signing up of new clients, changing service access credentials, among others are 

outsourced to agents for a number reasons. These include tapping into the reputation built by the 

local businesses that act as agents, aggregation of cash requirements (collection and transfer of 

cash) for the geographical area where the agent is located and transfer of risks associated with cash 

management from the bank to the agent. 

The relative costs of agent banking are less than those of bank branches (Haas 2015). The study 

by Haas (2015) found that an agent business reduces costs of transaction to 58% of a bank branch 

cost since investment cost is reduced as existing infrastructure is leveraged instead of new 

infrastructure, the agent’s own infrastructure and employees are used to conduct banking business 
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consequently lowering operating costs and the commission paid to agents is lower than salaries 

since it is based on volume of transactions handled as compared to banks staff salaries which are 

fixed costs. 

Parameswar (2017) contended that, in the context of India, some banks engage in agent banking 

to meet statutory aspirations such as reducing the size of unbanked population. In addition, (Garcia 

2016; Mahmood & Sarker 2015) banks also use agent bank to increase their market penetration in 

some of the remote regions. 

Lotto (2016) presented similar findings in the context of Tanzania by reporting that what drives 

Tanzanian banks towards adoption of agent banking is the desire to take services closer to their 

customers and the relative reduction of costs as compared to traditional bank branches. 

According to Camara et al., (2015,p.4), by outsourcing some of their activities through agent 

banking, banks are able “…to reach new customer segments (low-income, rural, etc.) that are too 

costly to serve with bank branches, due to the fixed costs involved” and “transferring some 

activities to correspondents (i.e. channel substitution) allows banks to cut costs and concentrate 

their employees’ efforts in more value-added activities while also decongesting bank branches and 

increasing convenience for customers”. 

The factors behind the success of agent banking in some selected countries are highlighted by 

Mahmood and Sarker (2015). Their study found that in Colombia the responsibilities of lobbying 

for regulatory amendments related to agent banking to are vested in one institution. This has 

promoted the drive to deepen financial inclusion since it has increased confidence in agent banking 

services and the regulations regarding agency banking are favorable to allow any entity to offer 

such services like account opening among the services that can be performed by agents. 
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In the case of India, Mahmood and Sarker (2015) observed that relaxation of regulations regarding 

customer identification related to transactions of small value aided growth of agent banking and 

the highly developed banking industry taps into the complementary mobile phone industry which 

is competitive and supported by availability of high quality technology services. 

Having reviewed literature on the reasons why banks offer agent banking services, this study now 

delves into relationship marketing in banks and how various technologies support relationship 

marketing. 

 

2.2 Relationship marketing in banks 

In the introduction section of this paper, a distinction was drawn between the concepts of customer 

management, customer relationship marketing and relationship marketing (Payne & Frow 2017). 

The analogy guided the understanding that customer management and customer relationship 

management are sub-concepts in relationship marketing. 

Customer relationship management in banks is undertaken with the aim of increasing profit and 

revenue levels, driving down costs related to sales, getting new customers and fostering 

organizational change through better relations with customers (Laketa et al. 2015). The 

prerequisite for customer relationship management in banks is putting in place a customer strategy 

to guide new customer attraction and sustenance of existing customer relationships (Laketa et al. 

2015). Relationship marketing in banks has been greatly shaped by recent advancement in 

technology (Yaseen & El Qirem 2018). 
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2.3 Technologies used in agent banking 

Adoption of technologies in relationship marketing may be explained using the technology 

adoption model (Chopra & Sherry 2014; Yaseen & El Qirem 2018). According to the technology 

adoption model, whether a new technology is adopted depends on the attitude of the potential user 

towards the technology and the attitude is shaped by the potential usefulness and ease of use of the 

technology (Yaseen & El Qirem, 2018). 

Technology solutions for customer relationship marketing provide an interface between the front 

office and back office operations with the touchpoints through which customers access services, 

which, according to Chen and Popovich (2003, pp.672-673) “include the Internet, e-mail, sales, 

direct mail, telemarketing operations, call centers, advertising, fax, pagers, stores, and kiosks.” 

Often, these touch points are controlled by separate information systems. 

The major areas where relationship marketing technologies are deployed include automation of 

marketing, automation of the sales force, provision of support to customers and maintenance of 

field service (Yaseen & El Qirem 2018). 

 

2.4 How agent banking affects relationship marketing in banks 

To understand the relationship marketing in agent banking and banking in general requires an 

appreciation of the interaction preferences of banks and customers. Howcroft and Durkin (2000) 

developed a four quadrant model to understand how banks and their customers prefer to interact 

as shown in figure 7 below. 
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Fig. 7. Customer-bank interaction preference. Source: Howcroft & Durkin (2000,p.16) 

From figure 7 above, quadrant 1 (bank personal, customer personal) represents the traditional 

branch mode of service delivery. Quadrant 2 (bank remote, customer personal) represents the use 

of some remote electronic services in additional to accessing the bank branches. Quadrant 3 (bank 

personal, customer remote) represents high value customers to whom the bank prefers to offer 

personalized service. Quadrant 4 (bank remote, customer remote) represents remote interaction by 

both the bank and customer. This present study fits the bank - customer interaction in quadrant 4 

since the customer and bank are both remote but connected through the interface of the bank agent. 

On the other hand, the agent – customer interaction fits in quadrant 1 since the bank customers 

receive personal service from the bank agents which offer services on behalf of the bank. 

Agent banking introduces technology as an interface between the bank and customer in addition 

to the agent that offers banking services. Bank customers expect services offered to be safe, 

reliable, simple, able to operate with other systems and accessible (Chopra & Sherry 2014). 

According to Rootman et al. (2011, p.187), the constructs of relationship marketing and retention 

of customers in banks cover “…communication, knowledgeability, empowerment, personalization, 
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fees, ethical behavior and technology.” This means creation and maintenance of relationships 

between banks and their customers requires the flow of information and employees have to possess 

necessary technical competence. In addition, services offered to clients need to be tailored, services 

need to be offered at a fair charge and the technical infrastructure on which the service runs need 

to be in place (Rootman et al. 2011). 

The concept of electronic customer relationship management is closely discussed with relationship 

marketing (Hendriyani & Auliana 2018; Bezhovski & Hussain 2016) because technology has 

taken on a greater role in the process of customer – bank interactions. The various points where 

technology aids agency banking relationship are enumerated by Chopra and Sherry (2014) in table 

1 below. 

Table 2. Main technology solutions in agent banking 

FRONT END TECHNOLOGY 

INTERFACE 

BACK END TECHNOLOGY INTERFACE 

Point of sale or point of transaction point  Offline banking system 

Mobile technology access Online banking system 

Micro automated teller interface Online enterprise resource planning system 

Personal computer based interface 

Source: Chopra & Sherry (2014, pp. 1-2) 

The study by Chopra and Sherry (2014) found that the decision by customers to relate with the 

banks is affected by the technology used in agent banking through the attributes which influence 

the use of agent banking services. The study noted that customers relate with their banks through 

agent banking platforms if usefulness of the service is observable, if the service aligns with the 

lifestyles and needs of the users. In addition, other factors that influence their decision to relate 



27 
 

with banks are; whether the service is easy to use, whether it is a better alternative to existing bank 

offerings and whether there are lower risks associated with using the service (Chopra & Sherry 

2014). 

A study in Ghana in 2010 by Anabila et al. (2012) involving 247 relationship officers and managers 

of 15 banks that measured relationship marketing and customer loyalty found that relationship 

management attributes like competence, handling of conflict and communication are key for any 

relationship marketing strategy to work. The study noted that these attributes need to be 

complemented by commitment of top management, motivation of staff and paying attention to the 

critical role played by technology as a service enabler. 

The findings of the above study in Ghana bear some semblance with results of a study in Kenya 

that explored the contribution made by agency banking to operational performance of 8 

commercial banks (Gitau 2014). The Kenyan study showed that running an agent banking 

operation is faced with challenges of staff who are not trained, failures in the agent banking 

operating system, loss of customer information and limited cash reserves kept by agents. These 

challenges are related to technology and inadequacies on the part of the agent. 

The findings of a separate study by Ndungu and Njeru (2014) which assessed 214 bank agents for 

factors affecting adoption of agency banking in Kenya’s Kajiado county showed that availability 

of service through reliable connectivity, increased service access hours, recruitment of competent 

agents all contribute to the customer experience in agent banking.  

 

2.5 Ways in which Bangladesh banks offering agent banking relate with customers 

Bkash Limited, which is a market leader in agency banking, was started in Bangladesh in 2011 by 

BRAC Bank following a partnership agreement with Money in Motion Limited Liability Company 
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from USA (Rahman 2016). By close of 2013, 11 million accounts had been opened by customers 

with BKash Limited (Rahman 2016). 

Rahman (2016) added that to become an agent requires the applicant to own a shop or kiosk with 

a valid license to trade. A prospective agent gets in touch with sales manager or the territory 

manager in their area, submit their personal and business details, receives a response on whether 

they meet the criteria or not and gets trained on how to offer the agent service if successful. 

A snapshot of the initiation of the agent banking relationship is shown in figure 8 below. 

 

Fig. 8. Bkash Limited wallet opening process. Source: Rahman (2016, p.64) 

From figure 8 above, a new customer initiates their relationship with the agent by visiting their 

nearest agent with their mobile phone which has connection to the compatible telephone networks. 

The customers present personal identification and passport photos; complete the necessary know 

your customer documentation including biometric registration and are issued with a copy of the 

documentation at the end of the registration. 

The registered customer gets access through a point of sale and their mobile phone to cash deposit, 

cash withdrawal, fund remittance, international remittance of funds, purchase of phone credit and 

opportunity to earn credit on funds saved (Rahman 2016). 
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Bank Asia is another bank that offers agent banking services in Bangladesh. According to 

Mahmood and Sarker (2015), Bank Asia was the pioneer of agent banking in Bangladesh, starting 

agent banking services in 2014 which are backed by a secure system offering real-time access. 

Bank Asia adopted the use of branding agent kiosks with their logo which includes the name of 

the agent and agents are supplied with point of sale terminals, card reading machines, biometric 

scanners, cameras for capturing images and internet connectivity. 

Customer access to the agent system is done through the biometric scanner which connects to the 

bank’s core system for instant notification of transactions through telephone short message service 

and a paper receipt generated at the point of sale terminal. The bank requires the agent to have an 

account in the banking system where sufficient balances are kept to facilitate transactions. 

Mahmood and Sarker (2015) also noted that to facilitate direct access to bank staff, emergency 

and call centre contacts are displayed at the agent locations. Further to that, to enhance spot checks, 

the agent banking department works closely with branches of Bank Asia and their regional offices 

closest to the agents. 

Agrani Bank Limited also offers agent banking services in Bangladesh in partnership with Doer 

Services Limited with a presence in 20 of the 60 districts in Bangladesh having 200 agents (Ahmed 

& Ahmed 2018). The staffs from Agrani bank branch are tasked with monitoring the activities of 

agents in remote locations with the aid of technology enabled smart devices. Whereas agents 

access a limited version of the system dashboard, Agrani bank branch and head office have 

complete access to the system dashboard to control parameters of operations and view reports. 

Customers interface with the bank through the sub-agent biometric point of sale terminal while 

some aspect of customer care is handled by approved agents. 
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In conclusion, relationship marketing in banking is driven mainly by technology. The technology 

provides an interface to connect the front and back office operations of the bank to the various 

points where customers access bank services. Banks in Bangladesh have embraced technology in 

relationship marketing with respect to agent banking services by using digitally enabled devices 

such as POS machines, biometric scanners and phone based authentication to enhance customer 

access to services. This is aimed at ensuring safety and integrity of the agent banking service. 

 

3. CONCEPTUAL MODEL 

This section covers the conceptual model that guides the analysis. 

From the literature it has been shown that agent banking and relationship marketing ultimately aim 

at creating and maintaining long term profitable relationships for both the bank and its customers.  

To be able to achieve the long-term relationships, the central role of external regulations (national 

regulatory framework) and internal policies (customer relationship strategy) have been identified 

as being crucial in governing the nature of relationships that are created between banks and their 

customers. Moreover, the advancement in technology has added another dimension to bank – 

customer relationship in terms of linking front and back end operations to the customer touchpoints 

like the internet, call centers, e-mail, agent booths and stores. Technology has enabled addition of 

more channels for banks to offer products/services. Hence the role of trained personnel has also 

been noted in the literature as a key element of running new technology, building and nurturing 

profitable relationship between banks and their customers because human beings are still necessary 

even with growing automation levels, thus technology and personnel complement each other. The 

conceptual model is presented in figure 9 below. 
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Fig 9. Conceptual model (based on literature reviewed by author) 
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4.METHODOLOGY 

This section explains what guided this thesis and includes the research purpose (descriptive, 

exploratory, causal), research approach (quantitative, qualitative), data collection methods (semi-

structure interviews), sample selection (purposive), quality criteria (reliability, validity) 

 

4.1 Research Purpose 

Research studies can be classified according to their purpose as descriptive study, explanatory 

study and exploratory study (Saunders et al. 2003). Descriptive studies are used to accurately 

present observed situations, studies of explanatory nature present causality relationships in the 

variables under study whereas exploratory studies are flexible to changing circumstances and aim 

to discover new patterns and insights (Robson 2002; Saunders et al. 2003). 

This thesis was exploratory in nature since it sought to investigate how agent banking can be used 

in relationship marketing by banks in Bangladesh where agent banking is a fairly new 

phenomenon. 

 

4.2 Research Approach 

The procedure for actualizing the research can be either quantitative or qualitative (Bryman & Bell 

2015; Silverman 2010). The quantitative approach uses quantified empirical data whereas the 

qualitative approach uses words for appreciation of phenomena that are socially constructed by 

analyzing experiences and their underlying meaning (Miles & Huberman 1994; Bryman & Bell 

2015).  
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A qualitative approach was adopted for this thesis because the thesis set out to understand 

experiences through enactment of agent banking in the financial services space in Bangladesh. 

This was an attempt to understand how the choices and actions of the banks were formulated. 

 

4.3 Data collection methods 

This thesis used a combination of data collection methods for the different sources of data used to 

generate a deeper understanding. Based on the chosen qualitative research approach for this thesis, 

semi-structured interviews were used for primary data (Bryman & Bell 2015) because they are 

flexible and can enable recreation of past events and experiences (Taylor et al. 2016). 

On the other hand, secondary data was collected through analysis of relevant literature and other 

documentary evidence like company website articles. Secondary data serves the purpose of 

providing a general context of the research findings. 

To accomplish the semi-structured interviews, some general themes were used as a guide for the 

interview so that the discussion remained relevant to the topic being researched. These themes 

were formulated to guide the interviews along the research questions to include details of the 

interviewee, bank agent banking statistics, motivation for offering agent banking, how the banks 

relate with customers, how agent banking affected their relationship marketing, benefits and 

challenges of agent banking. The interview was administered through telephone since the 

researcher cannot be physically on the ground. 

 

4.3.1 Operationalization 

The operationalization of the concepts through semi-structured interview is presented in table 3 

below. 
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Table 3. Operationalization schedule 

CONCEPT VARIABLE  QUESTION 

AGENT BANKING Rationale Why do you offer agent banking? 

Coverage How many agent locations do you have? 

Touch points Which are the various points through which 

agent banking services can be used? 

Interface What kind of interface do you have between 

the bank and customers? 

RELATIONSHIP 

MARKETING 

Interaction How do you interact with your customers? 

Technologies Which technologies do you use in relationship 

marketing? 

Deployment of 

technologies 

Which areas of your bank operations are 

relationship marketing technologies used in? 

 

 

4.4 Sample Selection 

Sampling selection in research can take one or more of the following forms; purposive sampling 

which is done based on the suitability of respondents to the study, theoretical sampling which 

applies to grounded theory based on the insights got as the story develops, convenience sampling 

which is based on how easy and convenient the respondents can be obtained and snowball 

sampling which relies on recommendation of potential respondents by other respondents (Petty et 

al. 2012).  

This thesis used purposive sampling so that the interviewees selected are suitable to provide 

information which is relevant to the study. A number of selection criteria were used to select the 

respondents, namely the person works with a registered bank in Bangladesh offering agent 

banking, is part of the agent banking team and works at a branch outside the city. After approaching 
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the banks’ management, the staff suitable to participate in the interview were identified. In this 

regard, snowball sampling was also used since the initial targeted management staff referred the 

researcher to other staff concerned with agent banking operations. 

 

At the start of the interviews the researcher left the total number of interviews open but was 

cognizant of the need to consider saturation of theory – the point where findings become repetitive 

(Glaser & Strauss 1967). The point of saturation was reached after interviews with employees from 

6 different banks. 

 

4.5 Data Analysis 

The main activities pertaining to data analysis are described by Miles and Huberman (1994) as 

reduction of data, display of data and coming up with conclusions. The transcripts of the semi-

structured interviews and complementary notes produced as the interview unfolded provided a 

good basis for the data analysis. The transcripts were read, reread and reduced based on the themes 

developed along the lines of the research questions. However, it was ensured that the reduced data 

stayed true to the views of the respondents 

Walker et al. (2008) identified six components of data analysis as; description of the interview 

proceedings, pointing out relevant topics, isolating the main information, coming up with relevant 

themes, making summaries on the themes identified and discussion in relation to literature. 

Verbatim transcripts of interviews were produced as a first step to gain an initial appreciation of 

the discussion while incorporating the hand written notes. Relevant topics were identified through 

reading the transcripts several times and using the literature as a guide leading to topics like 

relationship marketing tools, relationship marketing technologies, agent banking rationale, 
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requirements of agent banking and agent banking relationship marketing. The main information 

was coded with reference to the research questions and literature review, namely, reasons for 

offering agent banking, how agent banking affects relationship marketing in banks and how banks 

relate with their customers. The relevant themes were identified based on the coded information 

relating to the practical application of agent banking and relationship marketing. The summaries 

of themes from the semi-structured interviews were made to help in connecting discussion of the 

empirical findings with literature. 

4.6 Quality Criteria 

Reliability and validity in qualitative study can be attained through a verification system that can 

be achieved by use of coherent methodology, appropriate sampling, concurrent data collection and 

analysis, theoretical thinking and how the theory is developed as a result of the research process 

(Morse et al. 2002). 

Relating the verification system in Morse et al. (2002) to this study, a coherent methodology was 

used where the research purpose, approach, data collection methods and sampling methods all 

speak to themselves based on the aim of the thesis to interpret a social phenomenon. The sampling 

of respondents was based on their relevance to the study to avoid use of respondents that do not 

help to answer the research questions. The data collection methods for this thesis (semi-structured 

interviews and documentary analysis) were clearly identified to provide enough empirics to enable 

concurrent appreciation of the issue being researched as the process unfolds. The theoretical 

thinking in this thesis is achieved through analysis of themes that either conform or vary from 

existing themes which is why the interview guide sets certain themes to help in comparing findings 

to existing data. The theory for this thesis is developed through the research process incorporating 

previous studies and empirics. 
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5. EMPIRICAL DATA 

This section presents the data collected from primary and secondary sources. 

5.1 Secondary Data 

Secondary data, to supplement primary data for the study, was collected through analysis of 

websites of some of the banks in Bangladesh which offer agent banking. The data was grouped 

under themes to help with analysis and interpretation. 

The findings are tabulated in table 4 below 

Table 4. Secondary data from homepages of Bangladesh Banks 

Bank 1 The City Bank Limited 

Website (source) https://www.thecitybank.com/agent-banking 

Reasons for starting agent 

banking 

Spread banking services to the lowest level throughout Bangladesh 

Services Offered Bank account opening, deposit and withdrawal of cash, fund transfer, 

balance inquiry, account statement, obtain loan application forms, bill 

payment, school fees payment, fixed deposit facility 

Eligibility for agent banking Bangladeshi national,  adult-18+ years, valid recognized identity 

document, trade licence for a business account, 1 passport photo and 

valid identity of the person nominated for agent banking 

Outlet information 154 outlets throughout Bangladesh. Started in 2017 

Bank2 Mutual Trust Bank Limited 

Website (source) https://www.mutualtrustbank.com/agent-banking/ 

Reasons for starting agent 

banking 

Link the bank to unbanked populations 

Ease access to banking services in rural areas 

Cost effective service provision 

Lower costs of operation and establishment 

Services Offered Cash deposit and withdrawal, cheque clearance, loan file initiation, 

collection of utility bills, electronic fund transfer, inward remittance 

of funds, school fees collection, collection of premiums for insurance, 

account statement processing and balance inquiry. 

Eligibility for agent banking Bangladesh national/firm, ability to manage cash operations, 

minimum qualification of high school certificate or equivalent 

degree, financially solvent, resident of local area, rent or own 

business premises, aged between 18 and 65 years, have a clean loan 

record, business experience and have good reputation in the local area 

and ability to fulfill contractual obligations. 

Outlet information 100 agent locations 

Bank 3 Bank Asia 
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Website (source) http://www.bankasia-

bd.com/agentbanking/home/agent_banking_model 

Reasons for starting agent 

banking 

Provide secure banking services to the unbanked, promote 

prospective small and medium entrepreneurs and enable electronic 

commerce through agent banking. 

Services Offered Inward remittance, bill payment, school banking, bank account 

balance inquiry, cheque collection for processing, collection of fees 

for passports, transfer of funds, loan processing/recovery, solar 

energy system financing. 

Eligibility for agent banking Not available online 

Outlet information 197 agent outlets. Started in 2014 

Bank 4 NRB Bank Limited 

Website (source) https://www.nrbbankbd.com/agent-banking/ 

Reasons for starting agent 

banking 

Serve unbanked populations 

Serve the existing customers 

Services Offered Cash deposit and withdrawal, payment of remittances from abroad, 

transfer of funds, loan disbursement and recovery, collection of bill 

payments, account status enquiry, salary payment, issuance of bank 

account statements, picking forms for loans, account opening, debit 

and credit card applications. 

Eligibility for agent banking Possession of licence or permit for lawful business, minimum of 1 

year experience in business, competencies in management, finance 

and agent banking, required personnel (manager and teller) having 

necessary expert skills, requisite financial resources to offer banking 

services, be accepted in the society and be able to enter legal 

transactions. 

Outlet information 161 agent outlets 

 Started in 2018. In 2018, partnered with Bangladesh government’s 

access to information digital centers to tap into their nationwide 

footprint (3200 centres) to provide agent banking solutions at the 

digital centers. 

Bank 5 Dutch Bangla Bank Limited 

Website (source) https://www.dutchbanglabank.com/agent-banking/about.html 

Reasons for starting agent 

banking 

Increase customer reach especially to unbanked rural areas. 

Convenient services to customers throughout Bangladesh. 

Services Offered Transfer of funds, processing cleared cheques, cash deposit and 

withdrawal, enquiry on account balance and account statement, 

payment of utility bills, loan disbursement and recovery, paying 

remittances from abroad, insurance premium collection and 

collection/processing documents for account opening, loan 

application, debit and credit card applications. 

Eligibility for agent banking Profile of the company, Registration certificate, adequate space of not 

less than 150 square feet, 2 staff required (teller and marketing staff), 

agent banking business proposal and the necessary hardware 

(computers, scanning equipment, web camera, safe vault and signed 

tax certificate. 
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Outlet information 2830 agent locations 

Bank 6 BRAC Bank Limited 

Website (source) https://www.bracbank.com/en/agent-banking 

Reasons for starting agent 

banking 

Provide cutting edge digital banking solutions throughout 

Bangladesh 

Complimentary tool to the Small and Medium Entreprise (SME) 

strategy of BRAC Bank 

Convenient, uninterrupted services to customers 

Reach the unbanked to improve financial inclusion in Bangladesh 

 

Services Offered Account opening, cash deposit and withdrawal, fixed deposit receipt 

facility, transfer of funds, pick up of inward foreign remittances, 

payment of utility bills, payment of premiums for insurance and 

loan disbursement. 

Eligibility for agent banking Bangladeshi national having a valid trading license, adult aged 

between 18 and 65 years, be knowledgeable enough to offer 

financial services, minimum of 1 year business experience, at least 

completed senior school certificate or its equivalent to be able to 

comprehend the regulatory framework, ability to meet contractual 

obligations and competence in cash management. 

Outlet information 76 outlets 

 Started in 2018 

 

From table 4 above, there are some take home points that can be summarized based on the different 

themes under which they are grouped in the table. 

According to information collected from the web pages of the five banks, presented in the table 

above, the reasons why banks take offer agent banking include; 

• Serving new and existing customers 

• Delivery of services to customers in a more convenient way through out Bangladesh 

• Taking services to unbanked populations in rural areas 

• Reducing cost of operation and establishment of outlets 

• Providing services that are more cost effective 

The various services offered by banks in Bangladesh through their agent banking outlets can be 

summarized under the following categories; 
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• Utility collection services 

• Cash payment services 

• Fund transfer 

• Document collection 

• Loan facility processing 

• Handling statutory transfers 

• Account status service 

5.2 Primary Data 

The primary data was collected through semi-structured interviews conducted with six staff from 

Bangladeshi banks that offer agent banking. The interviewee profiles are presented in table 5 

below. 

Table 5. Interviewee profiles 

No. Names Position Bank 

1. Mohammad Direct Sales Team The City Bank Limited 

2. Muhit Officer Agent Banking Mutual Trust Bank 

Limited 

3. Zahirul Assistant Officer Agent Banking Bank Asia Limited 

4. Faysal Senior Officer Retail Banking NRB Bank Limited 

5. Tariqul Assistant Officer Retail Banking Dutch Bangla Bank 

Limited 

6. Ismail Assistant Manager BRAC Bank Limited 
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Their views are captured below: 

5.2.1 Mohammad, Direct sales Team, The city Bank Limited 

According to Mohammad, agent banking in The City Bank Limited (CBL) developed as a result 

of a big part of Bangladesh being underserved by banking services and many Bangladeshis being 

in the poor segment of society that banks were reluctant to serve. He noted that City Bank felt it 

prudent not to ignore the less profitable segment so that services are not concentrated only to the 

more profitable segment of the market. 

He further noted that the oversight of Bangladesh Bank with the accompanying regulations on 

agent banking guided their operations, paying keen attention to adequacy of capital, liquidity, 

profitability and quality of assets. 

He revealed that City Bank Limited now has a total of 154 agent outlets spread across Bangladesh. 

He also added that the various points through which customers can access the agent banking 

service are the agent kiosks with helpline telephone numbers provided and e-mailing the bank. 

Guided by their desire to be a leading digital, Mohammad noted that the emphasis in agent banking 

is on round the clock service provision. 

He revealed that the interface between the customer and the bank is the agent banking system 

which is expected to provide secure transactions and immediate transaction confirmation. It is this 

agent banking system that is integrated with the main banking system to provide real time 

transaction processing. He added that “…it is also a requirement by Bangladesh Bank for the agent 

banking system to support interoperability or linking to other core banking systems” 

Regarding relationship marketing, Mohammad revealed that in order to attract and retain existing 

customers, the bank focuseson their people, the processes and technology, guided by its overall 

strategy. He noted that the interaction between the customer and bank is both direct (walk in to 
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bank, service centre) or indirect (using e-mail, telephone or web-based interaction). He also 

revealed that technologies that support the bank functions cover core banking, sales, marketing 

and service. The core banking technology of City Bank Limited enables real time processing of 

transactions, provides security by utilizing two factor authorization which involves authenticating 

on phone and e-mail and logon using biometric system. As a result, Mohammad adds that 

“…customer gain secure access to services and immediate confirmation of their transactions.” 

 

5.2.2 Muhit, Officer Agent Banking, Mutual Trust Bank Limited (MTBL) 

Muhit pointed out that the reasons for Mutual Trust Bank Limited to offer agent banking are to 

bridge the gap between the bank and the unbanked population in Bangladesh and to find ways to 

reduce costs associated with opening and running new branches of Mutual Trust Bank Limited 

(MTBL). Muhit revealed that their agent operations are guided by the regulations issued by the 

central bank of Bangladesh (Bangladesh Bank), namely, ‘Guidelines on Agent Banking for the 

Banks, 2013’, ‘Guidance Note for Approval and Operation of Agent Banking Activities for banks, 

2014’ and ‘Prudential Guidelines for Agent Banking Operation in Bangladesh, 2017’. 

Muhit also observed that “…failure to meet any provisions in the regulations or breaking any 

provision leads to rejection of application for license or suspension/revocation of the bank’s agent 

banking license.” 

Regarding the coverage of agent banking services of Mutual Trust Bank Limited, Muhit revealed 

that there were 100 agent locations by end of 2018 spread throughout Bangladesh. He also added 

that customers gain access to the services of the bank through their phone, through dedicated 

customer helplines, contacting the agent locations, through e-mail and through the homepage of 
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the bank. Muhit added that “…we emphasize multiple touch points such that the customer can 

access Mutual Trust Bank services almost anywhere.” 

Regarding the interface between the customer and the bank, Muhit noted that the integrated core 

banking system is at the center of the agent banking system because the agent banking terminal 

links to the core banking system where transactions are verified and processed. He noted that the 

system allows immediate (real-time) processing of transactions and instant confirmation of 

transactions.  

On the issue of relationship marketing, Muhit noted that their relationship marketing activities are 

based on the overall marketing strategy that seeks to provide integrated digital services such that 

new customers can be attracted and existing ones retained. In that regard, he observed that 

technologically driven solutions are key to their relationship marketing efforts.  

Regarding interactions with their customers he observed that there is a dedicated relationship 

department that interacts with the customers both at the branches and regularly at the agent 

locations. Other ways that customers of Mutual Tust Bank interact with the bank include calling 

the customer helplines, writing e-mails or visiting the nearest branches/agent locations. Since 

technology is a core enabler of relationship marketing, Muhit noted that automation of processes 

is emphasized. The technology is deployed at every stage of the agent banking process right from 

registration using biometric system, web based photo capture, logon and authorisation of 

transactions right through to confirmation of transactions through Point of Sale (POS) generated 

receipts and telephone confirmation short message service (sms).  

5.2.3 Zahirul, Assistant Officer Agent Banking, Bank Asia Limited (BAL) 

Zahirul revealed that Bank Asia Limited decided to offer agent banking after realizing that it was 

not financially feasible to open fully functional brick and mortar branches. Zahirul added that upon 
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establishment of the necessary regulatory framework on agent banking by Bangladesh Bank and 

consequent call for applications to offer agent banking services, Bank Asia saw an opportunity to 

provide banking services which are financially feasible because costs of establishing and running 

branches were eliminated.  

Zahirul observed that “…the regulatory frameworks that Bank Asia Limited follows are those 

established by Bangladesh Bank between 2013 and 2017 which ensure that agent banking in 

Bangladesh is streamlined to ensure safety of customer funds and relevance of services” 

About the coverage of Bank Asia’s agent banking services, Zahirul revealed that they currently 

have 197 agent locations spread across Bangladesh. He added that “…Bank Asia sees huge 

potential in agent banking and therefore put aside a challenge fund to motivate investment by 

private sector in new models of doing business in remote underserved locations.” In order to access 

the services of Bank Asia, customers may walk in to any of their branches/agent outlets, contact 

the round-the-clock call centers by telephone, send a query through the bank site or use the banks 

contact e-mail to send their questions/queries. 

About the interface between Bank Asia and their customers, Zahirul said that Bank Asia built its 

agent banking model around technology. He observed that at each agent location, a personal 

computer and other accessories like face scanners and finger print capturing devices are all linked 

with the point of sale terminal such that the core banking system is able to instantly verify and 

process customer transactions with the necessary proof of completion of transaction like printed 

receipts and short message service (sms) notification on the customer’s telephone. 

 

On the issue of relationship marketing, Zahirul noted that Bank Asia’s relationship marketing aims 

to promote the technology banking proposition. He added that “…the regulations stipulated by 
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Bangladesh Bank clearly spell out the central role of technology in agent banking. So the 

relationship marketing strategy of the bank is tailored to take care of this regulatory need.” 

Regarding interactions with their customers, Zahirul noted that those customers who desire face-

to-face interaction can simply visit any of the bank branched or agent locations and contact the 

customer service personnel. On the other hand, those customers who prefer remote assistance have 

the option of calling the customer help lines, sending an e-mail to customer help desk or contacting 

the bank via the web.  

Based on their aspiration to offer technologically based banking, Zahirul noted that Bank Asia’s 

operations run on the technology offered by the bank’s core banking system which is integrated 

with sales, marketing and service functions to offer multiple usability.  

 

5.2.4 Faysal, Senior Officer Retail Banking, NRB Bank Limited (NRBBL) 

The reasons for NRB Bank Limited to offer agent banking, according to Faysal, are to pursue an 

additional channel through which it can provide its banking products. He noted that “…agent 

baking provides an opportunity to diversify NRB Bank’s distribution channels in line with 

Bangladesh government’s push towards reducing the number of the unbanked Bangladeshis. Since 

there are still relatively few players in the agent banking arena in Bangladesh, it is important to 

bring that service on board to try and gain advantages of first movers.” The desire to tap into the 

potential presented by the unbanked population in Bangladesh is the major driving force behind 

the pursuit of agent banking by NRB Bank. Faysal revealed that the conducive regulatory 

environment created for agent banking by Bangladesh Bank’s regulations have enable NRB Bank 

to grow its agent banking outreach tremendously since opening the first outlet in 2018. It now has 

300 agent outlets scattered throughout Bangladesh. According to Faysal, the fast growth of their 
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agent banking “…is due to the unique partnership between NRB Bank and Bangladesh 

government’s access to information centers through which NRB Bank offers agent banking 

services. NRB Bank has exploited the country wide outreach of the access to information centers 

to grow its outlet network.” 

He also added that customers gain access to the services of the bank through dedicated help lines, 

a call centre and contacting the through e-mail. In addition, Faysal noted that NRB Bank agent 

banking customers are linked to the bank through the agent banking system which directly 

connects into the bank’s enterprise resource planning system (the core banking system). The secure 

banking system allows concurrent operation of the agent and core banking systems since there is 

end-to-end encryption of data and real-time processing. 

Regarding relationship marketing, Faysal noted that “…we value all our customers, both old and 

new and therefore take every effort to create and sustain profitable relationships between the 

customers and the bank.” He added that coordination of the various banking functions is key to 

achieving the profitable relationship through ensuring that the people who offer services are 

knowledgeable and understand the processes in the banking environment and have the requisite 

technical skills to use the technologies that enable service delivery. 

According to Faysal, the automation of activities means the role of technology is very crucial in 

various aspects of the banks service delivery geared towards achieving long lasting relationships 

with their customers. The relationship marketing department in NRB Bank provides relationship 

officers that handle customer issues both at the branch level and visiting agent outlets. The call 

centre also handles customer issues. 
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Faysal noted that the areas where relationship marketing technologies are use in NRB Bank include 

on-boarding customers, transaction processing, information aggregation, report management and 

reconciliation at back office. 

 

5.2.5 Tariqul, Assistant Officer Retail Banking, Dutch Bangla Bank Limited 

According to Tariqul, Dutch Bangla Bank Limited (DBBL) decided to offer agent banking service 

because agent banking presented a useful opportunity for the bank to widen its reach in terms of 

number of people accessing their banking services. He noted that Dutch Bangla Bank Limited 

shares the ambition of Bangladesh government to deepen financial inclusion through reaching out 

to areas that have not been served by banks and the unbanked population. Dutch Bangla Bank 

Limited is, according to Tariqul, one of the most aggressive in expanding financial access in the 

rural spans of Bangladesh. He revealed that by 2018, they had 1537 agent outlets which have 

rapidly grown to 2830 outlets now. Tariqul also made reference to the enabling oversight role 

played by Bangladesh Bank as a contributory factor to their adoption of agent banking since it 

clearly stipulates the necessary regulations to implement agent banking services in Bangladesh. 

Regarding the touch points that customer get banking services through, Tariqul observed that agent 

outlets, the mobile telephones, internet and call centers are the various points that Dutch Bangla 

Bank customers get services through.  

Dutch Bangla Bank’s interface with the customer and the bank is the core banking system which 

sits between the agent banking system run on agent bank computers at the front end and the 

transaction processing system at the back end. Tariqul added that the seamless integration between 

their back end and front end functions is vital in delivery of efficient banking services. He noted 

that “…the existence of other providers of agent banking service within Bangladesh means 
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competition for customers is high and what set us apart are speed, availability, reliability and 

accuracy.” About relationship marketing, Tariqul revealed that Dutch Bangla Bank Limited values 

all its stakeholders highly and as a results places a lot of interest in cultivating and sustaining 

relationships with them. He noted that the bank customers, employees, government and service 

providers, among others, play a role in the quality of relationships maintained by the bank and as 

such there is coordination between various functions within the bank for a coherent service 

delivery bank wide.  

Tariqul observed that interaction between Dutch Bangla Bank and its customer is achieved either 

person-to-person at the service center, agent outlets, bank branches or via electronic means through 

electronic mail, telephone help lines and the internet. He noted that that Dutch Bangla Bank 

deploys technologies for front office functions such as point of sale processing, mobile based 

solutions and back office functions which support the transaction processing and review.  

 

5.2.6 Ismail, Assistant Manager, BRAC Bank Limited 

Ismail noted that BRAC Bank Limited was drawn to offer agent banking because it already had a 

strategy to reach the small and medium enterprises which served as a solid basis for it to adopt 

agent banking to support its pre-existing strategy for the small and medium enterprises. He noted 

that BRAC Bank Limited also wanted to conveniently offer services through the already existent 

digital channels such as mobile phones. BRAC Bank Limited is guided by the three agent banking 

regulatory instruments issued by Bangladesh Bank in 2013, 2014 and 2017. In terms of its outlet 

coverage, Ismail pointed out that BRAC Bank Limited has 76 agent bank outlets now.  
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Regarding the touch points for accessing BRAC Bank Limited services through, Ismail noted that 

agent outlets, e-mail, 24 hour help line are the points through which customers of BRAC Bank 

Limited get services related to agent banking.  

The interface between the customer and BRAC Bank Limited is its agent banking software primed 

to offer secure online real time processing. The system is secured through 2 level authentication 

involving thumbprint login by both the customer and the agent. 

Regarding relationship marketing, Ismail observed that BRAC Bank Limited reaches out to its 

potential and new customers as well as appealing to the existing customer. Bank staff are properly 

orientated on service provision, bank charges are openly displayed in banking/agent premises, 

bank customers are offered specific services based on their segment characteristics and a secure 

banking system offers assurance of trust and confidence. 

BRAC Bank Limited interacts with its customers either face-to-face at the branches/agent outlets 

or electronically using their e-mail address, call centre number or though their homepage. Ismail 

added that BRAC Bank Limited deploys technologies for transaction processing, dispute/enquiries 

handling, sales and marketing of bank offerings.  
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6. DATA ANALYSIS 

This section depicts the commonalities and differences observed from the semi-structured 

interviews with staff from six different banks in Bangladesh and browsing the web pages of the six 

banks offering agent banking services. The analysis is structured along the research questions. 

6.1 Why banks offer agent banking 

The common reasons cited by the more than one interviewee for their banks to offer agent banking 

are; 

• Desire to reach the underserved and unbanked populations in Bangladesh. 

• Supporting the government of Bangladesh efforts towards financial inclusion 

• Complementing existing channels for distributing bank services and products 

Other reasons cited by interviewees for offering agent banking services include: 

• Elimination of costs associated with establishment and running of new bank branches 

• Widening of geographical coverage of the banks to include previously unreached areas 

• Complementing existing business strategies of the banks such as the small and medium 

business strategy 

• Extending digital banking solutions through out Bangladesh 

• Providing a platform for performing electronic commerce 

 

6.2 How agent banking affects relationship marketing in banks 

From the empirics, agent banking introduces a new way for customers to interact with their bank. 

The existence of the bank agent between the bank and its customer means they physically deal 

with a third party that represent the bank. The interaction between the customer and the bank agent 
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is personal and so is the interaction between the bank agent and the bank whereas the interaction 

between the customer and the bank is remote, enabled by the agent banking system. 

In addition, the various touchpoints through which agent banking services are accessed represent 

critical points in terms of customer relationship management. Technological advancement has 

enabled bank customers to access services through the point of sale terminals, telephones, their 

personal computers, on the internet. These technologies are introduced for the purpose of 

availability, convenience, security and as a better alternative conventional branch banking.  

 

6.3 Ways in which banks offering agent banking in Bangladesh relate with their customers 

Bangladesh banks relate with their agent banking customers in various ways. These include the 

banking system through which customer transactions are processed which encompasses the 

process from the point a customer initiates a transaction at the bank agent’s point of sale terminal 

through to the time receives confirmation of their transactions through their mobile telephone. The 

relationship elements in the transaction process covers the people, processes and technology as 

they all combine to ensure a memorable experience for the customer. Any failure on the side of 

people, processes and technology is likely to influence whether a customer tries or continues using 

the service. 

 

7. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

This section connects the empirical findings to theory to answer the research questions, highlights 

the theoretical and managerial implications of the outcomes, limitations of the study and suggests 

potential areas for future research. 
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7.1 DISCUSSION 

7.1.1 Why banks offer agent banking 

The decision by banks in Bangladesh to offer agent banking is driven by various reasons. 

Comparing the reasons with those identified in the literature reviewed indicates some similarities 

and differences. Empirical findings indicate that banks in Bangladesh offer agent banking so as to 

reach the underserved and unbanked populations in Bangladesh and support the government of 

Bangladesh efforts towards financial inclusion. This conforms with the views of Parameswar 

(2017); Garcia (2016); Mohamed and Sarker (2015) that agent banking helps to reduce the number 

of unbanked people and reach new segments that were not previously banked. 

The decision by banks in Bangladesh to use agent banking as an alternative distribution channel 

for bank services and products confirms the view of Achugamonu et al. (2016) on use of agent 

banking as an alternative way of banking service delivery. 

The empirics also showed that offering agent banking services cuts the costs related to 

establishment and running of new bank branches as noted by Haas (2015), Lotto (2016), Camara 

et al. (2015) and Santu et al. (2017) and agent banking widens the geographical reach of banks 

(Camara et al. 2015). 

The reasons stated by Bangladesh banks for offering agent banking that were not identified within 

the literature reviewed were; complementation of existing business strategies of the banks such as 

the small and medium business strategy, extension of digital banking solutions through out 

Bangladesh and provision of a platform to conduct electronic commerce. 

On the other hand, certain reasons for offering agent banking identified in the literature reviewed 

were not mentioned in the case of Bangladesh. These include the desire to decongest traditional 

bank branches (Santu et al. 2017; Camara et al. 2015), aggregation of cash requirement for the 
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locality of the agent outlet (Haas 2015), cash management risk transfer from the bank to the agent 

(Haas 2015) and taking advantage of the reputation of local businesses to offer agent banking 

(Haas 2015). From the empirics the element of good local reputation has been considered by 

Mutual Trust Bank and NRB Bank as one of the eligibility requirements to offer agent banking. 

 

7.1.2 How agent banking affects relationship marketing in banks 

Interaction preferences help in understanding relationship marketing in agent banking. It was 

found from the empirics that the bank agent’s existence between the bank and its customer means 

the customers do not interact directly with the bank but rather through a third party. The bank 

customer interaction preference model proposed by Howcroft and Durkin (2000) when applied in 

the agent banking scenario means the interaction between the customer and the bank lies in the 

remote customer – remote bank quadrant since they interface through the bank agent. Rootman et 

al. (2011) identified knowledgeability, empowerment and technology as some of the important 

attributes of relationship marketing in banks. This means the banks need to ensure that they provide 

enough information and technical competence to those that offer agent banking since they will be 

the ones that deal directly with customers. 

 

From the empirical findings, the touch points in agent banking are mainly technology based such 

as point of sale terminals, personal computers, personal telephones through which customer get 

access to agent banking services and these are very important in customer relationship 

management. The technologies ensure that the agent banking system is available, convenient, 

secure and a more appealing alternative to traditional brick and mortar banking. Chopra and Sherry 
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(2014) observed that bank customers relate with the bank with the expectation of safety, reliability, 

ease of access, simplicity of use and integration with other bank services. 

The relationship quality in technology based services was explained by Chopra and Sherry (2014) 

using the technology adoption model (also Yaseen & El Qirem 2018) whereby the customer 

decision to relate with the bank depends on whether the service is seen to be working, its ease of 

use, its relative cost compared to existing services and if it is better than the existing service. This 

means the attributes of agent banking affect the decision by customers to try the services (attracting 

new customers) or continue using the agent banking services (maintaining existing customers). 

 

7.1.3 Ways in which Bangladesh banks offering agent banking relate with their customers 

Empirical findings show that banks which offer agent banking in Bangladesh relate with their 

customers in a number of ways. As noted by Rahman (2016), the relationship between the bank 

and its customers starts with the decision by the customer to visit the agent outlet to register for 

agent banking services. Mohamood and Sarker (2015) observed that apart from relating through 

the agent banking system which processes customer transactions up to transaction confirmation, 

other avenues through which banks and their customers relate include the call center numbers, e-

mail and emergency help lines for accessing bank employees directly. The empirics showed that 

the banks whose employees were interviewed use call centers and customer helplines for direct 

access to their customers. Ahmed and Ahmed (2018) added that in some cases banks send their 

relationship marketing staff to physically go to monitor activities in agent outlets as is the case 

with Bank Asia. Banks and their customers also relate through the various touch points as noted 

by Chen and Popovich (2013).  
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7.2 Theoretical and Managerial Implications 

The theoretical implications of this study are drawn from the paucity of literature linking agent 

banking and relationship marketing. Previous studies have treated agent banking and relationship 

marketing differently. This study has tried to show that agent banking utilizes relationship 

marketing tools to create and maintain term long profitable relationships with customers. This 

study has shed more light on the implementation of agent banking in Bangladesh through 

analyzing related previous literature from other countries that implement agent banking. More 

literature is contributed by this study to agent banking literature with specific reference to how it 

relates to relationship marketing. 

The managerial implications are that the results of this study may be of use to those who wish to 

explore more on agent banking in the context of Bangladesh. The study could also be useful to 

other banks in Bangladesh intending to offer agent banking by reflecting on the implementation of 

agent banking in the six banks considered in this study. 

 

7.3 Limitations 

The study is limited by the fact that it focused on one country, Bangladesh. The unique country 

context of Bangladesh with its own regulatory framework means the results of this study may not 

be generalized for other countries. 

In addition, this study used a small sample size of six that was conveniently chosen thus reducing 

the generalizability of findings in this study to other countries. 

7.4 Suggestions for Future Research 

A possible area for future research could be a multi-country study on agency banking as a 

relationship marketing tool so that the study results could be generalizable. In addition, as a 
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possible area for future research, a quantitative study could be conducted on agent banking as a 

relationship marketing tool by banks where hypotheses can be scientifically measured. The results 

of such a study could then be compared to this qualitative study. 
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APPENDIX 1. SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Dear respondent, I am a student from Linneaus University (school of economics) 

in Sweden, conducting a research to fulfill the requirement of degree completion. 

This research survey is for academic use only. It will not be used for commercial 

purpose. 

 

Purpose: The purpose of this research interview is to how banks in Bangladesh 

use agent banking as a tool to relate with their customers 

 

INTERVEWEE BACKGROUND 

Name: 

Title: 

 

1. What services does your bank offer under agent banking? 

 

2. What are your requirements to become a bank agent? 

 

3. How many agent outlets does your bank have? 

 

4. What are your reasons for offering agent banking services? 

 

5. Has government had any influence in your bank’s decision to offer agent 

banking? How? 

 

6. Which are the various touch points through which customers access agent 

banking services? 

 

7. What kind of interface do you have between the bank and its customers? 

 

8. How do you interact with your customers? 

 

9. Which technologies do you use in relationship marketing? 
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10. Which area of your operations are relationship technologies used in? 

 

11. How does your agent banking system work? 

 

 

12. How has agent banking affected the way you relate with customers? 

 

13. Is there any other information you would like to share with us? 

 

 

 

 

 


