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ABSTRACT

This study develops a grounded theory of digital banking service quality by examining how Small and Medium-sized
Enterprises (SMEs) in Nigeria evaluate digital banking services under conditions of institutional uncertainty. Using a
Straussian grounded theory approach, data were collected through 54 in-depth episodic narrative interviews with SME
owner-managers and digital banking professionals across three major commercial centres in Nigeria. Iterative open, axial,
and selective coding, supported by constant comparison and abductive reasoning, identified the Fiduciary Digital Encounter
as the core category. The findings show that SMEs evaluate digital banking service quality not through efficiency and
functional performance alone, but through the capacity of banking systems to establish, reinforce, and restore institutional
trust during digitally mediated service encounters. Five interrelated dimensions of Institutional Trust Work emerged:
Algorithmic Assurance, Restorative Responsiveness, Community-Based Conflict Resolution, Proactive Risk Protection,
and Transparent Digital Communication. Together, these dimensions explain how institutional trust is actively produced,
maintained, and repaired when SMEs encounter uncertainty, service disruptions, transaction risks, and digitally mediated
interactions. The findings further indicate that perceived service quality is shaped by how effectively digital banking
providers anticipate vulnerabilities, respond to failures, communicate transparently, and mobilize trusted social mechanisms

to resolve conflicts. The study contributes to service quality and digital banking literature by conceptualizing Institutional
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Trust Work as a central mechanism through which digital service quality is experienced, interpreted, and sustained in

institutionally uncertain environments. The resulting Fiduciary Digital Encounter framework extends conventional service

quality perspectives by foregrounding trust production and restoration as fundamental processes in SME digital banking

relationships.

Keywords: Digital Banking; Digital Customer Relationship Management (CRM); Emerging Economies; Fiduciary Digital

Encounter; Grounded Theory; Institutional Trust Work; SMEs; Service Quality

1. Introduction: Digital Banking Ser-
vice Encounters as Processes of In-
stitutional Trust Building

Digital technologies have transformed financial service
delivery across both developed and emerging economies.
Much of the literature on digital financial inclusion assumes
a relatively straightforward relationship in which wider ac-
cess to digital banking improves service quality, strengthens
customer satisfaction, and ultimately promotes trust and eco-
nomic participation(!?!. This assumption has shaped both
academic research and policy initiatives aimed at expand-
ing digital financial services. Yet it offers only a partial
explanation of how digital banking is experienced by small
businesses operating in environments where institutional
conditions remain fragile.

Nigeria provides a particularly important context for
examining this issue. Small and Medium-sized Enterprises
(SMEs) contribute almost half of the country’s gross domes-
tic product and account for the majority of employment!3.
At the same time, these firms conduct business within an
environment marked by unreliable digital infrastructure, reg-
ulatory inconsistency, cybersecurity risks, and weak institu-
tional protections[*]. Although digital banking has become
an essential component of business operations, SME owner-
managers often judge these services by more than their speed
or convenience. Their primary concern is whether the bank
can reliably protect financial resources, support business con-
tinuity, and respond effectively when unexpected problems
occur.

This context exposes an important limitation in prevail-
ing service quality theories. Influential models, including
SERVQUAL!!, E-S-QUAL!"!, and more recent customer
experience frameworks!®), largely draw on the expectation—
disconfirmation tradition. They assume that customers com-

pare perceived performance with prior expectations and that

favourable evaluations generate satisfaction, trust, and loy-
alty. Within these models, trust is generally treated as an
outcome of service quality.

The experiences of SMEs in digitally mediated finan-
cial environments suggest a different sequence. Where un-
certainty is persistent and institutional safeguards cannot be
taken for granted, trust appears to precede rather than follow
evaluations of service quality. Before assessing whether a
digital banking service is efficient or satisfactory, customers
first consider whether the institution can be relied upon to
protect their financial interests. Service quality is therefore
interpreted through the lens of institutional confidence rather
than simply through technical performance.

This study describes such settings as conditions of sys-
temic fiduciary precarity, where everyday financial transac-
tions are shaped by persistent perceptions of institutional
vulnerability. Under these conditions, digital banking is not
evaluated solely on its operational effectiveness. Instead,
SMEs assess whether banks demonstrate the competence,
transparency, and accountability expected of trusted finan-
cial intermediaries. Digital service encounters consequently
become moments in which trust is actively constructed, rein-
forced, or weakened through ongoing interactions between
customers and financial institutions.

Building on this perspective, the present study develops
a grounded theory of digital banking service quality from
the lived experiences of Nigerian SMEs. Rather than assum-
ing predefined dimensions of service quality, it investigates
how SME owner-managers themselves interpret positive and
negative digital banking experiences and how these interpre-
tations shape their understanding of quality.

Accordingly, the study addresses the following research
question:

How do Nigerian SMEs construct and evaluate service
quality during digital banking encounters, and what forms of
institutional trust-building are required of banks operating
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in environments characterised by institutional uncertainty?
To answer this question, the study pursues three objec-

tives:

1. To reconceptualise digital banking service encounters
as processes of institutional trust-building rather than
service delivery alone.

2. To develop an empirically grounded theory explain-
ing how SMEs evaluate digital banking service quality
under conditions of institutional uncertainty.

3. To extend service quality theory by proposing an alter-
native framework better suited to high-risk and institu-

tionally fragile contexts.

2. Theoretical Foundations and Points
of Departure

This study draws on insights from service quality re-
search, institutional theory, and relationship marketing while
questioning several assumptions that underpin these tradi-
tions. Rather than viewing service quality as a stable as-
sessment of organisational performance, it examines how
quality is socially constructed within digital banking envi-
ronments where institutional uncertainty shapes customers’

interpretations of everyday service encounters.

2.1. From Service Quality to Institutional Trust
Building

Research on service quality has long been dominated
by models that explain customer evaluations through com-
parisons between expected and perceived performance[®],
As services increasingly moved into digital environments,
scholars extended these ideas through frameworks such
as E-S-QUAL and electronic customer experience mod-

7101 More recently, service scholarship has shifted to-

els!
wards broader concepts, including service ecosystems, value
co-creation, customer vulnerability, service resilience, and

=131 These developments

transformative service research!
recognise that value emerges through interactions among
multiple actors rather than through service delivery alone.
Despite these advances, much of the literature assumes
that service encounters occur within relatively stable insti-
tutional environments. Core dimensions such as reliability,

responsiveness, assurance, and security are generally treated

as characteristics of service systems or provider performance.
Comparatively little attention has been paid to how customers
evaluate service quality when institutions themselves are per-
ceived as uncertain or insufficiently protective.

For Nigerian SMEs, digital banking extends beyond
executing transactions efficiently. Reliability is understood
not only as system availability or transaction accuracy but
also as confidence that the bank can safeguard business oper-
ations when technological failures, fraud, or institutional dis-
ruptions occur. Likewise, security encompasses more than
protecting personal information. It reflects the perceived
ability of financial institutions to preserve business continu-
ity, minimise risk, and respond effectively when customers
become vulnerable[!4],

These observations suggest that digital banking per-
forms an institutional role that extends beyond service provi-
sion. Through technological infrastructures, communication
practices, risk management systems, and mechanisms for
resolving disputes, banks continuously shape customers’ con-
fidence in the financial system. Service quality, therefore,
emerges not simply from functional performance but from
the institution’s ongoing capacity to establish, maintain, and
restore trust. Understanding digital banking service quality
in institutionally uncertain environments requires a frame-
work that places this trust-building process at the centre of
analysis rather than treating it as a secondary outcome of

service performance.

2.2. Beyond the Trust—Satisfaction Relation-
ship: Trust as an Operant Resource

Relationship marketing has consistently identified trust
as a cornerstone of enduring customer relationships. Clas-
sical models propose that favourable service experiences
enhance customer satisfaction, satisfaction strengthens trust,
and trust subsequently promotes commitment, loyalty, and
long-term relationship continuity'>6]. Within digital ser-
vice settings, trust has similarly been viewed as a mechanism
that reduces perceived risk, alleviates privacy concerns, and

17.181  More recent work

encourages technology adoption!
on swift trust in virtual environments!'*! and technology-
enabled trust mechanisms such as blockchain 2! continues
to treat trust primarily as a facilitator of successful exchange.

Although these perspectives have significantly en-

riched understanding of digital customer relationships, they
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largely assume that trust develops after customers’ experi-
ence of satisfactory service. Findings from the present study
suggest a different pattern. For SMEs operating in institution-
ally uncertain environments, trust is not simply an outcome
of service performance but a condition through which service
performance is interpreted.

This study, therefore, reconceptualizes trust as an oper-
ant resource, drawing on Service-Dominant Logic!'!. Oper-
ant resources are intangible capabilities that generate value
by influencing and transforming exchange processes rather
than being consumed during them. In digital banking, trust
performs precisely this function. It shapes how customers
interpret system reliability, evaluate service failures, and de-
cide whether to continue engaging with financial institutions
despite persistent uncertainty.

From this perspective, SME owner-managers approach
digital banking with an ongoing assessment of whether their
bank possesses the capability and willingness to safeguard
financial resources when unexpected disruptions occur. Eval-
uations of service quality, therefore, extend beyond trans-
action speed, platform usability, or technical performance.
They also reflect confidence that the institution can protect
business interests, manage risk, and respond effectively when
normal service conditions are disrupted.

Viewing trust as an operant resource shifts the focus of
service quality from the evaluation of isolated service encoun-
ters to the institutional capabilities that sustain confidence
over time. Trust is continually strengthened, challenged, re-
paired, and renewed through interactions between customers
and financial institutions. It therefore functions not only as
a prerequisite for exchange but also as a resource that en-
ables continued participation in digital financial ecosystems.
In doing so, this study extends Service-Dominant Logic by
highlighting the institutional character of trust as a resource
that is collectively produced through organisational prac-
tices, customer experiences, and broader socio-economic

conditions.

2.3. Institutional Voids and Institutional Trust
Work

The concept of institutional voids explains how or-
ganisations operate in environments where formal market-
supporting institutions are weak, fragmented, or unreli-

able[21-221, Under such conditions, firms often perform func-

tions that would otherwise be undertaken by legal, regulatory,
or governance institutions. Recent research has shown that
digital platforms increasingly assume these responsibilities
by establishing rules, coordinating market activities, and cre-
ating private governance mechanisms that compensate for
institutional deficiencies 2324,

This study extends that perspective by integrating insti-
tutional work theory. Institutional work refers to the deliber-
ate actions through which individuals and organisations cre-
ate, maintain, and transform institutional arrangements 2>-2¢1,
While the concept has been widely applied to organisational
and field-level change, its relevance to everyday service in-
teractions has received comparatively little attention.

Our findings suggest that digital banking encounters
can be understood as sites of institutional trust work. Rather
than functioning solely as transactional exchanges, these
interactions become opportunities through which banks ac-
tively reinforce customers’ confidence in the stability and
integrity of the financial system. Technological infrastruc-
tures, communication practices, customer support, fraud pre-
vention mechanisms, and dispute-resolution processes col-
lectively perform institutional functions that help customers
navigate uncertainty and reduce perceived vulnerability.

For example, resolving failed transactions promptly
does more than restore operational efficiency; it reinforces
confidence that the institution remains dependable when
problems arise. Similarly, proactive fraud alerts, transparent
communication during service disruptions, and effective dis-
pute resolution contribute to customers’ perceptions that the
bank is capable of protecting their financial interests. Such
practices strengthen trust in the broader exchange system
rather than merely improving satisfaction with individual
service encounters.

Building on these insights, this study introduces Institu-
tional Trust Work as a theoretical construct that explains how
service quality is produced through institutional practices
that create, maintain, and restore trust. From this perspective,
customers evaluate digital banking not only by its functional
performance but also by the extent to which banks success-
fully reduce uncertainty, safeguard economic interests, and
sustain confidence in ongoing exchange relationships.

This conceptualisation provides the theoretical foun-
dation for the substantive theory developed in this study. It
positions digital service quality as the outcome of continuous
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institutional trust-building rather than simply the successful
delivery of expected service performance.

The conceptual hierarchy is shown in Figure 1. The
three concepts operate at different analytical levels and
should not be treated as interchangeable. Institutional voids
refer to the macro-structural condition in which formal
market-supporting institutions are weak, fragmented, or un-

reliable 21221

Systemic Fiduciary Precarity refers to the
condition as experienced by SME actors: a persistent per-
ception that financial transactions and business continuity
remain vulnerable because institutional protection cannot be
taken for granted. Institutional Trust Work refers to the organ-
isational response to that condition—the concrete practices
through which banks create, maintain, repair, and renew con-
fidence. The Fiduciary Digital Encounter is the interactional
mechanism through which this trust work becomes visible to
SME:s and through which service quality is interpreted. Thus,
the hierarchy is: Institutional Voids — Systemic Fiduciary
Precarity — Institutional Trust Work — Fiduciary Digital
Encounter — DBF-SQ evaluation. This distinction prevents
the concepts from becoming overlapping labels and clarifies
their analytical ordering.

Figure 1. Conceptual hierarchy linking institutional conditions,
trust work and service quality.
Source: Author’s own work.

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Design

This study employed a Straussian grounded theory

methodology 28] to develop a substantive explanation of

how SMEs construct and evaluate service quality in dig-
ital banking under conditions of institutional uncertainty.
Grounded theory was selected because existing service qual-
ity frameworks offer limited insight into how trust is formed
and sustained in digitally mediated financial environments
characterised by weak institutional safeguards. Rather than
testing predetermined constructs, the study sought to gener-
ate theory inductively from participants’ experiences.

To strengthen conceptual development, the analysis
incorporated principles of situational analysis [ and abduc-
tive reasoning*%). Situational analysis encouraged attention
to the broader institutional conditions shaping digital bank-
ing encounters, while abductive reasoning supported an it-
erative dialogue between emerging empirical patterns and
existing theoretical perspectives. This combination facili-
tated the development of a contextually grounded theory that
remained closely connected to participants’ accounts while
contributing to wider debates in service quality, relationship
marketing, and institutional theory.

Consistent with grounded theory, data collection, cod-
ing, theoretical sampling, and theory development proceeded
concurrently. Insights generated during analysis informed
subsequent sampling decisions, interview questions, and con-

ceptual refinement until theoretical saturation was achieved.

3.2. Research Context

Nigeria provides an appropriate setting for examining
digital banking service quality because rapid digital financial
innovation has occurred alongside persistent institutional
and infrastructural challenges. Although commercial banks
and financial technology firms have significantly expanded
digital banking services, users continue to encounter unsta-
ble network infrastructure, cybersecurity threats, evolving
regulatory frameworks, and periodic service disruptions ).

These challenges are particularly consequential for
SMEs whose daily operations depend heavily on reliable
digital payment systems. Transaction delays, failed trans-
fers, fraud incidents, and temporary account restrictions can
disrupt business activities and create substantial financial
uncertainty. Under these conditions, digital banking is eval-
uated not only by its functional performance but also by
the extent to which financial institutions can maintain con-
fidence, manage risk, and protect customers’ commercial

interests. This environment, therefore, provides a rich em-
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pirical setting for exploring how trust is constructed through

everyday digital service encounters.

3.3. Theoretical Sampling and Participants

Participant recruitment followed the principle of theo-
retical sampling, whereby sampling decisions evolved in re-
sponse to emerging concepts rather than being determined in
advance. As analysis progressed, participants were selected
to elaborate, refine, and challenge developing categories un-
til additional interviews no longer generated conceptually
meaningful insights.

The final sample comprised 54 participants drawn from
two complementary groups.

The first group included 38 SME owner-managers op-
erating in Lagos, Onitsha, and Kano. These commercial
centres were selected to capture variation in regional busi-
ness environments, industry activities, and patterns of digital
banking use. All participants relied on digital banking as
their primary channel for business transactions. As theoreti-
cal categories developed, subsequent sampling focused on
SMEs with experiences relevant to emerging concepts, in-
cluding transaction failures, fraud, account restrictions, and

high-volume digital transactions.

The second group consisted of 16 digital banking pro-
fessionals, including product managers, digital operations
managers, compliance officers, customer experience spe-
cialists, and technology personnel involved in the design
and management of digital banking services. Their perspec-
tives provided insight into the organisational practices and
decision-making processes underlying the service experi-
ences described by SME participants. Including both cus-
tomer and institutional perspectives strengthened theoretical
development by enabling comparison across multiple view-

points.

3.4. Participant Profile and Sample Diversity

To improve reporting transparency, Table 1 summarises
the participant characteristics explicitly recorded in the study
materials. The dataset documents participant group, role,
location and digital-banking dependence for the SME owner-
manager sample, but it does not contain a systematic profile
matrix for age, industry sector, business-size band, length of
existence, or geographic reach. These variables are therefore
not reconstructed or inferred retrospectively. Reporting them
as unavailable is preferable to introducing unsupported clas-
sifications and makes the boundary of the evidence explicit.

Table 1. Participant characteristics and sample diversity.

Profile Characteristic = SME Owner-Managers (n = 38)

Digital Banking Professionals (n = 16)

Participant role SME owner-managers

Product managers, digital operations managers, compliance
officers, customer-experience specialists and technology
personnel

Geographic location Lagos, Onitsha and Kano

Not systematically specified in the manuscript

All relied on digital banking as the

Digital-banking primary channel for business

Professional experience in the design/management of digital

dependence . banking services
transactions
Age Not systematically Not systematically recorded/reported
& recorded/reported Y Y p
Industry sector Not systematically Not systematically classified by sector
y recorded/reported 4 Y Y

SME status established; size bands

Business size not systematically Not applicable
recorded/reported

Length of business Not systematically Not applicable

existence recorded/reported PP

Geographic reach of Not systematically .

business recorded/reported Not applicable
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This reporting limitation has an important implication
for SME heterogeneity. Although theoretical sampling de-
liberately sought variation in commercial centres and rele-
vant digital-banking experiences, the present dataset does
not support defensible subgroup comparisons by industry,
business size, firm age, geographic reach, or participant age.
Accordingly, the study does not claim that service-quality
evaluations are identical across SME subgroups. Instead, the
findings are presented as a cross-case grounded explanation
of recurring trust-related processes. Future studies should
collect these profiling variables systematically and examine
whether sectoral exposure, digital dependence, firm matu-
rity, or geographic reach conditions the salience of the five
DBF-SQ dimensions.

3.5. Data Analysis

Data analysis followed the Straussian grounded theory
procedures of open, axial, and selective coding!?”!, com-
plemented by abductive reasoning*%! and situational anal-

ysis?’). Analysis was iterative throughout the study, with

constant comparison guiding movement between emerging
concepts, subsequent interviews, and relevant theoretical per-
spectives. Rather than treating coding as a linear sequence,
conceptual categories were progressively refined as new data

challenged or strengthened earlier interpretations.
Coding Framework and Category Development

To make the analytic transformation more transparent,
Figure 2 provides a coding tree that links representative
initial codes to focused patterns, axial categories, the five
dimensions of Institutional Trust Work, and the core category
of the Fiduciary Digital Encounter. The tree is a condensed
audit representation rather than a frequency count. Initial
codes were retained for their closeness to participants’ ac-
counts; related codes were compared across interviews and
progressively integrated during axial coding. Selective cod-
ing then connected the five dimensions through the higher-
order process of Institutional Trust Work and identified the
Fiduciary Digital Encounter as the core category because it
best explained how the dimensions converged during digital

banking encounters.

Figure 2. Coding tree: From initial codes to the DBF-SQ core category.

Source: Author’s own work.
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Open Coding

Analysis began with line-by-line coding of interview
transcripts to remain close to participants’ experiences
and avoid imposing predetermined theoretical cate-
gories. Initial coding generated a large number of de-
scriptive and in vivo codes that reflected how SME
owner-managers understood digital banking in their ev-
eryday business activities. Expressions such as “money

EEIY]

stuck in limbo,” “the system failed without explana-

FEYs

tion,” “there is nobody to hold accountable,” and “I
just need to know my money is safe” captured recurring
concerns that extended beyond transaction efficiency.
As coding progressed, it became evident that partici-
pants rarely discussed service quality solely in terms of
speed or convenience. Instead, their accounts centred
on uncertainty, vulnerability, institutional reliability,
and confidence in the bank’s ability to respond when
problems occurred. Situational maps were developed
alongside coding to examine how these experiences
were shaped by interactions among customers, bank-
ing technologies, organisational practices, regulatory
arrangements, and the wider institutional environment.
Axial Coding

The second stage focused on relating categories us-
ing the coding paradigm proposed by Strauss and
Corbin!?71, Categories were examined in terms of their
causal conditions, contextual influences, intervening
factors, interactional strategies, and consequences, al-
lowing fragmented observations to be integrated into
broader conceptual explanations.

A consistent pattern emerged across interviews. Sys-
tem failures, delayed responses, limited communica-
tion, and opaque decision-making intensified percep-
tions of institutional vulnerability, whereas timely re-
covery, transparent communication, and visible pro-
tective actions strengthened confidence in the bank.
These recurring relationships suggested that partici-
pants evaluated digital banking primarily through the
institution’s capacity to manage uncertainty rather than
through technical performance alone.

Abductive reasoning proved particularly valuable dur-
ing this stage. Several recurring themes, especially
participants’ expectation that banks should act as pro-
tectors rather than simply service providers, were not

adequately explained by existing service quality or
customer satisfaction models. This prompted itera-
tive engagement with institutional theory, relationship
marketing, and Service-Dominant Logic, enabling em-
pirical observations and theoretical interpretation to
inform one another throughout the analysis.

(3) Selective Coding and Theory Development
The final stage integrated all major categories around a
single explanatory concept. Through ongoing compar-
ison and theoretical refinement, the Fiduciary Digital
Encounter emerged as the core category because it pro-
vided the most coherent explanation of participants’
experiences across the dataset.
Rather than viewing digital banking as a sequence of
service transactions, the emerging theory conceptu-
alises each encounter as a process through which banks
demonstrate their capacity to protect customers’ eco-
nomic interests under conditions of institutional uncer-
tainty. Alternative explanations based primarily on sat-
isfaction, efficiency, or transaction performance were
progressively set aside because they did not adequately
account for participants’ consistent emphasis on trust
restoration, institutional accountability, and perceived
protection during service disruptions.
The resulting substantive theory proposes that digital
banking service quality is evaluated less by functional
performance than by the effectiveness with which fi-
nancial institutions perform Institutional Trust Work.
From this perspective, service quality reflects cus-
tomers’ confidence that banks can maintain, restore,
and sustain trust when uncertainty becomes an unavoid-

able feature of digital financial exchange.

3.6. Research Quality and Trustworthiness

The trustworthiness of the study was established using
the criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba®!1, with attention
to credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferabil-
ity throughout the research process.

Credibility was strengthened through prolonged en-
gagement with participants across three major commercial
centres in Nigeria and through the iterative relationship be-
tween data collection and analysis. Emerging interpretations
were continually refined as additional interviews either rein-

forced or challenged developing conceptual categories.
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Dependability and confirmability were supported by
maintaining a comprehensive audit trail documenting inter-
view procedures, coding decisions, analytical memos, theo-
retical sampling decisions, and category development. This
record provides a transparent account of how the analysis pro-
gressed from raw empirical data to an integrated substantive
theory.

To enhance interpretive validity, preliminary findings
were presented during four member-validation workshops
involving SME owner-managers and digital banking pro-
fessionals. Participants reviewed the emerging conceptual
framework, clarified areas of ambiguity, and confirmed that
the developing interpretations reflected their experiences.
Their feedback informed subsequent analytical refinement
while preserving the inductive nature of theory development.

Transferability was addressed through rich contextual
descriptions of the research setting, participant experiences,
and the institutional characteristics of Nigeria’s digital bank-
ing environment. Although grounded theory does not seek
statistical generalisation, these descriptions enable readers
to assess the relevance of the findings to other digitally me-
diated service contexts characterised by institutional uncer-
tainty.

Taken together, these procedures ensured that the
emerging theory remained firmly grounded in participants’
experiences while achieving the conceptual abstraction ex-

pected of substantive grounded theory.

4. Findings: The Fiduciary Digital
Encounter

Analysis produced a substantive theory explaining how
Nigerian SMEs evaluate service quality in digital banking.
Contrary to conventional service quality models, participants
did not primarily judge digital banking by the extent to which
services met prior expectations or delivered efficient trans-
actions. Instead, they assessed whether banks consistently
demonstrated the capability to protect financial interests,
reduce uncertainty, and sustain confidence during routine
operations and service disruptions.

The core category, the Fiduciary Digital Encounter,
captures this process. It describes digital service encoun-
ters as institutional spaces in which banks actively construct,
maintain, and restore trust through their technological sys-

tems, communication practices, and organisational responses.
Within this framework, digital banking service quality is un-
derstood as the perceived effectiveness of Institutional Trust
Work rather than as a simple evaluation of functional perfor-
mance.

Analysis identified five interrelated dimensions of In-
stitutional Trust Work that together constitute the Digital
Banking Fiduciary—Service Quality (DBF-SQ) Model. Al-
though analytically distinct, these dimensions operate as an
integrated system through which SMEs interpret and evalu-
ate the quality of digital banking services under conditions

of institutional uncertainty.

4.1. The Core Category: The Fiduciary Digital
Encounter

Analysis identified the Fiduciary Digital Encounter
as the core category explaining how SMEs evaluate digital
banking service quality. Rather than viewing digital interac-
tions as isolated service transactions, participants described
them as moments in which financial institutions temporarily
assume responsibility for protecting customers’ commercial
interests under conditions of uncertainty.

Within these encounters, service quality was rarely
judged by efficiency alone. Instead, participants focused
on how banks responded when routine transactions became
uncertain or failed altogether. Their evaluations reflected
an ongoing assessment of whether the institution could be
trusted to preserve business continuity, resolve problems, and
safeguard financial resources. In this sense, trust emerged
not as a consequence of successful service delivery but as
the central lens through which service quality itself was in-
terpreted.

One SME owner in Onitsha explained:

“The app is just packaging. The real issue
is what happens when something goes wrong.
Does the bank behave like a government that
does nothing, or like someone who stands with

my business?”

This quotation captures the underlying logic of the Fidu-
ciary Digital Encounter. What participants ultimately eval-
uated was not the digital interface itself, but the institution
behind it. Service quality depended on whether the bank

could move beyond routine service provision and fulfil a
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broader fiduciary role during periods of uncertainty.
Five interconnected dimensions of Institutional Trust

Work explain how this fiduciary role is enacted.

4.2. Algorithmic Assurance

The first dimension, Algorithmic Assurance, reflects
participants’ expectations that digital banking systems should
provide dependable transaction execution and protect the in-
tegrity of financial exchanges. Although reliability has long
been recognised as a component of service quality, partici-
pants interpreted it differently. Their primary concern was
not whether transactions were processed quickly but whether
the system consistently protected funds when unexpected
failures occurred.

A recurring issue involved transfers that remained
unresolved for extended periods. Participants rarely de-
scribed these incidents as technical malfunctions; instead,
they viewed them as institutional failures because they under-
mined confidence in the bank’s ability to safeguard business
resources.

As one logistics business owner in Lagos observed:

“If a transaction fails, the money must return
immediately. If it hangs for days, that is not a

technical issue; it is a failure of trust.”

For participants, reliable algorithms represented more
than technological competence. They symbolised the insti-
tution’s commitment to ensuring transactional certainty in
an environment where financial disruptions could directly

threaten business operations.

4.3. Restorative Responsiveness

Participants recognised that service failures were in-
evitable within digital banking systems. What distinguished
high-quality service was therefore not the absence of prob-
lems but the institution’s ability to restore confidence once
failures occurred.

Restorative Responsiveness describes the organisa-
tional practices through which banks acknowledge customer
vulnerability, assume responsibility, and resolve problems
in ways that rebuild trust. Participants consistently empha-
sised that effective recovery involved more than procedural

efficiency. They valued responsiveness that recognised the

commercial consequences of service failures and demon-
strated genuine institutional accountability.
A senior digital banking manager explained this dis-

tinction:

“We don’t call it customer service internally.
It is a trust restoration function. The goal is
not speed, but the recovery of confidence after

>

a critical failure.’

These accounts suggest that service recovery functions
simultaneously as an operational and relational process. Suc-
cessful resolution restores not only transactions but also cus-

tomers’ confidence in the institution.

4.4. Community-Based Conflict Resolution

A third dimension emerged from participants’ descrip-
tions of how trust was shaped within business communities.
Many SMEs evaluated banks not only through their own ex-
periences but also through the collective experiences of trade
associations, market networks, and professional groups.

Within these communities, service failures rapidly be-
came shared knowledge, and banks were often judged ac-
cording to how they responded to issues affecting individual
members. Consequently, trust extended beyond the indi-
vidual customer—bank relationship and became embedded
within wider social networks.

A trader in Kano explained:

“If the system affects one of us, it affects all
of us. The bank knows it answers to the entire

Il

group, not just one person.’

These findings indicate that digital banking service
quality is socially constructed. Institutional legitimacy de-
pends not only on individual satisfaction but also on main-
taining credibility within broader business communities that

collectively influence perceptions of trustworthiness.

4.5. Proactive Risk Protection

Participants consistently expected banks to anticipate
and reduce potential risks rather than merely respond after
financial losses had occurred.

Proactive Risk Protection refers to the institution’s abil-

ity to identify emerging threats, prevent avoidable losses,
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and support business continuity through anticipatory action.
Fraud detection systems, suspicious transaction alerts, be-
havioural monitoring, and preventive account safeguards
were frequently described as indicators of high-quality ser-
vice.

As one SME owner remarked:

“A good bank is one that sees danger before |
do—not only from fraudsters, but also from its

>

own system mistakes.’

Rather than viewing security as a passive technologi-
cal feature, participants regarded it as an active institutional
responsibility. Banks were expected to intervene before un-

certainty translated into financial harm.

4.6. Transparent Digital Communication

Communication emerged as another critical mechanism
through which banks sustained institutional trust. Partici-
pants consistently distinguished between institutions that
communicated openly during service disruptions and those
that remained silent until customers initiated complaints.

Transparent Digital Communication refers to timely,
accurate, and proactive information that enables customers
to understand system conditions and make informed business
decisions during periods of uncertainty.

One entrepreneur explained:

“When the bank tells me in advance that trans-
fers may be delayed, I don’t panic. I adjust.
That honesty makes me trust them more, not

>

less.’

Transparency, therefore, functioned not simply as in-
formation sharing but as a means of reducing uncertainty

and preserving customers’ sense of control.

4.7. Institutional Trust as a Dynamic Process

The findings indicate that these five dimensions do not
operate independently. Instead, they interact to form a dy-
namic process through which institutional trust is continually
established, tested, repaired, and reinforced.

For many participants, trust initially developed through
recommendations from business networks and previous in-

teractions with financial institutions. Subsequent digital

encounters either strengthened or weakened that trust de-
pending on the consistency of algorithmic performance, the
effectiveness of service recovery, the visibility of risk protec-
tion, and the quality of institutional communication. Positive
experiences accumulated over time, reinforcing confidence
in the bank, whereas unresolved failures rapidly undermined
institutional credibility.

This process suggests that digital banking service qual-
ity is not a single post-service evaluation. Rather, it is an
ongoing judgment about whether financial institutions con-
sistently demonstrate the competence and commitment re-
quired to support commercial activity under conditions of
institutional uncertainty.

Figure 3 summarises this process by illustrating how
the five dimensions of Institutional Trust Work interact within
the Fiduciary Digital Encounter to produce sustained institu-

tional trust.

Fiduciary Digital Encounter
(Core Category)

A

Customer—bank interactions mediated
by digital channels under a fiduciary duty.

v

Institutional Trust Work

Creating Trust
Maintaining Trust
Repairing Trust

Digital Banking Functions (DBF)

Transparency
Responsiveness
Personalisation
Data Stewardship

v

Service Quality (SQ) Outcomes

Trustworthiness
o Customer Satisfaction
Loyalty / Continuance Intention

A

Figure 3. The DBF-SQ model: A cyclical framework of institu-
tional trust work in a fiduciary digital encounter.

Note: Service quality outcomes reinforce and shape future fiduciary digital encounters,
creating a continuous cycle of institutional trust work.
Source: Author’s own work.

Trust deterioration, recovery, and accumulated devel-
opment. The temporal pattern is important to the model.
Trust was not treated as a fixed state acquired once and then
retained automatically. Repeated positive encounters could
accumulate into a reservoir of confidence, while unresolved
failures could deplete that confidence. Effective recovery

could partially or substantially restore trust, depending on the
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visibility of accountability, communication, and protective
action. This process explains why a single technically suc-
cessful transaction may be less consequential than a repeated
pattern of institutional behaviour. The DBF-SQ model, there-
fore, treats trust as cumulative and reversible: it can be built
through consistent protection, deteriorate through repeated
or poorly managed failures, and recover when subsequent

encounters demonstrate credible institutional responsibility.

4.8. Competition, Multiple Banks, and Com-
parative Trust Judgments

Negative Cases and Alternative Interpretations

The analysis also considered whether participants con-
tinued to rely on conventional functional measures of digi-
tal service quality, including speed, convenience, usability,
and ease of completing transactions. The evidence does not
support a complete rejection of these criteria. Rather, partic-
ipants generally treated functional performance as necessary
but insufficient: a fast, convenient or easy-to-use platform
could be viewed positively during routine transactions, but
these qualities did not fully determine service-quality judg-
ments when money was delayed, fraud was suspected, or
a transaction failed. This distinction is important because
it prevents the DBF-SQ model from being interpreted as
claiming that efficiency and usability are irrelevant. Instead,
the grounded explanation suggests that conventional func-
tional criteria become embedded within a broader fiduciary
evaluation when institutional uncertainty is salient.

No statistically meaningful subgroup difference is
claimed because the grounded-theory design was not in-
tended to estimate between-group effects and the available
participant-profile information does not support such test-
ing. The strongest alternative interpretation—that SMEs
simply value conventional efficiency but become more vo-
cal when failures occur—was examined during analysis. It
does not fully account for the recurring emphasis on pro-
tection, accountability, transparent communication, and re-
covery across the dataset. The resulting interpretation is
therefore not that conventional service quality disappears,
but that its meaning is reframed through institutional trust
when the consequences of service failure are commercially
consequential.

Competition and multi-banking require a cautious inter-

pretation because the study did not systematically record the

number of banks used by each SME, switching behaviour,
or formal comparisons among competing banks. The data,
therefore, cannot establish that participants’ trust evaluations
were caused by direct comparison between multiple banks.
Nevertheless, participants’ references to previous interac-
tions with financial institutions and recommendations within
business networks indicate that trust judgments could be in-
formed by accumulated relational experience rather than by a
single encounter. In a competitive banking environment, the
availability of alternative providers may also raise the practi-
cal importance of recovery and accountability: an SME that
can move transactions to another bank may evaluate a failure
partly in terms of whether the focal bank gives sufficient
reason to remain. This is a theoretical implication rather than
an empirically tested subgroup effect in the present study.
Future research should explicitly examine multi-banking,
bank-switching intentions, perceived competitive alterna-

tives, and comparative service-quality judgments.

5. Discussion: Theoretical Contribu-
tions and the Dismantling of Domi-
nant Service Logic

This study set out to advance a trust-based theory of
service quality in digitally mediated, institutionally fragile
environments. The resulting DBF-SQ model and its central
construct, the “Fiduciary Digital Encounter,” generate three
interrelated theoretical contributions that collectively chal-
lenge and extend dominant assumptions in service science,
institutional theory, and digital CRM research. Rather than
offering an incremental refinement of existing models, the
study proposes a paradigmatic shift in how service quality is
conceptualised, evaluated, and theorised under conditions of

systemic uncertainty.

5.1. Institutional Trust Work as a New Perspec-
tive on Service Quality

The primary contribution of this study is the develop-
ment of Institutional Trust Work as a theoretical lens for un-
derstanding digital banking service quality in institutionally
uncertain environments. Existing service quality research
has largely conceptualised quality as customers’ evaluations

of service performance relative to prior expectations!®’). Our
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findings suggest that this explanation is incomplete in con-
texts where institutional protections cannot be assumed.

The clarified conceptual hierarchy is central to this
contribution. Institutional Voids describe the structural en-
vironment; Systemic Fiduciary Precarity captures how that
environment is experienced as persistent vulnerability; and
Institutional Trust Work identifies the organisational prac-
tices used to manage that vulnerability. The Fiduciary Digital
Encounter is the micro-level setting in which those practices
become observable and consequential for service-quality
evaluation. This hierarchy distinguishes antecedent condi-
tion, experienced mechanism, organisational response, and
interactional site, thereby avoiding conceptual overlap.

For Nigerian SMEs, digital banking service quality
was evaluated less by the efficiency of individual transac-
tions than by the institution’s ability to create, maintain, and
restore trust during moments of uncertainty. Banks were ex-
pected to provide reassurance, respond effectively to service
failures, protect customers from financial risk, and commu-
nicate transparently throughout the service encounter. These
practices collectively constitute what we conceptualise as
Institutional Trust Work.

This perspective extends institutional work theory [23-2¢]
by showing that institutional work is not confined to organi-
sational fields or large-scale institutional change. It is also
enacted through everyday service interactions, where organ-
isations reinforce institutional confidence through routine
digital practices. In digitally mediated financial services,
seemingly ordinary activities such as reversing failed trans-
actions, preventing fraud, or communicating during system
disruptions perform important institutional functions because
they shape customers’ confidence in the reliability of eco-
nomic exchange.

Consequently, service quality is understood not simply
as apsychological evaluation of performance but as an institu-
tional accomplishment emerging from repeated interactions
between customers, technological systems, and financial

institutions.

5.2. Repositioning Trust within Service Quality
Theory

A second contribution concerns the role of trust within
service quality research. Relationship marketing and digital

service studies have generally treated trust as an outcome of

positive service experiences that subsequently strengthens

15171 The findings presented here

commitment and loyalty!
indicate a different process.

Participants evaluated digital banking through an on-
going assessment of whether financial institutions could be
relied upon to protect their commercial interests when un-
certainty arose. Trust, therefore, functioned less as a conse-
quence of satisfactory service and more as the interpretive
mechanism through which service quality itself was judged.

Drawing on Service-Dominant Logic!'!l, this study
conceptualises trust as an operant resource that shapes rather
than follows service encounters. Trust is continually rein-
forced, weakened, repaired, and renewed through interac-
tions between customers and banks. This dynamic perspec-
tive departs from linear models that position service quality,
satisfaction, and trust within a fixed causal sequence. In-
stead, it suggests that service quality and trust evolve together
through recurring episodes of institutional interaction.

These findings also indicate that customer satisfaction
alone provides only a partial explanation of digital banking
behaviour in high-risk environments. Participants were of-
ten willing to tolerate temporary inconvenience provided the
institution demonstrated accountability, transparency, and a
clear commitment to protecting their financial interests. Un-
der conditions of institutional uncertainty, confidence in the
institution appeared to be more influential than short-term
satisfaction with individual service encounters.

The dynamic formulation also accommodates deteriora-
tion and recovery. Accumulated positive encounters can create
confidence that functions as a relational resource, whereas re-
peated unresolved failures can erode that resource. Recovery
practices are therefore theoretically significant because they
can interrupt a downward trust trajectory. Competition and ac-
cess to alternative banks may amplify these dynamics, but the
present study did not collect sufficient multi-banking data to
test this proposition. The appropriate conclusion is therefore
conceptual: competitive alternatives may shape the threshold
at which SMEs tolerate failures or remain committed to a

bank, and this should be tested empirically in future research.

5.3. The DBF-SQ Model as a Contextually
Grounded Service Quality Framework

The third contribution is the development of the Digi-
tal Banking Fiduciary Service Quality (DBF-SQ) Model, a

126



Journal of Emerging Markets and Management | Volume 02 | Issue 03 | October 2026

substantive theory grounded in the experiences of Nigerian
SMEs.

Unlike adaptations of SERVQUAL or generic digital
service quality frameworks, the DBF-SQ model emerged
inductively from participants’ accounts of digital banking
within an environment characterised by institutional un-
certainty. The five dimensions—Algorithmic Assurance,
Restorative Responsiveness, Community-Based Conflict
Resolution, Proactive Risk Protection, and Transparent
Digital Communication—capture the institutional practices
through which customers interpret and evaluate service qual-
ity.

Although developed within the Nigerian banking sec-
tor, the model has relevance beyond this empirical setting.
Many digitally mediated services now operate in environ-
ments where users face uncertainty arising from weak insti-
tutions, technological risks, or limited regulatory protection.
The conceptual logic underlying Institutional Trust Work
may therefore provide a useful framework for understanding
service quality in other contexts, including digital financial
platforms, platform-based labour markets, digital health ser-
vices, humanitarian technologies, and other high-risk digital
ecosystems. Future research should examine the extent to
which these dimensions are transferable across institutional
settings and service industries.

Rather than proposing a universal replacement for ex-
isting service quality models, the DBF-SQ framework com-
plements them by highlighting institutional trust-building
as an additional explanatory mechanism in contexts where

formal institutions provide limited certainty.

6. Practical Implications

The findings also have important implications for the
design and management of digital banking services. If ser-
vice quality is experienced as Institutional Trust Work, banks
need to move beyond strategies that prioritise operational
efficiency alone and instead strengthen the institutional prac-

tices that sustain customer confidence.

6.1. Implications for Digital Banking Strategy
and Operations

First, banks should recognise trust-building as a strate-
gic organisational capability rather than a by-product of cus-

tomer service. Responsibility for trust should extend across
digital operations, customer experience, compliance, cyber-
security, and risk management so that customers experience
consistent institutional support throughout their interactions
with the bank.

Second, performance indicators should move beyond
traditional measures such as system availability or transac-
tion speed. The findings suggest that customers place greater
value on how effectively institutions recover from failures
than on whether failures occur at all. Rapid reversal of failed
transactions, transparent handling of disputes, and effective
communication during service disruptions all contribute di-
rectly to customers’ evaluations of service quality.

Third, customer support should be designed as a mecha-
nism for restoring institutional confidence rather than simply
resolving technical problems. Service recovery processes
that acknowledge customers’ financial vulnerability, commu-
nicate clearly, and resolve issues promptly are more likely
to preserve trust and encourage continued engagement.

Fourth, banks operating in environments where busi-
ness communities strongly influence purchasing decisions
should engage more actively with trade associations, mar-
ket groups, and other collective networks. Because trust
often develops through shared experiences, strengthening
relationships with these communities can reinforce institu-
tional legitimacy beyond individual customer interactions.

Finally, communication strategies should extend be-
yond promoting convenience and digital innovation. Partici-
pants consistently valued timely, transparent communication
about service disruptions, fraud prevention, and system risks
because such information enabled them to make informed
business decisions. In this sense, communication functions
not simply as information sharing but as an important com-

ponent of institutional trust-building.

6.2. Implications for Policy and Financial Reg-
ulation

The findings also have implications for financial reg-
ulation, particularly in emerging economies where digital
banking increasingly supports commercial activity but in-
stitutional uncertainty remains high. If service quality is
experienced through Institutional Trust Work, regulatory ap-
proaches should extend beyond technical compliance and

consumer protection to consider how regulatory frameworks
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contribute to maintaining confidence in digital financial sys-
tems.

First, regulators should encourage mechanisms that
reduce uncertainty following digital transaction failures.
Prompt reversal of unsuccessful transactions, clearly defined
resolution timeframes, and transparent escalation procedures
can minimise periods during which customers lose access to
business funds. From the perspective developed in this study,
prolonged uncertainty represents more than an operational
inconvenience; it undermines confidence in the institutional
reliability of digital financial services.

Second, the findings suggest value in strengthening
collaborative approaches to dispute resolution. Business
associations, market organisations, and recognised trade
groups often play an important role in shaping trust among
SME:s. Incorporating these organisations into structured com-
plaint resolution and consumer engagement processes could
strengthen institutional accountability while improving com-
munication between regulators, financial institutions, and
business communities.

Third, existing regulatory standards could be broadened
to place greater emphasis on proactive customer protection.
Beyond compliance with cybersecurity and data privacy re-
quirements, supervisory frameworks might also evaluate how
effectively financial institutions anticipate operational risks,
communicate emerging threats, and protect customers from
avoidable financial losses. Such measures would reinforce
the role of regulation in supporting institutional confidence
as well as operational resilience.

Taken together, these implications suggest that effec-
tive regulation of digital banking should not focus solely on
market efficiency or technological performance. It should
also strengthen the institutional conditions that enable trust
to develop and endure within increasingly digital financial

ecosystems.

7. Conclusions

This study set out to examine how SMEs evaluate dig-
ital banking service quality within an environment charac-
terised by institutional uncertainty. Drawing on a Straussian
grounded theory approach, the analysis demonstrates that
participants interpreted service quality primarily through the
extent to which banks established, maintained, and restored

institutional trust during digital service encounters.

The resulting Digital Banking Fiduciary—Service Qual-
ity (DBF-SQ) Model introduces the concept of the Fiduciary
Digital Encounter, in which digital banking interactions are
understood as institutional moments rather than purely trans-
actional exchanges. Within these encounters, service quality
is shaped by the effectiveness of Institutional Trust Work,
reflected in five interrelated dimensions: Algorithmic Assur-
ance, Restorative Responsiveness, Community-Based Con-
flict Resolution, Proactive Risk Protection, and Transparent
Digital Communication.

These findings contribute to service quality research by
extending existing performance-based explanations of digital
service evaluation. Rather than positioning trust primarily
as an outcome of satisfactory service, the study suggests
that trust functions as the interpretive foundation through
which service quality is experienced in institutionally uncer-
tain environments. In doing so, it provides a contextually
grounded framework that complements established service
quality models while offering new insights into digitally
mediated financial services in emerging economies.

As with all grounded theory research, the findings
should be interpreted within the empirical context from
which they emerged. The substantive theory developed here
reflects the experiences of Nigerian SMEs and is intended to
explain service quality within that setting rather than to pro-
vide universal generalisations. Nevertheless, the conceptual
relationships identified in this study offer a basis for future
theoretical development and empirical investigation.

The study also has specific reporting and boundary
limitations. The available participant records do not permit
systematic comparison by age, industry sector, business-size
band, firm age, geographic reach, or number of banking
relationships. Consequently, the study cannot determine
whether particular SME subgroups place greater weight on
specific DBF-SQ dimensions. Similarly, competition and
multi-banking are theoretically relevant but were not mea-
sured sufficiently to support causal or comparative claims.
These limitations delimit the scope of the substantive theory
and should be addressed in subsequent empirical validation.

Several opportunities for future research emerge from
these findings. Quantitative studies could operationalise and
validate the dimensions of the DBF-SQ model across differ-
ent banking populations and institutional settings. Compar-
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ative research involving other emerging economies would
help determine the extent to which Institutional Trust Work
is shaped by differences in regulatory environments, digi-
tal infrastructure, and cultural expectations. Longitudinal
research could also examine how institutional trust devel-
ops, weakens, and recovers over time following repeated
digital service encounters, while experimental designs could
explore how specific institutional practices influence cus-
tomers’ responses to service failures.

Future studies should therefore combine grounded qual-
itative inquiry with systematic participant profiling and,
where appropriate, comparative designs. In particular, re-
searchers should examine whether sector, firm size, business
age, geographic reach, digital dependence, and the number of
banking relationships alter the salience of Algorithmic Assur-
ance, Restorative Responsiveness, Community-Based Con-
flict Resolution, Proactive Risk Protection, and Transparent
Digital Communication. Longitudinal studies should track
accumulated trust, trust deterioration following repeated fail-
ures, and the extent to which successful recovery restores
confidence. Comparative multi-bank studies should also test
whether SMEs explicitly benchmark competing banks and
whether the availability of alternatives changes tolerance for
service failures.

More broadly, this study highlights the importance of
viewing digital banking as both a technological and an insti-
tutional phenomenon. As financial services become increas-
ingly digital, understanding how organisations cultivate trust
under conditions of uncertainty will become increasingly
important for researchers, practitioners, and policymakers.
By placing Institutional Trust Work at the centre of digital
service quality, the study provides a foundation for future
research into service relationships where technological capa-

bility alone is insufficient to sustain customer confidence.

Funding

This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement

Ethical review and approval were waived for this study
because, at the time the research was conducted, formal insti-
tutional ethical approval was not required for non-invasive

interview-based research involving adult participants. Never-

theless, the study was conducted in accordance with the ethi-
cal principles of the Declaration of Helsinki. All participants
were informed about the purpose of the study, participation
was entirely voluntary, and confidentiality and anonymity

were maintained throughout the research process.

Informed Consent Statement

Informed consent was obtained from all subjects in-
volved in the study prior to participation. Participants volun-
tarily agreed to participate after receiving information regard-
ing the objectives of the research, confidentiality measures,

and their rights as research participants.

Data Availability Statement

The data presented in this study are not publicly avail-
able because they contain information that could compromise
the privacy and confidentiality of the research participants.
De-identified data may be made available by the correspond-
ing author upon reasonable request, subject to ethical ap-

proval and institutional regulations.

Acknowledgments

The author sincerely thanks all Small and Medium-
sized Enterprise (SME) owners and managers who gener-
ously shared their experiences and insights during the in-
terviews. The author also acknowledges the support and
guidance received from colleagues and academic mentors

throughout the research process.

Conflicts of Interest

The author declares no conflict of interest.

Al Use Statement

During the preparation of this manuscript, the author
used Al solely for language refinement and editorial assis-
tance. No Al tools were used for data collection, coding,
analysis, interpretation of findings, theory development, or
the generation of scientific conclusions. All Al-assisted out-
puts were critically reviewed, verified, and substantially re-
vised by the author. The author accepts full responsibility

129



Journal of Emerging Markets and Management | Volume 02 | Issue 03 | October 2026

for the accuracy, originality, and integrity of the manuscript.

References

(1]

(3]

(6]

(7]

(8]

[10]

[11]

[12]

Kass-Hanna, J., Lyons, A.C., Liu, F., 2022. Building
financial resilience through financial and digital liter-
acy in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. Emerging
Markets Review. 51, 100846. DOI: https://doi.org/10
.1016/j.ememar.2021.100846

Demirgii¢-Kunt, A., Klapper, L., Singer, D., etal., 2022.
The Global Findex Database 2021: Financial Inclusion,
Digital Payments, and Resilience in the Age of COVID-
19. World Bank: Washington, DC, USA.

Small and Medium Enterprises Development Agency
of Nigeria (SMEDAN), National Bureau of Statistics
(NBS), 2021. Survey Report on Micro, Small and
Medium Enterprises (MSMESs) in Nigeria. SMEDAN
and NBS: Abuja, Nigeria.

Wezel, T., Ree, J.J., 2023. Nigeria—Fostering financial
inclusion through digital financial services: Nigeria.
IMF Selected Issues Papers. 2023(020), 1-19. DOI:
https://doi.org/10.5089/9798400237195.018
Sam-Abugu, C., Luo, X., Wong, B., 2025. The com-
bined role of FinTech innovation and financial liter-
acy in sustainable financial inclusion in Nigeria. In-
ternational Review of Economics. 72, 14. DOI: https:
//doi.org/10.1007/s12232-025-00490- 1

Parasuraman, A., Zeithaml, V.A., Berry, L.L., 1988.
SERVQUAL: A multiple-item scale for measuring con-
sumer perceptions of service quality. Journal of Retail-
ing. 64(1), 12-40.

Parasuraman, A., Zeithaml, V.A., Malhotra, A., 2005.
E-S-QUAL: A multiple-item scale for assessing elec-
tronic service quality. Journal of Service Research. 7(3),
213-233. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1177/109467050427
1156

Blut, M., Chowdhry, N., Mittal, V., et al., 2015. E-
service quality: A meta-analytic review. Journal of Re-
tailing. 91(4), 615-635. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/].
jretail.2015.05.004

Gronroos, C., 1984. A service quality model and its
marketing implications. European Journal of Market-
ing. 18(4), 36—44. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1108/EUMO
000000004784

Tueanrat, Y., Papagiannidis, S., Alamanos, E., 2021.
Going on a journey: A review of the customer journey
literature. Journal of Business Research. 125, 336-353.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.12.028
Vargo, S.L., Peters, L., Kjellberg, H., et al., 2023. Emer-
gence in marketing: An institutional and ecosystem
framework. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Sci-
ence. 51(1), 2-22. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/s117
47-022-00849-8

Field, J.M., Fotheringham, D., Subramony, M., et al.,

[13]

[14]

[15]

[16]

[17]

[18]

[19]

[20]

[22]

(23]

130

2021. Service research priorities: Designing sustain-
able service ecosystems. Journal of Service Research.
24(4), 462-479. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1177/109467
05211031302

Deng, X., Yang, X., Jiang, Y., et al., 2023. Reflection,
resilience, rebound: Consumer coping with the pan-
demic. Journal of the Association for Consumer Re-
search. 8(2), 121-129. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1086/
724545

Esendemirli, E., Olawale, A.A., Celik, S., et al., 2024.
Digital banking adoption: Evidence from the Nigerian
youth market. International Journal of Contemporary
Economics and Administrative Sciences. 14(1), 14-35.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.13871769
Morgan, R.M., Hunt, S.D., 1994. The commitment-
trust theory of relationship marketing. Journal of Mar-
keting. 58(3), 20-38. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1177/00
2224299405800302

Srivastava, M., Sivaramakrishnan, S., Pandey, N., 2024.
Demystifying customer engagement in B2B markets.
Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing. 39(11),
2364-2385. DOL: https://doi.org/10.1108/JBIM-08-2
023-0481

Paulus, M., Jordanow, S., Millemann, J.A., 2022. Adop-
tion factors of digital services—A systematic litera-
ture review. Service Science. 14(4), 318-350. DOI:
https://doi.org/10.1287/serv.2022.0305

Kuen, L., Westmattelmann, D., Bruckes, M., et al.,
2023. Who earns trust in online environments? A meta-
analysis of trust in technology and trust in provider for
technology acceptance. Electronic Markets. 33(1), 61.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/s12525-023-00672-1
Kramer, R., Tyler, T., Meyerson, D., et al., 1996. Swift
trust and temporary groups. In: Kramer, R., Tyler, T.
(Eds.). Trust in Organizations: Frontiers of Theory and
Research. SAGE Publications: Thousand Oaks, CA,
USA. pp. 166—-195. DOL: https://doi.org/10.4135/9781
452243610.n9

Hawlitschek, F., Notheisen, B., Teubner, T., 2018. The
limits of trust-free systems: A literature review on
blockchain technology and trust in the sharing econ-
omy. Electronic Commerce Research and Applications.
29, 50-63. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.elerap.2018.
03.005

Dieleman, M., Markus, S., Rajwani, T., et al., 2022.
Revisiting institutional voids: Advancing the interna-
tional business literature by leveraging social sciences.
Journal of International Management. 28(3), 100935.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intman.2022.100935
Agarwal, A., Assenova, V.A., 2024. Mobile money as a
stepping stone to financial inclusion: How digital mul-
tisided platforms fill institutional voids. Organization
Science. 35(3), 769-787. DOI: https://doi.org/10.128
7/0rsc.2022.16562

Gawer, A., 2022. Digital platforms and ecosystems:


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ememar.2021.100846
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ememar.2021.100846
https://doi.org/10.5089/9798400237195.018
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12232-025-00490-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12232-025-00490-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/1094670504271156
https://doi.org/10.1177/1094670504271156
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretail.2015.05.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretail.2015.05.004
https://doi.org/10.1108/EUM0000000004784
https://doi.org/10.1108/EUM0000000004784
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.12.028
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11747-022-00849-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11747-022-00849-8
https://doi.org/10.1177/10946705211031302
https://doi.org/10.1177/10946705211031302
https://doi.org/10.1086/724545
https://doi.org/10.1086/724545
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.13871769
https://doi.org/10.1177/002224299405800302
https://doi.org/10.1177/002224299405800302
https://doi.org/10.1108/JBIM-08-2023-0481
https://doi.org/10.1108/JBIM-08-2023-0481
https://doi.org/10.1287/serv.2022.0305
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12525-023-00672-1
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781452243610.n9
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781452243610.n9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.elerap.2018.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.elerap.2018.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intman.2022.100935
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2022.16562
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2022.16562

Journal of Emerging Markets and Management | Volume 02 | Issue 03 | October 2026

[24]

[26]

[27]

Remarks on the dominant organizational forms of the
digital age. Innovation. 24(1), 110-124. DOI: https:
//doi.org/10.1080/14479338.2021.1965888

Bonina, C., Koskinen, K., Eaton, B., et al., 2021. Dig-
ital platforms for development: Foundations and re-
search agenda. Information Systems Journal. 31(6),
869-902. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.12326
Lawrence, T.B., Suddaby, R., 2006. Institutions and in-
stitutional work. In: Clegg, S.R., Hardy, C., Lawrence,
T.B., et al. (Eds.). The SAGE Handbook of Organiza-
tion Studies, 2nd ed. SAGE Publications: London, UK.
pp- 215-254. DOI: https://doi.org/10.4135/97818486
08030.n7

Lawrence, T.B., Suddaby, R., Leca, B., 2011. Institu-
tional work: Refocusing institutional studies of organi-
zation. Journal of Management Inquiry. 20(1), 52-58.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1177/1056492610387222
Strauss, A., Corbin, J., 1998. Basics of Qualitative Re-

(28]

[29]

[30]

[31]

131

search: Techniques and Procedures for Developing
Grounded Theory, 2nd ed. SAGE Publications: Thou-
sand Oaks, CA, USA.

Charmaz, K., Thornberg, R., 2021. The pursuit of qual-
ity in grounded theory. Qualitative Research in Psy-
chology. 18(3), 305-327. DOL: https://doi.org/10.108
0/14780887.2020.1780357

Clarke, A.E., Washburn, R., Friese, C. (Eds.), 2022. Sit-
uational Analysis in Practice: Mapping Relationalities
across Disciplines, 2nd ed. Routledge: New York, NY,
USA. DOI: https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003035923
Timmermans, S., Tavory, 1., 2022. Data Analysis in
Qualitative Research: Theorizing with Abductive Anal-
ysis. University of Chicago Press: Chicago, IL, USA.
DOIL: https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226817729.
001.0001

Lincoln, Y.S., Guba, E.G., 1985. Naturalistic Inquiry.
SAGE Publications: Beverly Hills, CA, USA.


https://doi.org/10.1080/14479338.2021.1965888
https://doi.org/10.1080/14479338.2021.1965888
https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.12326
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781848608030.n7
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781848608030.n7
https://doi.org/10.1177/1056492610387222
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1780357
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1780357
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003035923
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226817729.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226817729.001.0001

	Introduction: Digital Banking Service Encounters as Processes of Institutional Trust Building
	Theoretical Foundations and Points of Departure 
	From Service Quality to Institutional Trust Building
	Beyond the Trust–Satisfaction Relationship: Trust as an Operant Resource
	Institutional Voids and Institutional Trust Work

	Methodology
	Research Design
	Research Context
	Theoretical Sampling and Participants
	Participant Profile and Sample Diversity
	Data Analysis
	Research Quality and Trustworthiness

	Findings: The Fiduciary Digital Encounter
	The Core Category: The Fiduciary Digital Encounter
	Algorithmic Assurance
	Restorative Responsiveness
	Community-Based Conflict Resolution
	Proactive Risk Protection
	Transparent Digital Communication
	Institutional Trust as a Dynamic Process
	Competition, Multiple Banks, and Comparative Trust Judgments
	Negative Cases and Alternative Interpretations


	Discussion: Theoretical Contributions and the Dismantling of Dominant Service Logic
	Institutional Trust Work as a New Perspective on Service Quality
	Repositioning Trust within Service Quality Theory
	The DBF-SQ Model as a Contextually Grounded Service Quality Framework

	Practical Implications
	Implications for Digital Banking Strategy and Operations
	Implications for Policy and Financial Regulation

	Conclusions

