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AMINE (Abdelmajid), Garraoul (Shérazade), « Le statut évolutif de la confiance
dans la relation entre les clients vulnérables et les banques. Une étude
longitudinale »

ReEsuME — Cet article analyse 1’établissement et ’évolution temporelle de la
confiance dans la relation client vulnérable-banque. Il s’appuie sur un travail
qualitatif et longitudinal fondé sur des études de cas rétrospectives aupres de
dyades de clients vulnérables/conseillers au sein d’une banque francaise. Il met
en évidence le processus de développement de la confiance interpersonnelle et
institutionnelle et I'existence de deux modes de construction de la confiance
(linéaire et par étapes) selon la survenance des incidents bancaires, leur nature
et leur résolution par la banque. On constate un passage de la confiance
institutionnelle a la confiance interpersonnelle dans la relation client-banque.
Larticle s’interroge sur les stratégies relationnelles des banques et sur leur
volonté de restaurer la confiance au sein de cette population vulnérable,
segment certes restreint mais assez rentable.

Mors-ciis — Clients vulnérables, banques, confiance, relations de services,
stratégies relationnelles, inclusion sociale, France

AMINE (Abdelmajid), Garraour (Shérazade), « The evolving status of trust in
the relationship between vulnerable customers and banks. A longitudinal
Study »

ABSTRACT — This research analyzes trust building and evolution within the
vulnerable customer—bank relationship. It introduces the time dimension to
study the development processes of trust during services encounters. A
qualitative and longitudinal study was undertaken based on retrospective
cases conducted with dyads of vulnerable clients/advisors within a French
bank. We highlight the general development process of interpersonal and
institutional trust and the existence of two modes of trust building — linear
and by stages — depending on the occurrence of banking incidents, their
nature, and their resolution by the bank. We also observe a shift from
institutional to interpersonal trust within the customer—bank relationship.
We question banks’ relational strategies and their willingness to restore
confidence among this vulnerable population, which represents a small but
quite profitable segment.



Keyworps — Vulnerable customers, banks, trust, service encounters, relational
strategies, social inclusion, France
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INTRODUCTION

The latest Ipsos-le Secours Populaire poverty barometer?, which tracks
the state of poverty in France, confirms and reinforces the trend towards
the impoverishment and precariousness of a large part of the French
population, observed since the economic and financial crisis of 2008.
The results show, not surprisingly, an explosion of poverty during and
after lockdown due to Covid-19, with one respondent in 10 admitting
to living in poverty, an increase of 5 points compared to 2019. Feelings
of vulnerability and downgrading are increasing compared to previous
years and a strong concern for the future of children is taking hold among
the vast majority of those surveyed. Nearly 40% of the people surveyed
are financially extremely vulnerable, causing major difficulties on a daily
basis in terms of food and covering current expenses (residence, energy,

1 Corresponding author.

2 Ipsos poll based on a representative sample of 1,002 French people aged 16 and over
interviewed on September 4 and 5, 2020 : quota method based on gender, age, occupation
of the household reference person, region, and category of agglomeration (Ipsos / Secours
Populaire, 2020).
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care). This financial fragility (one French person in three has suffered
a loss of income according to this barometer) naturally translates into
a tendency for households to become over-indebted, which is a visible
expression of their vulnerability. Vulnerability, in this context, has been
defined by Gondard-Delcroix and Rousseau (2004, p. 1) as “the likeli-
hood of welfare deterioration as a result of a shock produced by external
pressures on dominated individuals.” Today, life incidents (unemploy-
ment, illness, death, divorce, etc.) affect all social classes, from the upper
classes to young high-school graduates (Couret and Metzger, 2009), and
people from these social classes and statuses, who have traditionally been
spared, are increasingly experiencing temporary vulnerability (Amine and
Gatfaoui, 2019) because they are now in an uncertain environment that
can jeopardize their financial security and personal situation at any time.
Nevertheless, research on the concept of vulnerability is still insuf-
ficiently developed in the marketing literature and its understanding
remains rather relative, despite the development of work in the field of
consumption (Brenkert, 1998; Baker ¢7 «/., 2005; Pavia and Mason, 2014)
and more recently in services (Rosenbaum ez #/., 2011, 2017, Anderson ez
al., 2013; Anderson and Ostrom, 2015; Johns and Davey, 2019). Indeed, it
is a notion that is sometimes “misunderstood” or improperly used (Ringold,
1995; Smith and Cooper-Martin, 1997; Baker ¢z a/., 2005). It is sometimes
linked to socio-demographic characteristics, sometimes associated with
consumer stigmatization or, conversely, with consumer protection, unmet
needs, discrimination, or life disadvantages. Baker ¢z #/. (2005) addressed
this diversity of conceptions and approaches by emphasizing that consumer
vulnerability is a multidimensional concept whose understanding is specific
to the context in which it is applied (health, poverty, illiteracy, old age, etc.).
If there is one economic sector that represents a singular context in
which this vulnerability is expressed, because of its close relationship to
money, financing, and consumption, it is the banking sector. However,
the study of customer vulnerability in the banking sector is paradoxi-
cally underdeveloped in academic marketing research (Wang and Tian,
2014), even though taking into account the situations of vulnerability
encountered by bank customers would make it possible both to better
understand the issues involved in managing the banking relationship
with this fragile population and to identify the levers that promote
adjustments to these situations, which have become fairly recurrent.
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The concept of the banking relationship refers to the direct involvement
of three stakeholders, namely the client, the advisor, and the banking organ-
ization to which the latter is attached, as well as the mobilization of their
respective resources to nurture and sustain this relationship. Alchough this
articulation (more or less harmonious) can be established in the context of a
so-called “normal” relationship without any significant banking incident, this
concept takes a different turn when it concerns a relationship that involves
vulnerable clients experiencing episodes of financial fragility. Indeed, the
latter type of relationship seems at first sight to place the stakeholders
(advisor/organization—vulnerable client) in a highly unbalanced relationship
to the benefit of the bank/advisor, who are in position to impose restrictive
or constraining conditions on these clients. However, this clear-cut vision
would, in our opinion, benefit from being reassessed insofar as it assumes,
on the one hand, that the bank has no interest in building trust with these
fragile clients and keeping them in its business portfolio and, on the other
hand, that vulnerable customers passively suffer this situation and have
neither the resources nor the latitude to make their voice heard, defend
their interests, or maintain their economic and social inclusion.

A study conducted by Deloitte (2019) shows that, while bank cus-
tomers are generally satisfied with the services provided by their bank,
35% of respondents said they do not trust their bank. Bank branches
continue to play a central role in the relationship that customers have
with their bank. A total of 45% of French people prefer to go through
their bank branch (reception area or advisor) to carry out complex trans-
actions. This study also highlights that French people expect their bank
to support them and trust them during periods in life likely to alter
their financial situation. Only 30% of respondents felt they had good
support when making a claim, and only 11% of clients said they received
sufhcient support during their period of unemployment, 18% in the case
of the death of a close relative, and 15% in the case of divorce. These
statistical cues show that, during episodes of vulnerability, clients feel
neither sufficiently supported nor helped by their advisor/bank. Moreover,
the recurring scandals in the banking sector and the current economic
crisis reinforce the necessity to understand how to build, maintain, or
restore trust in order to reassure clients, including vulnerable clients,
and build loyalty over the long term. In this context, the need to recreate
the bond of trust with customer becomes clear. To respond to this “need
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for trust,” some banks have utilized the motivation of proximity and
shared values, as illustrated by the slogan of the Crédit Mutuel Bank
(“A bank that belongs to its client-members, that changes everything”), thus
underlining the relevance of trust in the banking relationship.

At the heart of this banking relationship is the notion of trust, which
underpins its durability and binds together the stakeholders involved
within it. Trust is a notion that has provoked considerable interest both
from researchers and practitioners in the fields of psychology, sociology,
economics, and, more recently, marketing and management. The concept
is at the core of numerous studies, in particular with regard to its nature,
its status, and how it is built in business relationships. Trust has been
defined in marketing literature as putting one’s fate in the hands of others
within the course of a (social or merchant) relationship. Mayer ez z/. (2007,
p- 712) proposed the following definition of trust, which is suitable in our
context in the sense that it binds this concept to vulnerability: “Trust is
the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on
the expectation that the other will perform a particular action important to the
trustor, irvespective of the ability to monitor or control that other party.”

Moreover, if briefly synthesize the theoretical work on trust, it is
possible to identify two perspectives in studying this concept. The first
approach, a “stzatic” one, attempts to study and measure the concept of
trust — its dimensions, antecedents, and consequences — at a particular
moment (T') of a relationship. The second approach is more dynamic,
but much less developed in management, and aims to ensure a better
understanding of the processes by which trust is built over the course
of time (Ring and Van de Ven, 1992; Zajac and Olsen, 1993), then
strengthened or weakened during the multiple interactions between
the partners. This process-based perspective on the evolution of trust
has particular relevance in the case of the banking relationship between
clients who are going through one or more episodes of vulnerability
and their advisor, insofar as these difhiculties put the contract of trust
between these stakeholders to the test.

In this research we address the following key questions:

1. How is trust built and how does it evolve in vulnerable cus-
tomer—bank relationships?
2. How do the nature and status of trust change over time?

© 2021. Classiques Garnier. Reproduction et diffusion interdites.



THE EVOLVING STATUS OF TRUST 59

Drawing on the literature, the first part of the paper aims to
conceptualize trust and underline the relevance of the dynamic per-
spective to study its development and/or dissolution processes within
service relationships with vulnerable clients. We then present the research
methodology, based on a qualitative and longitudinal study conducted
with dyads of bank advisors and financially fragile customers in the
French banking context. To understand how trust is built and evolves
in the banking relationship, we analyzed the practices and strategies of
both actors in the dyad, composed of clients and their advisors, when
the former go through one or more episodes of vulnerability that have
generated banking incidents. Finally, the empirical findings are discussed,
and the main implications are expounded regarding banking institutions
and public policy aiming to improve vulnerable customers’ opportu-
nities for inclusion and to preserve their consumption and well-being.

1. DOES DIFFERENTIATING TRUST AT INSTITUTIONAL
OR INTERPERSONAL LEVELS MATTER?

Trust is a complex, multifaceted concept and, whether it is interper-
sonal or institutional, it is often recognized as an essential variable in
the success of management exchanges, sometimes related to the notion
of “calculation” (Williamson, 1993). Trust has been at the heart of many
works in management sciences, particularly with regard to its definition
and dimensions, in both B2B and B2C relationships (Gronroos, 1990;
Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Guibert, 1999).

Some authors have highlighted the different meanings attributed to
trust and proposed a multidisciplinary vision of trust within and across
organizations (e.g. Rousseau ez a/., 1998). According to such authors,
psychologists equate trust with the personality and behavioral attributes
of individuals (Deutsch, 1958), economists consider trust to be the result
of a calculation based on the hypotheses of actors” opportunism and
rationality (Williamson, 1993), and sociologists analyze trust through the
embedded properties of relations between actors and within institutions
or social systems (Granovetter, 1985). These social, psychological, and
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symbolic dimensions of trust attenuate its purely economic status and
enrich its interpretation in business relationships. Trust is thus estab-
lished and built within the framework of social relations, taking into
account the personality of the partners, their feelings and experiences,
and their culture and ethics as much as their rationality.

To understand the building and development of trust in business
relationships, researchers and practitioners have been led to question
the nature of relationships (interpersonal versus institutional) in which
trust mostly intervenes along the course of encounters between these
exchange partners.

1.1. THE PREVALENCE OF THE INTERPERSONAL DIMENSION
OF TRUST IN THE SERVICE RELATIONSHIP

Service marketing initially emphasized the importance and role of
interpersonal relationships between front-line staff and the client in the
stability of their exchanges (Eiglier and Langeard, 1987; Moorman ¢t 4.,
1992; Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Early research pointed out the predom-
inant role of the interpersonal dimension in performing the exchange
relationship (Mayaux and Flipo, 1995; Lovelock and Lapert, 1999) thus
lessening and/or obscuring the contribution of the service-providing firm
(institutional level). Such work thus highlighted the essential role of
personnel in contact with customers in the efficiency of business relations
and the long-term orientation of exchanges between the partners (Berry,
1995), conflict management, or the development of trust-based exchange
with customers. This predominance of the interpersonal dimension of
the relationship compared to the institutional one in service activities is
explained by the very nature of the service involving direct interaction
with the provider, although one can witness a decrease in interpersonal
interaction between client and staff due to the digital transformation
of the relationship.

This prevalence of interpersonal trust in service relationships, as well
as the perceived risk linked to the banking and financial sector, lead us
to question the status of trust in the relationship between customers
and front office staff and its evolution across service encounters. The
presumed importance of the interpersonal dimension of trust in the
banking relationship seems to be further amplified when dealing with
vulnerable clients (or clients going through episodes of vulnerability)
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insofar as these customers turn less to the anonymous, distant, and
abstract banking institution than to an advisor who is (more or less)
familiar, empathetic, and involved in looking for solutions to the prob-
lems encountered by the client. The situation of vulnerability is therefore
expected to overvalue the role of interpersonal aspect of trust in the
construction, reinforcement, and preservation of the service relationship,
compared to the institutional dimension.

1.2. THE INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL OF TRUST
IN THE SERVICE RELATIONSHIP

Some authors have stressed the importance of a broadened conception
of the exchange relationship to include the social network (Granovetter,
1985; Gronroos, 1990) of the actors, which involves the organization and
the market in addition to the interpersonal interactions between the
customer and the salesperson. Thus, the service relationship between
vendors and customers can be integrated into a more global relationship
between the firm and the consumers (Bergadaa ¢z /., 1999; Besson and
Gurviez, 2000) that can potentially increase trust between the parties.
Whether at the interpersonal or institutional level of the relationship,
research has highlighted the crucial role of trust in sustaining exchanges
and strengthening the relationship (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Doney and
Cannon, 1997). Taking these two levels of the relationship into account
allows trust with the client to be built and better maintained over time.
In the current context of uncertainty characterized by a growing risk of
consumer vulnerability and the inclination of bank staft to mobility in
the job market, it seems appropriate for the organization to prioritize the
institutional aspect of trust, which is more durable and less risky than
the interpersonal dimension insofar as the staft in contact (particularly in
the French banking sector) undergoes a high turnover, which introduces
a degree of randomness into the sustainability of the relationship if it is
primarily built on interpersonal trust. To do so, banks might emphasize
corporate communication to create a feeling of proximity with their
clientele, to be perceived as reliable by their targeted consumers, and
to emphasize their values of benevolence and efficiency.
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1.3. THE RELEVANCE OF A LONGITUDINAL APPROACH
TO STUDY TRUST IN VULNERABLE CLIENT-ADVISOR RELATIONSHIPS

The literature identifies two approaches to study trust in exchange
relationships: a static one, dominant in management research, which
captures trust as a state that can be located/situated and measured at
a given time; and a dynamic approach, much less developed, which
conceives trust as being built as a process, continuously strengthened
(or weakened) over time. Relatively recent research has highlighted the
lack of empirical work related to understanding the processes of trust
development in business relationships (Mayer ez /., 2007; Huang and
Wilkinson, 2013; Schilke and Cook, 2013). Our research is in line with
this perspective and aims to contribute to filling this gap through a
longitudinal study of trust in the less explored case of the vulnerable
customer—bank advisor relationship.

In the marketing literature, trust is indiscriminately defined as a
belief, expectation, feeling, behavioral intention, or willingness to rely
on an exchange partner within perceived risky situations (Moorman
et al., 1992; Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001). Some authors consider
trust as a concept referring both to the credibility and the benevolence
of the exchange partner (Doney and Canon, 1997; Ganesan, 1994;
Morgan and Hunt, 1994), to which other authors add honesty (Hess,
1995). The definitions provided, however, do not explicitly address the
dynamic nature of trust as embodied in a cycle of development as it is
tested through the service experiences (positive or negative) shared by
partners. Prior studies have mainly aimed to define and measure trust
at a given time, while ignoring the construction process of trust that
stems from a longitudinal perspective (Dwyer e al., 1987; Zajac and
Olsen, 1993; Ring and Van de Ven, 1994).

The literature review also reveals various determinants and
consequences of trust according to its application contexts, namely
industry, services, retailing, and bank-to-bank or bank-to-customer
relationships (Andaleeb, 1991; Geyskens and Steenkamp, 1995; Moorman
¢t al., 1992). However, some variables, such as satisfaction, cooperation,
and communication, appear either as antecedents or consequences of
trust. Thus, analyzed from a static view of trust, these determinants and
consequences hide the time dimension, which may exhibit the stage of
development of the relationship being studied. One can hypothesize
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that a dynamic approach to trust may reconcile the former conflicting
findings in the literature about the double status of these variables
(being considered both as antecedents and consequences) that emerge
in the static approach. This shift in the conception of trust must be
accompanied by a change in the method used to observe and analyze
this construct, which may contribute to a better understanding of the
mechanisms underlying trust building.

This research avenue is all the more interesting since it seems relevant
to study the banking relationship with vulnerable customers, who are
experiencing unplanned incidents that may change the development
of their trust in the advisor and the bank as a whole.

2. METHODOLOGY

To understand how trust is built and evolves in the relationship
between vulnerable clients and their bank advisors, we analyzed the
practices of a mutual bank, BRED’ Banques Populaires, through a qual-
itative and longitudinal research based on 18 retrospective interviews
carried out with clients who had experienced fairly serious banking
incidents within the last three years. This made it possible to capture
and analyze the discourses of customers around their service encounters
and the management of incidents that occurred during their relationship.
The critical incident method enables the identification of negative events
that arise between clients and their bank advisors, as well as the way
they are handled, and allow a clearer understanding of the development
process of trust and the mechanisms by which it is built. Finally, the
dynamic approach allows the historical relationship to be retraced from
the perspective of these fragile customers.

In-depth interviews were conducted with vulnerable customers,
enriched with the critical incident method (Flanagan, 1954; Bitner ez 4/.,
1990; Keaveney, 1995), which made it possible to take into account the
episodes of vulnerability encountered by customers when retracing their
banking relationship history. Thus, their narratives were built around

3 BRED Banques Populaires is a French mutual bank.
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negative events (or incidents) that had occurred over the last three years
and their management by the bank. These incidents perform the role
of a memory milestone, allowing a narrative based on these events to
be created, making the discourse more reliable. These incidents can be
caused by the client (due to deviant behavior such as compulsiveness,
over-consumption in times of resource restriction, etc.), by external
factors (illness, job loss, reduced income, divorce) that hinder the client’s
financial situation, or by the bank through relationship management
mistakes (e.g. errors in transferring funds, “forced” sale of an unsuitable
financial product or service, etc.).

2.1. DATA COLLECTION

The study was conducted with customers of three bank branches of
the BRED Banques Populaires in the Paris region (East, West, Hauts
de Seine), who had experienced banking incidents over the last three
years. Customers were selected on the basis of three main criteria
expounded in the literature: product and services portfolio; duration of
the relationship with the bank; and the occurrence of incidents during
the customer—bank relationship (in the last three years). Customers
needed to have sufficient experience of bank services to be able to dis-
cuss trust, and to have been in the advisor’s customer portfolio for at
least one year. Bank advisors were also required to have dealt at least
once with negative events (either incidents generated by the customer
or critical incidents provoked by the bank) in the course of their rela-
tionship with the customer.

The targeted clients were identified in collaboration with the branch
managers and then contacted by the advisors to explain the purpose
of our research (and reveal our academic status) and then arrange an
appointment for the interview if they agreed. Given the sensitivity of the
subject, several clients contacted declined the invitation to participate in
the study. The sample was grown incrementally as data were collected
and analyzed. Ultimately, 18 clients aged between 28 to 69 years old
met the selection criteria and agreed to be interviewed. Retrospective
in-depth interviews were set up one to one, and allowed to retrace each
customer’s bank relationship history. Interviewees' profiles and char-
acteristics of their relationship with the bank are provided in Table 1.
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These interviews with the selected customers lasted 1 hour and
15 minutes on average and took place at their home or in a café. The
interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed. The interview
guide was structured around the context of the initial contact with
the BRED bank and the client’s expectations and attitudes towards
the bank and the advisor at the beginning of the relationship. They
were then invited to describe their relationship with the bank and
with the current advisor and to talk about the main incidents that
have shaped this relationship, the management of these negative events
by the actors involved (client/advisor/bank), the results achieved,
and the consequences of these negative experiences on the banking
relationship. The data collected were then submitted to a thematic
content analysis.

3. FINDINGS

As a preliminary analysis, we identified how trust is built up during
the banking relationship. We thus highlight three stages through which
the construction and testing of trust passes during this relationship:
stage 1 (period prior to entering into a relationship with the BRED
bank); stage 2 (period relating to the first service experiences with the
advisor, facilitating the testing of trust); and stage 3 (subsequent period
corresponding to interactions with the advisor following the occurrence
of banking incidents as a result of repeated service experiences).

3.1. BUILDING TRUST BEFORE ENTERING
INTO THE RELATIONSHIP WITH THE BANK (STAGE 1)

Before beginning a relationship with any bank, clients mainly
consider institutional trust to legitimate the choice. This is quite obvious
insofar as the client has not yet experienced the face-to-face relationship
with the advisor. At this stage, trust is mainly the result of a cognitive
process based on knowledge about the bank as an institution through
communication channels (press, TV, Internet, social networks, radio)
and word of mouth (WOM) information (through family and friends)
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that gives rise to the feeling that one can rely on and trust a particular
bank. Hence, institutional trust relies on the bank’s image, reputation,
and perceived expertise, which are reflected in respondents’ statements
such as:

“Managing money is their job ... BRED Bangques Populaires is competitive and close
to its customers. It offers a range of services tailored to civil servants ... at BRED,
you are a member ... these are guarantees of trust ... my friends have told me that
at BRED, they are competent advisors.”

For clients who are in a vulnerable situation at the time of entering
into a relationship with the bank, trust can be expressed as an expec-
tation of benevolence from the future bank (and the advisor), backed
up by recommendation by relatives for its values of proximity and the
human dimension:

“When 1 asked for an appointment at BRED to request the purchase of 2 COFIDIS
loans that were very expensive and which put me in financial difficulty at a time when
[ had changed job with a lower salary than before, I really expected benevolence from
that bank because ... when my friend told me about BRED, I had the feeling that 1
was dealing with a humane bank that trusts its clients ... when you are in financial
difficulty and you apply for a new bank, you are really in the emotional phase ... it
almost touches on the intimate side, it is our private life that we have to lay out on
the table, so yes, we expect kindness in return because it is not easy to surrender like
that ... with the fear of judgment.”

This first stage of trust associated with the bank is not only lim-
ited to credibility in terms of service quality and security of the funds
invested. Clients also underline the affective dimension of the relation-
ship with the bank and with the advisors, which is embedded in the
advertisements or WOM:

“They [the BRED Bank] seem nice in the advertisements, it made me want to open
an account there and then it’s a cooperative bank ... I have the feeling that we can
trust ... my friend who has an account in this bank told me that they were closer to
the clients than in other banks”.

These warning signals contribute to the emergence of a presumption
of trust, a feeling that has yet to be confirmed during the first service
experiences.
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3.2 BUILDING INTERPERSONAL AND INSTITUTIONAL TRUST
DURING THE FIRST SERVICE EXPERIENCES (STAGE 2)

The role played by the first service experiences between customers
and advisors is essential in building interpersonal and strengthening
institutional trust insofar as they constitute moments of truth (stage 2)
allowing the presumption of trust prior to entering into the relationship
to be tested.

The first service encounters with the bank advisors allow the iden-
tification of the factors contributing to the building of trust and to
the shaping of customers’ perceptions of the relationship. When these
initial interactions are judged positive (good customer relationship
management: “I was really well received ... the advisor took time over a cup
of coffee ... he was able to listen to my problems and provide me with appro-
priate answers”), the “nascent” interpersonal trust confirms or reinforces
the client’s initial institutional trust in the bank. If institutional trust
is weakened, interpersonal trust becomes difficult to establish and the
banking relationship as a whole is called into question (poor manage-
ment of the client relationship: “when the advisor is not able to welcome you
properly ... I don’t see how I can trust this bank”).

Interpersonal trust can be based both on the advisor’s perceived
credibility and technical skills, and on the affect, sympathy, and attach-
ment that emerges from the first client—advisor interactions (emotional
relationship linked to the fact that the bank advisor knows the history
of the relationship with the client, understands the client’s situation of
vulnerability, and proposes an adapted and benevolent solution potentially
subverting or circumventing the usual procedures). Institutional trust is
backed by the bank’s expertise and credibility through the recognized
skills of the advisors and the bank’s communication. The affective
dimension of institutional trust that can translate into an attachment
to the bank brand requires more time to build and is nurtured by the
client—advisor experiences over time that affect the image of the bank
as an organization.

3.3. TESTING TRUST DURING CLIENT VULNERABILITY EPISODES (STAGE 3)

The status of trust changes as the relationship between the exchange
partners evolves. From the status of presumption before entering into the
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relationship to that of a feeling following the first (positive) interactions
with the staff and the organization’s services, trust takes the form of a
belief when the first banking incident (i.e. an episode of vulnerability
experienced by the client) occurs and is well managed by the bank
advisor. This last step tests the client’s trust in his/her advisor and in
the bank based on how the banking incident is handled and the benev-
olence expressed toward the client’s situation so that her/his interests
are not necessarily harmed to the benefit of the bank.

During repeated service experiences with the bank that led to the
management of incidents encountered by these fragile customers (stage
3), the analyses of clients’ discourses show the coexistence of interper-
sonal and institutional trust. The latter seems to be based both on the
credibility of the bank (cognitive dimension of trust) and the feeling that
the client can rely on the bank and on its inclination to find solutions
that do not harm his/her interests in the event of financial difficulties
arising (affective dimension of trust):

“Today, I know that BRED was able to listen to my needs when I was having prob-
lems, they accepted to buy back my consumer loans when I was in financial difficulty
... that’s when you see the mutualist side, and that you can have confidence in BRED
bank ... that’s why I like my bank, it is important to me.”

3.4 EXPLORING HOW TRUST IS BUILT AND EVOLVES
DURING THE RELATIONSHIP WITH THE BANK

The content analysis highlights the mechanisms underlying customers’
trust building and development. Initially, we reveal a recursive function-
ing mode for the interpersonal trust-building process (see section 3.4.1).
This kind of trust appears as the major dimension of clients’ reliance in
the relationship with the bank. We then propose two modes of inter-
personal trust construction, depending on the history of the banking
relationship and how incidents have been managed by the advisor from
the client’s perspective (see section 3.4.2). Finally, we show some trans-
fer mechanisms from institutional trust to interpersonal trust in the
course of the relationship between the customer and the bank/advisor
(see section 3.4.3).
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3.4.1. Recursive process of interpersonal trust building

Our research shows how some variables are categorized in the lit-
erature either as antecedents or consequences of trust. By introducing
the time dimension in our analysis, we are able to explain the double
status (antecedent and consequence of trust) of certain variables, such as
satisfaction, communication, and coordination, depending on the stage
of development of the relationship in which the investigation occurs. The
construction process of interpersonal trust then takes a recursive form.

For instance, if a customer is satisfied with an initial experience at
T period (satisfaction acts as an antecedent), her/his satisfaction may
generate trust in the advisor and in the bank, which in turn may reinforce
his/her satisfaction (becoming a consequence) in the next encounter (at
T+1) (antecedent — consequence — antecedent ...). The following quo-
tation illustrates this recursive process of interpersonal trust building:

“Because I am satisfied with my past experience with my advisor, it is easier to have
confidence in his proposals. And when things go well, I am satisfied and pleased, and
I rely on him now and for the future.”

The communication between customers and bank advisors and the
coordination of their behaviors and decisions seem also to contribute to
building and reinforcing interpersonal trust, and are in turn improved
by it.

These findings show that when we analyze the behaviors and expe-
riences of customers and bank advisors from a longitudinal perspective,
we better understand the mechanisms and modes of interpersonal trust
building. These findings also corroborate the results of past studies
(Andaleeb, 1991; Geyskens and Steenkamp, 1995) that have stressed that
good levels of satisfaction and a fluid and continuous communication
between the partners strengthen the tendency toward mutual trust.

3.4.2. Modes of interpersonal trust building

The content analysis highlights two ways to build and develop inter-
personal trust, depending on the history of the relationship between
vulnerable customers and bank advisors, the nature and recurrence of
incidents, and how these are handled by the bank.
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The first way of building interpersonal trust takes a /inear form (Figure
1). This occurs when customers, in their relationship with the bank,
are faced with “minor” incidents caused by themselves or with incidents
due to mistakes made by the bank management that have been rapidly
and favorably resolved by the advisor. In these cases, both customers
and advisors reported that “they enjoy and maintain a reciprocal velation
based on trust and that managing the relation is quite easy,” to such an extent
that these partners in the exchange are conscious that “Zustitutional trust
(customerlbank) has not yet been really tested” due to the insignificance of
the incidents encountered. Thus, customers expect that “the bank will
answer positively our future needs (e.g. a credit request) and that the advisors will
pay attention and remain aware of the evolution of our needs and expectations.”

Finally, this linear and cumulative way of building trust in the service
relationship shows that the interpersonal trust stock between the client
and the advisor makes it possible to absorb small-scale incidents that
have been well managed by the bank and to perpetuate the relationship
between the two partners.

El | E2 | E3 | E4 | E5 | E6 | £7 | Es | .. | Ex
Experience I (period T) less serious incidents Experiencex (period T+x)
(satisfaction) orwell handled (satisfaction)

—

(*EI corresponds to client experience 1)

FIG. 1 — Linear cumulative way of constructing interpersonal trust.

The second way to build interpersonal trust, referred to as the “by
stages” process, relates to those situations where the incidents were mainly
caused by customers, and were considered to be quite serious and/or were
not satisfactorily resolved by the bank. These situations are characterized
both by the client’s entry into relation with the current bank based on a
strong predisposition to trust stemming from a perceived positive image
of the bank and by a strong feeling of disappointment when testing the
relationship through service encounters, resulting in an unsatisfactory
resolution of major incidents by the bank advisor. As a result, clients’
confidence is reduced, with clients stating that they are loosing trust and
“becoming suspicious” of the advisor’s reliability and the bank’s credibility.
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However, when the head of the bank branch intervenes to solve an
incident caused by the advisor, the customer calls into question inter-
personal confidence but not institutional trust. These customers end
up having doubts and reconsidering their confidence progressively in
the course of their experience with the new advisors whom they will
subsequently meet. Interpersonal trust is then put to the test in rela-
tion to the behavior of the advisors during these various experiences.
In such cases, advisors maintain that “management of the relation with
these [vulnerable] customers is a daily battle” and that they need to be “very
attentive to this type of customer, who is much more demanding than those who
have not encountered a serious incident, in particular for ‘major customers’ in
terms of profitability to the bank.”

At the conclusion of these incidents poorly managed by the advisor,
the customer will no longer automatically place his/her trust in the
latter, but will put it to the test at each service encounter because she/
he believes that trust is earned and that the initial stock of interper-
sonal trust has been altered by the unsatisfactory management of the
previous incidents encountered. However, institutional trust remains the
safety net that can save and maintain the relationship with the client,
which must be fed and reinforced by a new and peaceful interpersonal
relationship with the advisor.

Interpersonal trust building before the Interpersonal trust building following mismanaged
occurrence of mismanaged incidents incidents

e | e | B | EB s | E6 g7 | e | B0 | Ei0

—
isfaction Satisfacti A ion Serious incidents and/or ti: ion isfaction|  Satisfaction
notproperly managed
//Wm _
Linear cumulative way of trust building By stages process of trust construction
(*El corresponds to customer experience 1)

FIG. 2 — Transition from a “/inear” to a “by stages”
means of building interpersonal trust.
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3.4.3. Transfers of trust between institutional and interpersonal
dimensions during the banking relationship

Finally, the discourse analysis shows some mechanisms for the trans-
fer of trust from the institutional dimension to the interpersonal one
during the banking relationship, based on the duration and the quality
of customers’ previous banking relationship. Hence, the processes of
trust building and development are strongly shaped by the temporal
dimension of the banking relationship and the customers’ life trajectory.

Tendentially, the bank’s recent (generally young) clients attach more
importance to institutional trust because the moment at which they
entered into a relationship with the bank is still recent and they have
not yet put to the test the solidity of their relationship. Thus, they do
not consider interactions with the advisor to be important at this stage,
either because they are just starting their relationship with the bank
or because they consider that they have little experience with banks
on which to base a clear perspective of the bank and its staff (they tend
to be “students” or “young workers that have recently began their job life”).

Nevertheless, this young clientele still attaches great importance to
the interpersonal trust with their advisor during the banking incidents
they encounter (stage 3). Some of these customers provide an explanation
linked to the lived context of vulnerability caused by a “/ife incident”
resulting from short-term unemployment or a precarious occupation.
This unstable (and negative) situation, from the bank’s perspective,
tends to generate an automatic refusal of a loan request, which may
finally be well managed by an empathetic and friendly bank advisor (e.g.
authorization of an exceptional overdraft, loan repurchase, etc.). Other
clients who have left their former bank following an incident caused
by the bank are critical of the previous financial institution, stressing
that the “real” relationship of trust is interpersonal and essentially
exists between a client and her/his advisor. This trust is manifested
in the discourse of clients who feel the need to trust their advisors as
soon as they “place their savings in a bank” because of the asymmetrical
relationship with the bank to their detriment.

Hence, during their relationship with the present bank, these cus-
tomers become aware of the importance of interpersonal trust to such
an extent that some of them follow their advisor when he/she moves to
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another branch. This institutional to interpersonal transfer of trust was
observed for customers who had encountered banking incidents that were
satisfactorily resolved by their advisor either at the time of entering, or
in the course of the relationship, with the current bank. Thus, even if
they say they maintain institutional confidence in the bank itself, their
reliance on the advisor overcomes their trust in the bank as an institution.

On the other hand, clients who are generally more experienced
and older, and who have encountered relatively few incidents (properly
dealt with by advisors), have developed a kind of resilience in the face
of life’s vicissitudes and in their banking relationship, prioritizing the
institutional dimension of trust over the interpersonal dimension in
their relationship with the bank. This is based on the fact that the
incidents, seen as “not 5o serious” by these customers, are often caused by
the bank and are generally correctly and quickly resolved by the advi-
sors (e.g. “a checkbook not sent,” “agios reimbursed” because of an overdraft).
These experienced customers tend to relativize past experiences with
incidents more or less well managed by the advisors and by the claims
department of the bank. These clients think that “they have learned to
know how the bank works” such as the high turnover of the staff and the
intervention of the branch manager in the event of a major problem
occurs. They talk about “learning continuously about the relationship with
the bank” and their confidence has not been significantly shaken by the
incidents they have encountered.

These customers also explain their entry into the relationship with
the present bank in terms of the perceived credibility of the institution.
However, following their long experience of the banking relationship
with various advisors, these customers tend to put past incidents into
perspective to assess the quality of their service encounters with the
advisor. They say “they have learned about the internal functioning of the
bank and incidents’ management processes.” Thus, when a problem occurs
that they might previously have considered to be serious, they highlight
their “learning about the relation with advisors and the bank, which make them
calmer because they know that their advisor will solve it successfully.” Even if
this does not happen, they think that “the head of bank branch will be
available if a problem arises with the advisor” Their experience with the
bank allows them to develop a certain resilience in the face of incidents
encountered and to be confident in their resolution by the bank.
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In these cases, clients had not encountered incidents deemed “very
serious,” or if they had, these incidents were on the whole dealt with
satisfactorily by their advisors, and if not by the hierarchy, which takes
into account their long-standing relationship with the bank and their
status as a reliable client. Over time and through experiences that are
considered globally positive, these old customers reveal their trust pri-
marily in their bank rather than in their advisor. They “trust the bank
that recruits good advisors furst;” these clients do not consider it appropriate
to follow these advisors if they move to another bank or branch. The
institutional trust seems to structure their banking relationship because
it is more perennial; although they remain sensitive to the quality of
their interpersonal relationship with the advisor, they know that in the
future he/she will have to change branch or even bank.

The status and polarity of interpersonal and institutional trust
during the banking relationship are strongly linked to the situation of
vulnerability in which the customer may find himself/herself, to the
history of the relationship, and to the seriousness of incidents that this
situation generates. Moreover, the way these problems were managed
in this asymmetrical relationship, and the perceived justice associated
to the resolution of the incident, testifies to the real willingness of the
bank to establish a relationship based on trust with their clients and
not to capture the value of the relationship to the clients” detriment.

4. DISCUSSION AND RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

This research improves the understanding of the status of trust and
its evolution in the service relations between bank clients and their
advisors during the vulnerable experiences of clients characterized by
incidents generating a temporary fragility in their financial resources.

It is possible to position the findings of this research within the
more general framework of services management. Thus, the factors that
intervene in building interpersonal and institutional trust, identified in
the banking relationship (duration of the relation, history and quality
of past relationships, incidents’ seriousness and frequency, incidents’
management efficacy), can be applied more widely to the services sec-
tor. Any exchange relationship between a client and a service provider
implies interactions between that client and the front office personnel
(interpersonal trust) but also a relationship between that client and the
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provider, seen as a service brand (institutional trust), with the two feeding
each other. The factors identified in this research represent the many
levers that a service company can use to develop, preserve, or restore
trust with its customers during their relationship and as a driver for a
relevant segmentation of its vulnerable clientele.

On the theoretical level, to analyze trust in the customer—bank rela-
tionship, we adopted a time perspective, in contrast to earlier studies
that have mainly used a static approach. This dynamic approach shows,
following Huang and Wilkinson (2013), that trust changes depending
on the experience and outcomes of the actions and interactions of the
actors embedded within the relationship and also on other events taking
place over time, both in the focal and connected relationships. Applying
this approach to our empirical field enables us to examine the evolution
of the status of trust during the course of the banking relationship and
allows us to improve our understanding of the mechanisms of trust
building and development by identifying two means of doing so. The
first mode shows that a relationship based on trust can be built through
a cumulative “/inear” process when this relationship is not marred by
incidents or when incidents are less serious and correctly and rapidly
managed if they do occur. The second mode of trust construction, “by
stages”, is characterized by relationships that suffer from significant
incidents that were not satisfactory resolved by the bank. In this case,
confidence is put to the test and may be progressively renegotiated by
the partners in the course of their ongoing relationship. The inclusion
of the time dimension in our analysis also makes it possible to reconcile
contradictory results arising in the literature in relation to some concepts’
status, such as satisfaction, as an antecedent or consequence of trust,
according to the stage of the relationship at which the investigation
is undertaken. Finally, the study highlights how institutional trust is
transferred into interpersonal trust in the banking relationship, depend-
ing on customers’ age and banking history, as well as the importance
of the incidents encountered and how they were resolved.

This research also resonates with the recent work of Johns and Davey
(2019) on value creation with vulnerable consumers in the services
domain. These authors showed that front-line staff in services can act as
an intermediary between the vulnerable client and the organization in
service delivery when the client does not have, or is unable to mobilize,
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his/her resources (their own and those of the environment) to participate
in the production of the service. Front-line staff can also play the role
of a transformative apomediary when the personnel in contact with the
clientele do not seek to substitute the customer in the production of the
service, but aim instead to activate the client’s resources and capacities,
even residual ones, in order to encourage her/him to participate. In the
case of banks, these two roles have been identified in the interactions
between vulnerable clients and bank advisors. Because of the imbalance
of power in the banking relationship in the event of incidents occurring,
we have reported situations where the advisor ruled against the client
despite his/her previous situation being quite healthy without involv-
ing the client in the decision because the client was the source of the
banking incident (more or less serious) due to his/her lived vulnerable
situation. In other cases, the advisor was more benevolent and more
conciliatory to the vulnerable client when the incident was deemed
to be less serious, by developing satisfactory solutions in conjunction
with client that were neither unfavorable to the client nor to the bank.

Our research raises some questions about the bank’s salesforce man-
agement. Particular attention must be paid to the turnover of advisors
in the banking relationship in the French context, which should be of
interest to practitioners and researchers in the field of services manage-
ment. This raises questions regarding the ability of the various levers of
interpersonal trust to improve and strengthen the link with customers
when advisors change branches every three years, or even more often.
Moreover, it underlines the boundaries of the relationship between the
customer and the banking brand and of its potential nurturing through
the personal relation developed with the front-line staff. While the banks
are trying to develop the notion of brand in banking services through
their communication policy, too much proximity between customers
and advisors over the long term can encourage a detachment from the
brand in favor of an attachment to the advisor, with potential defections
by clients tempted to follow their bank advisors, thus weakening their
relationship with the bank as an institution. This perspective is quite
pertinent in the French context where the current strategy of banks
encourages a high turnover of staff (in contact with the clients), which
does not enable the role of advisors in the construction and reinforcement
of the trust relationship to be fully taken advantage of and presents the
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risk of cannibalizing institutional trust by interpersonal confidence if
such human connection occurs. Banks can thus find themselves faced
with abuses linked to an over-involvement of advisors in their relations
with certain clients with whom an affinity, or even a friendship, may
emerge and which may not work in favor of the bank’s interests (e.g.
granting a loan to a client even though he/she does not meet all the
financial conditions imposed by the bank). The issue of control, both
organizational over advisors’ practices (to avoid deviant behaviors) and
interpersonal over the advisor’s behaviors and claims by clients, is
therefore central to dealing with trust. In short, there can be no trust
without (some mechanisms of) control.

In view of our results, the segment of vulnerable customers should
not be considered by the market as an homogenous group to be treated
uniformly, e.g. removing them from, or marginalizing them in, the
market as soon as these customers encounter service incidents. In the
banking sector, this segment represents, at least in part, a potential pool
of profitable customers if it can benefit from appropriate support from
the bank advisors in order to improve and re-normalize their position at
the financial and social levels. Thus, offering vulnerable clients, whose
medium- and long-term profitability is secured, a service adapted to
their specific needs and to their transitory limited resources to help
them cope with this situation, can help to restore or strengthen trust
and build loyalty. Moreover, this strategy allows the bank to enhance
its image of social responsibility, which is congruent with the mutualist
positioning of the BRED bank studied. The way in which these clients
are supported in terms of reception, listening, advice, education, and
adapted service offerings represent important issues in the fight against
social exclusion and the perceived sense of injustice when the bank and
the advisor disregard the previous profitable relationship with these
same clients before their banking incident had occurred. A client who
rebounds becomes a full-fledged economic player once again, spreading
positive opinions of the bank and generating gains.

Our findings suggest that banks should adapt their strategies to the
various situations of vulnerability that their clients (including formerly
profitable ones) may be going through and should better equip and assist
advisors in the management of these more or less difficult portfolios
over time. In the current context of a health and economic crisis that
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is generating a strong impoverishment among households, including
those that were still stable a few months ago, bank advisors are increas-
ingly called upon to manage tense relations with these precarious and
vulnerable clients who are encountering difhiculties in repaying their
loans or meeting their incompressible expenses. They have to work with
and help these clients, who were previously solvent, and who are now
in more or less temporary financial difficulty, by proposing adapted
financial products and services, providing advice and material assistance
in managing current accounts, or helping them to rationalize their
bank assets. To this end, banks must rethink the boundaries and roles
of advisors’ responsibility/job with a view to providing them support
(psychologically and materially) and training them to manage conflicts
and situations of uncertainty generated by the increased precariousness
of clients, while avoiding stigmatization, self-pity, or condescension
towards them. Indeed, the increase in conflict situations with vulnerable
clients generates tension and stress at work for bank advisors both psy-
chologically (permeability to the problems of clients they have known
and worked with for a long time) and physically (verbal incivilities, or
even physical altercations).

Regarding their clientele, banks’ strategies and initiatives must
encompass providing support for (potentially) vulnerable clients (including
preventing them from entering into a state of vulnerability) and aiming
to curb over-indebtedness and social exclusion. Some French mutual
banks (e.g. Banques Populaires) have already embarked on experiments
to open branches dedicated to highly vulnerable customers, both to
provide long-term support for these “fragile customers” and decrease
the risk of then getting bogged down or relapsing and to progressively
help restore normal banking relations. In this case, they have been
led to develop a “bottom of the pyramid” (BoP) strategy (Prahalad and
Hart, 2002) based on banking products and service offerings adapted
to the fragile situations of customers in order to help them adjust their
behavior, re-socialize themselves, and limit both the risks of incidents
and the costs associated with repeated overdrafts.

We advocate for public policy and banking practices’ changes to
reduce the risk of the exclusion of vulnerable customers from access to
the banking system, which is crucial to avoid these people becoming
marginalized in the market. Vulnerable clients with potential should
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be kept within the bank’s client portfolio because of their short- or
medium-term profitability, while public financial institutions and/
or associative spheres, which are increasingly called upon to play an
active role in alleviating the poverty and precariousness of individuals
(Oosterlynck ez al., 2013), should look after chronic vulnerable clients
and help them to gradually reintegrate with the market, in particular
by training them to rigorously manage their budget and, if necessary,
to discipline their consumption behavior. These measures are the pre-
requisites for their reintegration into the market and into the banking
system. Our advocacy towards public authorities and banks in favor
of the inclusion of vulnerable clients echoes Sen’s (1985) work on the
capabilities of customers in precarious (poverty) situations. For some of
them (potentially profitable ones), localized support over time is enough
to revive them, while for others (less profitable), it is necessary to deploy
stronger, long-term measures. The task is certainly complicated because
the causes of vulnerability are multifactorial, but this policy is necessary
and salutary because the social, economic, and psychological stakes and
costs for society are so high. The concerns, difficulties, and challenges
related to this large segment of vulnerable customers provide practical
guide for policy makers to solve social and economic problems related to
the impoverishment of large segments of people. Besides public policy
efforts, banking institutions should adjust their rules to embrace (at least
temporarily) the vulnerable as a profitable market segment. Given their
past economic situation and social position, they deserve to be better
treated and helped to go through episodes of vulnerability. These efforts
must involve all the stakeholders, including the clients themselves, in the
analysis of their situation of vulnerability in order to explore with them
their own efforts and arbitrations to deal with this critical situation and
to find together a sustainable and inclusive resolution to the problems
encountered in the course of the service relationship. While this research
focuses on financial vulnerability, future research can examine health
(disabilities), ageing, joblessness, or illiteracy vulnerabilities, which can
be cumulative with financial vulnerability, in terms of their contribution
to excluding people from the market.
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5. LIMITATIONS AND RESEARCH AVENUE

This research has the advantage of being based on a longitudinal
and retrospective approach that shows the evolution of the relationship
between vulnerable clients and bank advisors and the arrangements
put in place to manage episodes of vulnerability experienced by clients.
Certain situations, however, notably when trust between the exchange
partners is broken and customers may leave the relationship following
unresolved or poorly managed banking incidents, were not well docu-
mented. This stems from a limitation of our research in that it failed
to include in the sample of clients surveyed those who had experienced
serious incidents that were not or were poorly managed by the bank,
thereby altering the interpersonal and institutional trust that existed
and leading to a breakdown in their relationship with the bank. It is
likely that clients who were highly dissatisfied with their relationship
with the bank and the advisors declined the invitation to participate in
the study and that, ultimately, only those clients who had experienced
less serious incidents and/or quite serious incidents but received satisfac-
tory attention and resolution were willing to be included in the study.
Consequently, it is clear that cases of dissolution of the relationship and
alteration of trust between vulnerable clients who were dissatisfied with
the treatment (unworthy, disrespectful) reserved for them and who left
the banking relationship, are minorized, or even hidden, in our results.
This opens up a research perspective centered around these customers’
profiles, which is certainly difficult to access, but which can potentially
be approached via the public structures that support over-indebted
people. A final avenue of research would be to question the place of
emotions in the vulnerable customer—bank advisor relationship in so
far as their exchanges and interactions during episodes of vulnerability
give rise to intense emotions on both sides that can encompass either
compassion and empathy or conflict and anger, which may disrupt the
relationship and lead to a reconsideration of trust between the parties.
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