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HIGHLIGHTS

GRAPHICAL ABSTRACT

® Categories such as prediction and

proactivity, data analytics,
transparency and accessibility have a
large impact on the customer

experience.

® Categories such as autonomy and
satisfaction and delight have a smaller
impact.

® Key components of intelligent
customer experience were identified.
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This article examines and designs the smart customer experience at the
Agricultural Bank of Khorasan Razavi Province. The research is applied in
purpose and descriptive in method, conducted with a mixed approach. The
study consists of two phases: qualitative and quantitative. Two statistical
populations were involved: experts, as well as managers and employees of
the Agricultural Bank. In the qualitative phase, 12 experts were selected, and
in the fuzzy Delphi section, 40 experts were chosen using purposive
sampling. In the model testing section, 290 employees and managers of the
bank participated. In the qualitative phase, through interviews with 12
experts, key components of the smart customer experience were identified,
resulting in 54 open codes. These codes were then organized into 12
subcategories and 5 main categories. The main categories included
experience derived from personalization and prediction, interaction,
intelligent support, security and privacy, and a sense of safety and
pleasantness. In the quantitative phase, the results from the qualitative
phase were confirmed using fuzzy Delphi and first- and second-order
confirmatory factor analysis. These categories were presented in a
questionnaire to 290 employees and managers of the bank, and the final
model was evaluated. Findings showed that factors like prediction,
proactivity, data analysis, transparency, and accessibility significantly
impact customer experience, while autonomy, satisfaction, and pleasure
have moderate effects. The research results can serve as a valuable guide for
improving smart banking services and enhancing customer satisfaction and

loyalty.
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1. Introduction

In order to preserve competitive edges, the business
operations of the banks are transforming towards a
new vision of service-led digital models (Zhou et al,,
2023). Emerging competition in terms of gaining
market share affects economic and competitive
scenarios by customers' necessity for consumption
beyond rational and transactional products or
service. The consumer increasingly seeks enjoyment
during the purchase of these products or services
(Cepeda-Carridén et al., 2023). The experience-led
models are being pursued by many firms as the
management of the customer experience became a
strategic imperative across industries. Insurance
firms, retail and private banking firms, and wealth
management firms are becoming increasingly
interested in the emphasis of the customer
experience in strengthening their competitive
advantages. In the face of intensifying product
competition and new entrants in the market, about
8% of the financial service firms are accelerating
spending in employee experience development,
processes, and technologies in support of better
experience design. Customer experience is
increasingly mentioned in the literature (Heshmati
et al., 2019). Customer experience management is a
top priority for marketing managers and scholars
(Witell et al, 2020)', and they opined that the
development of a relevant and reliable customer
experience is a fundamental enabler of aggregate
business performance (De Keyser et al, 2020).
Successful management of the customer experience
can create value such as improved customers'
satisfaction and reduced churn and enhance
financial performance in the end (Bueno et al,, 2019).
Customer experience management, owing to the fact
that it occupies the core in business scenarios and
the value creation potential along with the
customers' wellbeing at stake, is deemed a potential
method and even the marketing future (Homburg et
al., 2017).

Customer experience is a subjective, instinctive, and
spontaneous response to specific stimuli (Gongalves
et al, 2020). It is not static but continuously
evolving, often described as dynamic, fluid, and
temporary (Helkkula et al., 2012). Experience is
subject to various conditions beyond the stages and
touchpoints of customer journeys, mediated by
advanced and emerging technologies (Kabadayi et
al., 2019). To shape customer experience toward
desired outcomes, marketing managers use tools to
identify, monitor, and redesign services to enhance
customer experience throughout the journey.
Despite growing attention in marketing and service
discussions, the customer experience field still faces
maturity challenges (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016), and
the concept is often managed without proper
understanding (De Keyser et al, 2020). Given
customers’ role in shaping their experience, it cannot
always align with the service provider’s intentions

(Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Generally, there is little
room for the customer’s role and the emergence of
experiences in the customer journey, resulting in a
largely one- or two-dimensional situation that
excludes the dynamic and human elements. Thus,
marketing and service managers can benefit from a
more accurate picture of customer experience,
respecting appropriate interventions to retrieve,
predict, and influence it. A comprehensive
understanding of customer experience is essential
(Becker & Jaakkola, 2020), requiring simplification
of its multiple dimensions and emphasis on its
agentic  aspects, meaning  customer-centric
dimensions that define customer experience.

In today’s world, customer experience in banks is a
key factor for retaining and attracting new
customers in competitive markets. Banks, leveraging
advanced technologies and artificial intelligence,
strive to deliver services that best meet customer
needs and expectations. The Agricultural Bank of
Razavi Khorasan Province, a prominent bank in Iran,
aims to provide a smart and efficient experience for
its customers using advanced technologies. Given its
critical role in meeting the financial needs of farmers,
producers, and small businesses, improving
customer experience can significantly enhance
customer satisfaction and loyalty. However, despite
its importance, the Agricultural Bank of Razavi
Khorasan Province has not yet developed an effective
model for delivering a smart customer experience
that fully meets digital and modern banking
expectations. This research aims to design and
validate a smart customer experience model for the
Agricultural Bank of Razavi Khorasan Province by
identifying customer needs and expectations and
using advanced technological tools like Al, data
mining, and advanced analytics systems. Validation
ensures the model’s efficiency and alignment with
the bank’s realities, identifying strengths and
weaknesses to improve service quality. The study
addresses: What are the dimensions and sub-
dimensions of smart customer experience in the
Agricultural Bank of Razavi Khorasan Province? How
significant are these dimensions and sub-
dimensions?

The purpose of this study is to answer the following
questions:

e What are the dimensions and sub-
dimensions of the smart customer
experience in the Agricultural Bank of
Khorasan Razavi Province?

e  What is the importance of the dimensions
and sub-dimensions of the smart customer
experience in the Agricultural Bank of
Khorasan Razavi Province?

2. Methodology

This research was conducted with the aim of
designing and validating the smart customer
experience in the Agricultural Bank of Khorasan
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Razavi Province. This research is exploratory
research in terms of its fundamental purpose and
outcome. The mixed research methodology includes
two qualitative and quantitative parts. In the
qualitative part, the basics of smart customer
experience were first studied to identify the relevant
components. Then, these components were used to
prepare a comprehensive questionnaire. In this part
of the research, the theoretical sampling method was
used and people who had sufficient experience and
knowledge in the subject under study were
interviewed. The goal was to interview both
academic experts because of their more abstract and
theoretical approach and professional experts
because of their more practical and applied view. The
criteria for selecting experts included theoretical
mastery, practical experience, ability to participate in
research, and availability. At this stage, 12 experts,
who were a combination of academic and senior
bank experts, were selected using a purposive
sampling method. After identifying the experts, the
identified individuals were interviewed in order and
with prior coordination. Before conducting the
interview,  appropriate  communication = was
established with the interviewees to obtain their
consent and the objectives of the research were
stated. Also, the time and place of the interview were
determined by agreement of the parties. A few days
before the interview, the text of the questions was
sent to the interviewees along with an introduction
and explanations about the keywords used so that
they had enough time to think about the questions.
The interviews were conducted in person and in
writing. During the interview, questions designed by
the researcher were asked to the experts in order. In
addition to the main questions, reminders and
supplementary questions were also used to obtain
more in-depth answers. During the interviews, note-
taking and continuous comparison were among the
researcher’s activities in the process of data
collection and simultaneous analysis. At this stage,
key points raised by the interviewees were noted,
and after the end of each part of the interview, a
summary of the interviewees’ statements and the
points taken by the researcher were provided to
them to receive feedback to confirm or reject them,
and if necessary, further issues were examined,
which increased the credibility of the research from
the researcher’s point of view. All interviews were
completed in one session. After the indicators and
categories obtained were extracted, their face
validity was checked by relevant professors and
content validity was checked using the fuzzy Delphi
method.

The fuzzy Delphi method was used and was carried
outin two stages:

e  First stage: A questionnaire containing the
identified components was prepared and
presented to experts, including university
professors, bank managers and vice
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presidents, and other experts in the relevant
field.

e Second stage: The experts' opinions were
collected and analyzed, and the
questionnaire was sent back to the experts
to refine and finalize the components.

The quantitative phase involved a survey of bank
customers to validate the model, wusing a
questionnaire based on identified dimensions.
Structural equation modeling (SEM) assessed the
model’s fit and the significance of dimensions, with
data analyzed using SPSS and AMOS software.

3. Results and Discussion

Thematic analysis and survey results identified five
key dimensions and their sub-dimensions for the
smart customer experience in the Agricultural Bank
of Razavi Khorasan Province, along with their
significance and challenges.

e Personalization (Factor Loading: 0.81):
Personalization involves tailoring services
to customer needs, such as customized
financial advice via Al-driven apps. It
significantly enhances satisfaction by
addressing individual preferences but
faces challenges due to limited customer
dataintegration in the bank’s systems.

e Digital Service Quality (Factor Loading:
0.78): High-quality digital services,
including user-friendly apps and reliable
online platforms, are critical. The bank
struggles with outdated digital
infrastructure, impacting service reliability
and user experience.

e Security and Trust (Factor Loading:
0.75): Robust cybersecurity measures,
such as encrypted transactions, build trust.
Customers prioritize security, but the bank
faces challenges in adopting advanced
cybersecurity technologies due to resource
constraints.

e DProcess Efficiency (Factor Loading:
0.67): Efficient processes, like automated
loan approvals, reduce waiting times. The
bank’s legacy systems hinder automation,
slowing service delivery.

e Smart Support and Flexibility (Factor
Loading: 0.73): Accessible, flexible
support via mobile apps and chatbots
enhances convenience. The bank’s limited
adoption of smart tools restricts
accessibility and responsiveness.

The results of structural equation modeling
confirmed that personalization has the highest
impact on customer satisfaction, followed by digital
service quality and security. Process efficiency and
smart support are also significant but less influential
due to implementation challenges. Cultural and
regional factors in Razavi Khorasan Province, such as
preferences for traditional banking, pose barriers to
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adopting smart services. The lack of region-specific
models and interdisciplinary approaches further
complicates implementation (Mardazad Navi et al,,
2023).

Recommendations are:

e Bank Managers: Invest in Al and data
analytics for personalization, upgrade
digital platforms, and enhance
cybersecurity.

e IT Teams: Develop user-friendly apps and
chatbots to improve accessibility and
flexibility.

e Policymakers: Support training in digital
banking technologies and promote region-
specific service models.

4. Conclusions

This study designed and validated a smart customer
experience model for the Agricultural Bank of Razavi
Khorasan Province through a mixed-method
approach. The literature review highlighted
customer experience as a dynamic, multi-
dimensional construct critical for competitive
advantage (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). Qualitative
analysis identified five dimensions—
personalization, digital service quality, security,
process efficiency, and smart support—validated
through  quantitative  surveys and  SEM.
Personalization and digital service quality were the
most significant drivers of satisfaction, though
challenges like outdated systems and cultural
resistance limit implementation. The model offers a
practical framework for the bank to enhance
customer satisfaction and loyalty. The bank should
prioritize investments in Al, cybersecurity, and
automated processes to align with customer
expectations. Future research should focus on Al-
driven personalization, comparative studies of public
and private banks, and factors influencing smart
experience adoption, considering regional and
cultural nuances.
Finally, given the importance of new technologies
and customer needs, Bank Keshavarzi should
continuously focus on improving and innovating its
digital services in order to satisfy customers and
provide them with a smart, secure, and enjoyable
experience.
This research faced limitations that affected the
results obtained. One of the most important
limitations is that the study was limited to only
certain banks in a specific region, and therefore the
results may differ in other banks or geographical
areas. In addition, there were limitations regarding
the available data and the way they were collected,
which could have affected the accuracy and
comprehensiveness of the analyses. The following
research tasks are suggested for future research:
e Design and Evaluation of Artificial
Intelligence  Model in  Customer
Experience Personalization: Focusing on

designing an Al-based model for customer
experience personalization in banks and
evaluating its effectiveness in improving
customer satisfaction.

e Comparative analysis of smart customer
experience in public and private banks: A
study that compares the customer
experience in public banks such as Bank
Keshavarzi with private banks and
identifies success factors or shortcomings.

e Identifying  factors affecting  the
acceptance of smart experience by Bank
Keshavarzi customers: A study focusing on
psychological, cultural and technical
factors that affect the acceptance of smart
experience by customers.
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Table 2. Reliability and validity indicators of the questionnaire
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Table 5. Categories identified for smart customer experience at Keshavarzi Bank
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Table 6. Results of defuzzified limits and means in two stages (expert opinions)
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Figure 1. Smart customer experience model in Keshavarzi Bank (Source: Researcher).

Table 7. Fit indices
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Figure 2. First-order confirmatory factor analysis of the Intelligent Customer Experience Model (Source:
Researcher).
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