Background
Generally, virtual banking refers to the delivery of banking services primarily through the use of information technology, eliminating the need for customers to physically visit a bank. Virtual banking practices have been adopted to enhance business processes, infrastructure, and customer relationships, resulting in a significant impact on the banking business. The introduction of virtual banking has promoted financial inclusion (Law, 2024), eliminated potential human errors (e.g. handling paper documents and data), reduced customers' reliance on bank tellers for basic transactions and statement printing and allowed banks to reduce operational expenses such as rent such that they can offer improved deals to customers (Mishra, 2009). Virtual Bank have been increasingly popular in Hong Kong and worldwide. As in May 2024, there are 8 virtual banks in Hong Kong, namely Airstar Bank Limited, Ant Bank (Hong Kong) Limited, Fusion Bank Limited, Livi Bank Limited, Mox Bank Limited, Pao Bank Limited, Welab Bank Limited and ZA Bank Limited. According to HKMA, there are a total of 2.2 million customers in 2023, 20 per cent more than the previous year.

Differences between online banking and virtual banking
There are distinct differences between online banking and digital-only banking. Online banking is a component of the digitalization process within the banking sector, while virtual banking represents a new business model and approach in the market. Online banking is integrated into the operations of traditional banks, serving as a means to facilitate customer transactions and enhance their experience with traditional banking products and services. In contrast, virtual banks offer an upgraded version of online banking services and have the potential to replace traditional banks. These virtual banks operate independently and provide a comprehensive range of banking products and services, similar to those offered by licensed traditional banks. Moreover, customers will open their bank account completely online for virtual banking. Bank card (if applicable) will be delivered to their address. On the other hand, customers still need to open bank account at physical bank branches before using online banking (Nguyem & McCahery, 2020).

Research Question
This study aims to investigate the factors that influence Hong Kong residents' intention to use virtual banks, including brand image, perceived ease of use, service quality, perceived security, word of mouth, reward gamification and perceived usefulness. Additionally, the study will consider consumer characteristics such as gender, age, education, and income levels and evaluate whether these factors will affect consumers’ intention to use virtual bank.


Literature Review

Service Quality: 
According to Lewis and Booms (1983), service quality is the measure of how well the delivered service aligns with customer expectations. Parasuraman et al. (1988) introduced the concept of SERVQUAL to evaluate service quality, which consists of 22 items across five dimensions—tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy. The model view service quality as the gap between customer’s expected level of service and their actual perception of service received (Aghdaie & Faghani, 2012). 

Dimensions of Service Quality
As mentioned, there are five dimensions of SERVQUAL. Tangibles refer to the external appearance of the app/website; reliability refers to company's ability to deliver the promised service in a dependable and accurate manner; responsiveness refers to company's willingness to assist customers and provide prompt service; assurance refers to employee’s knowledge and polite level; empathy encompasses the caring and personalized attention that the firm extends to its customers. This dimension also includes aspects such as access, communication, and understanding the customer (Aghdaie & Faghani, 2012).

Perceived Security
Threats when using virtual banking can arise from network and data transaction attacks, as well as unauthorized access through false or faulty authentication methods. Customers express concerns about the possibility of their personal financial information being exposed online and being exploited for fraudulent activities. Perceived security refers to how customers perceive the level of protection against these mentioned threats. Yousafzai et al. (2009) define perceived security as the subjective perspective of customers regarding the security of their Internet banking transactions, considering factors such as timely, accurate, and secure data transmissions.

Perceived Ease of Use
According to Davis (1989), perceived ease of use refers to the extent that an individual believes that using a specific system will require minimal effort. This is a crucial factor in the development and provision of Internet banking (IB) services (Yiu et al., 2007). Perceived ease of use indirectly influences a user's acceptance of technology. Consult (2002) believed that perceived ease of use pertains to consumers' capacity to explore innovation and assess its advantages effortlessly. The factors driving the expansion of electronic banking are influenced by the perceived ease of use, which is a combination of the convenience offered to individuals with convenient internet access, the availability of secure and advanced electronic banking features, and the essentiality of banking services.

Brand Image
The brand represents the overall collection of customer experiences (Rahi, 2015). It serves as the product's identity and determines its value. Aaker (1997) and Rahi (2015) assert that the brand is just as important as the product itself, as it sets it apart from other products. Brand image plays a crucial role in distinguishing the product based on its quality or service. It fosters trust between customers and manufacturers and provides competitive advantages. According to Quoquab et al. (2014), brand image also plays a crucial role in generating value for customers and fostering brand loyalty. It is a significant factor that contributes to a company's success by enhancing brand loyalty. Brand image is the result of a person’s idea, feelings, beliefs and impression of the company (Riyadi, 2019). It is achieved when customers have a comprehensive experience with the brand. Consistency in quality and services is vital for maintaining the brand's identity. Research also suggests that capturing customer attention through excellent services and quality is the most effective tool for building a strong brand image in customers' minds (Rahi et al., 2020). 

Methodology
The study will adopt both primary and secondary research data. Secondary data primary comes from academic literature and journals, collected through platforms such as Science Direct and Google Scholar. On the other hand, primary data is collected through focus groups and questionnaire.

Focus Group
5 participants will take part in a focus group. According to Krueger (1994), focus group research should comprise a minimum of three and a maximum of 12 participants. Also, selecting participants for focus groups is important in order to make the sample representative. Therefore, the demographic factors will be considered to make sure people from different gender, education level and income level will participate in the focus group. 

Sampling Method
Snowball sampling will be used. A small number of representative individuals will be contacted from the target population, who then recommend other potential participants to expand the sample gradually. This process continues until a sufficient number of responses is obtained for effective data analysis. 

Target Parcipants
Hong Kong residents over 18 years old. The below table shows the distribution of population among different age groups in Hong Kong.

	Gender
	Age Group
	Population (000)

	Female and Male
	15-19
	295.3

	
	20-24
	300.7

	
	25-29
	420.3

	
	30-34
	506.2

	
	35-39
	563.7

	
	40-44
	602.5

	
	45-49
	562.2

	
	50-54
	586.3

	
	55-59
	581.5

	
	60-64
	642.7

	
	65-69
	578.4

	
	70-74
	430.5

	
	75-79
	270.9

	
	80-84
	155.7

	
	≥85
	245.3

	Total 
	6742.2


Source: Census and Statistical Department, HK

With the target population for the study 6,742,200, considering a 95% confidence level and a 5% margin of error, the ideal sample size will be 385.
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