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Executive Summary
This paper highlights the strategic analysis of the St. Vincent Co-operative Bank Limited (SVCBL), a long standing financial institution in St. Vincent and the Grenadines (SVG).  This analysis concludes with recommendations for positioning the bank to be more competitive and effective by providing service and solutions to better meet customer demands and satisfaction, hence clearly highlighting the bank’s strategic focus to be on the customer’s experience.  The analysis utilizes the following strategic management tools: SWOT, PESTLE and Porter’s Five Forces.
The SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) analysis identifies issues such as teamwork and employee productivity; limited diversification of the products offered and small number of physical branches; a high percentage of aging customers; the intention of the bank to transition from a cooperative to a commercial entity; and increased competition within the banking industry along with unemployment and other macro-economic features.
The PESTLE (Political, Economic, Sociocultural, Technological, Legal and Ecological) analysis which examines aspects of a firm’s macro environment revealed the following about the SVCBL: the government along with the Eastern Caribbean Central Bank (ECCB) regulate the activities of the organization; the bank’s economic performance is satisfactory; different demographic groups have different demands for products ; there is a need for agile recognition and reaction to the impact of technology on the bank’s operations; and greater awareness of the demand for diversified products must be demonstrated.
The final management tool used in the analysis is The Porter’s Five Forces of Competitive Position Analysis and this tool points to the fact that competitive rivalry, bargaining position of suppliers and consumers, entrance into the banking industry and substitute products all significantly impact the performance of the SVCBL. 
The analysis adequately examines the management strategy of the SVCBL and makes appropriate recommendations for transforming its operations to better meet the needs of customers, both existing and potential.  This transformation must also be cognizant of the importance of skillfully combining technology and modern human business practices to achieve greater value for customers and a more successful financial institution overall.







Introduction

According to (Mintsberg, 1994) a strategy can be an idea, a pattern, an outlook, a stance, as well as a ruse or a maneuver that helps an organization to avoid its rivals.  Alternatively, (Athapaththu, 2016) defines strategy as a design of actions used to develop aims and objectives as well as the means of reaching them.  (Athapaththu, 2016) Through his definition seeks to highlight that strategy is a set of measures that will help every organization member comprehend the rationale behind the organization's existence as well as to suggest a method for achieving a particular goal.
On the other hand a more inclusive phrase than strategy is that of strategic management. Strategic management is a process that involves top management looking at the organization's environment in order to formulate a strategy and create an implementation and control plan (Athapaththu, 2016).  Strategic management therefore is continuous and although it does not foresee the future, it can position the organization to know what measures to take to put a strategic plan into motion when needed.
This report seeks to provide a strategic analysis of the St. Vincent Co-operative Bank Limited (SVCBL), one of St. Vincent and the Grenadines’ earliest home-grown monetary organizations. The bank commenced operations on 1st February, 1945 at which time, a penny or one cent was the only requirement needed to open a personal bank account, and to this very day the bank is still commonly referred to as the ‘Penny Bank’.  Additionally, some persons call the bank ‘Forde Bank’ in fond remembrance of the founder, Mr. Ormond Forde. 
The strategy of the SVCBL is to deliver outstanding service and finance solutions to customers through engaged and committed personnel; to provide an atmosphere that nurtures development and constancy for employees and to positively influence the community in which the bank operates while maximizing the value of stakeholders in a regulated environment (Deroche, 2022).
With the use of effective strategies by the SVCBL errors can be reduced and the bank will be propelled to a position where not only can they anticipate changes in the environment but one in which they can also effectively react to said changes and produce beneficial situations from such.
This report uses the strategic management tools of SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) analysis, PESTLE (Political, Economic, Sociocultural, Technological, Legal, and Ecological) analysis and Porter’s Five Forces of Competitive Position analysis to critically analyze the SVCBL internally and externally and then will seek to make recommendations to help reshape the organization to maintain sustainable competitive advantages even against the now improving state of the latest pandemic.






Strategy used at SVCBL 
There are typically three (3) types of business strategies which are occasionally divided into four (4) by some organizations; they are organizational or corporate strategy, business strategy, functional strategy and operating strategy (Gordon, 2022).  At the SVCBL the business strategy segment which focuses on the customer experience is the strategy used.  Business strategy concentrates on the customer's experience with your company; the main issues it addresses are where to play and how to succeed in the market for a corporation (Scott, 2022).
According to (Deroche, 2022) the SVCBL aims to become the leading financial institution in St. Vincent and the Grenadines by 2030 and they intend to accomplish this goal by providing exceptional customer service and by targeting the millennial segment of the population more aggressively.
In order to keep the current clientele as well as attract new customers the SVCBL has decided to offer new products and services such as debit and credit cards which millennials especially desire in this digital world.  (Deroche, 2022) also adds that strong focus will be placed on delivering the best possible customer experience to help surpass the competition and provide a competitive advantage for the bank by differentiating it on the basis of the exceptional service provided.  
The bank intends to make customer service fun for the employees and by extension all customers.  Approaches such as location-based advertising, a strong social media personality and the highlighting of customer success stories are a few which the bank intends to employ to boost the customer service experience and create a unique advantage for themselves in the banking industry (Deroche, 2022).
The SWOT Analysis
The leading assessment instrument which will be used to conduct the strategic analysis of the St. Vincent Co-operative Bank Limited is the SWOT analysis tool.  Created by Heinz Weihrich, the SWOT analysis is an acronym for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (Rabos, 2021).  The SWOT analysis is a logical framework which systematically evaluates aspects related to potential opportunities, weaknesses, strengths, and threats while also reflecting the maneuvers applicable for the current company or organization (F. Hamzehpour, 2019).  A SWOT analysis can therefore be seen as a helpful tool for strategic planning and ideation (Government, 2021).  
SWOT analysis has been associated with strategic planning, according to (G.Fuertes, 2020), and is widely acknowledged as the main step in the process, they also state that SWOT analysis originally materialized in the literature in the 1960’s.  Being in existence for more than fifty years, the SWOT analysis tool has been widely utilized for strategic decision-making purposes and has grown in popularity over the years.  In fact, the history of SWOT analysis is as old as the idea of strategic planning, claims (G.Fuertes, 2020).  
Information for all the analyses conducted within this report was attained through the method of interviewing.  The SWOT analysis on the SVCBL revealed the following:  Identified strengths:  according to (Deroche, 2022) team-based culture, a solid corporate reputation and a highly convenient location are among some of the strengths the bank possesses.  
Teamwork reduces workloads, boosts employee productivity, lessens other people's work-related stress and anxiety, and enhances an organization's ability to conduct business (Rajani, 2021).  (Deroche, 2022) noted that at the SVCBL employees work together as a team and support each other in a way akin to a family type structure and this boosts the efficiency and effectiveness of the bank.  In the banking industry, a culture which is team-based is of utmost importance so as to increase growth and profitability via the employment of a dedicated, reliable and competitive team.
Building trust with stakeholders and customers can be facilitated by an institution's corporate reputation, which is an intangible asset (Rashmi Sharma, 2022).  Parties to business transactions may have a long history of interactions, which causes each to develop opinions about the other's personality and the continuation of this relationship may lead to the development of trust (Greif, 1989).  The good reputation which the bank has had in the marketplace over its 77 years of existence aids in the retention of clients and boosts the bank's ability to compete (Deroche, 2022).
Despite the extensive use of electronic banking products, individuals still prioritized bank proximity when selecting their primary financial institution (Robbins, 2006).  (Deroche, 2022) states that the SVCBL is conveniently located in the capital city of Kingstown; it is strategically positioned at the intersection of two major streets and easily accessible to customers of varied age groups.
The identification of these strengths is not only important for the SVCBL to acknowledge which aspects of the business are doing well but also so that effort is continuously placed into these areas to ensure that the competitive advantages they bring are not lost.
Notwithstanding the might of the SVCBL, several weaknesses have been associated with the company.  First, the bank has a lack of differentiation in their offerings.  (Deroche, 2022), states that currently the bank does not offer services such as debit and credit cards, cheque accounts and wire transfers to their customers.  According to Peter Wannemacher, Principal Analyst at Forrester; “now is the time for traditional institutions to get more serious about differentiating themselves from the pack, it is essential for their future growth” (Cocheo, 2020).  The SVCBL will need to make strides towards differentiating their product offerings in order to remain competitive in the banking arena as well as to gain new customers and increase their market share.
Secondly, although the bank has a convenient location the number of branches on the entire island stands at one.  According to (Deroche, 2022) this often leads to long lines and waiting times when transactions are being carried out in person by customers.
Finally a weakness exists in the bank’s current demographic, 50% of customers are over 45, while only 20% are under 45.  The bank has long been classified as one of the more traditional ones on island according to (Deroche, 2022) and this fact accounts for the aging population of customers.  However, the rise in the number of seniors could result in a situation where savings are plentiful but investment options are few (Doerr, 2021).
Although weaknesses typically put a business at a disadvantage it is of utmost importance to identify them and seek to work to better or at least minimize them in an effort to significantly develop those aspects in advance of them becoming extremely problematic or beyond repair to the business.
On a better note however there are some great opportunities available to the bank.  The SVCBL is exploring moving from a cooperative to a commercial institution and as such would be able to diversify their products offerings to include debit and credit cards as well as wire and cash transfers (Deroche, 2022). New goods and services have historically provided community bankers with excellent chances to innovate, engage with their clients, and deliver value-added services (Curran, 2013).
Also, the bank has an opportunity to use new technology to try and engage the under 45 demographic.  Technology for example social media according to (Melo, 2018) has a main purpose of fostering development and enhancing work processes within the organization.  The bank’s presence on social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram will help capture the attention of the younger generation and ensure the continuity of the bank.
The onus is therefore on the SVCBL to take full advantage of the opportunities identified in order to propel the bank further and reap greater profits.
A SWOT analysis would not be complete without reference to threats which undoubtedly exist in the banking industry.  One such threat to the SVCBL is increased competition from new players as well as existing banks and credit unions.  According to one school of economic thought, competition in the banking industry will undoubtedly have a negative impact on its stability and performance, undermine people and credit institutions, and have inescapable spillover consequences on the economy as a whole (Coccorese, 2017).
Lastly, the bank faces threats from customers becoming unemployed as well as the downsizing of jobs.  Higher unemployment rates can lead to an increase in non-performing loans (NPLs), which would reduce bank liquidity (Deroche, 2022).  Since rising NPLs directly affect the whole banking system, they are seen as a significant indicator for credit risk (Saom Shawleen Anita, 2022).
These threats can pose significant problems to the bank.  However the identification of them means that the bank can now work towards their nullification.
In summation, strategic planning and management include consideration of both internal and external aspects because every industry's management procedure is prejudiced by its relations with the environment according to (F. Hamzehpour, 2019), and this points directly to why the SWOT analysis is a critical part in the creation of business strategy.













The PESTLE Analysis
PESTLE stands for political, economic, sociocultural, technological, legal, and ecological aspects that a firm determines to be present in its macro environment that may bring possibilities or challenges to their business.  The PESTLE approach breaks down industry traits into six primary forces that a company must carefully evaluate before developing its strategy.  The results of the PESTLE analysis can be utilized to help the business optimize opportunities and reduce dangers that might have an impact on the organization. It aids in the strategic management of the firm.
The political aspect of the PESTLE analysis of the SVCBL discusses how the government regulates the activities of the organization.  Monetary bodies have traditionally possessed a great deal of supremacy and influence and because of this they are subject to a great lot of government oversight and control (Pratap, 2017).  At the SVCBL the government and the Eastern Caribbean Central Bank are ultimately responsible for regulating operations in an effort to protect the public’s savings and have at times been criticized for threatening growth by imposing regulations which the bank internally may not always be in agreement with (Deroche, 2022).
The economic segment reveals that the bank is indeed quite healthy and generates a great deal of business.  Although the majority of the customers are older persons who prefer to save, the bank also does very well with their attractive loan programs which boast affordable interest rates and consolidation options (Deroche, 2022).  Banks and economic expansion are linked and the banking industry benefits from a developing economy (Pratap, 2017).
The ‘S’ in the PESTLE analysis stands for social or sociocultural factors which affect the business.  Social trends frequently influence consumer behavior, which can have an impact on their purchasing choices and the macro environment of the firm in terms of revenues generated (Greenspan, 2018).  Millennials utilize credit cards for both modest and large purchases, whether they are students or working adults (Pratap, 2017). The SVCBL therefore faces a threat of losing the business of the population aged 18-45, these persons are more interested in online shopping and require the use of debit and credit cards which the bank does not yet offer (Deroche, 2022).  
The technological component of the PESTLE study demonstrates how technology has an impact on the company's macro environment.  Technology has become a part of our everyday lives and banking is no different.  As such the SVCBL is on board and offers internet banking and utility bill payment, there is also a strong social media presence and the website is fully functional and easy to access and use (Deroche, 2022).  Dark trace is also used by the bank and serves as a firewall against hackers.  The program detects threats in real time at their earliest stages without the use of rules, signatures, or preconceived notions (Jaokar, 2022).
The legal aspect of the PESTLE analysis aims to highlight the impact laws and regulations have on the bank.  The SVCBL is governed by the laws as set out by the Eastern Caribbean Central Bank and must act in accordance or face stiff consequences (Deroche, 2022).  Because this industry has such high levels of scrutiny and control, there are enormous legal dangers (Pratap, 2017).
The final aspect of this PESTLE analysis deals with the ecological issues and how they affect the bank.  Many banks around the world have taken steps towards being fully paperless in an effort to protect the environment.  At the SVCBL however although they no longer print and distribute bulky paper bank-books they still issue receipts on wax less paper to prevent fading so as to keep their older customers satisfied (Deroche, 2022).
A PESTLE analysis gives appropriate information about the company's direction, brand standing, growth objectives, and possible productivity threats; for example another pandemic such as Covid-19, the analysis can also be applied in a variety of situations and aid senior managers and human resource specialists in making strategic decisions (Battista, 2021).













The Porter’s Five Forces of Competitive Position Analysis
This diagnostic tool, created in 1979 by Michael E. Porter, is a straightforward framework for assessing and evaluating the competitive strength and position of a corporate organization (CGMA, 2013).  The five forces considered are competitive rivalry, bargaining power of suppliers, bargaining power of consumers, the threat of new entrants into the industry and the threat posed by substitute products.
The first force, which is competitive rivalry, is high according to (Deroche, 2022).  Commercial banks, credit unions and financial lending services such as Fast Cash pose great competition to the SVCBL.  At these financial institutions there is often a faster transaction period with less red tape and less documentation needed to be presented to do business.  As such persons often gravitate to these competitors because it is easier and less time consuming for them to obtain funds.  However according to (Deroche, 2022), the SVCBL has been dealing with this high competitive rivalry by emphasizing its history and experience in order to stand out in the market and also by keeping interest rates relatively low in order to attract interested clients.
The second force, the bargaining power of suppliers is low (Deroche, 2022).  A bank's two primary suppliers are firstly depositors; which provides the company's main source of cash, while its employees, also known as the labor resource, make up the second (Maverick, 2020).  The threat from individual depositors is minimal as there is a culture of saving at the bank and most of the savers can afford to buy what they want.  However the SVCBL still attempts to continuously attract new customers while simultaneously keeping the current customers interested and ensuring they keep on accessing the bank’s services by staying current and marketing the bank’s products and services effectively.  When it comes to the labor force, individual employees don’t have much bargaining power unless they are a member of the board which oversees all the bank’s affairs.  The SVCBL does aim to keep its employees productive and motivated and as such offer attractive salaries and benefits in order to attract and retain the finest employees (Deroche, 2022).
The third force, the bargaining power of consumers is considered medium (Deroche, 2022).  While individual customers do not hold much bargaining power due to the fact that even if they were to close out their accounts it would not really affect the day-to-day operations of the bank, larger business account holders hold a greater share of bargaining power as the bank would not like to lose the business associated with the closure of their accounts as this would lead to a loss of revenue as well as profits for the bank.  The purchasing power of consumers is a major source of revenue for the banking sector (Maverick, 2020) and as such the SVCBL aims to offer attractive savings packages to lure new customers and also encourage existing customers to open extra accounts and tap into new and smart services.
The fourth force, the threat of new entrants into the industry is high (Deroche, 2022).  New lending agencies with faster turn-around times and on the spot approval will significantly cut down the loan portfolios at the SVCBL, this will deplete a large portion of the bank’s customer base and lead to a decrease in overall profits.  As such, the bank is constantly strategizing to ensure their products and services remain top notch in an effort to stay ahead within the industry.
The fifth and final force, the threat of substitutes is high (Deroche, 2022).  In the past certain financial services were only available from a bank.  Fast forward and credit unions as well as other financial lending services are offering similar products and services and giving customers more options to choose from while simultaneously giving the SVCBL a run for their money.
The Porter’s Five Forces of Competitive Position Analysis tool has highlighted that the biggest areas of concern for the SVCBL are competitive rivalry, the threat of new entrants into the industry and the threat of substitutes.  It is imperative that the bank strive to adapt to new technologies within the banking industry so as to attract new customers while still appealing to their traditional customer base so as to surpass the competition and lock in customers for the long haul.  The bank has made positive movements in this area with the soon to be introduced services of debit and credit cards to please the millennials and the maintenance of paper receipts to please the more traditional clientele.  
Employing the outside-in viewpoint, the five forces structure is a dominant, yet simple tool for the identification of specific powers in accord with a certain business situation (G. Johnson, 2008).









Conclusion 
Banks must alter their customer service operations due to market rivalry, cost concerns, and shifting customer expectations because in a very competitive financial and banking industry remaining relevant, effective and ahead of the competition can be quite challenging.  Unfortunately, the St. Vincent Co-operative Bank Limited does not enjoy any special privileges with regards to meeting the challenges highlighted.  
Resultantly, sustained and effective strategic management as well as a commitment to continuously strive to make improvements to the customer experience can serve as a powerful tool of differentiation in an environment riddled with constant and relentless competition and can also provide great ease in meeting these challenges. 
A flawless customer experience can increase customer loyalty, cut expenses, make staff happy, and dramatically increase revenue at least as much as or even more than a superior product or effective process (Nicolas Maechler, 2018).  After all, the value of goodwill which a satisfied customer will bring to a business cannot easily be measured and must never be overlooked.  
However, the SVCBL must aim to strike a balance between delivering high quality customer service to customers and simultaneously reducing the costs associated with such ventures.  That is, the strategic transformation should aim to transform a historically reactive cost center into a proactive producer of raised revenues and brand value (Haines, 2021).  As such, the SVCBL must take a strategic look at how their customer service and other important aspects of the banking experience offered currently operate and look for creative and innovative ways to provide customers with even more value along their banking journey.  This will indeed require the use of customer knowledge, product development as well as the use of appropriate technology to be achieved in a meaningful and valuable way.
This analysis of the strategic management of the SVCBL is both timely and necessary given the complex and fluid nature of the existing banking industry locally, regionally and internationally. The management tools of SWOT, PESTLE and Porter’s Five Forces of Competitive Position analysis all adequately illuminate the current management of the bank and allow for appropriate recommendations. 
It is safe to conclude that the SVCBL has held its own both as an institution and as an entity in the financial or banking industry.  Indeed the bank’s traditional emphasis on a high-quality customer service has realized its longevity and respectable reputation.  However, the persistent pursuit of employee and technological excellence must remain in the magnifying glass of the bank’s management culture.







Recommendations 
The recent and somewhat still on-going Covid-19 pandemic as well as other factors such as competition and changes in customer taste and preference have made it mandatory for banks to transform the way in which they manage customer service operations in order to remain resilient and successfully create and maintain a competitive advantage in the industry.  This transformation cannot take place without the skilled combination of technology and employees to create an experience which adds value for the customer.
As such, the following are recommendations for the St. Vincent Co-operative Bank Limited to consider employing to assist them in delivering innovative customer care to help ensure future resilience in an ever changing and unpredictable environment: 
1. More emphasis needs to be placed on the customer journey.  The customer experience should always be seen as a continuous process, it starts with the very first consumer engagement and it should never stop (Ghosh, 2022).  It is quite easy for an issue to arise such as the pandemic we all recently went through and for customers for whatever reason to develop a loss of interest in the bank especially if their experiences were never meaningful in their mind.  As such there is a need for the bank to try and meet the needs of each and every customer in a way which makes them feel unique.  This calls for a solid foundation, an experienced management team, and a readiness to pay attention to client input (Ghosh, 2022).
It is worth noting that one bank that attempted a customer-experience makeover came to the conclusion that a satisfied customer's lifetime profitability was five to eight times more than one who had a negative view and was prepared to actively suggest the bank to their friends (Nicolas Maechler, 2018).
2. Make sure clients have more freedom and security.  The covid-19 pandemic was and to some extent is still a very difficult one for many persons and financially a lot of persons were affected.  Many lost their sources of income and as such their vehicles and even their homes.  In the light of this, now more than ever many customers will be looking to their respective banks to provide much needed support and aid in their financial recovery.  By providing savings and investment accounts, insurance coverage, and income-smoothing products, banks will have the chance to assist their clients (Ghosh, 2022).
3. Boost the rate of the digital transition.  It must be noted that even before the Covid-19 pandemic much of the world had begun to lean towards the side of technology and were interested in internet banking, online bill payments and many other cash-less digital banking processes.  The Coronavirus pushed this trend even further into the spotlight and almost everyone had to get on board with the digital banking age.  Banks may now better educate their customers and increase their involvement in digital channels through ongoing interaction, such as live or online learning and development programs (Ghosh, 2022).  The SVCBL needs to further embrace their digital platform and encourage customers to do the same in an effort to lessen face to face contact for simple transactions which could be completed more efficiently online.
4. Invest in training and development of employees.  Although a major focus of the SVCBL is going digital, one can never underestimate the power of the interactions customers and bank employees will have.  Being able to listen, respond understandingly, and handle challenging conversations; especially ones involving money, takes practice (Ghosh, 2022).  The SVCBL will have to ensure that training of employees is on-going so as to boost the employees’ confidence when dealing with customers and ensure that customer and employee conversations progress meaningfully.
5. Be proactive rather than reactive in delivering effective customer service.  Insights from client dialogues could be used to improve the design of products and services (Haines, 2021).  The customer service representatives at the SVCBL need to use their knowledge of the customers they deal with on a regular basis to improve products and services offered by the bank.  They are the ones who know first-hand about the likes, dislikes, wants and needs of the customers and this in itself is a most valuable asset once used effectively to improve strategies and increase revenue within the bank.  
After all, the importance of having a connection with a provider who has staff on hand to answer questions, assist with decisions, and generally offer assistance during times of uncertainty, vulnerability, and financial trouble appears to have been reinforced by the COVID-19 situation (Haines, 2021).  As such the valuable feedback gained from customers must be put to good use as it is priceless to the bank and will serve to separate it from the competition.
Finally, although meaningful transformation of the customer experience can be achieved through the use of the recommendations mentioned above it will indeed be a challenging process.  However since the success of the bank depends on it, it is imperative that steps be taken in an effort to achieve competitive advantages and secure the bank’s position within the industry for years to come.
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