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Abstract:
Agent Banking has emerged as an important innovation in developing economies as an essential tool for financial inclusion of unbanked populations, a low-cost business expansion opportunity for financial institutions and employment opportunities for individuals. While it has grown rapidly and become profitable for banks, concerns remain about its long-term sustainability. Existing studies focus mainly on access, with limited understanding of how bank officials manage profitability and operational risks highlighting a clear research gap in understanding the sustainability of agent banking from a managerial perspective. The study adopts a qualitative exploratory research design where data is collected through interviews to explore how bank officials perceive and manage these issues in practice to uncover underlying mechanisms, challenges and strategies that may not be visible through structured surveys or secondary data. The findings show that agent banking sustainability depends on more than outreach. Profitability is driven by customers, deposits, service quality, and agent commitment, while risks like misconduct, liquidity issues, and weak monitoring remain key challenges. Misalignment between agent and bank goals and regulatory constraints further affect sustainability. The study contributes theoretically by integrating Agency Theory, RBV, TCE and Institutional Theory to explain agent banking sustainability. It also identifies new and underexplored issues and offers practical insights for improving incentives, monitoring, liquidity management and regulatory frameworks.
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1. Background:
Agent Banking has emerged as an important innovation in modern banking system particularly for developing economies primarily as an essential tool for financial inclusion of unbanked and underserved populations, a low-cost business expansion opportunity for financial institutions and employment opportunities, in some cases alternative source of income for individuals. Agent banking involves delivering basic financial services to underserved communities through authorised third-party agents under formal agreements, rather than through conventional bank staff (Sohrab, Idris and Sulaiman, 2025). In this model, banks appoint intermediaries like non-bank retail entities such as grocery stores, pharmacies or post offices to provide services like deposits, withdrawals and payments on their behalf (Ayadi et al., 2023; Ashraf, 2022). These agents use digital devices such as point-of-sale (POS) machines or mobile platforms to facilitate transactions, making banking more accessible to underserved populations.
Brazil pioneered this model to extend banking services to remote communities (Pervin & Sarker, 2021), since then agent banking has been recognised as a cost-effective and scalable approach to financial inclusion globally. In Bangladesh, agent banking operations formally started in 2014 following the issuance of guidelines by Bangladesh Bank in 2013 (Pervin & Sarker, 2021). Since then, it has expanded rapidly, playing a significant role in connecting rural and low-income populations with formal financial systems. The model acts as a bridge between unbanked households and financial institutions, enabling access to savings, remittances and payment services (Khanam, 2022). As on September 30, 2025, the number of accounts opened through agent banking reaches 25,139,293 of which 49.40% belong to female customers and 85.06% belong to the customers of the rural areas (Bangladesh Bank, 2025).
Agent banking also offers economic and social benefits. It reduces infrastructure costs of banks by leveraging existing retail networks, making it significantly cheaper than establishing traditional branch banking.  At the same time, it promotes financial inclusion by empowering rural communities, including women, small entrepreneurs, and farmers, while improving financial literacy through direct agent–customer interaction (Khanam, 2022). During disruptions such as the COVID-19 pandemic, agent outlets remained operational even when many bank branches were closed, further demonstrating their importance (Ashraf, 2022).
From both supply and demand perspectives, the model is driven by strong incentives. Individuals become agents primarily to earn additional income and achieve self-employment, while also contributing to community development. Customers on the other hand, are attracted by convenience, proximity, responsiveness and especially the availability of liquidity, which is the most important service factor (Ayadi et al., 2023).
Overall, agent banking is increasingly viewed as a strategic extension of the banking system that combines financial inclusion with business opportunities (Nwangeneh, 2026). However, as the model continues to expand, understanding its sustainability and operational dynamics becomes increasingly important.

2. Problem Statement:
According to the Global Findex Database 2021, world’s 1.4 billion adults are still unbanked, 54% of which living in seven developing economics including Bangladesh (World Bank, 2022). This large unbanked population not only creates an opportunity for commercial banks to contribute to the country’s social goal of financial inclusion but also offers significant business potential for expansion into previously unreachable areas through agent networks at a lower cost. Since its start of operation by only one bank in 2014 with one agent point, now 30 commercial banks are offering agent banking services through 20,448 outlets operated by 15,321 agents (Bangladesh Bank, 2025). Over time, it has also become a profit-generating tool for banks and has been expanding rapidly.  Still the number of agents has fallen by 0.34% from the previous quarter (Bangladesh bank, 2025). Therefore, concerns remain regarding the long-term sustainability of this model.
One major challenge is agent profitability. Many agents operate with low transaction volumes while facing operational costs such as liquidity management, infrastructure and staffing. In addition, weak or uneven commission structures can reduce motivation, raising concerns about financial viability.
Agent banking also introduces operational risks, including fraud, liquidity shortages, compliance issues and monitoring difficulties in dispersed networks. In practice, these challenges often lead to agent dropout or closure, forcing banks to focus more on recruiting new agents rather than solving underlying problems.
Although existing studies focus on financial inclusion and access, there is limited understanding of how bank officials manage profitability and operational risks in practice. This highlights a clear research gap in understanding the sustainability of agent banking from a managerial perspective.
3. Research Aim: 
The aim of this study is to explore the sustainability of the agent banking business model in Bangladesh from the perspective of bank officials with a particular focus on agent profitability and operational risks.
       3.1. Research Objectives:
a. To examine bank official’s perspectives on the key financial and strategic factors the influencing agent profitability in agent banking.
b. To investigate how operational risks are perceived, monitored and managed by banks.
c. To explore how banks monitor and manage agent activities and performance.
d. To assess the role of regulatory and institutional factors in shaping the sustainability of agent banking.
3.2. Research questions:
a. What factors influence agent profitability in agent banking?
b. What are the main operational risks in agent banking, and how do they affect sustainability?
c. How do banks monitor and control agent activities in practice?
d. How do regulatory and institutional factors influence the sustainability of agent banking?
4. Significance of the study
This study endeavours to provide a deeper understanding of the sustainability of the agent banking business model in Bangladesh. Unlike existing studies that mainly focuses on financial inclusion outcomes and service access, It contributes to the literature by examining agent profitability and operational risks from the bank officials perspective addressing an important research gap.
From a practical perspective, the findings offer valuable insights for bank management by identifying key challenges related to agent performance, monitoring and risk management. These insights can help banks design better incentive structures, improve operational efficiency and enhance the long-term sustainability of agent banking. In addition, the study has policy relevance as it highlights the need for adaptive regulatory frameworks and stronger institutional support. This is important for regulators aiming to balance financial inclusion with system stability. Overall, the study contributes to improving both the effectiveness and sustainability of agent banking which is critical for advancing financial inclusion in developing economies like Bangladesh.

5. Theoretical Frameworks:
The Study is based on four theoretical perspectives:
5.1. Agency theory:
Agency theory explains that organizational relationships are shaped by goal differences, information gaps and self-interested behaviour, which create monitoring costs, incentive problems and inefficiencies (Hendrastuti and Harahap, 2023). In agent banking, this appears in the relationship between banks and agents, where dispersed operations increase control difficulties and operational risks. Governance mechanisms such as contracts, supervision and commission based incentives help manage behaviour but remain imperfect. As a result, inefficiencies persist. However, agency theory offers only a partial explanation as it focuses mainly on control and incentives, while overlooking the important roles of social norms, institutional rules and relational factors in shaping agent behaviour.
         5.2. Transaction Cost Economics Theory:
Transaction Cost Economics explains that organizations choose different structures, such as firms, markets or hybrid models to manage risks like uncertainty, opportunism and limited information, with the aim of reducing the overall cost of doing business (Williamson, 1998). In agent banking, banks use agents as a cost-effective alternative to traditional branches. While this reduces infrastructure and operating costs, it also creates new risks, such as difficulty in monitoring agents, opportunistic behaviour, and uncertainty in remote areas. To manage these risks, banks use contracts, supervision, and control systems. However, these controls increase coordination costs and can reduce agent profitability over time.
             5.3.  Resource Based View (RBV) :
According to Kraaijenbrink et al. (2010), the Resource-Based View (RBV) explains that firms achieve higher profits through valuable, rare and well-managed resources. However, it mainly explains sustaining advantage, not continuous improvement. In agent banking, profitability and sustainability depend on key resources such as liquidity, customer relationships and institutional support. Agents who manage these resources effectively perform better, while weak resource management leads to operational challenges and lower performance.
5.4. Institutional Theory: 
Institutional theory explains that organizations act not only for efficiency but also according to rules, norms, and legitimacy (Lammers and Garcia, 2011). In agent banking, operations are shaped by regulatory frameworks, social expectations and guidelines from regulators such as Bangladesh Bank. These influence transaction limits, compliance and daily practices. While such institutional pressures build trust and stability, they can also limit flexibility and reduce profitability for agents.
6. Literature Review:
Agent banking has become a key innovation in Bangladesh, helping banks reach underserved communities. As financial inclusion grows, understanding its sustainability is crucial. This review brings together global and local evidence to build a foundation for exploring how bank officials view profitability, risks, and long-term viability.
6.1 Business Models and Institutional Strategies for Agent Banking : 
Agent banking is not only a delivery channel but also a strategic business model for banks. It is based on a principal agent relationship, where banks engage third-party agents to provide services such as deposits, withdrawals, bill payments and cash-in/cash-out operations in remote areas at lower cost (Nagaaba et al., 2025; Robin & Hassan, 2024). This model enables banks to expand outreach without heavy investment in physical branches, making it both cost-efficient and scalable (Zahid et al., 2021). As a result, agent banking has emerged as a significant alternative revenue source, allowing commercial banks to enhance competitiveness and sustain their operational income (Matan, Aluoch & Suva, 2024).

From a business model perspective, profitability depends more on transaction volume and active accounts than simply increasing the number of agents. Evidence from Bangladesh shows that higher loan disbursement and more active account holders significantly improve bank profitability, while just increasing outlets does not guarantee better performance (Robin & Hassan, 2024). This suggests that successful agent banking strategies focus on usage and engagement rather than expansion alone.
Institutionally, banks are increasingly integrating financial technology with agent banking. The use of mobile banking, digital platforms, and biometric systems helps reduce costs and improve service efficiency (Chaisiripaibool et al., 2023) . This technology-driven approach allows banks to reach distant customers while maintaining control and security over transactions.
Sustainability is also a key strategic concern. Zahid et al. (2021) highlight that branchless banking models must balance economic, social, and ethical factors to remain sustainable. Similarly, global evidence shows that successful institutions adopt simplified products, mobile-first models, and community-based approaches to achieve both inclusion and profitability (Perdana et al., 2025) .
Overall, the literature shows that agent banking business models are evolving towards digital, low-cost, and high-volume strategies supported by institutional frameworks and regulation.
However, most of this research looks at outcomes such as performance or adoption. There is still limited understanding of how bank officials actually make decisions about profitability and risk in this model. This gap is important, especially for understanding the long-term sustainability of agent banking, and it directly connects with the aim of this study.
6.2 Agent Profitability and Financial Sustainability
Agent banking is often described as a low-cost banking model, but its real success depends on whether it can remain profitable over time. The literature suggests that profitability in this model is not simply about expanding the number of agents, but about how actively the services are used.
For instance, a study in Bangladesh shows that agent banking contributes positively to bank profitability when there is higher loan disbursement and a larger number of active accounts. These factors improve key financial indicators such as return on assets and return on equity (Robin & Hassan, 2024) . However, the same study also finds that just increasing the number of agents or outlets does not necessarily lead to higher profit. This indicates that usage and transaction volume matter more than physical expansion.
At the operational level, the performance of agents plays a critical role. Research shows that agents’ activity is influenced by factors such as their commitment, access to resources, technical support, and local market conditions (Gupta & Singh, 2023) . In reality, agents often face practical challenges like low incentives, liquidity problems, and technical issues, which can affect their ability to generate income and remain sustainable. Further, higher agent commission motivates agents to attract more customers, increase transaction volume, and generate higher revenue (Gumoshabe and Rutaro, 2022).
Customer behaviour is another important factor. Studies in Bangladesh highlight that service quality, security, trust, and convenience strongly influence customer satisfaction (Osman et al., 2023) . When customers are satisfied, they tend to use the service more frequently, which increases transaction volume and supports the overall profitability of the model.
Overall, the literature suggests that agent banking can be financially sustainable, but only when there is a balance between customer usage, agent performance, and efficient operations.
However, most existing studies focus on measurable outcomes such as profitability ratios or transaction data. There is still limited understanding of how bank officials actually interpret these challenges and make decisions regarding profitability and risk. This gap is important and directly aligns with the aim of this study, which focuses on the perspectives of bank officials.
6.3 Operational Risks and Banks’ Risk Management Practices 
Agent banking brings many advantages, but it also introduces different types of operational risks that banks must manage carefully. Since banks depend on third-party agents to provide services, they cannot directly control all activities, which creates challenges in supervision and risk control.
One major issue comes from the principal agent relationship. Banks rely on agents to act on their behalf, but this can lead to problems such as fraud, misuse of authority, or weak monitoring. As agent networks expand, it becomes harder for banks to supervise all agents effectively, increasing the risk of operational failures (Ajai & Etim, 2025). Similarly, in Bangladesh, agent banking is growing rapidly, but studies warn that there are also threats and weaknesses in the system that need attention (Pervin & Sarker, 2021) .
Technology-related risks are another important concern. Agent banking depends heavily on digital platforms, internet connectivity, and devices such as biometric systems. However, problems like network failure, system errors, and lack of technical support can interrupt services and reduce reliability (Gupta & Singh, 2023). These challenges can also discourage agents from continuing their operations and affect overall service delivery.
In addition, perceived risks play a key role in the adoption and use of agent banking. Risks such as financial loss, time delays, system malfunction and data privacy concerns can reduce trust and willingness to use the service (Rifat, Iqbal and Nisha, 2024). If customers or agents feel insecure, the entire model becomes less effective.
Operational risks are also linked to agent performance and working conditions. Factors such as limited financial incentives, liquidity constraints, and operational difficulties can affect agents’ ability to provide services efficiently (Gupta & Singh, 2023) .
To manage these risks, banks adopt practices such as monitoring agent activities, setting operational standards, and providing training. However, most studies focus on identifying risks rather than understanding how banks actually manage them in practice. 
6.4 Customer Trust, Service Quality and Institutional Support Mechanisms 
Customer trust and service quality play a very important role in the success of agent banking. Since customers do not interact directly with bank branches, their trust depends on how reliable, safe, and convenient the agent services are. Studies in Bangladesh show that service quality, security, trust, and convenience significantly influence customer satisfaction in agent banking (Osman et al., 2023) . When customers feel that their money is safe and services are smooth, they are more likely to continue using agent banking.
Trust is also closely linked to customer adoption. Many customers are willing to use agent banking only when they believe the system is secure and the agents are honest. Research shows that perceived trust, along with awareness and ease of use, strongly affects customer intention to use agent banking services (Masukujjaman, 2022) . On the other hand, if customers feel there is risk or lack of transparency, they may avoid using these services.
Service quality is not only about fast transactions but also about how agents behave with customers. Agents represent the bank at the local level, so their skills, behaviour, and communication are very important. Studies suggest that improving agent capability and ensuring reliable infrastructure, such as stable internet and system support, are essential for customer satisfaction and long-term business continuity (Palaon et al., 2020) .
Institutional support from banks and regulators is equally important. Banks need to provide proper training, monitoring, and technical support to agents. Research highlights that lack of training, weak logistic support, and cybersecurity issues can reduce the effectiveness of agent banking services in Bangladesh (Barua et al., 2025) . Strong institutional frameworks help build trust and improve service quality.
However, most studies focus mainly on customer satisfaction and adoption factors. There is limited understanding of how bank officials actually design and manage trust, service quality, and support systems in practice.
6.5 Regulatory and Infrastructure Environment Influencing Sustainability
The sustainability of agent banking in Bangladesh is shaped not only by the business model itself, but also by the wider regulatory and infrastructure environment. institutional support and simplified regulations are essential for building effective rural digital banking ecosystems, within which agent banking is more likely to flourish (Mookerjee et al., 2025).  In Bangladesh, agent banking expanded under the formal guidelines issued by Bangladesh Bank in 2013, which gave banks a structured framework for appointing agents and delivering limited banking services in remote areas (Pervin & Sarker, 2021; Barua et al., 2025) . This regulatory support has clearly helped the model grow and gain legitimacy.
However, the literature also shows that regulation is only one part of the story. Sustainability depends on whether rules can be properly enforced across a large and dispersed agent network. Studies from similar developing-country contexts suggest that as agent networks become larger, monitoring becomes more difficult, and this can create problems such as weak compliance, service inconsistency, fraud, and cyber risk (Ajai & Etim, 2025) . In other words, regulation may open the door for expansion, but effective supervision is necessary to sustain that expansion.
Infrastructure is equally important. Agent banking depends on stable internet access, mobile connectivity, electricity, digital devices, and logistical support. In developing economies, digital transformation has improved banking outreach, but infrastructural gaps still remain a major constraint, especially in rural areas where connectivity and digital capability are weaker (Ononiwu et al., 2024) . Uddin (2020) also argues that technology can help agent banking become a low-cost and inclusive model, but only when the supporting environment is strong enough to make services reliable and accessible. Similarly, evidence from Bangladesh identifies lack of training, weak logistic support, and cybersecurity concerns as major barriers to the effective functioning of agent banking (Barua et al., 2025) .
Overall, the literature makes it clear that sustainability is influenced by both policy support and practical infrastructure. Yet most studies discuss these issues at a broad level. There is still limited understanding of how bank officials deal with regulatory pressures and infrastructural weaknesses in their daily management of agent banking. 
6.6 Research Gap
Across the existing studies, it is found that agent banking has been widely discussed in terms of financial inclusion, regulatory support and technological development. For example, research in Bangladesh mainly highlights customer access, service quality and general challenges such as lack of awareness, training and infrastructure (Barua et al., 2025). Similarly, studies on developing economies focus on broader issues like digital transformation, connectivity gaps and regulatory barriers (Ononiwu et al., 2024). Other research also points out important risks such as fraud, weak monitoring and governance challenges in large agent networks (Ajai & Etim, 2025).
However, most of these studies look at agent banking from a system or customer perspective. They tell us what is happening, but not enough about how banks actually manage these challenges in practice. There is a very little insight into how bank officials deal with regulatory pressure, infrastructure limitations, profitability concerns and operational risks in their daily decision-making.
Another important gap is that profitability and risk are often studied separately, while in reality they are closely connected in shaping business sustainability. Also, most existing research uses quantitative methods, which may not fully capture the practical experiences and judgments of banking professionals.
Therefore, there is a clear need for a qualitative, practitioner focused study that explores how bank officials perceive and manage the sustainability of agent banking. This study aims to fill that gap by focusing on their real-world experiences, especially in balancing profitability and operational risk in the context of Bangladesh.
6.7 Conceptual Framework:
This study develops a conceptual framework to explain how agent profitability and operational risk influence business model sustainability in agent banking, with risk management practices acting as a moderating factor. The framework is grounded in multiple theoretical perspectives to provide a comprehensive understanding of how profitability, operational risk, and governance mechanisms interact to influence the long-term sustainability of agent banking business models.
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Figure-1: Conceptual Framework

Agent profitability, measured through commission, cost and transaction volume, directly affects business model sustainability. Higher profitability improves agent motivation, retention, and long-term viability, while low profitability leads to agent dropout and unstable operations. On the other hand, operational risks such as fraud, liquidity shortage and compliance issues negatively affect sustainability by reducing trust, disrupting service delivery, and increasing operational losses.
Risk management practices such as monitoring systems, internal controls and field supervision moderate the relationship between profitability, operational risk and sustainability. Effective risk management reduces operational risk and strengthens the positive impact of profitability on sustainability. Institutional factors such as regulatory requirements, social norms and compliance frameworks shape both profitability and risk management practices. These institutional pressures ensure stability and legitimacy but may also limit flexibility and profitability.
7. Methodology:
7.1 Research Design
The pilot study adopts a qualitative exploratory research design where data is collected through interviews as the researcher wants to gain deep insights into participants’ experiences, perceptions and decision-making processes (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In the context of this study, the sustainability of agent banking involves complex issues such as profitability challenges and operational risks, which cannot be fully captured through quantitative data alone. Therefore, a qualitative exploratory approach is appropriate because it helps to explore how bank officials perceive and manage these issues in practice. It also allows the researcher to uncover underlying mechanisms, challenges, and strategies that may not be visible through structured surveys or secondary data.
7.2 Data Collection Method
This study uses semi-structured interviews as the primary method of data collection. A semi-structured interview is a planned conversation guided by an interview guide, which includes key topics and questions aligned with the research objectives. At the same time, it allows flexibility for the researcher to ask follow-up questions and explore new ideas that emerge during the discussion (Ruslin et al., 2022).
For this study, a total of five bank officials were interviewed from private commercial banks in Bangladesh who are in the roles of District Managers, Field Officers, Business Development Manager, Head of Operations and Head of Agent Banking.
These participants were selected because they are directly involved in agent banking operations, profitability management, and risk control. Their roles provide practical insights into how agent banking functions and how sustainability challenges are managed in real-world settings.
7.3 Population and Sampling
The population of this study consists of bank officials involved in agent banking operations in Bangladesh. Since the study aims to explore detailed experiences and insights rather than produce statistically generalizable results, a purposive sampling technique was used.
Purposive sampling is widely used in qualitative research because it allows the researcher to select participants based on their knowledge, experience, and relevance to the research topic (Elhami & Khoshnevisan, 2022). In this approach, participants are not chosen randomly; instead, they are selected intentionally because they can provide meaningful and information-rich data. The researcher used professional judgment to select individuals who are directly engaged in agent banking activities and have a clear understanding of profitability and operational risk issues. 
Therefore, the selected sample of five experienced bank officials is considered sufficient to provide rich, detailed, and relevant information to address the research objectives. Even though the sample size is small due to a part of pilot study and not generalizable, it includes a wide range of job position starting from junior level to senior officials and years of service, which makes the results more relevant to real life.	
	7.5 Data Analysis Techniques:
The study used thematic analysis because it provides a systematic and flexible approach to analyse qualitative interview data (Saunders et al., 2023). Transcripts were reviewed and coded manually in Microsoft Excel, where meaningful data segments were assigned descriptive codes. Similar codes were grouped into categories and refined into core themes related to agent profitability, operational risk and business model sustainability. A consistent coding structure was maintained across all interviews to ensure reliability. 
7.6 Ethical Considerations:
Considering the commercial sensitivity of agent banking operations and risk issues, participant identities and institutional details kept anonymised. Also no confidential internal data was  requested during the study.
8. Findings and Data Analysis:
Agent Profitability driven factors:
Across the interviews it is evident that deposit mobilization customer acquisition and service quality are the primary driven factors for agent profitability. All respondents consistently emphasised that agents who are able to attract more customers and generate higher deposits tend to achieve better financial performance. For example, several participants highlighted that “deposit growth” and “transaction volume” are key indicators of a successful agent outlet. This suggests that profitability is not solely dependent on commission structures but is strongly influenced by the agent’s ability to build and maintain a stable customer base.
Also customer trust and service quality emerged as critical factors influencing profitability. Respondents noted that when agents provide quick, reliable and transparent services, customers are more likely to return and make repeated transactions which increases income. Conversely, poor service quality or inability to meet customer demands, particularly due to liquidity shortages leads to customer dissatisfaction and reduced transaction frequency. This highlights the importance of operational efficiency in sustaining agent income.
Regarding main factors influencing agent profitability one respondent replied “first of all agents commitment to the business, because it requires patience and gradual capacity building to generate profit. A good location, targeted marketing and good customer service and most importantly trustworthiness. The more you can gain trust of the customers, the more you increase customer base, the better you provide customer service, the better your income is”- Business Development Manager.
Respondents agree that commission structures is important but not always sufficient to maintain agent motivation over time. Agents frequently perceive commission rates as inadequate, which further contributes to dissatisfaction and reduced commitment. 
“…we set the commission competitive to the market rate. But if you ask the agents they will always say its not enough. They want to maximise their profit through commission ……. when banks provide commission to the agents it becomes bank’s expenditure and there is always a cap up to which a bank can incur expenditure and its not unlimited. Agent banking is a contract between bank and agent with agent’s commitment to his business, so agents should concentrate more on customer acquisition and providing customer service rather than bargaining for more commission. Agents who are truly involved in their business understand this and some of them are making more than BDT 500,000 per month as income which is truly amazing because it is sometimes more than a mid level bank executive makes per month”- Head of Operations.
Hence, the findings suggest that agent profitability is a multi-dimensional outcome shaped by customer-related factors, operational capability and resource management rather than commission alone.
Operational Risk Driven Factors:
From the consolidated responses it is found that operational risk in agent banking is primarily driven by agent behaviour, liquidity constraints and limitations in monitoring mechanisms as all respondents consistently highlighted that agent misconduct or fraud, non compliance and weak compliance practices represent the most significant risks to the agent banking model. For instance, several participants noted that agents may engage in unauthorised transactions or operate outside prescribed guidelines, particularly in remote areas where direct supervision is limited. This indicates that the dispersed nature of agent networks increases exposure to these risks.
In addition to that liquidity shortage emerged as a critical operational challenge that directly affect both risk exposure and business sustainability. Respondents emphasised that agents often fail to maintain adequate cash balances, which restricts their ability to provide timely services such as cash withdrawals or deposits. This not only disrupts operations but also reduces customer trust and repeat transactions. Although banks have several monitoring mechanisms such as field supervision, tagged officers and transaction tracking through mother accounts, these systems were found to be partially effective. Many respondents highlighted that monitoring becomes difficult when agents operate outside formal banking environments, increasing the risk of undetected misconduct. This suggests that existing control mechanisms are necessary but insufficient in fully mitigating operational risks. Therefore, the findings suggest that operational risk in agent banking is not only a technical or procedural issue but is deeply rooted in behavioural and structural factors, requiring stronger governance mechanisms and more effective monitoring systems to ensure long-term sustainability.
Although cash shortage is an issue but holding excess cash in agent booth as well as carrying the excess cash to deposit near by bank branches has theft or burglary risk. As one respondent explained “….at the end of the business day or at any point in time when an agent holds excess cash, it must be deposited into the agent account through a nearby bank branch which is sometimes a long distance away. During this process, if the agent faces theft, burglary or any other unforeseen incident, the entire risk is borne by the agent”- field officer.
However, technology failure and internet connectivity appear to have a limited negative impact on operations, as four out of five respondents indicated that electricity and internet services are now readily available. “…Infrastructural challenges like electric connection or internet availability are no more that much of a threat these days, cause these are readily available in most of the villages in the country”- Head of Agent Banking.

Monitoring Mechanisms are limited:
From all interviews it revealed that that banks rely on field officers, tagged supervision, mother account tracking and periodic visits to monitor agent activities. These mechanisms help reduce information gaps and provide some level of control over agent activities but their effectiveness remains limited due to the dispersed and semi-formal nature of agent banking operations.
However, several respondents emphasised that monitoring becomes difficult when agents operate outside formal banking premises or in remote locations. In such situation, real-time supervision is not always possible and banks often depend on indirect indicators such as transaction patterns or customer complaints. This creates a situation where misconduct may go undetected for a period of time which increase operational vulnerability.
Although only two respondents raised the issue but it seems important that monitoring systems are often constrained by limited manpower, where a single officer may be responsible for multiple agent outlets. This reduces the frequency and depth of supervision that weakens overall control effectiveness.
 “….a field officer is responsible for monitoring agent business performance, agent activities, compliance issues and solving problems, whether technological or transactional and so on. When the job responsibilities are this extensive and one has to look after 15 to 20 agent points, it becomes really tough to ensure effective monitoring”- District manager. 
These findings suggest that while monitoring structures exist, they are not fully sufficient to ensure complete behavioural compliance.
Misalignment between Agent & Bank Goal affecting sustainability:
The analysis reveals a clear misalignment between agent expectations and bank objectives which significantly affects the sustainability of the agent banking model. Across all interviews the respondents mentioned that agents are independent businesspersons who are primarily motivated by short-term profit while banks focus on long-term growth, customer acquisition and financial inclusion.
“….most of the agents are involved in other several businesses and usually look for faster return. As agent banking takes time, the agents sometimes gets impatient and give more attention to other endeavours that gives faster returns”- field officer.
This difference becomes particularly evident in issues such as liquidity management, service commitment and business focus. Several participants highlighted that agents often fail to maintain required liquidity levels or shift their attention to alternative businesses that provide faster returns. As a result, service quality declines, customer satisfaction decreases and transaction volume is negatively affected.
“….agent banking business is not like conventional banking. It needs time and involves a lot of manpower to come to profit making. Also you are delivering banking services through third party to the people who mostly lacks in financial literacy and formal education. So the senior management including the board should understand the complexity of it and they need to be truly passionate about the business to make this a sustainable business. Although this is not enough if the recruited agents don’t feel the same way. But the agents are not bankers, they are businesspeople. They look for maximum profit in a short period of time. The true sustainability suffers when these issues conflict”- Head of Agent Banking.
This misalignment creates challenge as the success of the model depends on balancing agent incentives with institutional objectives. Therefore, the findings suggest that achieving sustainability in agent banking requires better alignment of incentives, expectations and long-term value creation between banks and agents.
Institutional and Regulatory Environment Shapes Both Opportunities and Constraints
The findings demonstrate that the institutional and regulatory environment plays a dual role in shaping agent banking operations, acting as both an enabling and constraining force. Respondents acknowledged that regulatory frameworks, particularly those set by the central bank, provide necessary structure, legitimacy and security for agent banking activities. At the same time, several participants highlighted that existing regulations may not fully reflect the current scale and complexity of agent banking. Issues such as transaction limits and operational restrictions were identified as constraints that limit business expansion and profitability.

“….in broader sense the Bangladesh Bank regulations is obviously helping a lot because as a bank you should operate under certain rules and regulations and its ensures safety and security among both the service providers and recipients. But since the prudential guidelines was published in 2017 and almost a decade has been gone. I think they can make some amendments in the areas like raising the bar of number of transactions, amount of transactions”- Head of Operations.

“…fintechs like bKash, Nagad users are allowed to make transactions more than the agent banking account holders. For ease of transactions many customers are shifting their banking activities to these platforms”- Business Development managers.

Respondents suggested that updating these regulations could enhance flexibility and allow agents to serve a broader customer base more effectively. In addition, broader institutional factors such as customer awareness, financial literacy, and social trust were found to significantly influence the success of agent banking. In rural areas, lack of understanding of digital transactions and banking procedures can reduce adoption and increase perceived risk. Therefore, awareness building initiatives and institutional support are critical for strengthening the system. Overall, the findings suggest that the sustainability of agent banking depends on a balanced institutional environment that ensures both regulatory control and operational adaptability.

9. Discussion:
The study findings confirm that agent profitability is primarily driven by deposit mobilization, customer acquisition and service quality which supports the previous literatures that transaction volume and active accounts are key determinants of financial performance rather than the number of agent outlets (Robin & Hassan, 2024) and customer satisfaction, trust, and service quality significantly influence usage and transaction frequency (Osman et al., 2023). Moreover the study also reveals that profitability is deeply dependent on agent’s commitment to the business, capability and resource management corresponding to Resource Based View theory, agents who effectively utilise resources such as customer relationships, liquidity, and service skills achieve better performance (Kraaijenbrink et al., 2010). On the other hand previous literature mentioned about the role commission (Gumoshabe and Rutaro, 2022) in profitability but the study findings says that rate of commission alone is insufficient to sustain motivation. This highlighting a gap in understanding incentive adequacy between agent and banker.
Operational risk has been identified as a major challenge mostly driven by agent behaviour, liquidity shortage and weak monitoring systems. This supports earlier research which identifies fraud, compliance issues and cash management problems as key risks in agent banking systems (Pervin & Sarker, 2021; Ajai & Etim, 2025). However, the findings show that these risks are not only technical but mainly behavioural and structural. The dispersed nature of agent network in remote areas increases weak monitoring and agent misconduct risks which supports Transaction Cost Economics theory which explains that managing decentralised networks increases coordination and monitoring costs (Williamson, 1998). Mentionable that the study findings says technology-related risks are less critical than previously assumed, as improvements in infrastructure have reduced their impact which contradicts with earlier studies highlighting technological barriers (Gupta & Singh, 2023).
Regarding regulatory and institutional environment, the findings supports previous literatures that regulatory frameworks are essential for providing structure, security, and legitimacy (Pervin & Sarker, 2021; Barua et al., 2025) as well as Institutional Theory. However, it also restricts growth by limiting transaction flexibility, especially compared to fintech platforms like bKash and Nagad. This shows a gap between regulation and market needs. In addition, customer awareness and financial literacy are also important for the success of agent banking.
The findings reveal that although monitoring mechanisms exists but its effectiveness is constrained by manpower limitations and the geographical dispersion of agents. The reliance on indirect monitoring methods, such as transaction tracking and customer feedback, increases the risk of delayed detection of misconduct. This highlights a clear gap between theoretical governance frameworks and real-world implementation.
A significant finding is that cash carrying risk has emerged as an important risk in agent banking operations. Agents need to carry excess cash at their own risk to deposit into bank accounts at nearby branches, which are sometimes several kilometres away. In doing so, they may become victims of theft or burglary and this risk is entirely borne by the agent. Previous studies have mostly focused on agents not maintaining sufficient liquidity but this cash carrying risk has largely remained unaddressed.
Finally misalignment between agent and bank objectives is another significant findings which directly affects sustainability. While banks focus on long-term growth, financial inclusion and customer acquisition, agents are primarily motivated by short-term profitability. This finding strongly supports Agency Theory which explains that agents do not always act in the best interest of principals due to self-interest and conflicting objectives (Hendrastuti and Harahap, 2023). The previous studies acknowledged several operational challenges but they rarely focused on this conflict. 
10. Contribution of the study:
The study strives to contribute theoretically by theoretically by integrating multiple perspectives of Agency Theory, Resource-Based View, Transaction Cost Economics and Institutional Theory to explain agent banking sustainability. Previous studies mostly examine agent banking as financial inclusion outcomes or performance outcomes but this study provides a more comprehensive understanding by linking profitability, operational risk and institutional factors within a single framework as well as a strong empirical contribution by providing qualitative and supply-side insights from bank, how decision-makers within banks perceive profitability, risk, and operational challenges. This perspective adds depth to the literature and addresses an important gap.
Most importantly the study contributes by identifying new and underexplored issues. Tt highlights that cash carrying risk as a significant but previously overlooked operational risk. It also reveals that rate of commission structures alone are not sufficient to sustain agent motivation, pointing to a gap in understanding incentive adequacy. In addition to that the study shows how misalignment between agent and bank objectives affects service quality and long term sustainability.

Finally, the study provides practical contributions by identifying key areas for improvement, including better incentive alignment, stronger monitoring systems, improved liquidity management and more adaptive regulatory frameworks. These insights are valuable for policymakers, bank management and practitioners seeking to enhance the effectiveness and sustainability of agent banking.
11. Limitations of the Study:
The study made effort to include participants from different roles, experience levels and three different commercial banks to minimise participation bias. However, as the author is a banking professional and approached participants through personal networks, some bias may remain. Although participants are currently employed in different banks, but they have either started their careers or worked at some stage with the same institution. As a result, their perspectives may be aligned with similar institutional views, which may not fully represent the diversity of opinions across the broader banking sector.



12. Conclusion:
This study examined the sustainability of agent banking in Bangladesh from the perspective of bank officials. The findings show that while agent banking is an effective model for expanding financial inclusion, its long-term sustainability depends on more than just outreach.
Profitability is mainly driven by customer acquisition, deposit growth, service quality and agent’s commitment towards the business rather than rate of commission alone. At the same time, operational risks such as agent misconduct, liquidity shortages and weak monitoring remain major challenges especially in dispersed networks. The study also highlights a key issue of misalignment between agents who focus on short-term profit and on contrary banks prioritise long-term growth.
Additionally, the regulatory environment supports expansion but can also limit flexibility. Overall, achieving sustainability requires better incentive alignment, stronger monitoring and adaptive regulatory support to ensure the model remains both effective and sustainable.
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12. Appendices:
Appendix - A:  
A Reflective Essay on the Difficulties of My Research Journey
I have been a banker for nearly two decades of my career. During this time, I have worked in several departments, including the credit department, trade service department and agent banking. Although my time in agent banking was shorter than in other departments, it was the most interesting period of my career. Previously, it was all about business and meeting yearly targets but in agent banking I developed a good feeling about myself and a sense of inner satisfaction that I was not only doing business but also contributing something good for society. Many unbanked people, who mostly lack financial education or any formal education, are now able to access banking services from their local shops or wet markets, opening bank accounts, depositing savings, receiving remittances, making transactions and even taking and repaying loans on time through the system called Agent Banking. These people often feel shy about visiting formal bank branches due to their appearance, which may not match the modern banking environment or they feel uncomfortable because they lack the education needed to access banking services.

I always have been ambitious about my career and a long desire to have a doctoral degree. When I worked with this channel I came to realize there are plenty of opportunities to work in this area. To enhance financial literacy and financial inclusion Government of Bangladesh, different Multilateral Development Banks and philanthropic organizations like Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation are working with agent banking network to reach these dispersed population. That is why I chose this topic, as it aligns with both my professional experience and my personal passion for this channel of business.

At the beginning of my research journey, finding literature was difficult in the context of Bangladesh. Coursework requirement was to review articles published within last five years but most of the literatures in Bangladesh context are focused on adoption, financial inclusion outcomes or service quality assed from demand side perspective. However, after selection when I was going through the articles, I came to realise what the professors actually meant when they said literature review involves more than simple summarisation, it requires active and critical interaction with current scholarship. I had to connect myself with the arguments of different authors, compare their findings, question their assumptions and gradually develop my own understanding of the subject.
For data collection I decided to go with exploratory qualitative design involving semi structured interview. I prepared a set of questions and selected seven respondents who work in three different commercial banks and involved in agent banking for more than five years from my personal connection. However I could manage interviewing five respondents out of seven, who initially agreed but later on unable to allocate time for their personal reason. Initially I thought its my strength that I could easily manage the respondents and they agreed too as I have connections with them but when I studied Saunders and Thornhill’s chapter 10 of the book “Research methods for business students”, I realized that this is actually a participation biasness. 
I had to spend several days on data analysis part as this is my first attempt and I was doing it without using any software. I had to think long and hard how I am going to generate codes, how to organize the responses according to the codes, then how to develop themes matching with my research questions. Although we were taught about this in class, I truly understood it only while doing it in practice. 

During the entire journey, writing the article was the most difficult part for me. English being my second language, I had to spent a long time to convert my thinking into writing. Initially it took me hours to write a single page as I would stare at my writing, erase it and then write again. But gradually I overcome the difficulties and continued to end it.  I realise that DBA-style writing needs to be more advanced and I am still far behind it, but I am eagerly trying to learn and improve my writing to reach that level. 

Overall, it was an excellent academic journey as it taught me valuable things. I learnt that research is unpredictable and iterative process. The more I progressed with writing and tried to connect each section, the more I reflected which helped me connect the dots more clearly and as a result, the research questions kept evolving. I also realised that my interview questions needed to be refined to better align with the research objectives and to capture more focused and meaningful responses from the participants.

I knew the DBA journey would be tough but I did not realise it would be this hard. However, as I went through the research process step by step, I became more familiar with the concepts and the difficulties gradually started to feel easier. I would not say that I have learned everything it takes to be a good researcher but after this journey, I have gained the confidence that I now know a lot more than yesterday and I will be better prepared to deal with the challenges that may come in future.

Appendix- B: Sample Interview Questions:
	Background

	1. What is your current role in relation to agent banking?
2. How long have you been involved in agent banking operations?

	Business Model Sustainability
	3. How does your bank select and onboard agents?
4. How do you judge whether an agent outlet is performing well or poorly?
5. What strategies does your institution use to support agent performance?
6. How do you evaluate whether the agent banking model is functioning effectively?
7. In your view, what makes an agent banking model sustainable in Bangladesh?

	Agent Profitability
	8. What are the main factors that influence agent profitability?
9. Are commissions and transaction volumes sufficient to keep agents financially motivated?
10. How does your bank monitor agent financial performance?
11. What support does the bank offer when agents fail to meet financial expectations?
12. What challenges reduce agent income or business viability?

	Operational Risk
	13. What are the main operational risks in agent banking?
14. How do fraud, cash shortages, technology failure, compliance issues, or agent misconduct affect the model?
15. How does your bank mitigate risks such as fraud, cash or liquidity shortages, compliance issues or technology failure?
16. Which risks are most difficult for banks to control?
17. What systems or protocols are in place to monitor agent activities?

	Regulation and infrastructure development
	18. How do Bangladesh Bank regulations influence your agent banking operations?
19. What infrastructural challenges most affect your network (internet, electricity, systems)?
20. What changes (regulatory or infrastructure improvements) do you believe would strengthen sustainability?

	Closing
	21. Is there anything else you would like to add?



Appendix- C: Interview List
	Interviewee
	Role
	Experience in Agent banking

	1
	Head of Agent Banking
	15 years

	2
	Head of Operations
	12  plus years

	3
	District Manager
	9 years

	4
	Business Development Manager
	6 years

	5
	Field Officer
	9 plus years



Appendix- D: Sample of Interview Transcript in Bangla
00:00 Interviewer: আচ্ছা শুরুতে একটু আপনি এজেন্ট ব্যাংকিং এর সাথে কতদিন ধরে আছেন আপনার কারেন্ট রোল টা কি এটা একটু বলবেন
00:10 Interviewee-5: প্লাস নয় বছর প্লাস মানে 9 বছর আপনার প্রায় সাত মাসের মত আছি আরকি আমি বিজনেস অফিসার হিসেবে আছি আমি এজেন্ট আউটলেট লোডিং করি সাথে মানে তাদের বিজনেসে হেল্প করি
00:52 Interviewer: তখন আপনাকে একটা এজেন্টকে কিভাবে সিলেক্ট করেন এবং অনবরত করেন কিভাবে
00:59 Interviewee-5: আমরা যখন অন বোধ করি আমরা সিলেক্ট করি প্রথমে যে বাজার থেকে চিন্তা করি যে বাজারে আমরা একটা এজেন্ট দিবো ওই বাজারে আগে গিয়ে আমরা এখানকার যে রিনাউন্ড পার্সন এদেরকে আগে খোঁজখবর নেই তারা যদি পজিটিভলি এটাকে নেয় দেন আমরা নেক্স হিসেবে যে অ্যাক্টিভিটি গুলো আছে এজেন্ট অন বোট করার জন্য বা এজেন্ট ফাইল রিকোজিশনের যে ফাইল আমরা ফিলাপ
01:58 Interviewer: আপনি কি ফিলাপ করে তারপর
02:05 Interviewee-5: করে তাদের কাছে নিয়ে ফিলাপ করে সেন্ড করি আমাদের এজেন্ট মিনিং বাংলাদেশ
02:27 Interviewer: ওকে আচ্ছা যখন একটা এজেন্টকে অনবর করা হলো অরবর করার পরে এই এজেন্টটা ভালো পারফর্ম করতেছে নাকি খারাপ পারফর্ম করতেছে এটা কিভাবে আপনারা জাজ করেন
02:53 Interviewee-5: সেই অপারেশন লেকটিভিটি গুলার সাথে সে আসলে যায় কিনা মানে সে আসলে আমাদের সাথে আমাদের কারিকুলাম অনুযায়ী সে রান করেছে কিনা সে যদি রান করে যেমন তার প্রথমে এড ফাস্ট সে এই কাস্টমারের একুজেশনে কতটুকু হেল্প করতেছে আমাদেরকে বা সে নিজে কতটুকু কাস্টমারের একুশন করতেছে তার মাদার একাউন্টে কতটুকু টাকা রাখতেছে বা তার হেন কেসে কতটুকু টাকা রাখতেছে যেটাতে অপারেশনাল অ্যাক্টিভিটি তে অবশ্যই একটা ভালো রাখতে পারতেছে না যা যা প্রয়োজন
03:56 Interviewer: আচ্ছা এই এজেন্ট কে সাপোর্ট দেওয়ার জন্য ব্যাংকের পক্ষ থেকে কি স্ট্রাটেজি নেওয়া হয় যে এজেন্টের পারফরম্যান্স টাকে ভালো রাখার জন্য কিভাবে সাপোর্ট দেয়া হয়
04: Interviewee-5: এজেন্ট এ পারফরম্যান্স থেকে ঠিক রাখার জন্য এট ফার্স্ট তাকে আমরা অফিসার সেখানে গিয়ে তাকে সরাসরি ফেস টু ফেস যে মার্কেটিং পলিসি অপারেশনাল পলিসি একজন অফিসার তাকে ওখানে ট্যাগ করে দেওয়া হয় যে অপারেশনের প্রথম দিকে সে মানে সারাক্ষণ তার সাথে থেকে সবকিছু মার্কেটিং পলিসি তারপর অপারেশন করেছি জি জি
05:02 Interviewer: আচ্ছা আপনাদের একটা এজেন্ট ব্যাংকিং বিজনেস মডেল তাই না আছে সেটা থেকে ব্যাঙ আস্তে আস্তে অনেকগুলো ব্যাংকে ব্যাংকের মডেলদের দিকে যাচ্ছে
05:33 Interviewee-5: ম্যাডাম দেখা যাচ্ছে যে আমরা যেহেতু এজেন্ট ব্যাংক আসলে রিমোট এরিয়া নিয়ে কাজ করে একটা দেখা যাচ্ছে রিমোট মনে করেন যে শহর থেকে বা একটা থানা লেভেল থেকে পাঁচ কিলো দূরে একটা বড় বাজার সেখানেও তো আপনার কোন শাখা নেই আমাদের করোনেশনাল ব্যাংকিং এর কোন শাখা নেই যে বিজনেসম্যানরা এখানকার যে আদারস যে পিপল যারা আসলে ব্যাংকের সাথে একটিভিটি যাতে সব সময় প্রয়োজন হয় বা ব্যাংকের সার্ভিস তাদের প্রয়োজন এর মাধ্যমে দিতে পারি এবং আসলে ডিফারেন্স থাকে না
06:26 Interviewee-5: সাপোর্ট দিতে পারে আসলে কই কলা শুনলে কাজ করতে পারে
06:38 Interviewer: আচ্ছা আপনার মতে বাংলাদেশের এই এজেন্ট ব্যাংকিং বিজনেস মডেল করার জন্য কি দরকার
06:53 Interviewee-5: অনেক কিছু এখানে আছে বাংলাদেশের ব্যাংকের ম্যানেজমেন্ট কে এজেন্ট ব্যাংক থেকে আসলে ওইভাবে লুক আফটার করতে হবে সাপোর্ট দিতে হয় সাপোর্ট গুলা দিতে হবে কারন অনেক সময় দেখা যাচ্ছে যে সাপোর্ট দিতে পারেনা দেখা যাচ্ছে
07:46 Interviewee-5: আদার্স যে তাদের লজিস্টিকে যে সাপোর্ট গুলা লাগে আর কি সেগুলোতে যদি তারা এক্সপেন্স করে অথবা দেখা যাচ্ছে ওখানে যদি একটা বুথের ফেসিলিটি ব্যাংক থেকে দেওয়া যায় তাহলে হয়তো মানে ভালো করবে
08:06 Interviewer: আচ্ছা এক্ষেত্রে আপনার কি মনে হয় আপনার ম্যানপাওয়ার প্রয়োজন হয় তার জন্য তাই তো এই ক্ষেত্রে দিয়েছে আর এটা কি কারনে মনে হয় যে ব্যাংক আসলে এটা মানে তারা কি এই বিজনেস মডেলটা কে ওই বিজনেস হিসেবে দেখছে জন্য এখানে তারা ম্যানপাওয়ার টা কম রাখি উনারা মনে করেন যে এই ম্যানপাওয়ার দিয়ে এই বিজনেসটা করা সম্ভব মানে তাদের পাসপোর্টটি আপনার
09:09 Interviewee-5: হ্যাঁ আমি শুনতে পাচ্ছি ম্যাডাম ম্যানেজমেন্ট যেটা এট ফার্স্ট চিন্তা করে এটা লো কোর্স বিজনেস আমাদের হ্যাঁ লোকজ বিজনেস অনুযায়ী সেখানে ম্যানপাওয়ার তারা অনেক কম এখানে ইয়ে করে এলাও করে আর দ্বিতীয়ত দ্বিতীয় কথা হলো যে এখানে আসলে ম্যানপাওয়ার না থাকলে দেখা যাচ্ছে যে একটা অফিসারের আন্ডারে যদি আমাদের ব্যাংকে হিসেবে ধরি একটা অফিসের আন্ডারে দেখা যাচ্ছে কোন কোন বিচারের গড়ে দেখা যাচ্ছে চারটা পাঁচটা আউটলেট থাকে বর্তমানে
10:02 Interviewee-5: কাজে দেখা যাচ্ছে
10:05 Interviewer: ভাই থ্যাঙ্ক ইউ থেকে এখানে এজেন্ট এর প্রফিটেবিলিটি টা জন্য কোন কোন মানে মেইন ফ্যাক্টর কোনগুলো ধরে রাখার জন্য বা তাকে বাড়ানোর জন্য
10:39 Interviewee-5: এজেন্ট এর প্রপার্টি ধরে রাখার জন্য যেটা বলা যাচ্ছে যে আমরা যেটা সবসময় মেনটেন করি সেটা হলো ডিপোজিট এজেন্ট যদি ভালো একটা ডিভিডি গেইন করতে পারে তাহলে সে প্রফিটে ভালো আসতে পারে মানে আমাদের এই যে প্রফিট পরশন হিসেবে যেটা দাম মানে দেওয়া হয় আর কি বর্তমানে আমাদের ব্যাংকে দ্বিতীয় কথা হলো যদি এখানে এসেট বিজনেসটার সাথে সুন্দরভাবে তাল মিলিয়ে চলানো যায় তাহলে হয়তো সেখানে মার্কেটিং এর একটা ভালো একটা কাজ করে হ্যাঁ হয়তো কাস্টমারের গ্যালারি কাস্টমার থাকে

Appendix- D: Sample English Translation of Bangla Transcript
00:00 Interviewer:
At the beginning, could you please tell how long you have been involved with agent banking and what your current role is?
00:10 Interviewee-5:
I have been involved for more than nine years, around nine years and seven months. I am working as a Business Officer. I load/onboard agent outlets and also help them in their business.
00:52 Interviewer:
How do you select and onboard an agent?
00:59 Interviewee-5:
When we onboard, first we think about the market where we want to appoint an agent. We go to that market and look for renowned or respected persons. If they respond positively, then we complete the required activities for onboarding, including filling up the agent requisition file.
01:58 Interviewer:
After filling up the file, then what do you do?
02:05 Interviewee-5:
After filling it up, we take it to them, complete it, and send it to our agent banking unit in Bangladesh/head office.
02:27 Interviewer:
After an agent is onboarded, how do you judge whether the agent is performing well or poorly?
02:53 Interviewee-5:
We check whether the agent is following the operational activities and running according to our guidelines. For example, how much he helps in customer acquisition, how much he personally acquires customers, how much money he keeps in the mother account, and how much cash he keeps in hand to support operational activities properly.
03:56 Interviewer:
What strategies does the bank take to support the agent and maintain good performance?
04:00 Interviewee-5:
At first, we assign an officer who goes to the agent face to face. The officer supports him with marketing policy and operational policy. In the early stage, the officer stays closely involved with the agent and supports marketing and operations.
05:02 Interviewer:
Agent banking is a business model, right? Banks are gradually moving toward this model.
05:33 Interviewee-5:
Madam, agent banking mainly works in remote areas. For example, five kilometres away from a town or thana level, there may be a big market where there is no conventional bank branch. Businesspeople and local people there need banking services regularly. Through agent banking, we can provide those services, and there is not much difference from branch banking.
06:38 Interviewer:
In your opinion, what is needed for making the agent banking business model work in Bangladesh?
06:53 Interviewee-5:
Many things are needed. Bank management in Bangladesh must properly look after agent banking and provide necessary support. Many times, proper support is not given.
07:46 Interviewee-5:
Agents need logistical support. If banks spend on those supports or provide booth facilities, then agents may perform better.
08:06 Interviewer:
Do you think manpower is needed for this? Do banks keep manpower low because they see this as a low-cost business model?
09:09 Interviewee-5:
Yes, madam. Management first thinks this is a low-cost business. Because of that, they allow very little manpower. But if manpower is insufficient, one officer may have to manage four or five outlets on average, which creates pressure.
10:05 Interviewer:
What are the main factors for maintaining or increasing agent profitability?
10:39 Interviewee-5:
The main factor is deposit. If an agent can generate good deposits, then he can earn better profit. The profit portion is given based on that. Secondly, if asset business can be managed properly, then marketing becomes stronger and customer flow improves.
11:27 Interviewer:
What other factors increase business profitability—deposit, loan?
12:16 Interviewee-5:
There are many large customers in remote areas, such as OD, CC, and large loan customers, but we cannot fully support them through agent banking. If those services could be provided like regular banking, agents could earn more profit.
12:39 Interviewer:
Is the commission agents receive from the bank enough to keep them motivated?
12:52 Interviewee-5:
No. Agents repeatedly tell us that it is not enough. Since agent banking started around 2014, the commission issue has remained almost the same.
13:18 Interviewer:
Do you inform policymakers about this issue and the agents’ opinions?
13:46 Interviewee-5:
We explain to agents that profit comes slowly. If they can bring large deposits or build a large customer base, they will automatically earn more profit.
14:02 Interviewer:
How does the bank monitor agent performance?
14:12 Interviewee-5:
Financial performance is mainly seen through deposits, customer acquisition, and service delivery. Those who can bring good deposits, handle customers, and provide good service ultimately earn more.
15:13 Interviewer:
If an agent fails to meet expectations, how does the bank support him?
15:23 Interviewee-5:
The bank does not provide financial support. It may provide motivational support, training, sit with the agent, and discuss different issues.
15:46 Interviewer:
The agent has to bring his own investment, right?
15:55 Interviewee-5:
Yes, yes.
15:58 Interviewer:
Since he has investment, he is appointed. Then why might he fail?
16:18 Interviewee-5:
At the beginning, when we discuss agency with him, we explain that he must maintain a certain level of liquidity. But after starting operations, he may not maintain that liquidity. First he says he will keep it, but later he says he cannot or will not keep it.
16:53 Interviewer:
Why can he not maintain it?
17:09 Interviewee-5:
If he cannot maintain liquidity, he cannot provide proper service to customers. If he cannot serve customers, he cannot earn commission or profit. Since agents are usually businesspeople with existing businesses, they may invest more in their old business instead of agent banking because they get better returns there.
18:04 Interviewer:
So he becomes more interested where he gets better return. What challenges usually reduce income?
18:55 Interviewee-5:
One reason is that he does not maintain liquidity. Because of this, he cannot provide instant service. When customers do not get service, they do not return a second or third time. Then the agent also becomes more interested in his other business and less focused on agent banking.
19:24 Interviewer:
Every banking system has risks. What are the main operational risks in agent banking?
20:26 Interviewee-5:
One major operational problem is that cheque withdrawal cannot be done through agent banking. Large businesspeople often need this service. Sometimes a customer may suddenly need 10 lakh taka, but the agent may not have that much cash.
22:49 Interviewee-5:
The bank mitigates risk by maintaining mother accounts with several banks. If agents need to refill their mother accounts, they can go to nearby branches. This reduces cash-carrying risk because they do not always need to go to the main branch, although sometimes the branch may still be five kilometres away.
23:41 Interviewer:
Among these risks, which one is hardest for the bank to control? If you rank them one, two, three, four, what comes first?
24:19 Interviewee-5: Second is mother account refill or cash carrying. Third is IT or networking system risk, because we run it through personal networks. Any negligence can create a big problem. Another risk the agents have that at the end of the business day or at any point in time when an agent holds excess cash, it must be deposited into the agent account through a nearby bank branch which is sometimes a long distance away. During this process, if the agent faces theft, burglary or any other unforeseen incident, the entire risk is borne by the agent
25:31 Interviewer:
Right, the checker-maker system?
25:45 Interviewee-5:
The maker system cannot be properly done. [unclear]
25:59 Interviewer:
What systems or protocols does the bank have to monitor agent activities?
26:11 Interviewee-5:
The bank checks the mother account. Currently, we monitor in this way. [unclear]
27:01 Interviewer:
How does Bangladesh Bank regulation influence your agent banking operations? Does it help, or are there regulations that should be changed?
27:27 Interviewee-5:
Agent banking has spread to remote areas and, in many places, it competes with conventional banking. Bangladesh Bank guidelines mainly focus on small deposits. If the limits were expanded, especially for asset business, it would help.
28:37 Interviewer:
Do you mean transaction limit or agent commission?
28:40 Interviewee-5:
Both agent commission and transaction limit, but mainly transaction limit. Agent banking mainly works with small customers. If Bangladesh Bank increased the limits, it would be better.
29:03 Interviewer:
Are there other infrastructural challenges such as internet connection, electricity, or system issues?
29:21 Interviewee-5:
Without these, we could not do the work. [unclear]
29:43 Interviewer:
What changes do you think are needed in Bangladesh Bank guidelines?
29:55 Interviewee-5:
If agents earning above around Tk. 25,000 had a guideline for assigning an officer or permanent support, then they could earn better and operate more effectively.
30:54 Interviewer:
You have been involved in banking for a long time. What opportunities and challenges do you see for agent banking in the future?
31:11 Interviewee-5:
The opportunity is that, if the changes I mentioned are made properly, it can develop into entrepreneurship. People nearby will receive services properly.
32:18 Interviewee-5:
The threat is that, if monitoring is not done properly, many agents may become involved in forgery. They may do pocket banking, misuse huge amounts of money, and people’s trust in the bank may decrease.
32:46 Interviewer:
Thank you. I have asked many questions about agent banking. Do you think I missed anything or should add any important information?
33:10 Interviewee-5:
It is important to see how much the bank helps agents, how collaboratively agents can work with the bank, and whether they receive facilities similar to conventional banking officers.
33:38 Interviewer:
Okay, thank you for the suggestion.
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