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Title: A Pilot Study Exploring: Customer Perception of Trust and Security in Digital Banking Platforms in Chittagong
[bookmark: _Toc242246066][bookmark: _Toc242247224]1.Who I Was When I Started
[bookmark: _Toc242246067][bookmark: _Toc242247225]When I began my doctoral research, I approached research with a straightforward understanding of what it meant to produce knowledge. I believed that a good researcher should identify a clear problem, establish appropriate questions, collect reliable information and analyse the evidence as objectively as possible. I still value careful planning and credible evidence, but I now recognise that my original understanding placed too much emphasis on the researcher as a detached observer.
This assumption did not come from nowhere. My previous academic learning from MSc in Statistics and professional experience had encouraged me to value structure, clearly defined objectives and outcomes that could be identified and measured. In particular, my previous experience as an Assistant Executive in Quality Control department in BSRM company involved working with quality inspection, production monitoring, identifying defects. This encouraged me to think in terms of problems that could be clearly identified and solutions that could be clearly evaluated. When I first approached doctoral research, I carried some of this mindset with me. I wanted my research questions to be precise and my findings to provide clear answers.
I initially thought this approach would be particularly useful for my digital banking research. I wanted to understand what factors make customers trust digital banking and what makes them feel insecure. I therefore found it attractive to think about trust and security as concepts that could be defined in advance and then explored consistently across participants.My pilot study challenged this assumption. I conducted a qualitative pilot involving six digital banking users in Chittagong using semi-structured interviews. The purpose of the pilot was not simply to produce a small version of the main study. It allowed me to test whether my interview questions worked in practice, whether participants understood them as I intended, whether the interview process was comfortable and where the research instrument needed refinement. The pilot showed me that some of my assumptions about interviewing were too simple.
One of the clearest examples was my question about the meaning of trust. I expected participants to provide useful definitions when I asked what trust meant to them. Instead, some answers were quite general. In contrast, when I asked about actual experiences, participants talked in much greater detail about successful transactions, delayed transfers, OTPs, fingerprint authentication, notifications, scams and customer support. This was an important moment for me because I realised that the quality of an interview question cannot be judged only by whether it sounds theoretically appropriate. It must also work within the participant's lived experience. For example, one participant described digital banking as convenient because transactions could be completed at any time, but also explained that delayed transactions could become stressful. The participant later described a delayed money transfer that initially reduced confidence because they feared that the money had been lost. Customer support eventually resolved the problem, which helped restore trust. This account was much richer than a simple response to the question “Do you trust digital banking? ”because it showed trust as something connected to experience, uncertainty and institutional response.
The pilot therefore changed my understanding of the relationship between researcher and participant. I had initially imagined that my role was mainly to ask questions and collect participants' answers. I now understand that the interview itself is an interaction in which the questions I choose, the follow-up prompts I use and my responses to participants influence what becomes available as data. This is consistent with Berger's (2015) argument that researcher position and reflexivity need to be considered within qualitative research.
My understanding of objectivity has also changed. I do not now believe that rigour requires me to pretend that I have no influence on the research. Instead, I understand rigour as requiring me to recognise and examine that influence. This is particularly important in an interpretivist study because I am interested in how customers interpret and make sense of trust and security rather than assuming that these concepts have one fixed meaning.The pilot also challenged my assumption that trust and security could be separated neatly. One participant described trust through successful transactions and immediate notifications, while also valuing OTP and fingerprint authentication. At the same time, security features could create reassurance while reminding participants about the possibility of fraud. An OTP could therefore represent protection, but the wider context of scams could also make a participant more cautious.This experience made me more aware of the assumptions I bring into research. I entered the pilot expecting security features to be central because security was prominent in my research topic and literature. However, participants often gave greater attention to convenience, reliability and what happened when something went wrong. This taught me that I need to remain open to meanings that do not fit my original expectations.
I therefore see my development during Part 1 as a movement from wanting to control the research process towards recognising that qualitative research requires openness, reflexivity and uncertainty. I still value structure, but I no longer see structure as a way of eliminating uncertainty. Instead, I see it as a framework within which unexpected participant meanings can be explored.
2. My Relationship with Theory and Literature
My relationship with theory has probably been one of the most noticeable areas of development during Part 1. At the beginning, I expected theory to provide a clear framework for understanding why customers accept or reject digital banking. I was therefore initially attracted to theories such as the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and UTAUT.
Davis (1989) explains technology acceptance through concepts such as perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use, while Venkatesh et al. (2003) developed UTAUT by bringing together several earlier technology acceptance perspectives. These theories initially felt comfortable to me because they provided clear concepts that could be organised and applied to the research problem.
Looking back, I think this tells me something about my previous way of thinking. I was attracted to theories that made the research problem feel manageable. If I could identify specific factors, I felt that I could understand the phenomenon more easily. This preference may have been influenced by my previous academic experiences, where structured models and clearly defined concepts were often helpful in organizing research.
However, my engagement with trust theory was more challenging. Trust seemed much less straightforward. Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995) conceptualize organizational trust through dimensions including ability, benevolence and integrity, while McKnight, Choudhury and Kacmar (2002) examine trust within electronic commerce. These perspectives helped me understand that trust is not simply a reaction to a technical feature. It can involve perceptions of competence, reliability, honesty and previous experience.
Initially, I found this complexity difficult because I wanted one clear definition that I could apply consistently to all participants. I now think that my difficulty was partly caused by my own expectation that a research concept should be stable before I investigate it. The pilot interviews made this issue much clearer. Participants did not always separate trust, security, convenience and reliability in the way I had separated them in my research notes. For example, a successful transfer could make someone trust the service because it was reliable. The same person might then become concerned when a transfer was delayed. Trust was therefore connected to experience rather than only to the presence of a security feature.
This helped me understand why interpretivist thinking became increasingly relevant to my research. If I want to understand how customers make sense of digital banking, I need to give them space to describe their own meanings rather than imposing my categories too strongly.
My reading about qualitative methodology also changed how I understood analysis. Initially, I thought thematic analysis was mainly a systematic process of identifying repeated ideas in interview transcripts. I now understand that interpretation plays an important role in deciding what counts as a meaningful pattern. Braun and Clarke's work on reflexive thematic analysis has been particularly important because it emphasises the active role of the researcher in the analytical process (Braun and Clarke, 2021; Braun and Clarke, 2022).This was initially uncomfortable for me. I associated rigorous research with reducing researcher influence as much as possible. However, more recent methodological discussions describe reflexivity as an ongoing practice through which researchers examine how their subjectivity and context influence the research process (Olmos-Vega et al.,2023)This helped me understand that the aim is not to become completely detached, which may be impossible, but to become more conscious of how my position affects my decisions.
The literature on digital banking in Bangladesh also influenced this development. For example, Bappy and Chowdhury (2020) found that perceived security, perceived privacy and bank reputation were important antecedents of trust in online banking among their Bangladeshi participants. Akter, Kabir and Reza (2021) also found that perceived technology security and trust were significant influences on internet-banking adoption in Bangladesh. 

Another important change in my relationship with literature is that I have become less interested in finding sources that simply support what I already believe. Earlier, I tended to look for literature that confirmed that security leads to trust. I now see greater value in literature that creates tension. For example, security features may increase confidence, but they can also create inconvenience or anxiety. Customers may appreciate biometric authentication but worry about privacy. They may value OTPs but simultaneously be concerned about phishing or scams. These contradictions are important rather than problematic. This is particularly relevant in Bangladesh. Bappy and Chowdhury (2020) found that perceived privacy, perceived security and bank reputation were associated with trust in online banking in their Bangladeshi study. More recent work also continues to examine trust, fear and privacy in digital financial services in Bangladesh, suggesting that these concerns are interconnected rather than completely separate issues.
The literature has therefore helped me recognize that my study should not simply reproduce existing categories. Instead, theory should provide a way of thinking about the data while allowing participants' experiences to challenge my assumptions. I have also become more aware that my theoretical preferences can influence what I notice. If I approach an interview expecting to find usefulness, ease of use, security and trust, I may overlook something that does not fit those categories. This is one reason I now see theory as a guide rather than a fixed template.
I am still developing this balance. I do not want to abandon theory because it provides important conceptual direction. At the same time, I do not want theory to become a filter that prevents unexpected findings from being recognized.
[bookmark: _Toc242246068][bookmark: _Toc242247226]3. The Evolution of My Research Focus
My research focus has changed considerably during Part 1. Initially, my interest in digital banking was broad. I wanted to understand whether customers trusted digital banking platforms and whether they considered them secure.
As I reviewed the literature, I realized that these questions contained several different issues. Trust could relate to security, privacy, reliability, reputation, previous experience and customer service. Security could involve authentication, passwords, biometrics, OTPs, notifications and concerns about fraud. Trying to examine everything at the same level would have made the project too broad. I therefore gradually focused on customer perceptions of trust and security.
The pilot study was particularly important in this development. Before the interviews, I assumed that direct questions about trust would provide useful answers. However, when I asked participants abstract questions, the responses were sometimes quite general. When I asked about actual experiences, the conversations became much richer.For example, asking about a recent digital banking transaction encouraged participants to talk about successful transfers, delays, notifications, security procedures and customer support. These experiences provided a more meaningful way of understanding what trust meant to them.
This was an important change in my thinking. Instead of treating trust as a concept that participants needed to define, I began to see trust as something that could be explored through their experiences.
I also began to question my original distinction between trust in the bank and trust in the technology. At first, I wanted to separate these two areas. However, participants did not necessarily make that distinction themselves. If an application failed during a transaction, for example, the customer might blame the technology, the bank or both. This made me realize that I should not force participants to use distinctions that are primarily created by my research design.
My pilot also made me think more carefully about reliability and the response of the bank when something goes wrong. This is relevant to the wider Bangladeshi digital-banking literature, where service quality dimensions such as reliability and assurance have been linked to customer satisfaction and retention (Hasan et al., 2023). 
The pilot also exposed questions that I had not initially considered. I was mainly interested in people who were currently using digital banking. However, what about people who had stopped using digital banking because they did not trust it? What about people who rarely use digital banking? What about customers who had experienced fraud or a serious transaction problem? These questions are important because my participants may naturally be more positive towards digital banking if they continue to use it.
I do not necessarily intend to expand my research indefinitely. A doctoral project still needs clear boundaries. However, recognizing what I have excluded is important. It reminds me that my research questions are not neutral descriptions of reality. They determine which experiences become visible and which remain outside the study.
My professional and cultural understanding of digital banking in Bangladesh has also influenced my research focus. Digital banking offers convenience and can reduce the need for branch visits, but customers may still have concerns about reliability, privacy and security. Research on Bangladeshi online banking similarly identifies convenience alongside concerns about security and reliability. This reinforces the relevance of my topic, but it also creates a challenge. I do not want my research simply to repeat findings that are already established. My aim is to understand how customers themselves make sense of these issues.
I recognize that this development is not necessarily finished. One of the lessons I take from Part 1 is that research questions can become stronger when the researcher is willing to reconsider them. I now see this process as part of doctoral development rather than evidence that I failed to define my research properly at the beginning.
My current research question is how do customers in Chittagong construct, negotiate trust and security through their everyday digital banking experiences? 
This question concerns how customers interpret security features and how these interpretations contribute to their perceptions of platform trustworthiness. This represents a significant shift from my original interest in identifying fixed “factors” towards understanding how meanings are constructed through experience. It is also more consistent with my interpretivist position because it places participants' interpretations at the centre of the research.
[bookmark: _Toc242246069][bookmark: _Toc242247227]4. Positionality, Power and Research Relationships
Before Part 1, I did not think deeply about my own position in relation to participants. I tended to assume that my familiarity with the Bangladeshi context would mainly help me. I understood the cultural environment, language and everyday context in which digital banking takes place, so I expected this familiarity to make communication easier.
My positionality influenced how I approached the pilot interviews and how participants responded to me. I am a 27 years old woman and I had worked as an Assistant Executive in Quality Control at BSRM. Although my professional role is not directly related to banking, my work environment has made me familiar with rules, procedures and checking whether processes are working correctly. I recognised that this could influence how I understood participants' experiences of trust and security.The interviews were conducted in English. This helped me communicate directly with participants, but I was also aware that language could affect how comfortably they expressed personal experiences. My age, gender and professional position could also influence the power relationship. With participants closer to my age, the conversation felt more informal, while with older participants I was more conscious of being a younger researcher. I therefore tried to create a relaxed environment and also emphasised that there were no right or wrong answers.
These details matter a lot because participants do not meet a neutral researcher. They meet a person who has a particular history, identity and position. My familiarity with Bangladesh and with everyday digital banking practices may create a degree of cultural closeness. This can help communication because I may understand local expressions, routines and concerns without participants having to explain every contextual detail. I still see this as a potential strength, but I now recognize that being familiar with a research context can also create problems. Berger (2015) argues that researchers' positions and experiences can influence reflexivity and that insider status can provide both advantages and challenges. This is particularly relevant to my study because I may share some cultural familiarity with participants. The danger is that I may assume I understand something when I have not actually explored it. If a participant describes a particular behavior that seems familiar to me, I may be less likely to ask follow-up questions. A researcher who is less familiar with the context might find the same behavior unusual and ask for clarification.
This means that cultural familiarity can create both closeness and distance. It can help me understand the context, but it can also make some things invisible. I also need to think about power. Initially, I thought about power mainly in terms of formal authority. I now understand that researchers have a different kind of power. I decide who participates, what questions are asked and which responses are included in the final analysis. Participants may control what they say, but I control how their words are subsequently represented.
This is particularly important because digital banking can involve sensitive information. Participants may talk about financial transactions, failed transfers, security problems, scams or fears about personal information. Even when I do not ask them for specific account details, the subject itself can make them cautious.
My responsibility is therefore to make it clear that participants do not need to provide information that they consider too personal. Consent should not be treated as something completed once at the beginning. It needs to be understood as part of the continuing relationship between researcher and participant. Another issue is my behavior during interviews. I have realized that even small reactions can influence a conversation. If I respond with surprise when a participant describes a security concern, they may think that I expect them to discuss security risks. If I appear particularly interested in a positive experience, they may continue in that direction. This has made me more conscious of the importance of neutral and open questioning.
My pilot interviews also showed me that the research relationship can affect the quality of the data. Participants were generally more comfortable when talking about things they had actually experienced rather than when they were asked to provide abstract definitions. This taught me that the interview is not simply a question-and-answer process.
Recent work on reflexivity similarly emphasizes that researchers' culture, history and lived experiences are part of the field encounter rather than something that can simply be removed from the research process.
I therefore need to continue developing a reflexive approach. One practical step will be to maintain notes about important decisions and moments after interviews. I can record questions that worked well, questions that appeared confusing and situations where I may have influenced the direction of the discussion.I also need to be careful when interpreting participants' accounts. Because I have contextual familiarity, I might feel confident that I know what a participant means. However, familiarity should not replace careful interpretation.
My position is therefore neither completely insider nor completely outsider. It can change depending on the participant, situation and subject being discussed. Research on insider-outsider positioning similarly shows that shared identities do not automatically remove differences in power or interpretation (Adeagbo, 2021).
This has changed the way I think about positionality. I now understand it not simply as a paragraph describing who I am but as something that needs to influence how I conduct and interpret my research.
[bookmark: _Toc242246070][bookmark: _Toc242247228]5. Ethical Tensions in My Study
The pilot showed me that ethical research involves more than obtaining consent and removing participants' names. I have identified three main tensions that I need to manage in the main study.
Tension 1: Rich accounts versus participant privacy
My first tension is between obtaining detailed accounts and protecting privacy. My research concerns financial behaviour, security and experiences of scams or transaction problems. Detailed stories can be analytically valuable, but they may also contain information that could make a participant identifiable.The pilot helped me understand why this matters. Participants may describe a particular transaction problem, a bank response or an experience involving fraud. Even if I remove their names, a combination of details could potentially identify the individual.My response will be to collect only information that is relevant to the research question and to generalise or remove unnecessary identifying details during transcription and reporting. I will not ask participants to disclose account numbers, passwords, OTPs or other confidential banking information. However, I also need to avoid removing so much context that the participant's experience loses its meaning.
This means confidentiality is not simply a technical process of replacing names with participant numbers. It requires judgement about the whole account.
[bookmark: _Toc242246071][bookmark: _Toc242247229]Tension 2: Rapport versus researcher influence
My second tension concerns rapport. I want participants to feel comfortable because a relaxed interview can encourage them to describe experiences honestly. However, becoming too involved in the conversation can influence what participants say. The pilot demonstrated that my questioning affected the type of information participants provided. Abstract questions sometimes produced brief responses, whereas experience-based prompts encouraged detailed accounts. This was useful, but it also reminded me that I have the power to shape the conversation. My response will therefore be to use open questions and neutral follow-up prompts such as “Can you tell me more about that experience?” or “What happened next?” rather than questions that imply the answer I expect. I will also maintain reflexive notes after interviews to consider whether my reactions or assumptions may have influenced the discussion. I do not believe that this will remove researcher influence completely. Instead, the aim is to become more aware of it and account for it.
Tension 3: Interpretation versus participants' meanings
The third tension concerns analysis. I need to interpret the data because simply reproducing participants' words would not constitute doctoral analysis. However, interpretation also gives me power over how participants' experiences are represented. The OTP example demonstrates this problem. A participant described OTP as important and said it made them feel more secure. It would be easy for me to interpret this immediately as evidence that security technology produces trust. However, the participant also explained that they did not fully understand how OTP worked and mainly trusted that it worked because they assumed banks would not introduce something unsafe. These are not exactly the same meaning. If I move too quickly from the participant's statement to a theoretical category, I risk replacing their account with my own interpretation. My response will be to use reflexive thematic analysis as an interpretive process rather than a search for themes that supposedly exist independently in the transcript. Braun and Clarke (2021; 2022) emphasise the active role of the researcher in reflexive thematic analysis. I will therefore treat theoretical concepts as sensitising ideas rather than predetermined coding categories and remain attentive to contradictory or unexpected accounts. I will also distinguish between participants' words and my analytical claims. Where appropriate, participant quotations will be used to show the relationship between the account and my interpretation.
Overall, these three tensions have changed my understanding of ethics. Ethical responsibility extends into interviewing, analysis and writing. It concerns not only whether participants consented to the study but also whether I represent their experiences fairly and cautiously.
[bookmark: _Toc242246072][bookmark: _Toc242247230]6. Me as a Developing Researcher
 The pilot study has changed how I understand what it means to become a doctoral researcher. At the beginning, I mainly thought researcher development meant improving my ability to design research, find relevant literature and apply appropriate methods. After completing the pilot, I now understand that development also means becoming more aware of the assumptions I bring into the research process and learning how to question them.One important area I need to develop is my ability to live with uncertainty. I still tend to look for clear categories and straightforward answers. This was particularly evident in my original intention to separate trust in the bank from trust in the technology and to define trust and security before interviewing participants. However, the pilot showed me that participants did not always understand or describe their experiences in these separate categories. Their accounts were often more connected and complex than I expected.
For Part 2, I therefore need to avoid forcing participants' experiences into categories simply because those categories appear in the literature. Concepts such as trust, risk, security and reliability can help sensitise my thinking, but they should not determine what I expect to find. I need to remain open to meanings that may not fit neatly within existing concepts.
A second area for development is reflexivity. I understand the concept more clearly now, but the pilot taught me that understanding reflexivity is different from actually practising it. Reflexivity needs to take place throughout the research process, particularly during interviews and analysis, rather than being added only when writing the final dissertation.For example, I expected participants to focus strongly on security. However, one participant spent considerable time discussing convenience, successful transactions and customer support. My initial reaction was to think about how these responses fitted my research topic. I now realise that I should also question why I expected security to dominate and whether that expectation influenced what I noticed.
The pilot also helped me improve my interviewing skills. A question such as “What does trust mean to you?” seemed suitable in theory, but sometimes produced broad or abstract responses. In contrast, asking participants to describe a particular experience generated much richer and more detailed accounts. For the main study, I will therefore revise the interview guide by reducing repetitive questions, using more experience-based wording and including prompts about specific incidents. I will also avoid forcing participants to choose between trust in the bank and trust in the technology.
Another area I need to develop is analytical discipline. I have learned that qualitative analysis requires me to consider evidence that challenges my expectations, rather than looking only for information that confirms them. The pilot revealed useful contradictions: participants could trust digital banking while remaining cautious about scams; security features could provide reassurance while also reminding them of potential risks; and technical problems could reduce trust temporarily, while effective customer support could help rebuild it. These contradictions are not weaknesses in the data. They may help explain how customers negotiate trust in everyday digital banking.
I also need to remain aware of my position as a researcher. My familiarity with the Bangladeshi context can support communication with participants, but it can also lead me to make assumptions. In Part 2, I will therefore keep a reflexive research diary and record moments when I feel surprised, make assumptions or notice that theoretical expectations influence my interpretation.
Finally, I now understand the pilot as more than a smaller version of the main study. Its value was in testing the research process itself. The six interviews showed me which questions encouraged detailed responses, where further probing was needed and which of my assumptions required reconsideration.
I move into Part 2 with greater confidence, but also with a stronger awareness of uncertainty. I now see doctoral development not as becoming completely certain, but as becoming better able to question, reflect and respond critically. Most importantly, I have learned that reflexivity is not something I can complete once; it is an ongoing part of becoming a qualitative doctoral researcher.
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