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ABSTRACT

Received: 09 Mar 2026 The present study aimed to explore and describe the lived experiences of employees and customers
Accepted: 13 Jun 2026 regarding customer-oriented empowerment in Bank Mellat of Iran and to identify the fundamental
First Available: 15 Jun 2026 structure underlying this phenomenon. This qualitative study was conducted using a descriptive
Final Publication: 22 Nov 2026 phenomenological approach. The participants consisted of 22 stakeholders of Bank Mellat, including

14 employees and 8 customers, who were selected through purposive sampling with maximum
variation. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and analyzed using
Keywords Colaizzi’s seven-step phenomenological method. To ensure trustworthiness, member checking, peer
review, detailed contextual description, and comprehensive documentation of the research process
were employed. Data analysis resulted in the extraction of 421 significant statements, 18 subthemes,
and 6 major themes: the current status of professional development, employee competency needs,
Phenomenology, Bank Mellat, empowerment barriers, empowerment components, empowerment outcomes, and contextual factors.
The findings revealed a substantial gap between employees’ theoretical understanding of customer
orientation and their practical ability to implement it. The most influential barriers included
hierarchical organizational structures, lack of delegated authority, insufficient emotional-situational
skills, and weaknesses in situated learning processes. Furthermore, structural and psychological
empowerment were associated with higher customer satisfaction, stronger customer loyalty, and
enhanced employee motivation. The essential structure of the participants’ lived experience was
identified as a conflict between theoretical knowledge of customer orientation and practical inability
to enact it. The results indicate that customer-oriented empowerment in Bank Mellat is shaped by
structural, cultural, educational, and competency-related factors, and that theoretical knowledge alone
is insufficient for achieving customer-oriented behaviors. Reducing bureaucracy, delegating
meaningful authority, strengthening soft skills, and redesigning training systems through simulation-
based and situated learning approaches may help bridge the knowledge—action gap and improve
service quality.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

The banking industry has undergone profound transformations during the last decade
due to technological innovation, increasing customer expectations, digital financial
services, and intensified market competition. In this evolving environment, banks are
required to move beyond traditional financial intermediation and focus on creating superior
customer experiences through service excellence and customer-centered strategies.
Consequently, customer-oriented empowerment has emerged as a critical concept for
Improving organizational performance, enhancing customer satisfaction, and strengthening
competitive advantage. Empowerment refers to a process through which employees
acquire the authority, competence, confidence, and resources necessary to make decisions
and effectively respond to customer needs. Studies have consistently demonstrated that
employee empowerment contributes to organizational effectiveness, innovation, readiness
for change, and improved service quality (1, 2, 4). Within banking institutions, empowered
employees are more likely to demonstrate proactive behavior, solve customer problems
efficiently, and foster positive customer experiences (3). Furthermore, psychological
empowerment has been identified as a key mechanism linking organizational
transformation and innovative work behavior to financial performance and organizational
success (5, 6).

The concept of customer-oriented empowerment extends beyond employee
autonomy and encompasses the organizational conditions that enable frontline staff to
provide effective, responsive, and personalized services. Contemporary banking research
emphasizes the importance of customer experience, service quality perceptions, physical
banking environments, and customer segmentation strategies in shaping customer
satisfaction and loyalty (7-9). In addition, digital transformation has altered the nature of
customer-bank interactions, making customer empowerment increasingly relevant in both
physical and virtual service environments. Research indicates that digital financial
inclusion, mobile banking adoption, and technology-based financial services are strongly
influenced by customers’ perceptions of value, trust, and empowerment (10-12). Therefore,
customer-oriented empowerment requires employees to possess not only technical banking
knowledge but also emotional, interpersonal, and problem-solving competencies that
enable them to address diverse customer expectations effectively.

Recent studies conducted in the fields of economic and social empowerment further
highlight the importance of empowerment as a multidimensional process. Research on



Islamic microfinance institutions, micro-wagf banks, and community-based financial
Initiatives demonstrates that empowerment contributes significantly to poverty alleviation,
women’s economic participation, entrepreneurial development, and social welfare
enhancement (13-16). Similar findings have been reported regarding the role of
microfinance institutions in supporting micro-enterprises, creating employment
opportunities, and strengthening economic resilience among vulnerable populations (19, 20,
22-24). Moreover, studies have emphasized the importance of institutional support, access
to resources, and capacity-building programs in facilitating successful empowerment
Initiatives (18, 21, 25). While these studies primarily focus on economic empowerment, their
findings underscore broader principles that are equally relevant to organizational and
customer-oriented empowerment contexts.

Despite the growing body of research on empowerment in banking and financial
services, most existing studies have adopted quantitative approaches focusing on
relationships among predefined variables. Such approaches provide valuable insights into
the determinants and outcomes of empowerment but offer limited understanding of how
employees and customers actually experience empowerment in their daily interactions.
Qualitative investigations capable of uncovering the lived experiences, perceptions, and
meanings associated with customer-oriented empowerment remain relatively scarce (27,
28). This gap is particularly evident in the context of Iranian banking institutions, where
cultural, structural, and organizational characteristics may shape empowerment processes
differently. Therefore, exploring the lived experiences of both employees and customers
can contribute to a deeper understanding of customer-oriented empowerment and reveal
the underlying mechanisms that facilitate or hinder its realization in practice. Accordingly,
the present study aimed to explore and describe the lived experiences of employees and
customers regarding customer-oriented empowerment in Bank Mellat of Iran through a
descriptive phenomenological approach.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed a qualitative research design based on descriptive
phenomenology. The phenomenological approach was selected because it enables
researchers to explore the essence and meaning of individuals’ lived experiences
concerning a particular phenomenon. The study focused on understanding how employees
and customers perceive, experience, and interpret customer-oriented empowerment within
the banking environment.
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Participants consisted of 22 stakeholders of Bank Mellat, including 14 employees
and 8 customers. Employees were required to have at least five years of work experience,
direct customer contact, and willingness to participate voluntarily. Customers were
required to have maintained a banking relationship with Bank Mellat for at least three years
and to possess meaningful experiences related to banking services. Participants were
selected through purposive sampling with maximum variation in terms of age, gender,
educational background, professional experience, and type of banking relationship.
Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. Open-ended
questions encouraged participants to describe situations in which they felt empowered or
disempowered when providing or receiving banking services. Additional questions
explored perceptions of training programs, organizational support, decision-making
authority, customer service challenges, and barriers to empowerment. Interviews lasted
between 45 and 90 minutes and were conducted at locations chosen by the participants. All
interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent and transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis followed Colaizzi’s seven-step phenomenological procedure. The
process involved repeated reading of transcripts, extraction of significant statements,
formulation of meanings, clustering of themes, development of exhaustive descriptions,
identification of the fundamental structure of the phenomenon, and validation of findings
through participant feedback. Credibility and trustworthiness were ensured through
member checking, peer review, detailed contextual descriptions, audit trails, and
preservation of raw data throughout the research process.

FINDINGS

The analysis yielded 421 significant statements and 421 formulated meanings.
Through successive stages of coding and thematic categorization, 18 subthemes and 6
major themes were identified.

The first major theme, “Current Status of Professional Development,” reflected
participants’ perceptions of the existing training and development system within the bank.
Employees described training programs as predominantly theoretical, insufficiently
updated, and inadequately evaluated in terms of practical effectiveness. Many participants
emphasized that formal training rarely prepared them for emotionally complex customer
interactions encountered in daily banking operations.

The second major theme, “Employee Competency Needs,” highlighted the essential
skills required for effective customer-oriented service delivery. Four subthemes emerged



within this category: emotional conflict management, situational decision-making,
recognition of hidden customer needs, and active empathy. Participants consistently
reported that these competencies were critical for successful customer interactions but were
insufficiently addressed through current training programs.

The third major theme, “Empowerment Barriers,” included structural, cultural,
educational, and technological obstacles. Structural barriers such as centralized decision-
making, bureaucratic procedures, and limited authority were identified as the most
significant impediments to empowerment. Cultural barriers included fear of mistakes, fear
of reprimand, and risk-averse organizational norms. Participants also reported
shortcomings in technological systems and practical training opportunities.

The fourth major theme, “Empowerment Components,” consisted of structural
empowerment, psychological empowerment, and situated learning. Employees
emphasized that empowerment emerged when they were granted authority, received
managerial trust, and acquired opportunities to learn through real-world experiences.
Psychological factors such as confidence, competence, and perceived support played
crucial roles in fostering empowerment.

The fifth major theme, “Empowerment Outcomes,” encompassed customer
satisfaction, customer loyalty, and enhanced employee motivation. Participants described
positive customer feedback as a source of professional fulfillment and increased work
engagement. Customers reported stronger loyalty toward branches where employees
demonstrated responsiveness and autonomy in resolving problems.

The sixth major theme, “Contextual Factors,” included managerial support, ethical
organizational climate, and fair performance evaluation systems. Participants viewed these
contextual elements as essential conditions that either facilitated or constrained
empowerment processes.

The integration of all themes led to the identification of the fundamental structure of
the lived experience: a persistent conflict between theoretical knowledge of customer
orientation and practical inability to implement it. This conflict was attributed primarily to
hierarchical organizational structures, insufficient emotional-situational competencies, and
weaknesses in experiential learning systems. Member-checking procedures confirmed the
validity of this interpretation, with most participants recognizing it as an accurate
representation of their experiences.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
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The findings reveal that customer-oriented empowerment within Bank Mellat is a
complex and multidimensional phenomenon shaped by interactions among structural,
cultural, educational, and psychological factors. The central finding of the study was the
existence of a substantial gap between theoretical understanding and practical
implementation of customer-oriented principles. Although employees possessed
considerable knowledge regarding customer service concepts, organizational constraints
often prevented them from translating this knowledge into effective action.

The results indicate that empowerment cannot be achieved solely through the
provision of training programs. Rather, effective empowerment requires a supportive
organizational environment characterized by delegated authority, managerial trust,
opportunities for experiential learning, and an organizational culture that encourages
initiative and learning from mistakes. Employees repeatedly emphasized the importance of
having sufficient autonomy to respond to customer needs without excessive bureaucratic
restrictions. Likewise, customers perceived empowered employees as more capable,
responsive, and trustworthy.

The identification of emotional conflict management, situational decision-making,
active empathy, and recognition of hidden customer needs as critical competency
requirements demonstrates the growing importance of soft skills in contemporary banking
environments. Technical expertise alone is insufficient for delivering high-quality
customer experiences. Employees must also possess the interpersonal and emotional
capabilities necessary to navigate complex service interactions and build meaningful
relationships with customers.

The findings further demonstrate that empowerment generates positive outcomes for
both employees and customers. Increased customer satisfaction, enhanced loyalty, stronger
employee motivation, and improved service experiences emerged as significant benefits of
empowerment. These outcomes suggest that customer-oriented empowerment should be
viewed not merely as a human resource initiative but as a strategic organizational
investment capable of strengthening competitive advantage and organizational
performance.

The study also highlights the importance of contextual conditions such as managerial
support, ethical organizational climates, and fair evaluation systems. Empowerment
flourishes when employees perceive that managers trust their judgment, support their
decisions, and evaluate performance fairly. Conversely, fear-based cultures and rigid
hierarchical structures undermine employee confidence and discourage proactive behavior.



In conclusion, customer-oriented empowerment in Bank Mellat is fundamentally
shaped by the tension between knowledge and action. While employees understand the
principles of customer orientation, organizational structures and cultural constraints often
limit their ability to apply them effectively. Addressing this challenge requires
comprehensive interventions targeting organizational systems, leadership practices,
training methods, and workplace culture. Empowerment initiatives should emphasize
practical learning, delegated authority, emotional competence development, and
supportive managerial relationships. Through such efforts, banks can create environments
in which employees are genuinely empowered to deliver customer-centered services,
ultimately enhancing customer experiences, organizational effectiveness, and long-term
competitiveness.
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