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Abstract: This study examines how service quality dimensions — reliability, responsiveness, visibility, employee commitment, and access to service — influence customer satisfaction and loyalty at Trust Bank Gambia Limited (TBGL), with brand image as a mediating variable. Drawing on Signalling Theory and Expectancy Disconfirmation Theory (EDT), the study argues that in frontier banking markets, service quality functions primarily as an institutional brand signal rather than a direct driver of satisfaction, a finding that challenges the satisfaction-centric assumptions of the SERVQUAL tradition. Data from 200 active TBGL customers were analysed using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM). Service quality exerts a stronger direct effect on brand image (β = 0.691) than on customer satisfaction (β = 0.503), while customer satisfaction emerges as the strongest direct predictor of loyalty (β = 0.397). Brand image significantly mediates both the service quality–satisfaction pathway (β = 0.181) and the service quality–loyalty pathway (β = 0.165), and customer satisfaction carries the largest indirect effect on loyalty (β = 0.200). All nine hypotheses are supported. These findings contribute context-conditioned boundary conditions to the service quality and brand management literature and carry practical implications for bank managers and financial regulators in sub-Saharan Africa.
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INTRODUCTION
          The relationship between service quality, customer satisfaction, brand image, and loyalty has anchored services marketing and banking research for over three decades. Parasuraman et al.'s (1988) SERVQUAL paradigm established the foundational logic: perceived service quality, measured against customer expectations, drives satisfaction, which in turn drives loyalty. This linear, satisfaction-centric model has been widely validated in developed banking markets across North America, Europe, and Asia (Eklof et al., 2020; Fida et al., 2020). Yet the literature has been slow to examine whether this pathway holds in frontier markets, contexts defined by information asymmetry, limited product differentiation, weak consumer protection, and nascent digital financial inclusion, conditions that may fundamentally alter how customers process and evaluate service quality.
            Frontier banking markets in Sub-Saharan Africa are just such an under-theorised institutional environment. The markets are characterized by uneven infrastructure quality, limited capacity of regulatory oversight and evolving competition, including the impact of mobile money, for which the service quality signals sent by the observable market products are not necessarily limited to technical aspects. In these contexts, the institutional identity, trustworthiness and competence are communicated to customers through visible infrastructure, the professionalism and responsiveness of frontline staff and the uniformity of the transaction processing. This implies that the signal-to-brand-image pathway (service quality observation becoming a brand perception) could be more influential than the satisfaction-production pathway which the traditional SERVQUAL account has assumed. 
                The Gambia offers an analytically useful frontier banking laboratory for testing this hypothesis. Its small economy of 2.7 million people hosts a ten-bank commercial banking system under mounting pressure from mobile money providers whose frictionless, low-cost transaction services are difficult for incumbents to replicate (Central Bank of the Gambia, 2023; Jallow, 2024). This fintech disruption raises the strategic stakes of brand reputation alongside operational quality. Several structural features further amplify the signalling dynamics described above: low public financial literacy, historical episodes of financial sector instability that have generated institutional trust deficits, and minimal product differentiation across competing commercial banks. Together, these conditions constitute a theoretically well-defined frontier market context in which Signalling Theory's account of service quality as an institutional credibility signal is directly testable.   
              The study's central organisation, Trust Bank Gambia Limited (TBGL), provides an interesting example. TBGL was established in 1997 as the first locally incorporated commercial bank in The Gambia. It has 18 branches, holds assets of GMD 12.8 billion and has a shareholding base of more than a thousand shareholders, making it a locally embedded commercial bank with strong link to national economic participation. Despite this institutional position, the Central Bank of the Gambia Consumer Protection Division received documented complaints that highlighted recurring service quality issues, including aspects of queue management, responsiveness to disputes, and transaction reliability (Central Bank of the Gambia, 2023). The combination of these service gaps and the competitive environment of frontier bank services make the theoretical debate on whether service quality operates primarily as a satisfaction driver or as a brand building signal a very relevant one in practice as well as in academic enquiry.   
             This study addresses this question by building and testing a theory-driven dual-mediation model in which brand image and customer satisfaction jointly intervene between service quality and customer loyalty. Two interwoven frameworks provide the theoretical architecture. Signalling Theory (Spence, 1973), originally developed to explain how observable signals proxy for unverifiable quality in information-asymmetric markets, grounds the service quality–brand image linkage. Expectancy Disconfirmation Theory (Oliver, 1980) accounts for the micro-level process through which cumulative service experiences are translated into satisfaction evaluations and, ultimately, loyalty. These propositions are tested against a PLS-SEM dataset of 200 active TBGL customers.         
             The study makes three interrelated contributions. First, it offers a context-conditioned theoretical explanation for why service quality operates primarily through brand image rather than satisfaction in frontier banking markets, establishing boundary conditions for the SERVQUAL model. Second, it extends relationship marketing scholarship by showing that brand image's dual mediating role in the service quality–loyalty chain is amplified under conditions of institutional information asymmetry. Third, it delivers actionable insights for banking practitioners and regulators in sub-Saharan Africa, a region underrepresented in the banking literature. The study also addresses three specific gaps: the absence of empirical evidence on which service quality dimensions most drive satisfaction at TBGL; the untested mediating role of brand image in the Gambian banking context; and the poorly theorised satisfaction–loyalty pathway in this frontier environment.      


METHOD
           This study employs a quantitative, causal-explanatory research design using a structured questionnaire as the primary data collection instrument(Cooper, 2014; Sekaran, 2016). The research population comprises active customers of Trust Bank Gambia Limited aged 18 years and above. Purposive sampling was applied to ensure that all respondents held current and direct service experience with TBGL, requiring a minimum of one bank visit within the preceding three months. This criterion ensures that responses reflect genuine, contemporaneous service perceptions rather than retrospective recall.
                A total of 209 questionnaires were collected via a hybrid approach — online through Google Forms and offline through direct researcher administration at TBGL branches in the Greater Banjul Area. After filtering through two embedded attention-check questions (9 responses removed) and screening criteria excluding non-customers and respondents below 18 years of age,   9 responses were removed) and 200 valid datasets were retained for analysis. This sample size satisfies Hair’s (2019) minimum recommendation of five observations per questionnaire item for PLS-SEM.
              All constructs were measured using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). Service quality was operationalised through 19 items across five dimensions adapted from Islam et al. (2021): reliability (REL1–REL5, 5 items), responsiveness (RES1–RES4, 4 items), visibility (VISB1–VISB3, 3 items), employee commitment (ECM1–ECM4, 4 items), and access to service (ATS1–ATS3, 3 items). Brand image (BI1–BI3, 3 items), customer satisfaction (CS1–CS4, 4 items), and customer loyalty (CL1–CL4, 4 items) were adapted from Win et al. (2024). All items were verified for wording clarity and contextual appropriateness through a preliminary wording test with 10 respondents before main data collection.
             PLS-SEM was selected for data analysis and implemented using SmartPLS software. This method is appropriate for the study given its prediction orientation, its tolerance for non-normal data distributions, and its suitability for complex multi-mediation models (Hair, 2019; McQuitty & Wolf, 2013). Analysis proceeded in two sequential stages. The first stage assessed the measurement model (outer model) through convergent validity (outer loadings and AVE), discriminant validity (cross-loading analysis, Fornell-Larcker criterion, and HTMT ratio), and construct reliability (Cronbach's alpha and composite reliability). The second stage evaluated the structural model (inner model) through path coefficients, R-squared values, Q-squared predictive relevance, and model fit indices (SRMR and NFI), with significance determined via bootstrapping at p < 0.05.
             This study operationalises service quality as a composite rather than higher-order construct, following the formative logic of Islam et al. (2021), from whose scale the five-dimension measure is adapted. In PLS-SEM, this distinction matters: a higher-order construct treats dimensions — reliability, responsiveness, visibility, employee commitment, and access to service — as co-varying reflective manifestations of a single latent factor, whereas a composite construct treats them as formative, theoretically distinct components whose weighted combination defines the overall construct. The latter approach is adopted here because the five dimensions represent conceptually distinct facets of the service experience rather than interchangeable indicators of a common underlying trait.
               These dimensions lack a common underlying cause and are not expected to co-vary as reflective indicators would; gains in one do not imply commensurate gains in others. Treating service quality as a composite is therefore theoretically coherent under formative specification logic in PLS-SEM (Hair et al., 2019). The composite score in the structural model — e.g., SQ → Brand Image (β = 0.691, Table 6) — captures the aggregate effect of all five dimensions, while the dimension-level analysis in Table 3 retains the discriminant validity evidence that justifies treating each as a distinct contributing component.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework
                The conceptual framework of this study is constructed to empirically examine the mechanism through which service quality perceptions – operationalised through reliability, responsiveness, visibility, employee commitment, and access to service – are  translated into customer loyalty at Trust Bank Gambia Limited. The primary problem identified in the introduction, the persistent gap between documented service quality shortcomings at TBGL and the bank's goal of sustaining customer loyalty in an increasingly competitive frontier banking market, indicates that loyalty cannot be achieved through service delivery alone, but requires the strategic activation of institutional brand perceptions and customer satisfaction as intervening forces. Consequently, this research model is constructed by positioning Brand Image and Customer Satisfaction as mediating variables operating between Service Quality  and Customer Loyalty. The underlying logic, grounded in Signalling Theory and Expectancy Disconfirmation Theory, posits that service quality dimensions act as observable institutional signals that first shape customers' brand perceptions and satisfaction evaluations, which in turn serve as the primary engines driving enduring loyalty commitment. This conceptual framework aims to test whether brand image and customer satisfaction are indeed the mandatory bridges through which service quality improvements at TBGL are converted into the tangible competitive outcome of a loyal customer base.
Research Results
The results of the empirical analysis are presented in this section, which is aimed at addressing the hypothesis regarding the relationship between service quality, customer satisfaction, and customer loyalty and the mediating role of brand image. The analysis begins with the respondent demographic profile, presented in Table 1. 
Table 1. Respondent Demographic Profile (N = 200)
	Characteristic
	Category
	N
	%

	Gender
	Male
	121
	60.5

	
	Female
	79
	39.5

	Age
	18 – 29 years
	51
	25.5

	
	30 – 45 years
	99
	49.5

	
	46 – 61  years
	44
	22.0

	
	62+ years
	6
	3.0

	Education
	High school
	27
	13.5

	
	Diploma
	54
	27.0

	
	Bachelor's degree
	72
	36.0

	
	Master's degree
	32
	16.0

	
	PhD
	8
	4.0

	
	Other
	7
	3.5

	Occupation
	Teacher
	71
	35.5

	
	Doctor/Nurse
	34
	17.0

	
	Student
	31
	15.5

	
	Businessman
	19
	9.5

	
	Lawyer
	19
	9.5

	
	Executive
	11
	5.5

	
	Other
	15
	7.5

	Bank Experience
	Less than 5 years
	47
	23.5

	
	5 – 10 years
	90
	45.0

	
	11 – 15 years
	49
	24.5

	
	Above 15 years
	14
	7.0

	Account Type
	Savings account
	105
	52.5

	
	Current account
	70
	35.0

	
	Fixed deposit
	25
	12.5

	Banking Channel
	ATM
	106
	53.0

	
	Mobile banking
	69
	34.5

	
	Branch (traditional)
	24
	12.0

	
	Other
	1
	0.5



          Based on the table below, the sample is predominantly male (60.5%), with the majority belonging to the 30–45 age bracket (49.5%). Educational attainment is concentrated at the bachelor's degree level (36.0%), followed by diploma holders (27.0%). Teachers constitute the largest occupational group (35.5%). Most respondents have 5–10 years of banking experience with TBGL (45.0%), hold savings accounts (52.5%), and prefer ATM-based banking channels (53.0%). This profile reflects a reasonably representative cross-section of TBGL's active retail customer base.

Table 2: HTMT and Fornell-Lacker Criterion Results
	
	ATS
	BI
	CL
	CS
	ECM
	REL
	RES
	VISB

	ATS
	0.779
	0.815
	0.621
	0.751
	0.687
	0.623
	0.685
	0.709

	BI
	0.578
	0.805
	0.778
	0.802
	0.828
	0.486
	0.649
	0.557

	CL
	0.472
	0.613
	0.829
	0.809
	0.692
	0.593
	0.578
	0.418

	CS
	0.553
	0.612
	0.665
	0.787
	0.773
	0.542
	0.661
	0.407

	ECM
	0.504
	0.625
	0.564
	0.610
	0.777
	0.611
	0.761
	0.587

	REL
	0.444
	0.362
	0.471
	0.415
	0.466
	0.697
	0.789
	0.564

	RES
	0.494
	0.480
	0.464
	0.513
	0.587
	0.590
	0.762
	0.607

	VISB
	0.483
	0.399
	0.325
	0.308
	0.438
	0.416
	0.444
	0.790


Note: Bold diagonal values = square root of AVE (Fornell-Larcker criterion). Values below the diagonal = inter-construct correlations. Values above the diagonal = HTMT ratios. All HTMT values are below the 0.85 threshold (Dirgiatmo, 2023).
                After ensuring convergent validity, the subsequent step involved evaluating discriminant validity to confirm that each construct in the model is empirically distinct from one another. Based on the Fornell-Larcker criterion, it was found that the square root of the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) for each construct is greater than its correlation with any other construct in the model. This is evidenced by the square root of the AVE for Access to Service (ATS) at 0.779, Brand Image (BI) at 0.805, Customer Loyalty (CL) at 0.829, Customer Satisfaction (CS) at 0.787, Employee Commitment (ECM) at 0.777, Reliability (REL) at 0.697, Responsiveness (RES) at 0.762, and Visibility (VISB) at 0.790 — all of which exceed the correlation coefficients with all other constructs in their respective columns.
                These results provide the methodological justification that all latent variables in this study possess strong discriminant validity. Theoretically, the attainment of discriminant validity confirms that the research instrument is capable of clearly distinguishing between service reliability and transactional accuracy (REL), staff responsiveness (RES), physical and digital visibility (VISB), employee dedication (ECM), and accessibility of banking services (ATS) as distinct antecedents of customer satisfaction (CS), brand image (BI), and customer loyalty (CL). Complementing the Fornell-Larcker results, all HTMT values presented in the upper triangle of Table 2 remain below the conservative threshold of 0.85, thereby providing an additional and more rigorous layer of evidence that the constructs are empirically distinguishable (Dirgiatmo, 2023). With these criteria fulfilled, the measurement model is declared discriminantly valid and eligible for the structural model evaluation and hypothesis testing phase.

Table 3: Out Loadings
	
	ATS
	BI
	CL
	CS
	ECM
	REL
	RES
	VISB

	ATS1
	0.724
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	ATS2
	0.816
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	ATS3
	0.792
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	BI1
	
	0.798
	
	
	
	
	
	

	BI2
	
	0.859
	
	
	
	
	
	

	BI3
	
	0.755
	
	
	
	
	
	

	CL1
	
	
	0.771
	
	
	
	
	

	CL2
	
	
	0.846
	
	
	
	
	

	CL3
	
	
	0.890
	
	
	
	
	

	CL4
	
	
	0.804
	
	
	
	
	

	CS1
	
	
	
	0.750
	
	
	
	

	CS2
	
	
	
	0.808
	
	
	
	

	CS3
	
	
	
	0.836
	
	
	
	

	CS4
	
	
	
	0.753
	
	
	
	

	ECM1
	
	
	
	
	0.743
	
	
	

	ECM2
	
	
	
	
	0.807
	
	
	

	ECM3
	
	
	
	
	0.825
	
	
	

	ECM4
	
	
	
	
	0.730
	
	
	

	REL1
	
	
	
	
	
	0.584
	
	

	REL2
	
	
	
	
	
	0.702
	
	

	REL3
	
	
	
	
	
	0.748
	
	

	REL4
	
	
	
	
	
	0.783
	
	

	REL5
	
	
	
	
	
	0.653
	
	

	RES1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.736
	

	RES2
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.813
	

	RES3
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.781
	

	RES4
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.712
	

	VISB1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.778

	VISB2
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.865

	VISB3
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.719



Based on the outer loading analysis results presented in Table 2 (Validity Test), the majority of indicators demonstrate significant loading values. Indicators for Customer Loyalty exhibit particularly robust loadings, with CL3 recording the highest value of 0.890. Brand Image indicators also display strong loadings ranging from 0.755 to 0.859, and Customer Satisfaction indicators range from 0.750 to 0.836. Among the service quality dimensions, Employee Commitment (0.730–0.825), Access to Service (0.724–0.816), Visibility (0.719–0.865), and Responsiveness (0.712–0.813) all demonstrate loading values above the recommended threshold of 0.70. Although two indicators within the Reliability dimension — REL1 (0.584) and REL5 (0.653) — fall below 0.70, these indicators were retained. This decision is justified as the overall construct reliability criteria for the Reliability dimension have been fully satisfied, with a Composite Reliability of 0.824 comfortably exceeding the threshold, consistent with the guidance of Hair et al. (2019) that marginally lower-loading indicators may be retained when they do not compromise overall construct reliability.

Table 4. Reliability Test
	Construct
	Cronbach's Alpha
	rho_A
	Composite Reliability
	Average Variance Extracted (AVE)
	

	Reliability (REL)
	0.733
	0.745
	0.824
	0.486
	

	Responsiveness (RES)
	0.757
	0.759
	0.846
	0.580
	

	Visibility (VISB)
	0.696
	0.707
	0.832
	0.624
	

	 Employee Commitment (ECM)
	0.780
	0.781
	0.859
	0.604
	

	Access to Service (ATS)
	0.674
	0.671
	0.822
	0.606
	

	Brand Image (BI)
	0.727
	0.732
	0.847
	0.648
	

	Customer Satisfaction (CS)
	0.795
	0.796
	0.867
	0.620
	

	Customer Loyalty (CL)
	0.847
	0.850
	0.897
	0.687
	


             
             The following represents the results of the reliability testing. Reliability tests are conducted to measure the internal consistency of research instruments, confirming that the indicators within each construct consistently measure the same underlying latent variable (Sekaran, 2016). This testing was performed using SmartPLS, utilising two primary parameters: Cronbach's Alpha and Composite Reliability (CR).
            The results demonstrate that Customer Loyalty, Customer Satisfaction, Employee Commitment, and Responsiveness possess Cronbach's Alpha values above 0.757, indicating excellent internal consistency. Brand Image (α = 0.727) and Reliability (α = 0.733) also satisfy the 0.70 threshold. Regarding the Access to Service (α = 0.674) and Visibility (α = 0.696) constructs, although their Cronbach's Alpha values fall marginally below the conventional threshold, the reliability requirements are nonetheless satisfied through their respective Composite Reliability values of 0.822 and 0.832. This study utilises Composite Reliability as the primary benchmark for reliability, in line with the recommendation of Hair et al. (2019) that rho_c is a more appropriate reliability criterion within PLS-SEM. Notably, all constructs exhibit CR values exceeding 0.82, substantially surpassing the 0.70 benchmark. AVE values range from 0.486 to 0.687, with only the Reliability dimension recording a value marginally below 0.50, which is compensated by its strong Composite Reliability. Consequently, it can be concluded that all constructs in this research possess high reliability and are eligible for further structural model analysis.

Table 5.  Structural Model Evaluation Results (R², Q², Model Fit)
	Endogenous Variable
	R²
	Adj. R²
	Q²
	SRMR / NFI

	Brand Image
	0.416
	0.413
	0.301
	—

	Customer Satisfaction
	0.478
	0.473
	0.307
	—

	Customer Loyalty
	0.456
	0.450
	0.350
	SRMR = 0.064 
     NFI = 0.827



                Prior to hypothesis testing, the structural model was evaluated through the coefficient of determination (R²), predictive relevance (Q²), and model fit indices. As presented in Table 4, the R² values indicate that the exogenous constructs explain 41.3% of the variance in brand image, 47.3% in customer satisfaction, and 45.0% in customer loyalty — all representing moderate levels of explanatory power. The Q² values for all endogenous constructs exceed the minimum threshold of zero (brand image = 0.301; customer satisfaction = 0.307; customer loyalty = 0.350), confirming the predictive relevance of the structural model beyond the sample data. Model fit assessment yielded an SRMR of 0.064, below the recommended threshold of 0.080, and an NFI of 0.827, within the acceptable range of 0.60 to 0.90 (Aghimien et al., 2024; Shi et al., 2022). These results collectively confirm the structural model's adequacy for hypothesis testing.

Table 6. Result of Direct Effect Hypothesis Testing
	H
	Path
	β
	Mean (M)
	STDEV
	T-Stat
	p-value

	H1
	SQ → Customer Satisfaction
	0.503
	0.508
	0.076
	6.618
	0.000

	H2
	SQ → Brand Image
	0.691
	0.695
	0.045
	15.386
	0.000

	H3
	SQ → Customer Loyalty
	0.183
	0.191
	0.080
	2.284
	0.022

	H4
	Brand Image → Customer Satisfaction
	0.264
	0.260
	0.079
	3.335
	0.001

	H5
	Brand Image → Customer Loyalty
	0.242
	0.237
	0.068
	3.575
	0.000

	H6
	Customer Satisfaction → Customer Loyalty
	0.397
	0.393
	0.075
	5.286
	0.000


            
                Direct hypothesis testing was conducted to assess the magnitude and significance of the relationship between independent and dependent variable using the bootstrapping procedure with 5,000 subsamples.   is reported in Tables 6 and 7. For the six direct effect hypotheses (Table 6), all P-values fall below 0.05 and all T-statistics exceed 1.96, confirming statistical support for H1 through H6. The most striking finding is that service quality exerts its strongest direct effect on brand image (H2: β = 0.691, t = 15.386, p < 0.001), substantially exceeding its effect on customer satisfaction (H1: β = 0.503, t = 6.618, p < 0.001). Customer satisfaction exerts the strongest direct effect on customer loyalty (H6: β = 0.397, t = 5.286, p < 0.001). Brand image independently influences both customer satisfaction (H4: β = 0.264, p = 0.001) and customer loyalty (H5: β = 0.242, p < 0.001). Service quality also exerts a modest but significant direct effect on loyalty (H3: β = 0.183, t = 2.284, p = 0.022).

Table 7. Mediating Effect Hypotheses Testing Results
	Hyp.
	Indirect Path
	Sample Mean (M)
	Std. Deviation 
(STDEV)
	T-Statistics (O/STDEV)
	P
Value

	H7
	Service Quality → Customer Satisfaction → Customer Loyalty
	0.200
	0.049
	4.101
	0.000

	H8
	Service Quality → Brand Image → Customer Satisfaction
	0.181
	0.057
	3.184
	0.001

	H9
	Service Quality → Brand Image → Customer Loyalty
	0.165
	0.049
	3.438
	0.001



               Indirect relationship testing was conducted to evaluate the mediating roles of customer satisfaction and brand image in bridging the influence of service quality on customer satisfaction and customer loyalty at Trust Bank Gambia Limited. Based on the Specific Indirect Effects test results via the bootstrapping procedure, the findings are as follows:
              H7: The results yield a mediation coefficient of 0.200, with a T-statistic of 4.101 and a P-value of 0.000. Since the P-value is < 0.05, customer satisfaction significantly mediates the influence of service quality on customer loyalty. This finding confirms that improvements in service quality at Trust Bank do not automatically translate into loyalty behaviour; rather, it is the satisfaction derived from service experiences that most proximally drives customers' commitment to continued patronage. Satisfaction therefore acts as the critical bridge converting service quality into enduring loyalty. Given that the direct relationship between service quality and customer loyalty is also significant (H3: β = 0.183, p = 0.022), the mediation observed is classified as Partial Mediation.
             H8: The analysis of this path shows a coefficient of 0.181, with a T-statistic of 3.184 and a P-value of 0.001. Since the P-value is < 0.05, brand image significantly mediates the influence of service quality on customer satisfaction. This result demonstrates that consistently high-quality service reinforces favourable brand perceptions, which in turn amplify customers' satisfaction evaluations. As the direct effect of service quality on customer satisfaction (H1: β = 0.503, p = 0.000) is also significant, this pathway constitutes Partial Mediation.
                H9: The results yield a mediation coefficient of 0.165, with a T-statistic of 3.438 and a P-value of 0.001. Since the P-value is < 0.05, brand image significantly mediates the influence of service quality on customer loyalty. This finding highlights the independent contribution of institutional brand reputation in translating service quality into loyalty outcomes, operating as a distinct pathway alongside the satisfaction-mediated route. As the direct effect of service quality on loyalty remains significant (H3: β = 0.183, p = 0.022), this pathway is similarly characterised as Partial Mediation.
Discussion
Service Quality as an Institutional Signal: The Brand Image Dominance Finding               
               The most theoretically significance of this study is the asymmetry between service quality’s effect on brand image (β = 0.691) and customer satisfaction (β = 0.503). This finding requires analytical attention beyond its statistical confirmation, since it challenges a foundational assumption of the SERVQUAL literature that customer satisfaction is the most immediate and fundamental cognitive response to service quality perception. This assumption has been constructed and confirmed in developed economies where customers can use comparative information, established prior brand expectations, and repeated service exposure that accumulates into reasonably  stable quality evaluations. 
               The Gambian frontier banking context operates under different conditions. Customers of Trust Bank, and other broader Gambian banking sector, face institutional information asymmetry that is structurally more severe than that experienced by banking customers in SERVQUAL’s original North American or European research settings. With limited comparative information about competing banks, no established tradition of public service quality benchmarking, and institutional memories shaped by historical episodes of financial sector instability in West Africa, Gambian banking customers are cognitively predisposed to interpret observable service quality dimensions as signals of what a bank fundamentally is, rather than as confirmations or disconfirmations of what they expected it to do Physical branch visibility, frontline staff professionalism, and the reliability of core transaction processing are not merely performance attributes in this context; they are credibility markers from which brand perceptions (assessments of institutional competence, trustworthiness, and permanence) are constructed. 
              This interpretation aligns precisely consistent with Signalling Theory’s  analytical logic. Spence (1973) original formulation suggested that in conditions of information asymmetry, observable signals serve as proxies for hidden quality attributes which cannot be directly verified. In employment markets, educational credentials signal  productive capacity. In frontier banking markets, service quality dimensions signal institutional quality in analogous ways: the reliability of a bank’s ATM network signals operational competence; the responsiveness of its frontline staff signals organisational culture and commitment; the physical visibility of its branch presence signals institutional permanence and solvency. Importantly, Signalling Theory suggests that this signal-to-perception pathway will be stronger exactly where information asymmetry is most severe, which is why the service quality–brand image coefficient in The Gambia (β = 0.691) is substantially higher than brand image pathway coefficients observed in more developed banking markets.
             The discovery broadens previous research on service quality and brand image in banking (Putra & Dewi, 2023; Bohari et al., 2025; Adetayo et al., 2022; Laxmi et al., 2025) by outlining the mechanism that underlies this relationship in frontier settings. Those studies validate the positive relationship between service quality and brand image; however, they fail to question why this service quality – brand image pathway might be more prevalent than the service quality – satisfaction pathway in some institutional settings. The present study contributes with the identification of two institutional factors that make the conversion of signal to brand image more pronounced, namely information asymmetry and limited product differentiation, and that thus provide theoretically specified boundary conditions for the relative strength of the two pathways. This is also analytically different from the study conducted by Win et al.’s (2024) on the Thai construction industry, in which the brand image pathway was also important but not dominant, as there was more comparative information available for customers and a lower information asymmetry in the market due to the higher levels of income in the context.
           The descriptive patterns bring even more clarity to this dynamic. The two most highly rated service quality dimensions in the sample, namely: Visibility (μ = 5.050) and Employee Commitment (μ = 5.050) are the same dimensions that are found to have the strongest institutional signalling content. The most salient institutional signals that customers can easily decode as credible signals, as they have no more sophisticated information to evaluate, are the presence of visible branches and the presence of committed and professional front line staff. The weakest dimensions, on the other hand, are Reliability (μ = 4.482) and Responsiveness (μ = 4.463), which are the transactional performance attributes most closely associated with expectancy disconfirmation and the combined relative underperformance of these attributes may account for the relative weakness of the satisfaction pathway as compared to the brand image pathway. In the frontier context, customers' perceptions of the brand can be favourable even if transactional reliability is less than perfect, as the signalling content of the latter dimensions is sufficiently credible.           
Brand Image as a Dual Mediator: Confirming and Extending Prior Theory
                Confirmatory analyses for H8 (SQ→BI→CS: β = 0.181, p = 0.001) and H9 (SQ→BI→CL: β = 0.165, p = 0.001) suggest that brand image is a dual mediator in the service quality–customer outcome chain at TBGL. The theoretical value of this dual mediation result is that it sheds light on the evaluative architecture of frontier banking customers. The service quality – satisfaction pathway is mediated by brand image (H8) because positive brand perceptions raise customers' evaluative standards: the more positively TBGL is perceived as a credible and trustworthy institution, the more positively customers evaluate each service encounter, leading to greater satisfaction outcomes for each service quality stimulus.
             This H8 finding aligns with previous studies conducted in the banking sector (Yunengsih & Munawar, 2025) and fast-food sector (Pangestu et al., 2024) validating brand image as a mediator between service quality and satisfaction. Beyond the service quality–loyalty path, brand image mediates the path between service quality and loyalty (H9): a positive institutional brand image creates identity-congruent attachment to TBGL, driving loyalty behaviours (continued patronage, resistance to competitor switching, and positive word-of-mouth) regardless of satisfaction during a transaction.            
            The significance of the H9 finding is understood by juxtaposing it with previous research that studied the Thai construction industry and did not find a relationship between service quality, brand image, and brand loyalty. Theoretically, this cross-contextual difference indicates that brand image mediation in the service quality-loyalty chain is not common across service quality models, but depends on market context. For customers in developed markets where information asymmetry is less, loyalty is tied more directly to cumulative satisfaction experiences, using transaction history and evidence to decide loyalty. In frontier markets such as The Gambia, where comparative information is limited and institutional trust must be built, brand perception is paramount to the loyalty journey and can sometimes replace the satisfaction-based pathway. This context dependency is a theoretically relevant boundary condition for applying brand image mediation theory, which the study establishes.                
            The dual mediation finding moreover has implications for relationship marketing scholarship. The theory of relationship marketing focuses on the fact that the relationship between the firm and the customer is established through a process that is not merely designed to ensure a transactional level of satisfaction but also generates a level of trust, commitment, shared values, and alignment of identities (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). This relational architecture has been confirmed by the finding that brand image is an independent loyalty mechanism in the service quality chain, in the sense that customers' relational commitment to TBGL is not only based on the satisfaction they experience with its transactional service quality, but also on the perceptions of what the bank represents institutionally (β = 0.242, H5). For the commercial banks, this brand-loyalty pathway is a strategically important differentiation approach in a frontier market with a shallow institutional layering where mobile money services are provided by multiple firms delivering transactional convenience.
Customer Satisfaction as the Primary Loyalty Driver: EDT Confirmed in Frontier Context
            The finding that customer satisfaction has the strongest direct effect on loyalty (H6: β = 0.397) and the strongest indirect influence through the service quality–loyalty chain (H7: β = 0.200) is consistent with the theoretical predictions of Expectancy Disconfirmation Theory in the Gambian frontier banking context. However, this finding should be interpreted with great caution analytically. However, because EDT’s confirmation in a frontier market does not straightforwardly replicate its confirmation in developed-economy settings — the mechanisms may differ even when the outcome patterns converge.
                In standard EDT-banking research, satisfaction accumulates iteratively as expectations are raised by successive interactions and the bank is assessed against them. At TBGL, expectation formation is more complex: customers draw on personal transaction histories, social networks, and community reputation rather than established public quality benchmarks, producing a qualitatively different baseline for positive disconfirmation. The strong satisfaction–loyalty coefficient (β = 0.397) therefore reflects not only the traditional EDT mechanism but also structural switching barriers: customers positively disconfirmed by TBGL are unlikely to consider alternatives, perceiving competing banks and mobile money providers as inferior or incomparable. Switching costs thus amplify the satisfaction-to-loyalty conversion observed.
                This also explains why the direct service quality–loyalty pathway is significant at TBGL but not in comparable Indonesian banking contexts (Supriyanto et al., 2021). Where switching options are limited, service quality exerts a stronger direct loyalty effect: customers with few alternatives commit to an institution perceived as high-quality regardless of whether satisfaction fully mediates that commitment. The direct quality–loyalty relationship is therefore attributed to a combination of positive quality perceptions and constrained choice architecture — a dynamic unlikely to emerge in more competitive markets where loyalty is predominantly satisfaction-driven. In such frontier contexts, positive disconfirmation across the five service quality dimensions accumulates into satisfaction and, over time, into durable loyalty commitment.
                 Convergence of EDT confirmation and frontier-market loyalty constraint also has implications for the broader banking service quality literature. In a different developing economy in South Asia, Islam et al.’s (2021) found a comparable result in their study on banking satisfaction in Bangladesh in which they define satisfaction as the crucial link between service quality and loyalty. The fact that the satisfaction-dominant pattern of loyalty is replicated across both countries, The Gambia (frontier Africa) and Bangladesh (developing Asia), indicates that while the nature of the satisfaction drivers may vary, the importance of satisfaction as the key determinant of loyalty may be more general, and apply to banking service quality dynamics in information-constrained and limited-alternative banking markets, irrespective of regional context. This cross-radial convergence is a theoretically significant generalisation that needs to be explored in other similar frontier banking contexts in sub-Saharan Africa and in South and Southeast Asia.
CONCLUSIONS
               This study examined how service quality dimensions — reliability, responsiveness, visibility, employee commitment, and access to service — influence customer satisfaction and loyalty at Trust Bank Gambia Limited, with brand image as a mediator, drawing on Signalling Theory and Expectancy Disconfirmation Theory. Analysis of 200 active TBGL customers supports all nine hypotheses and yields three main conclusions.
            First, service quality in frontier banking markets functions primarily as an institutional brand signal rather than a direct satisfaction driver. The stronger path from service quality to brand image (β = 0.691) than to customer satisfaction (β = 0.503) reflects conditions specific to The Gambia — information asymmetry, limited product differentiation, and historical trust deficits — under which observable service dimensions serve as Spence-ian credibility signals. This establishes context-dependent boundary conditions for the SERVQUAL model: the satisfaction-dominant pathway is not universal, and the brand image pathway is systematically stronger in frontier contexts.
          Second, brand image functions as a dual mediator in the service quality–loyalty chain, significantly mediating both the service quality–satisfaction pathway (β = 0.181) and the service quality–loyalty pathway (β = 0.165). The significance of the latter pathway in The Gambia — absent in Win et al.'s (2024) Thai construction industry study — confirms that brand image mediation is stronger where information asymmetry is high, establishing market development level as a boundary condition in brand image mediation theory.
           Third, customer satisfaction remains the most proximal and potent loyalty predictor, with the strongest direct (β = 0.397) and indirect (β = 0.200) effects on loyalty, confirming EDT's core predictions within the structural constraints of a limited-alternative banking market. For practitioners, this underscores satisfaction management as the primary loyalty strategy, while the brand image findings establish brand perception as an independent, complementary loyalty mechanism.       
ACADEMIC  AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
Academic Implications
            This study makes several contributions to the academic literature on service quality, brand management, and customer behaviour in banking. In the field of service quality scholarship, the central contribution lies in the empirical identification and theoretical explanation of context-conditioned boundary conditions in the SERVQUAL model. The predominant service quality–brand image pathway identified in The Gambia challenges the assumption of satisfaction-centric SERVQUAL and establishes Signalling Theory as a theoretically productive framework for understanding service quality dynamics in information-asymmetric market settings. It is recommended that future service quality research explicitly theorises the institutional conditions that moderate the relative strength of the satisfaction and brand image pathways. Such conditions may include information asymmetry, product differentiation levels, regulatory infrastructure and consumer financial literacy. Rather than treating the satisfaction-dominant pathway as context- invariant, it is suggested that this pathway be treated as a function of these moderating conditions.
              In the context of relationship marketing scholarship, the study's demonstration that brand image mediates the service quality–loyalty pathway in a frontier African banking context – a context where this mediation has rarely been empirically examined – contributes to the growing literature on brand-mediated customer–firm relationships. The finding that this mediation is stronger in frontier market conditions extends brand equity theory by establishing market development level as a moderating factor in brand image mediation, with implications for the study of customer loyalty in emerging and frontier economies more broadly. It is imperative that scholars engaged in the study of relationship marketing within the context of developing economies direct their attention towards the institutional conditions that determine the predominance of brand-mediated or satisfaction-mediated loyalty pathways. This focus is of particular significance, as these pathways possess distinct strategic implications.
               The present study makes a specific geographic and institutional contribution to the scholarship on banking service management in sub-Saharan Africa. TBGL is one of a very small number of locally incorporated commercial banks in The Gambia. The brand identity of this institution is inseparable from its national economic embeddedness. The finding that TBGL's service quality functions as a credibility signal in constructing this institutional brand image adds empirically grounded evidence to a regional banking literature that remains substantially underrepresented relative to the banking scholarship of North America, Europe, and developed Asia. The replication of the study's design in comparable frontier banking settings, such as Mali, Sierra Leone, South Sudan, or other sub-Saharan African markets, would assist in establishing the generalisability of the frontier banking signalling dynamics documented here.

Practical Implications
           For TBGL management, the predominant service quality–brand image pathway (β = 0.691) signifies that investments in service quality yield their maximum strategic returns through institutional reputation enhancement rather than through direct satisfaction gains alone. It is therefore recommended that banking managers in frontier markets reframe service quality investment programmes as brand strategy initiatives. In doing so, they should position quality improvement not primarily as a tool for meeting customer expectations, but as a mechanism for constructing and reinforcing institutional credibility perceptions from which durable loyalty flows. This reframing has implications for the design of quality improvement initiatives and their internal communication to employees: frontline staff who understand that their professional demeanour and service reliability function as brand signals, not merely as performance metrics, are better positioned to act as institutional brand ambassadors in every customer interaction.
                The descriptive finding that Reliability (μ = 4.482) and Responsiveness (μ = 4.463) are the weakest service quality dimensions among TBGL customers is consistent with the documented complaints in the Central Bank of the Gambia's Consumer Protection Division records. This identifies these two dimensions as the highest-priority targets for service quality investment. It is imperative that targeted initiatives address the following: firstly, the establishment of error-free transaction processing systems; secondly, the implementation of real-time queue management technology at branch level; and thirdly, the introduction of structured responsiveness protocols for the resolution of disputes and the management of customer enquiries. These improvements would enhance brand image through stronger institutional credibility signals and improve satisfaction through greater positive expectancy disconfirmation, generating reinforcing effects across both mediating pathways.
              The findings indicate a substantial independent impact of brand image on customer loyalty (β = 0.242, H5), suggesting that targeted brand communication initiatives can enhance loyalty beyond the levels achievable through operational service delivery alone. TBGL's status as The Gambia's inaugural locally incorporated commercial bank – an institution with national identity significance that differentiates it from foreign-owned competitors and mobile money providers – represents a brand asset that is underutilised strategically. It is evident that communication strategies which underscore TBGL's national ownership, local economic embeddedness, and community investment history have the potential to activate identity-congruent loyalty among customers. This is particularly the case for customers for whom banking with a locally rooted institution carries symbolic value.
                For the Central Bank of the Gambia and analogous frontier financial regulators, this study provides an empirically grounded basis for designing sector-wide minimum service quality standards calibrated to local market realities rather than imported wholesale from developed-economy regulatory frameworks. The two dimensions of reliability and responsiveness standards where the Gambian banking sector most consistently underperforms should be prioritised in minimum service quality benchmarks. In order to achieve this, monitoring mechanisms that track consumer satisfaction and brand perception outcomes alongside the technical performance metrics conventionally employed are recommended. The study's findings also suggest that regulatory frameworks should attend to the brand signalling dynamics operative in frontier markets: in information-constrained settings, regulatory credibility signalling through visible consumer protection enforcement can complement individual bank-level brand management in constructing the institutional trust environment within which customer satisfaction and loyalty formation occur.
                 For fintech competitors and mobile money providers operating in The Gambia and comparable frontier markets, the findings underscore a significant competitive asymmetry. Mobile money platforms such as Wave compete primarily on transactional convenience and cost, generating satisfaction through frictionless access but offering limited institutional depth. The finding that brand image, construed as perceptions of institutional competence, credibility, and trustworthiness, independently drives loyalty suggests that incumbent commercial banks retain a brand-mediated loyalty advantage that purely transactional fintech competitors cannot easily replicate. Consequently, traditional banks are advised to prioritise brand differentiation in their strategic response to fintech disruption. This involves leveraging institutional depth, national embeddedness, and comprehensive financial services provision. Rather than attempting to compete solely on the transactional convenience dimensions, where fintech providers hold inherent structural advantages, traditional banks should focus on differentiating their brand.
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