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ABSTRACT: This paper develops a conceptual 

and methodological framework for examining how 

brand knowledge factors influence the perceived 

performance of retail banks in Harbin, China, with 

brand trust acting as a mediating mechanism. In an 

increasingly digitalised and competitive banking 

environment, functional differences among deposit, 

payment, credit, wealth-management, and mobile-

banking services are often difficult for customers to 

distinguish. Customers therefore rely on brand 

awareness, brand association, and brand image 

when evaluating the reliability, competence, service 

capability, and overall performance of banking 

institutions. Drawing primarily on customer-based 

brand equity theory and relationship marketing 

theory, the paper explains how the three dimensions 

of brand knowledge may shape perceived 

performance directly and indirectly through brand 

trust. The proposed study adopts a quantitative, 

cross-sectional design involving 400 individual 

retail banking customers from 21 banking brands 

operating 993 outlets across six core urban districts 

of Harbin. Brand-based stratified random sampling, 

systematic customer selection, structured 

questionnaires, confirmatory factor analysis, 

structural equation modelling, and bootstrap 

mediation analysis are proposed. The framework 

extends branding research by integrating distinct 

brand knowledge dimensions, trust, and customer-

based performance perceptions within a regional 

Chinese retail-banking context. It also provides 

practical guidance for banks seeking to improve 

customer recognition, strengthen favourable brand 

meanings, cultivate trust, and enhance perceived 

performance. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The banking industry has undergone a broad 

transition from an institution-centred service model 

to a digital, customer-centred, and brand-driven 

competitive environment. Financial liberalisation, 

technological innovation, mobile payment systems, 

financial technology firms, and changing customer 

expectations have reduced the ability of banks to 

compete only through branch networks, interest 

rates, or traditional product portfolios. Deposits, 

personal loans, credit cards, payment services, 

wealth-management products, mobile applications, 

and internet banking facilities are now widely 

available across competing institutions. As 

functional differences become less visible, 

customers increasingly use brand-related 

information to simplify choice and evaluate banking 

institutions. 

This development is especially important in 

China, where state-owned commercial banks, 

national joint-stock banks, city commercial banks, 

rural commercial banks, postal banking institutions, 

and foreign banks operate in the same consumer 

market. The expansion of digital banking has 

widened service access, but it has also increased 

comparability and reduced the distinctiveness of 

many traditional products. Retail customers can 

often obtain similar services from several banks, 

while switching between mobile applications and 

payment platforms is increasingly convenient. 

Under these conditions, a recognisable and 

trustworthy brand becomes an important strategic 

asset. 

Brand knowledge refers to the information, 

meanings, and evaluations stored in customers’ 

memories about a brand. Keller (1993) explained 

that customer-based brand equity develops when 

customers possess strong, favourable, and unique 

knowledge structures. In retail banking, such 

knowledge may include the ability to recognise and 

recall a bank, associations with service quality, 

safety, professionalism, convenience, and social 

responsibility, and an overall image of the 

institution. These perceptions influence the way 
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customers interpret service encounters and judge 

whether a bank performs well. 

However, positive brand knowledge may 

not automatically translate into favourable 

performance evaluations. Banking services are 

characterised by financial risk, information 

asymmetry, privacy concerns, long-term 

relationships, and uncertainty regarding future 

service outcomes. Customers entrust banks with 

savings, personal data, investment decisions, credit 

obligations, and payment activities. Consequently, 

trust is likely to be a central mechanism linking 

what customers know about a bank to how they 

evaluate its performance. 

Brand trust reflects a customer’s 

willingness to rely on a brand because it is perceived 

as dependable, honest, secure, and capable of 

fulfilling its promises. In relationship marketing, 

trust reduces perceived risk and supports durable 

customer–firm relationships (Morgan & Hunt, 

1994). In branding research, trust has been 

associated with loyalty, commitment, and stronger 

market outcomes (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; 

Delgado-Ballester, 2004). In retail banking, brand 

trust may therefore convert brand awareness, 

association, and image into more favourable 

evaluations of service competence and overall 

performance. 

Harbin offers a useful regional setting for 

examining these relationships. The city contains a 

diverse retail banking market in which large national 

banks compete with regional, local, and foreign 

institutions. Across the six core urban districts, 

customers encounter differences in branch coverage, 

brand familiarity, local reputation, service 

accessibility, digital capability, and perceived 

security. At the same time, many banks provide 

comparable personal banking products. This 

combination makes customer brand knowledge and 

trust particularly relevant to performance evaluation. 

This paper develops a framework 

explaining how brand awareness, brand association, 

and brand image influence perceived performance 

directly and indirectly through brand trust. It adapts 

the basic logic of factor–performance research to the 

retail banking context, while retaining the 

theoretical depth of customer-based brand equity 

and relationship marketing. The paper also outlines 

a quantitative research design for empirically testing 

the proposed relationships among 400 individual 

banking customers in Harbin. 

1 BRAND KNOWLEDGE FACTORS IN 

RETAIL BANKING 

1.1 Brand Awareness 

Brand awareness represents the strength of 

a brand’s presence in customer memory. It includes 

recognition, recall, and the ability of a brand to 

become salient when a purchase or service decision 

is made (Aaker, 1996; Keller, 1993). Recognition 

occurs when customers can identify a bank after 

seeing its name, logo, colours, branch design, or 

mobile interface. Recall refers to the ability to 

retrieve the bank’s name from memory when 

considering deposits, loans, cards, payments, or 

wealth-management services. 

In retail banking, awareness reduces search 

effort and uncertainty. A familiar bank is more 

likely to enter the customer’s consideration set, 

particularly when financial products are complex or 

difficult to compare. Frequent branch exposure, 

digital advertising, sponsorship, word of mouth, and 

repeated use of mobile platforms can strengthen 

awareness. Strong awareness may also signal 

institutional stability because customers often 

associate visibility and familiarity with market 

presence. 

Awareness alone does not guarantee 

positive evaluation, but it creates the cognitive 

foundation for further judgments. Customers cannot 

form detailed associations or a coherent image of a 

bank they do not recognise. Therefore, brand 

awareness is expected to support perceived 

performance by increasing familiarity, facilitating 

information processing, and reinforcing beliefs that 

the bank is established and accessible. 

1.2 Brand Association 

Brand association refers to the network of 

meanings linked to a brand in customer memory. 

These associations may concern attributes, benefits, 

attitudes, usage situations, users, corporate values, 

or symbolic meanings (Keller, 1993). In banking, 

relevant associations include security, service 

quality, professionalism, convenience, technological 

capability, transparency, social responsibility, local 

familiarity, and responsiveness. 

Attribute-based associations concern what 

the bank possesses or provides, such as branch 

accessibility, application functions, service speed, 

staff competence, or product range. Benefit-based 

associations concern what customers obtain, 

including convenience, reduced financial risk, 

confidence, time savings, and personalised support. 

Attitude-based associations reflect the customer’s 

overall evaluative response to the bank. 
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Strong and favourable associations help 

customers interpret service evidence. When a bank 

is consistently associated with secure transactions, 

competent employees, and reliable digital systems, 

customers are more likely to view its overall 

performance positively. Unique associations also 

differentiate the bank from competitors whose 

functional products appear similar. For regional 

institutions, associations with local knowledge and 

community involvement may be especially 

influential. 

1.3 Brand Image 

Brand image is the overall perception of a 

brand formed from the pattern of associations held 

in customer memory. While individual associations 

represent specific meanings, image reflects the 

broader and more integrated impression of the 

institution. A bank may be perceived as modern, 

conservative, prestigious, friendly, innovative, 

secure, or socially responsible. 

In financial services, brand image is shaped 

by both direct and indirect experiences. Direct 

sources include service encounters, complaint 

handling, application usability, branch atmosphere, 

and employee behaviour. Indirect sources include 

advertising, media coverage, corporate reputation, 

online reviews, social networks, and the experiences 

of family members or colleagues. Because banking 

services are partly intangible, these cues become 

important evidence for judging quality and 

reliability. 

A favourable image can reduce perceived 

risk and increase confidence in the bank’s 

capability. Functional image relates to competence, 

efficiency, and service performance. Symbolic 

image concerns prestige, identity, and social 

meaning. Experiential image reflects the emotional 

and sensory quality of interactions. Together, these 

components can shape perceived performance by 

influencing how customers interpret both successful 

and unsuccessful service encounters. 

2 RETAIL BANKING BRANDING AND 

PERFORMANCE IN HARBIN 

2.1 Branding Challenges in a Homogeneous 

Service Market 

Retail banks in Harbin operate in a market 

where many core products are highly standardised. 

Customers can obtain deposit accounts, personal 

credit, payment cards, online transfers, mobile 

banking, and wealth-management services from 

numerous institutions. Regulatory requirements and 

technological diffusion further reduce visible 

differences in basic product functions. This creates a 

strategic challenge: banks must differentiate through 

customer experience and brand meaning rather than 

through products alone. 

Large state-owned banks benefit from 

national visibility and extensive branch networks, 

while city and regional banks may possess local 

knowledge and closer community relationships. 

Joint-stock banks often emphasise innovation and 

specialised services. Foreign banks may 

communicate international expertise but have 

limited physical coverage. These differences create 

varied brand knowledge structures among 

customers, yet the effects of those structures on 

perceived performance remain insufficiently 

integrated. 

Digitalisation adds another challenge. 

Mobile interfaces can increase convenience, but 

they may also weaken the role of physical branches 

and make competing services appear 

interchangeable. A technical failure, security 

concern, or poorly handled complaint can quickly 

damage brand image and trust. Banks must therefore 

coordinate offline service, digital experience, 

corporate communication, and relationship 

management. 

2.2 Customer Trust in Financial Services 

Trust is particularly important when 

customers cannot fully evaluate a service before or 

even after consumption. Banking involves complex 

contracts, delayed outcomes, confidential 

information, and dependence on institutional 

systems. Customers may lack the technical 

knowledge required to assess financial products 

objectively. They therefore rely on beliefs about the 

bank’s integrity, competence, and benevolence. 

Brand trust can arise from repeated 

satisfactory experiences, transparent 

communication, secure technology, regulatory 

compliance, competent employees, and consistent 

fulfilment of promises. It can also be influenced by 

awareness, association, and image. A familiar bank 

with strong security associations and a favourable 

reputation is more likely to be trusted than an 

unfamiliar institution with ambiguous meanings. 

Trust is not merely an outcome of 

branding; it can also function as a psychological 

bridge between brand knowledge and performance 

evaluation. Customers who trust a bank may 

interpret service evidence more positively, tolerate 

minor failures, and feel more confident about future 

performance. Conversely, weak trust may prevent 

positive awareness or image from producing 

favourable evaluations. 
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2.3 Customer-Based Perceived Performance 

Perceived performance refers to the 

customer’s overall judgment of how well a bank 

performs relative to expectations and competing 

institutions. It is distinct from audited financial 

performance. Customers normally cannot access or 

interpret detailed internal indicators such as 

profitability, capital adequacy, operational 

efficiency, or risk-adjusted returns. Their judgments 

are instead based on observable evidence. 

In retail banking, perceived performance 

may include service reliability, responsiveness, 

digital efficiency, problem resolution, innovation, 

security, competitiveness, and the apparent ability to 

deliver value consistently. These perceptions are 

strategically relevant because customers act on what 

they believe. A financially strong bank may still lose 

customers if it is perceived as slow, outdated, 

inaccessible, or unreliable. 

Customer-based perceived performance is 

therefore suitable for examining brand effects. 

Brand knowledge influences the cues customers 

notice, while trust influences the confidence placed 

in those cues. The proposed framework treats 

perceived performance as the dependent variable 

evaluated by individual retail banking customers. 

3 INFLUENCE OF BRAND KNOWLEDGE 

ON PERCEIVED PERFORMANCE 

3.1 Brand Awareness and Perceived 

Performance 

Brand awareness can influence perceived 

performance through familiarity, accessibility, and 

cognitive fluency. Familiar brands are easier to 

process and may be judged more favourably because 

customers experience less uncertainty. In banking, 

strong awareness can also imply broad market 

presence, a stable customer base, and institutional 

continuity. 

When customers repeatedly encounter a 

bank through branches, applications, advertising, or 

social interaction, they develop stronger 

expectations regarding its capability. Awareness 

may therefore increase the probability that 

customers attribute effective service to 

organisational competence rather than chance. It 

may also make positive information easier to 

retrieve when customers evaluate performance. 

Nevertheless, awareness can produce 

favourable outcomes only when it is supported by 

credible experiences and meanings. High visibility 

accompanied by service failures may reinforce 

negative judgments. The expected relationship is 

therefore positive but dependent on the broader 

quality of brand knowledge. 

3.2 Brand Association and Perceived 

Performance 

Brand associations provide the specific 

meanings customers use to judge performance. 

Associations with secure transactions, professional 

employees, responsive complaint handling, 

convenient channels, and responsible conduct 

directly correspond to dimensions of banking 

performance. Strong associations therefore create an 

interpretive framework through which customers 

evaluate service outcomes. 

Association strength determines how 

readily meanings are retrieved, favourability 

determines whether they support positive 

evaluation, and uniqueness determines whether they 

distinguish the bank from competitors. A bank may 

be widely known but still lack distinctive 

associations. By contrast, a bank consistently 

associated with fast digital service or local 

responsiveness may receive stronger performance 

evaluations even when its market size is smaller. 

Associations can also influence 

expectations. Positive expectations may increase 

satisfaction when fulfilled, while unrealistic 

expectations may create disappointment. Effective 

brand management must therefore build credible 

associations that are supported by actual service 

systems. 

3.3 Brand Image and Perceived Performance 

Brand image provides a holistic lens for 

performance evaluation. Customers rarely assess 

each banking attribute independently; instead, they 

form an overall impression from accumulated 

experiences and communications. A favourable 

image can act as a quality signal, especially when 

the service is intangible and difficult to evaluate. 

A modern and secure image may increase 

confidence in digital services, while a professional 

and customer-oriented image may improve 

assessments of employee competence and 

responsiveness. A socially responsible or locally 

committed image may also enhance perceptions of 

long-term stability and legitimacy. 

Because image integrates multiple 

associations, it may have a broader effect than 

awareness alone. It can influence both current 

judgments and expectations of future performance. 

The framework therefore proposes a direct positive 

relationship between brand image and perceived 

performance. 
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4 THE MEDIATING ROLE OF BRAND 

TRUST 

4.1 Brand Knowledge and Brand Trust 

Brand awareness supports trust by 

increasing familiarity and reducing uncertainty. 

Repeated exposure does not automatically establish 

trust, but it creates opportunities for customers to 

learn about the bank and verify its consistency. A 

bank that is recognised across branches, digital 

channels, and social settings may appear more stable 

and accountable. 

Brand association influences trust more 

directly because many banking associations concern 

integrity and competence. Associations with 

security, transparent communication, professional 

service, and reliable technology strengthen beliefs 

that the bank can fulfil its obligations. Negative 

associations with hidden charges, poor complaint 

handling, or system failures weaken trust. 

Brand image integrates these meanings into 

an overall institutional impression. A favourable 

image can signal reliability, benevolence, and 

competence, which are central components of trust. 

Therefore, awareness, association, and image are 

expected to contribute positively to brand trust. 

4.2 Brand Trust and Perceived Performance 

Trust influences perceived performance by 

reducing ambiguity in customer evaluation. 

Customers cannot observe all processes underlying 

financial services, so they use trust as a basis for 

interpreting incomplete information. When trust is 

strong, customers are more likely to believe that the 

bank will protect their interests, correct mistakes, 

and maintain service quality. 

Trust can also stabilise evaluations over 

time. A single minor failure may not substantially 

damage perceived performance when the customer 

believes the bank is generally dependable. In 

contrast, the same failure may confirm negative 

expectations when trust is weak. Trust therefore 

affects not only behavioural intentions but also the 

cognitive evaluation of organisational performance. 

The proposed framework expects brand trust 

to have a positive direct effect on perceived 

performance. 

4.3 Proposed Mediating Mechanism 

The mediation logic suggests that brand 

knowledge influences perceived performance partly 

because it develops trust. Awareness increases 

familiarity; favourable associations provide 

evidence of competence and integrity; image offers 

an integrated quality signal. These processes 

strengthen trust, which then shapes performance 

judgments. 

Three indirect relationships are proposed: 

brand awareness influences perceived performance 

through brand trust; brand association influences 

perceived performance through brand trust; and 

brand image influences perceived performance 

through brand trust. Partial mediation is 

theoretically plausible because brand knowledge 

may also influence performance directly through 

familiarity, information accessibility, and evaluative 

framing. 

The framework contains ten hypotheses. 

Brand awareness, brand association, and brand 

image are expected to influence perceived 

performance directly. Each dimension is also 

expected to influence brand trust. Brand trust is 

expected to influence perceived performance and 

mediate each of the three relationships. This 

structure preserves the distinct role of each brand 

knowledge dimension rather than treating brand 

knowledge as a single undifferentiated construct. 

Proposed relationships: BA → PP; BAS → PP; BI → 

PP; BA → BT; BAS → BT; BI → BT; BT → PP; 

BA/BAS/BI → BT → PP 

5 PROPOSED RESEARCH METHOD 

5.1 Research Design and Population 

The proposed study adopts a quantitative, 

cross-sectional survey design. This approach is 

appropriate because the research seeks to measure 

latent constructs, test theoretically specified 

relationships, and estimate direct and indirect effects 

at a defined point in time. The unit of analysis is the 

individual retail banking customer. 

The population consists of adult customers 

using personal banking services in the six core 

urban districts of Harbin: Nangang, Daoli, Daowai, 

Xiangfang, Songbei, and Pingfang. Eligible 

respondents must be at least 18 years old and must 

have used the evaluated bank for a minimum of six 

months. This requirement helps ensure that 

respondents possess sufficient experience to assess 

the brand. 

5.2 Sampling Procedure 

The sampling frame covers 21 banking 

brands operating approximately 993 outlets across 

the six districts. A brand-based stratified random 

sampling strategy is proposed. Banks are grouped 

according to outlet presence using natural-break 

classification, and a modified proportional 

allocation procedure distributes the required sample 

across brands and districts. 

Within selected outlets, every fifth eligible 

customer is invited to participate. Data are collected 

face to face, while respondents complete the 

questionnaire on a mobile device. This procedure 
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combines field control with respondent privacy. The 

target is 400 valid questionnaires, providing an 

adequate sample for confirmatory factor analysis 

and covariance-based structural equation modelling. 

5.3 Measurement Instrument 

The questionnaire contains demographic 

questions and established multi-item measures for 

brand awareness, brand association, brand image, 

brand trust, and perceived performance. Items are 

adapted from recognised branding and service 

research, including Keller (1993), Yoo and Donthu 

(2001), Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001), Delgado-

Ballester (2004), and Zeithaml (1988). All 

constructs are measured on a five-point Likert scale 

ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. 

A pre-test is used to assess wording, 

relevance, and content validity. A pilot test 

involving 80 respondents is used to examine 

preliminary reliability and item performance before 

formal data collection. Translation and back-

translation procedures are applied where necessary 

to maintain conceptual equivalence. 

5.4 Data Analysis 

SPSS is proposed for data screening, 

descriptive statistics, reliability assessment, and 

examination of major statistical assumptions. 

AMOS is proposed for confirmatory factor analysis, 

structural equation modelling, and mediation testing. 

Construct reliability, convergent validity, and 

discriminant validity are assessed before structural 

relationships are interpreted. 

Bootstrap analysis is used to test indirect 

effects because the sampling distribution of a 

mediated effect may be non-normal. A mediation 

effect is considered significant when the bootstrap 

confidence interval does not include zero. This 

procedure permits simultaneous examination of the 

three indirect paths through brand trust. 

6 THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL 

IMPLICATIONS 

The framework contributes theoretically by 

separating brand awareness, brand association, and 

brand image while integrating them with brand trust 

and perceived performance. Customer-based brand 

equity theory explains how brand knowledge 

structures develop, while relationship marketing 

theory explains why trust converts those structures 

into stronger evaluations. The framework therefore 

links cognitive brand knowledge with relational 

judgment. 

The regional Chinese context is also 

important. Much branding research focuses on 

national markets or internationally prominent 

brands. Harbin contains a mixture of large national 

institutions and locally embedded banks, allowing 

the framework to capture differences in visibility, 

local association, reputation, and trust. 

For practitioners, the model suggests that 

awareness campaigns should be connected to 

credible service delivery. Visibility without positive 

associations may not improve perceived 

performance. Banks should consistently 

communicate and demonstrate security, 

competence, transparency, digital reliability, and 

customer orientation. Brand image should be 

managed across branches, mobile platforms, 

employee behaviour, and complaint handling. 

The mediating role of trust implies that 

branding investment should not be evaluated only 

through recognition or advertising recall. Banks 

should also assess whether brand activities increase 

customers’ willingness to rely on the institution. 

Trust-building may require secure systems, clear 

fees, responsible data management, reliable service 

recovery, and honest communication. 

7 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE 

RESEARCH 

The proposed cross-sectional design can 

identify associations and test a theoretically 

specified model, but it cannot establish causality as 

strongly as longitudinal or experimental research. 

Future studies could track changes in brand 

knowledge and trust over time or compare 

customers before and after major service changes. 

The study focuses on one city, and results 

may reflect the competitive and cultural 

characteristics of Harbin. Replication in other 

Chinese regions would improve generalisability. 

Future research could also compare state-owned, 

joint-stock, city commercial, rural commercial, and 

foreign banks. 

Customer-based perceived performance is 

strategically meaningful but differs from objective 

financial performance. Later research could 

integrate customer perceptions with branch-level or 

bank-level indicators. Additional mediators or 

moderators, such as perceived risk, satisfaction, 

digital service quality, switching costs, or customer 

involvement, may also refine the model. 

CONCLUSION 

This paper develops a conceptual framework for 

examining how brand knowledge factors influence 

the perceived performance of retail banks in Harbin, 

China. Brand awareness establishes familiarity and 

salience, brand association supplies specific 

meanings, and brand image integrates those 

meanings into an overall institutional impression. 
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Each dimension is expected to influence perceived 

performance directly. 

Brand trust is proposed as the central mediating 

mechanism. In a service characterised by financial 

risk, information asymmetry, and long-term 

dependence, customers need confidence that the 

bank is reliable, honest, secure, and capable. Brand 

knowledge can strengthen that confidence, while 

trust shapes how customers interpret performance 

evidence. 

The proposed quantitative design uses 400 

individual retail banking customers, brand-based 

stratified random sampling, structured measures, 

confirmatory factor analysis, structural equation 

modelling, and bootstrap mediation analysis. The 

framework provides a basis for empirical testing and 

offers practical guidance for banks seeking to 

transform brand knowledge into trust and more 

favourable performance perceptions. 
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