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Abstract: The article concerns the responsibility of financial institutions, primarily banks, for sus-
tainable development and pro-ecological activities. The aim of the presented study is to identify the
scope of activities of financial institutions in the field of sustainable development. What roles could
banks have in contributing to sustainable development by offering socially responsible financial
products? The authors conducted both quantitative research on a random group of Polish managers
and a Delphi study on a group of several dozen experts, former members of the government, and
bank presidents. The main results of the research indicate a 78% support among Polish managers
for the activities of enterprises in accordance with the principles of sustainable development. More
than 60% of the experts surveyed said that offering socially responsible financial products by banks
is a growing trend in the economy. Moreover, two-thirds of the study’s participants think that such
products are to be characterized by lower fees and margins than other standard financial products.
Examples of the most frequently mentioned and expected products include those related to the
development of green energy and eco-innovations or waste disposal. The results of the conducted
research clearly indicate the need for financial institutions or banks to offer socially responsible
financial products, which should become a part of their development strategies.

Keywords: socially responsible financial products; bank; ecology; financial market; sustainable
development; corporate social responsibility; environment

1. Introduction

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is currently associated with the sustainable
development of enterprises and the circular economy. Social responsibility has its roots
in business ethics, which places an emphasis on responsibility (ethical and legal) for the
company’s decisions that may have an adverse effect on various stakeholder groups. In
Poland, it is estimated that managers of the largest Polish companies are aware of the
concept of responsible business. The growing interest in the corporate responsibility is
visible in the growing number of companies presenting their practices in various types
of reports each year. However, there are no wider research and publications in socially
responsible financial products—hence the attempt is to define and pre-analyze this problem
in this article. The need for a new type of banking that is more responsible and ethical
compared to the traditional one is identified. The main research question is the following: is
there a need and space for financial institutions (mainly banks) to offer socially responsible
financial products in the context of their potential contribution to sustainable development?
The hypothesis of the article is as follows: financial institutions can contribute to sustainable
development by offering socially responsible financial products. The methods used in
this study include literature analysis, comparative analysis, computer interview method,
Delphi method, as well as case studies. The article introduces some new approaches to
the activities of financial institutions, mainly banks, in the field of responsible sustainable
development. It is an area not strictly associated with the offer of traditional banking and

Sustainability 2021, 13, 3067. https://doi.org/10.3390/su13063067 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8460-2591
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13063067
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13063067
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13063067
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/13/6/3067?type=check_update&version=1


Sustainability 2021, 13, 3067 2 of 10

financial products, but with each year its impact on the business and economy of many
countries increases.

In the literature on the subject, the authors often indicate that corporate social re-
sponsibility is currently equated with the sustainable development of enterprises and the
circular economy [1–3]. There are also various ways and models of CSR implementation
in different countries, such as the Nordic model [4–7]. In some scientific publications, the
authors also mention socially responsible investments [8–10]. Banks, as key players in the
financial market, implemented CSR procedures long ago [11–13]. The activities of banks,
especially in new areas (such as those related to sustainable development), are also exposed
to additional risk [14,15].

2. Materials and Methods

The authors’ research consisted of two phases: the initial phase and the main phase.
The initial, signaling phase of research was conducted in November 2019 on a group of
100 managers (random selection: presidents, board members, senior managers, financial
directors, company owners) from Poland. The interviews were conducted in Poland by a
renowned research company using the method of computer-assisted telephone interview-
ing. Most of the respondents declared themselves the owner/co-owner of the company
(58%). Senior managers constituted 14% of the studied group, and 14% were finance
directors. A group of presidents and board members was represented by 9% of the respon-
dents. The initial research phase allowed us to identify specific research questions that
were later used in the second, key phase of research in the field of socially responsible
financial products.

In the main research (conducted in the second half of 2020), the authors used the
corrected Delphi method, which is a heuristic method—a questionnaire survey based on
closed questions that require measurable (quantifiable) responses. The method is based
on the opinions of experts who work independently of others. To create a majority group,
extreme opinions are rejected. This method is sometimes used to predict the future and
make decisions under the conditions of risk and uncertainty. The term “expert” is defined
variously in the literature but for the purposes of the Delphi panel, it should be understood
in the broadest sense, i.e., as the eminent representative of science and practice dealing
with a given issue. The limiting factors in this method involve the selection of appropriate
criteria for the selection of experts, obtaining a satisfactory number of questionnaires, and
the independence as well as objectivity of judgments (assessments) formulated by the
experts. The accuracy of survey questions and the adequacy of the wording used were
obtained in the course of an initial (trial)—verification survey among several experts.

The survey questions were closed, but with the column “other” (in some cases), where
the respondents could express themselves freely. The research survey sought answers to the
four following problems related to the functioning of socially responsible financial products:
forecasting the future, preferred financial products and their prices, as well as evaluation of
legal regulations in the EU. Questionnaires were sent to 104 key experts (feedback rate was
59.6%) in Poland. The sampling was deliberate, according to the criterion of experience in
managing financial institutions during the period of scientific or professional work and
combining work in business with work in science. The structure of the respondents is
presented in Table 1.

Table 1. The structure of the main survey respondents.

No. Specification Number of Sent Questionnaires

1

Surveys for practitioners (financial market) 53
- including former presidents and vice presidents of banks and financial

institutions in Poland 35

- including former ministers and deputy ministers of the Polish government 2
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Table 1. Cont.

No. Specification Number of Sent Questionnaires

2

Surveys for academics 51
- including former presidents and vice presidents of banks and financial

institutions in Poland 10

- including former ministers and deputy ministers of the Polish government 9

Total 104
- including former presidents and vice presidents of banks and financial

institutions in Poland 45

- including former ministers and deputy ministers of the Polish government 11

Source: own study.

Surveys were conducted online with the use of an individually prepared survey
system, with the confidentiality of respondents’ data. Sample research questionnaire and a
list of key experts were at the disposal of the authors of the research.

3. Results

It was crucial for the authors of the study to find the opinions of managers from Poland
on whether it is important to follow the principles of sustainable development in business
activities. It often happens, after all, that seemingly generally accepted codes or standards
are not followed at the level of individual entities. Less than half of the surveyed managers
(40%) in Poland confirmed the need to consider the principles of sustainable development
in their business activities in every situation (Figure 1). However, this coefficient may
indicate either a lack of education in this area or a certain opportunism of Polish managers
regarding these rigid rules. This is confirmed by 38% of indications regarding the conditions
in which such rules should be used in the companies (see Figure 1). Only 15% of Polish
managers are determined to selectively follow such rules, making it dependent on the
current economic cycle. This shows a strong attachment of some managers to achieving
the basic goal in the short term, which is profit, and only in the longer term to consider
other factors, even those seemingly obvious and serving the general good of society. A
small group of Polish managers (5%) stated that their business activities did not comply
with the principles of sustainable development. It is worth trying to reach this group and
educate it on the positive aspects of sustainable development.
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Based on the unequivocal results of the first phase of the research, which showed
that most companies and institutions follow the principles of sustainable development in
their business activities, we were able to move to the main research phase. Four rounds of
questions allowed us to obtain results described in the following part of the article.

Responses of the surveyed experts were characterized by a clear focus on specific cate-
gories of responses. When asked about the opinion on the offering of socially responsible
financial products in the financial institutions, over 60% of the surveyed persons stated that
it was a growing trend, and only about 19% considered it a temporary fashion (Table 2).

Table 2. Assessment of trends in offering socially responsible financial products.

No. Does Offering Socially Responsible Financial Products in Financial Institutions Mean: % of Answers

1 Growing trend 61.3
2 Constant trend 11.3
3 Fad 19.3
4 Fading tendency 1.6
5 No opinion 6.5

Source: own study.

It is important to point out that most experts (over 66%) think that when offering so-
cially responsible financial products one should operate on a lower margin and commission
compared to other standard products (Table 3). On the other hand, one in four respondents
was convinced that there should be no price differential among different categories of
the products.

Table 3. Prices of socially responsible financial products.

No. Should a Socially Responsible Financial Product in a Bank (e.g., Preferential Ecological Loans): % of Answers

1 Have a lower margin and commission than standard products 66.2
2 Have the same margin and commission as other products 25.8
3 Have a higher margin and commission 4.8
4 No opinion 3.2

Source: own study.

Considering the question—which socially responsible financial product, according to
you, implements the principles of sustainable development to the greatest extent (with a
significant limitation to a maximum of three answers), the most responses concerned loans
for ecological innovations, loans for waste disposal and loans for green energy (Table 4).

Table 4. Financial products implementing the principles of sustainable development.

No. Which Socially Responsible Financial Product, According to You, Implements the Principles of
Sustainable Development to the Greatest Extent (Select up to 3 Answers): % of Answers

1 Loans for eco-innovations 43.5
2 Credits for green energy 62.9
3 Loans for clean air projects 41.9
4 Loans for clean water projects 33.9
5 Thermal insulation loans 27.4
6 Loans for waste disposal 43.5
7 Electric car loans 8.1
8 Loans for the cultivation of organic food 14.5
9 Credits for trading in used clothing, electronics, etc. (in the field of sharing economy) 8.1

Other
10 No opinion 1.4
11 2.3

Source: own study.
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In the descriptive round, the respondents also mentioned other green economy
projects, i.e., investments in education and building trust to convince people that the
actions taken make sense (e.g., nationwide standardization of the waste segregation pro-
cess, standard collection of individual types of waste, information on what happens with a
given type of garbage, what are the benefits), a restrictive act for conscious environmental
pollution and littering the landscape is very important, and loans are needed for installa-
tions for greening wastelands. The need to finance public green infrastructure was also
mentioned, i.e., environmentally friendly educational, cultural and sports institutions.

It is worth mentioning that the assessment of legal regulations in the EU concerning
socially responsible financial products was very poor. As many as 40% of the respon-
dents stated that the regulations require supplementation, and around 27% that they are
insufficient (Table 5).

Table 5. Assessment of the European Union’s legal regulations in the field of socially responsible financial products.

No. Are the Legal Regulations Concerning Socially Responsible Financial Products in
the European Union: % of Answers

1 Sufficient 11.3
2 They require additions and corrections 40.3
3 They are insufficient 27.4
4 No opinion 21

Source: own study.

The conducted research, both the initial and the main one, allowed, after consultation
and discussion with the selected experts, to present the most important final conclusions
and set the direction for further research.

4. Discussion

The concept of a socially responsible product is associated with the category of socially
responsible banks. Benedikter [16] states that banks focus on community investment,
supporting social, environmental, and ethical programs, and on creating financial oppor-
tunities for people in bad financial situations. When making financial decisions, they are
guided not only by the rule of profit maximization, but they follow three principles: profit–
people–planet, which also means promoting human rights and protecting the environment.
The implementation of these principles shows that “social” banks are interested not only in
who they lend money to, but also for what purpose. Goyal and Joshi [17] and Maqbool
and Zameer [18] indicate in their research that for socially responsible banks, the fact of
lending for social purposes is more important than to just generate a profit. Research by
Forcadell and Aracil [19] also showed that banks’ efforts to build a reputation in the field
of CSR brings significant benefits. Therefore, the development of this type of banking has
been visible in recent years [20,21].

Pressure from stakeholders of financial institutions to maximize profit may be a
significant obstacle in the development of socially responsible financial products. In
the discussion on corporate social responsibility, the question arises of whether financial
products can contribute to sustainable development (and are they socially responsible). The
obtained study results confirm such a development, and banks are increasingly expected
to offer socially responsible financial products. Our research even shows that such a
product category could be offered on preferential terms. It is also possible that initiatives
such as EMAS—an audit system for organizations in the field of environmental policy—
will be widely recognized and the circle of their recipients and direct participants will
grow [22]. Indeed, the social responsibility of economic operators is partly about meeting
environmental requirements for products [23,24]. However, the scope of corporate social
responsibility reaches well beyond these requirements. On the other hand, the General
Product Safety Directive aims to ensure the safety of all products present on the market
in the European Economic Area. It applies to all products in the context of the provision
of services and covers technical aspects; it is therefore rather not applicable to financial
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products [25]. We are aware of certain limitations in the development of socially responsible
financial products, as their number cannot constantly grow due to their character and
specific purpose, as well as a limited group of clients for such products. Development
of this product category can be positively stimulated by the results of global research on
people’s attitudes in the broadly understood area of CSR. Nielsen, in its international
study Doing Well by Doing Good [26], found that 55% of shoppers were willing to pay
more for products and services from socially and environmentally responsible companies.
Nielsen shows an increase in this trend by more than a dozen percent since 2011. Both
the Deloitte [27] research and the Nielsen report [26] revealed that approximately 70% of
respondents aged 18–49 would prefer to work in a company that positively impacts the
environment and local community.

According to the previous research [23,28] consumers are willing to pay more for
socially responsible products. Results presented in this study suggest that socially re-
sponsible financial products need to be offered at lower, preferential margins. This shows
a certain duality which is worth subjecting to future research. In the construction of a
socially responsible insurance product, the dimension of customer relations is considered
particularly important [29].

Hence, there are two types of responsibility of a financial company for a financial
product: legal responsibility and social (moral) responsibility. Types of financial products
according to the criterion of social responsibility are shown in Figure 2. Presence in the
index of socially responsible companies, RESPECT Index (index of the Warsaw Stock Ex-
change) and in the sustainable development index, CEERIUS (CEE Responsible Investment
Universe) confirms the highest CSR standards. It could also serve as a benchmark and
direction for other markets. The fact that many banks implementing CSR programs are
concentrated in GABV (Global Alliance for Banking on Values) is symptomatic. It is an
independent association that uses finance to achieve sustainable development of its clients,
communities and the environment. Organization includes innovative banking institutions
that implement products and services to finance initiatives for the development of local
communities and entrepreneurs taking into account social goals in their actions, promote
sustainable development, are friendly to the natural environment, implement projects
reducing poverty and improving the quality of life [1].

It is worth remembering that promoting clean energy sources and reducing emissions
of harmful gases into the atmosphere are among the EU’s priorities for 2021–2027. Many
global and local financial institutions, including banks operating in Poland, prefer green
investments [30]. Bank Ochrony Środowiska (BOŚ) has been offering preferential loans
for many years in three segments: land, water, air, including loans for renewable energy
sources. Another instrument is a loan for the thermomodernization and renovation projects
with a premium from the Thermomodernization and Renovation Fund, which can be also
used by individual customers (retail customers), companies and institutions.

BNP Paribas bank consciously limits its share in industries widely recognized as
harmful and inconsistent with the principles of sustainable development. Bank Polskiej
Spółdzielczości (BPS) plans to implement a loan for “eco” purposes within the next two
months; it participates in works related to the implementation of the Clean Air program.
ING Bank would traditionally finance the coal industry, but that is a thing of the past.
Currently, the ING group belongs to a green banks group. It has not been financing
coal fired power plants on a global scale since 2015 [30]. Furthermore, on the Polish
market, ING Bank Śląski has been offering a wide range of credit products dedicated to
ecological solutions for three years now. The offer is directed to both private individuals
and enterprises that want to contribute to reducing conventional energy consumption
and increasing clean energy; in the case of the entire green offer, the bank resigned from
charging a commission. The eco-loan for individual clients can be used to finance, e.g., solar
collectors, photovoltaic cells, energy-saving household appliances, LED lighting, and others.
People planning to buy their own apartment have access to an eco-mortgage loan for an
energy-efficient house. A similar instrument, called an investment eco-loan, is also available
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to the boards of housing associations. In turn, entrepreneurs have at their disposal an
eco-loan for companies, as well as an eco-leasing for hybrid and electric cars.
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This raises the question of why banks in Poland do not issue green bonds just like
the banks in Great Britain. There, the leading share of the so-called green finances and
the most important part of their market is created by the so-called green bonds (in 2019,
over 100 different green bonds were listed on the London Stock Exchange (LSE), issued
by representatives of 16 countries; these issues allowed to collect over USD 25.3 billion).
The London Stock Exchange was the place where the world’s first issue of certified green
bonds and green covered bonds from China, India and the Middle East took place [31].

International initiatives in this area, such as the United Nations Environment Program
Finance Initiative, under which The Principles for Responsible Banking were developed,
are an additional stimulus for banks to further develop the society of responsible financial
products [32]. Within this project, the Collective Commitment to Climate Action (CCCA)
should be mentioned first, while it seems to be the most ambitious global banking sector
initiative supporting the transition to a net zero economy by 2050. The key issue here
seems to be the general acceptance, by as many banks, especially by those of a global reach,
of these principles and, equally important, their implementation in practice, and not just
the empty statements. It is also worth emphasizing that banks (signatories of the above
initiative) are searching further for solutions and methods aimed at facilitating financing
and supporting projects in green economy after the COVID-19 pandemic. The authors look
at such initiatives somewhat critically, remembering the experiences of the subprime crisis
of 2007/2008, when most of the then-troubled large banks unscrupulously used public
aid offered by governments of many countries. Hence, we have reasons to observe banks’
activities in environmental or social responsibility areas with a certain distance, but we
hope that these are long-term strategies and not just short-term plans focused on increasing
their profitability.
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Coming to an end of the discussion, there is something a bit pessimistic about the
future. Rifkin [33] argued that the evolution of the social economy will supersede the
market economy “lateral peer to peer scaling of new collaborative enterprises (...) reduces
the costs of production, marketing, and the supply of goods”. He writes further: “the young
generation (...) shares their houses, clothes, (...) shares transport. (...) This transformation
is accompanied by a change in the human psyche—a leap towards the era of cooperation
and awareness of the biosphere.” These predictions turned out to be too optimistic, the
global COVID-19 pandemic confined billions of people to their microenvironments. For
years, nationalist parties in Europe have also been growing in strength. After all, they
are not focused on openness and cooperation. Moreover, our research showed that the
sharing economy is not in the group of the most preferred socially responsible products [34].
Furthermore, Rifkin’s optimistic claim that “children everywhere are learning about the
ecological footprint” is illegitimate; in general, environmental education is poor in many
countries, including Poland, whose economy is based on coal energy, as well as India or
Central Africa, where children do not learn at all or not to the extent they should, because
they have to work for global corporations [35]. Of course, without extensive education
of societies, there will be no sustainable development and socially responsible products,
including financial ones—unfortunately, there is still a lack of financial resources and
motivation for many governments.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, this study provides insights into the specificity of socially responsible
financial products. Global movements for sustainable development, including the circular
economy, will cause consumers to pay more attention to socially responsible products,
because they protect both the natural and social environment. This also applies to the
financial products (services) sector—although with a slightly different approach due to
its specificity. If even in Poland, the country of coal, some banks refuse to finance this
industry, this is a breakthrough, although switching the country to other energy sources
is an expensive and long-term process. Our research has shown that there is no other
opinion of a majority of the studied companies than to implement the principles of sus-
tainable development, and that offering socially responsible financial products in financial
institutions, according to over 60% of experts, is a growing trend. However, worrying
is the fact that, according to 40% of the respondents, regulations in the European Union
in the field of socially responsible financial products require supplementation. Constant
consumer education in such and other socially responsible products is constantly needed,
in addition to a support program for them provided by the European Commission and
national consumer protection offices. We are aware of the limitations of our research,
which include the number of respondents surveyed, structured response forms, the lack of
repetition of the research in subsequent years on different groups of experts. Therefore, we
discussed the findings and their implications in the broadest context possible and we point
to the need for the future research (possibly a similar study in other countries), as well.
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